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1. Introduction

In 1999, Amartya Sen wrote, “ . . . women are increasingly seen, by men as well as women, as
active agents of change: the dynamic promoters of social transformations that can alter the lives of both
women and men”. Moreover, he points out that an increase in women’s participation does not only
generate results for women in general—a reward on its own merit—but it also provides social benefits
as women are a major influence on social change, innovation and the development process (pp. 201–2).

Innovation, indeed, is a matter of change in the life of individuals, organisations and institutions
driven not only by scientific and technological advances but also by societal expectations, values and
demands (Phills et al. 2008; Cajaiba-Santana 2014; van der Have and Rubalcaba 2016). However,
innovation has had a critical and sometimes controversial impact on our society (Godin 2015). What
makes the difference is its finalisation and the socio-economic and environmental impact that it
produces on the fabric of our society and the physical environment in which we live (Edler and
Fagerberg 2017). Innovation as an end and not a means should promote a change that reduces
inequalities and promotes well-being as stated in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which
are “a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace
and prosperity” (United Nations 2015).

In detail, according to SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, women are
both the target that policymakers and institutions should pay attention to, through innovative reforms
and policies aimed at reducing the inequalities that exist at all levels (see Table 1), and also the means
by which to foster innovation and the development of our society (UN Women 2017).

Table 1. Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.

5.a Undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic resources, as well as access to ownership and
control over land and other forms of property, financial services, inheritance and natural resources, in
accordance with national laws.
5.b Enhance the use of enabling technology, in particular information and communications technology, to
promote the empowerment of women.
5.c Adopt and strengthen sound policies and enforceable legislation for the promotion of gender equality and
the empowerment of all women and girls at all levels.

In light of these propositions, this editorial develops in two directions.
The first introduces the reader to the more general theme of the relationships between gender

conditions and economic development and argues that gender inequality leads to a net loss, both
economically and in terms of quality of life (Klasen and Lamanna 2009; Duflo 2012). Not only does
gender inequality have economic and social effects on women but also the community as a whole
(Klasen 2002; Kabeer and Natali 2013). Accordingly, eliminating gender inequality could lead to a
radical change within the global economy, not only in terms of economic growth and GDP but also,
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and above all, in terms of the redistribution of wealth and increased well-being for the entire society
(King and Mason 2001; Benería et al. 2015). For this reason, the gender issue has become a point on the
agenda of economic policy, both globally and nationally (Cornwall and Rivas 2015).

This premise is important because it is also the underlying pillar of the flourishing of research
on both gender inequalities and women in business in recent years (Henry et al. 2016; Paoloni and
Demartini 2016).

The second direction introduces the reader to the individual contributions of this book, which
mainly concern the most advanced categories of women in business, namely, women entrepreneurs
and professionals. Hence, the specific objective is to offer insights to researchers, policymakers and all
those interested in reducing gender inequalities and supporting the process of female empowerment
and leadership (Cornwall and Rivas 2015).

Finally, the primary purpose of this editorial is to present a picture of both directions and
summarise a macro and microeconomic perspective of why and how women in business can make
innovations in light of the SDGs.

2. Gender Inequalities and Economic Development: A Macro Perspective

In a nutshell, gender inequalities, i.e., the result of social organisation and cultural tradition, take
the form of fewer opportunities for women to access and use tangible and intangible resources than
men, which limits women’s chances of gaining more power both in production and consumption
of wealth.

Gender differences are also reflected in the different spending and consumption patterns within
the family, with women more strongly promoting investments in children’s human capital (Roushdy
2004). The control of women regarding income and wealth is important as a tool for the well-being of
children. In fact, the greater control of women concerning income increases spending on assets that
also benefit the rest of the family (Schady and Rosero 2008; Rubalcava et al. 2009). For example, it
is noted that the share of land owned by women is positively associated with higher spending on
food among rural families; that is, if mothers have more land ownership, fewer children are severely
underweight (Allendorf 2007).

Advancing gender equality is critical to all areas of a healthy society, from reducing poverty
to promoting health, education, protection and the well-being of children and future generations
(Abu-Ghaida and Klasen 2004).

Speaking specifically of women in business, we focus on the role that women can have, as workers
or as entrepreneurs in a business. Concretely, inequalities can manifest themselves at various stages of
a woman’s life, especially before entering the workplace, through educational and experiential paths
differentiated by gender that limit/influence the acquisition of knowledge, skills and competences
by women. The effect of these inequalities translates into greater difficulty for women to establish
companies in the most innovative and profitable sectors (BarNir 2012) and enter into the work world
in roles with greater prospects (Beede et al. 2011). Once they enter the labour market, with equal
responsibilities, women are on average less remunerated than men (Bobbitt-Zeher 2007) and have
more difficulty in making a career, a phenomenon well known in the literature for which the term
“glass ceiling” has been coined (Cotter et al. 2001; Broadbridge and Weyer 2007). Even for women
entrepreneurs, the greater difficulty in accessing, accumulating and using human capital as well as
financial resources can limit the success of the company and has fuelled the debate in the literature on
“the gender underperformance hypothesis” (Fairlie and Robb 2009). However, beyond ethical reasons,
there is an economic rationale for which women must be able to express their potential in the business
world. Indeed, the full participation of women in labour forces would add percentage points to most
national growth rates—double digits in many cases (https://www.un.org). In general, women’s and
girls’ empowerment is essential to promote social development (United Nations 2018; Duflo 2012).

In this context, development can also be read as economic and human development. Economic
development, commonly captured by per capita GDP, is included in the ISU (Human Development
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Index), a synthetic measure of human development. In fact, this index measures the average results of
a country in the three fundamental dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, access
to knowledge and a decent standard of living (WorldBank 2001).

In the following, we refer to two models that explain and empirically test the impact of
gender conditions on economics. What differentiates these models the most is the indices used
as a representation of gender conditions:

• The Gender Inequality Index (GII), created by the Human Development Relations Office of the
United Nations Development Program (HDRO 2018);

• The gender discrimination index within social institutions (Social Institution and Gender Index,
SIGI), created by the OECD Development Centre (2014).

Commonly, these two models lead to identical results, confirming the hypothesis that gender
inequality causes damage to the community in terms of lack of development (Ferrant 2011; Ferrant
and Kolev 2016).

For the model that uses GII, gender inequality refers to disparity between individuals due to
gender. This multidimensional concept contains various aspects that can vary from one country to
another depending on the level of development, as well as the social and cultural characteristics and,
finally, the institutions. For economic reasons, gender inequality is important because it creates a
distortion analogous to a distorted tax. In fact, men less gifted and skilled than women may have better
access to education, political, social and economic resources, labour markets and, as a result, economic
opportunities. Thus productivity, capital accumulation and technological progress are negatively
affected by all the forms in which gender inequality appears (Ferrant 2011, pp. 22–25).

For the model that uses SIGI, discriminatory social institutions are implemented through formal
and informal laws, attitudes and practices that limit women’s and girls’ access to opportunities in
terms of rights, justice and empowerment. These are captured in a multifaceted approach from the
SIGI variables that combine qualitative and quantitative data, taking into consideration both de jure
and de facto discrimination of social institutions. The results show that gender discrimination in
social institutions prevents economic development beyond its effects on gender inequality, reducing
countries’ income levels. This effect is stronger for low-income countries and appears to work by
reducing total factor productivity and reducing the level of education and labour participation among
women. Furthermore, the analyses show that the loss of income associated with current levels of
discrimination could be substantial, estimated at up to $12 trillion, 16% of current global revenues
(Ferrant and Kolev 2016, p. 28). At the same time, the authors estimate that a gradual dismantling of
gender discrimination in social institutions could bring about significant economic benefits, leading to
an annual increase in the global income growth rate from 0.03 to 0.6 per cent points by 2030 (ib: 30).

In summary, both models demonstrate that among the reasons for which local and international
policies must be oriented decisively to the abatement of gender inequality, there is also the economic
loss and the lack of development caused by it.

The limitations of these empirical analyses must also be remembered. Gender inequality is a
social construct and society is a complex environment, in which it is difficult to circumscribe and isolate
elements. So, although having an index for gender inequality is very useful and indispensable for
quantitative analyses, this indicator is not entirely exhaustive in describing the phenomenon.

However, the empirical evidence that there is a positive relationship between the reduction of
gender inequalities and economic development explains why the topic is on policymakers’ agenda.
But an agenda is not sufficient to put forward results; therefore, it must be translated into targeted and
effective actions.

For this reason, in addition to macro-economic analyses, it is essential to develop research on how
the women’s situation evolves to offer concrete indications and tools to policymakers so that they can
operate effectively in single cultural, economic, social and political contexts. Understanding “how”
requires a qualitative research approach with in-depth analyses of case studies to understand such a
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complex phenomenon. Accordingly, the papers of this book mean to offer a contribution to the theme
of women in business from a micro perspective.

3. Women in Business as Actors of Change and Innovation: A Micro Perspective

The role of women in entrepreneurship, management and corporate governance is regarded as
central to the development and welfare of economies. Since the early 1980s, there has been increased
interest in women managers and entrepreneurs, often from an interdisciplinary approach combining,
for example, sociology, psychology, management and organisational studies and economics. Nowadays,
research on women in management and organisations is continuously and rapidly evolving (Paoloni
and Demartini 2016). Research on the way women face new business challenges within organisations
as entrepreneurs, owners and managers, as well as workers, can contribute to understanding the new
drivers affecting value creation dynamics in our knowledge-based society. Accordingly, this book tries
to offer some insights on how women create, process and share knowledge in their business activity
through the application and exploitation of novel creative ideas and solutions.

Specifically, contributions will focus on the following topics:

• Female entrepreneurship challenges in the innovative sectors;
• Women’s participation in the ownership, management and leadership of family business;
• Women’s opportunities and difficulties in professional careers;
• Ideas and thoughts for overcoming gender inequalities.

The choice of the field of study that female students and male students make is perpetuating
gender segregation in labour markets, with women underrepresented in the business sector and
concentrated in the areas of health, well-being, education and administration. For this reason, it
is interesting to analyse the challenges that women face when they enter advanced and extremely
competitive sectors.

In this book, three articles deal with female entrepreneurs in high-tech and innovative sectors.
The first article by Paola Demartini is titled: Innovative Female-Led Startups. Do Women in Business

Underperform? The spur of innovative startups has provided an unprecedented opportunity for female
entrepreneurship. However, mainstream literature on startups has elaborated a gender performance
gap hypothesis. Considering the speed of technological, social and cultural changes that have taken
place in this millennium, the author wonders if this gap can still be found today, with particular
reference to new technology-based ventures (Berger and Kuckertz 2016). The research results reveal
that as far as financial performance is concerned, innovative female-led startups do not lag behind male
ones in terms of dimension, company profitability, efficiency and financial management. However,
findings confirmed that female businesses raise, on average, a lower amount of financial resources in
comparison to men. To fully understand the value that female entrepreneurs can create, the author
deems that future research should extend the assessment of female business performance outside the
mainstream field and consider indicators referring to well-being and societal impact.

Indeed, a famous professional report (Startup Genome 2018) tackled the issue in its latest survey
looking at how female and male founders might differ as far as their goals are concerned. Unsurprisingly,
women are more likely to be oriented toward goals with a societal impact than men. In fact, they say
they want to “change the world” with their startups, while men seem to be more market-oriented and
more likely to say their primary mission is to “build high-quality products” (ib: 41).

The aim of the second paper “Female-Owned Innovative Startups in Italy: Status Quo and Implications”
by Paola Paoloni and Giuseppe Modaffari is to provide an overview of the current literature on this
business phenomenon with regard to gender studies and to point out what has happened in the Italian
context. The absence of complex organisational structures in female startups is demonstrated by the
results found in the literature which deals with the different problems encountered by the entrepreneur
in doing business (Neill et al. 2015). By comparing the results that emerged in Paoloni-Demartini’s
study (2016) on female entrepreneurship, the authors have found the same difficulties common to the
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entrepreneur in starting their business. These concern, above all, the difficulty in facing the startup
phase, the undercapitalisation of the company and the difficulties in accessing credit, the latter also
confirmed by the empirical research carried out within the Italian economic context.

Therefore, from both papers, the suggestion to policymakers to support women entrepreneurs’
access to credit emerges. This theme is relevant for all startups, but it is even more important for
high-tech companies and particularly so for women who often suffer from the prejudice of not being in
charge of business enterprises with performances similar to those of men.

The third paper by Katherina Kuschel, “Women Founders in the Technology Industry: The Startup
Relatedness of the Decision to Become a Mother”, explores the decision to become a mother among
women in the technology industry, particularly if there is an “optimal context” regarding startup
development. Findings suggest two sources of “mumpreneurs” in technology ventures: (1) women
who created a startup while young and childless, postponing maternity until the business was “stable”
and (2) mothers who created a technology venture as a strategy to gain higher levels of flexibility and
autonomy than they experienced in the corporate world. The results of this work contribute to theory
development by revealing the “startup-relatedness” of family decisions by women founders in the
technology industry.

Hence, this research shows that competencies and skills that allow women to become successful
entrepreneurs in the technologically advanced sectors do not guarantee equality. In fact, if childcare
costs remain high, it will not be economically viable for women to work full time. Furthermore, as
long as culture penalises women, who decide or are socially bound to take a break to have a child or
assist elderly relatives, and as long as women continue to bear the brunt of unpaid domestic work, it
will be difficult for them to realise their full potential in the labour market and in business.

This specific topic is addressed in the paper titled “It’s Always a Women’s Problem!
Micro-Entrepreneurs, Work–Family Balance and Economic Crisis” by Francesca Maria Cesaroni, Maria
Gabriella Pediconi and Annalisa Sentuti. Gender inequality in the division of family work is vastly
corroborated and work–family balance is an important topic in the female entrepreneurship field of
research. Even if work–family balance should be a necessity indiscriminately perceived by all women
and men who have a paid job, it is a particularly pertinent issue for women, called to find an equilibrium
between work and family. This study analyses the situation of men and women entrepreneurs in the
Italian context in order to investigate how the economic crisis has affected the work–family balance.
Findings show that the work–family balance of women entrepreneurs does not seem to have been
particularly affected by the crisis. Difficulties in managing relations between firm and family are more
structural, that is, mostly related to the person’s family condition and the disparity of roles between
men and women in the family context, than conjunctural. This result seems to suggest, mainly to
policymakers who deal with gender equality and supporting policies of work–family balance, the
opportunity to manage the question considering two aspects: gender culture and services to be offered
to support the family.

Hence, the provision of services is a necessary but perhaps insufficient condition to support
women entrepreneurs and female workers. A cultural change, which modifies the common way of
thinking about the division of roles between men and women within the family, is also necessary.

The difficulties women face in career advancement is the topic addressed by three contributions.
The issue of women’s participation in top management and boardroom positions has received increasing
attention in the academic literature and the press but, the pace of advancement for women managers
and directors continues to be slow and uneven.

In the paper “Women Career Paths in Accounting Organisations: Big4 Scenario”, Adriana Tiron-Tudor
and Widad Atena Faragalla analyse the gender issues present in the accounting profession, and more
precisely, on the career paths one could follow in the accounting profession. Findings reveal that the
most disputed career path in the literature is working in a large auditing firm. In this context, gender
discrimination is very much present through glass ceiling phenomena, double standard, motherhood
and the aftermath that comes with it. Indeed, the findings show that motherhood is an important
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reason why women do not advance to partners as easily or as fast as men. The overall findings revealed
that breaking through the ceiling and overcoming all the obstacles to reaching the top level, for women,
is still difficult.

Strictly related to the latter issue is the paper “Women’s Role in the Accounting Profession: A
Comparative Study between Italy and Romania” by Mara Del Baldo, Adriana Tiron-Tudor and Widad Atena
Faragalla. Historically, in most countries, the accounting profession has always been male-dominated.
Liberal professions such as lawyers, engineers, architects and doctors share the common trait of
conservatism. The accounting profession, which is also a liberal profession, is no exception. Starting
from this premise, this work aims to provide, using a historical and institutional perspective, a picture
of the past and current “journey” in the accountancy profession of women chartered accountants and
auditors in Italy and Romania. Drawing from the theoretical framework of gendered construction
of the accounting profession, the paper points out issues affecting the presence and degree of
representativeness and the role of women within the National Chartered Association and their
continued under-representation in Italy and Romania.

In this stream of research, Katherina Kuschel and Erica Salvaj present, in their paper titled “Opening
the “Black Box”. Factors Affecting Women’s Journey to Top Management Positions: A Framework Applied
to Chile”, a framework of the factors that, at the individual, organisational and public policy level,
affect both career persistence and the advancement of women in top management positions. In Chile,
only 32 per cent of women “persist”, or have a career without interruptions, mainly due to issues
with work–family integration. Women who “advanced” in their professional careers represent 30 per
cent of high management positions in the public sector and 18 per cent in the private sector. Only
3 per cent of general managers in Chile are women. Hence the authors draw business leaders’ and
public policymakers’ attention to designing organisations that retain and promote talented women in
top positions.

Two articles that offer insights for further developments and research studies bring this book to
an end.

The first article, titled “Adoption of Gender-Responsive Budgeting (GRB) by an Italian Municipality” by
Giovanna Galizzi, Gaia Viviana Bassani and Cristiana Cattaneo, offers insight to public officers on how
an instrument can be a real help to overcome gender inequalities. Over the past few decades, many
governments throughout the world have promoted gender-responsive budgeting (GRB). With its focus
on equality, accountability, transparency and participation in the policy-making process, GRB shares
some relevant principles with public governance principles. In detail, the case study shows that, when
GRB is fully developed, the stakeholders involved are both internal and external, and these multiple
actors, in pursuing gender equality, cooperate to achieve a shared, public aim. In this way, GRB gives
effectiveness to the public decision-making process, contributing to greater incisiveness in the local
government’s management and creation of a gender-sensitive governance process.

Finally, the paper “Female Entrepreneurship in Perspective: A Methodological Issue” by Paola Paoloni
and Gabriele Serafini proposes some questions for scholars. A methodological approach to the concept
of female entrepreneurship has not yet been studied: Is female entrepreneurship an individual or
collective concept? Is it considered a social or natural variable? The authors try to clear up these
alternatives, which are preliminary questions for future research on female entrepreneurship. The term
female relates to gender issues and collective characteristics but only when placed next to the term
entrepreneurship, which is usually intended as an individual variable (Parker 2018, p. 300). However,
the authors state that research on female entrepreneurship has not yet investigated whether it is an
individual or collective variable and whether it has a social or natural derivation. Furthermore, inquiry
on female entrepreneurship can be intended as a gender-based field of research, or research on the
standardised qualities and functions of standardised human beings, rather than research on a particular
function that characterises individuals. Hence, the originality of this research consists in its fourfold
classification of the concept of female entrepreneurship, intended as a preparatory step to the analysis
of its characteristics and measures.
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Abstract: The spur of innovative startups has provided an unprecedented opportunity for female
entrepreneurship. However, the mainstream literature on startups has elaborated a gender
performance gap hypothesis. Considering the speed of technological, social, and cultural changes that
have taken place in this millennium, we wonder if this gap can still be found today, with particular
reference to new technology-based ventures. A financial analysis has been conducted on a sample
of innovative Italian startups, and the following variables have been used to assess the company’s
success: (i) size, (ii) profitability, (iii) efficiency, (iv) financial structure, and (v) financial management.
Our results reveal that as far as financial performance is concerned, innovative female-led startups
do not lag behind male ones in terms of dimension, company profitability, efficiency, and financial
management. However, findings confirmed, even for our sample, that female businesses raise, on
average, a lower amount of financial resources in comparison to men.

Keywords: Innovative female startups; underperformance hypothesis; gender gap; high tech
female entrepreneur

1. Introduction

Female businesses are one of the fastest growing entrepreneurial populations in the world, and
can make significant contributions to the innovation, employment, and wealth creation of all economies
around the world (Brush et al. 2009; Hughes et al. 2012; Jennings and Brush 2013; Block et al. 2017).
They also offer an answer in terms of self-employment to overcome the crisis of unemployment
afflicting certain economies.

However, the empowerment of women in the main entrepreneurial ecosystems (Berger and
Kuckertz 2016) is still contained in both the more developed and emerging countries, never exceeding
18% of the population of startups (Startup Genome 2018). In rational terms, the fact that women do
not actively participate in the economic growth of GDP is undoubtedly a loss not only of wealth,
but also of competitiveness, especially in a knowledge economy in which the entrepreneurial capital
is increasingly a precious resource for the development of a country (Erikson 2002; Demartini and
Paoloni 2014).

Another interesting aspect, to emphasise the contribution that women can make to a knowledge
economy, is that in most advanced economies (but not only), the level of female education is
comparable to that of men. Moreover, it has also grown in areas of knowledge known as disciplines
of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), which is traditionally a male domain
(Beede et al. 2011).

Starting from the undisputed statistical evidence of a lower quantitative presence of female
business owners, we are interested in understanding the strengths and weaknesses of female
entrepreneurship today. Our study specifically aims at discussing the mainstream literature that
found a gender gap, known as “the gender underperformance hypothesis” (Du Rietz and Henrekson 2000;
Gatewood et al. 2003 for a literature review). In fact, most of the previous studies have found evidence
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at the aggregate level that female entrepreneurs tend to underperform compared to men (Rosa et al.
1996; Fairlie and Robb 2009).

Our study focuses on measuring the success of female companies, with particular reference
to new technology-based ventures (Kuschel and Lepeley 2016). The latter are worthy of special
attention because they can offer new business models and management styles useful for those who
(entrepreneurs, consultants, politicians, trade associations, educators) are concerned with fostering the
development of female entrepreneurship.

Our research question is as follows:

• Are innovative female-led startups less successful than male ones?

In the literature, there are two diverging views.
The mainstream literature, in line with the theory of resources (Alvarez and Busenitz 2001),

considers that this gap is attributable to the limited resources of female startups, mainly due to the
insufficient previous professional experience of the founders (Fairlie and Robb 2009) and a greater
difficulty in accessing the capital market (Gatewood et al. 2009) and social networks (Aldrich 1989;
Autio et al. 1997).

Other authors justify the lower profitability of female companies in the light of a lower risk
appetite of women compared to men (Harris and Jenkins 2006). Because of this different attitude,
female entrepreneurs are more oriented towards making choices that are positioned on a different and
lower point on the risk-return curve (He et al. 2008).

On the other hand, there is an emerging stream of research, which considers that women in
business, entrepreneurs and executives, aim for different goals, compared to those of men, being more
interested in achieving a work-life balance, workers’ well-being, and community welfare with respect
to mere corporate profit (Justo et al. 2015). For this reason, the success of women’s businesses cannot
be measured and evaluated with the conventional performance indicators used in previous studies.

Our research draws on this debate and analyses the financial performance of a selected sample of
innovative female-led startups. Considering the merciless speed of technological, social, and cultural
changes, we wonder whether the performance gap mentioned above is still true for startups born after
the world’s financial crisis.

We develop our analysis in the Italian context in which law 221/2012 (known as Italy’s Startup
Act) has been introduced with the purpose to provide a favourable environment for the establishment
and growth of innovative businesses. Since the latter must be registered in a special section of the
Company Register, we had the opportunity to gather information about governance and financial
data from a selected universe where businesses ought to be characterised by a high innovative and
technological value. In detail, most of those female entrepreneurs work in knowledge-intensive
business services, such as software production, scientific research, and other professional and technical
services. In the past, all these activities have been a “male domain”.

Our findings show that, even in Italy, female startups account for only 12% of the whole selected
population. However, looking at the aspects taken simultaneously as a proxy of success (size,
profitability, operational efficiency, and financial management), our results reveal that innovative
female-led startups have similar performances to those of their male counterparts.

Therefore, we deem that a benchmark population should be used to study this phenomenon more
thoroughly to find out about new female governance styles. This understanding can help not only
female entrepreneurs, but also policymakers, when allocating resources to encourage innovation and
educators and when training entrepreneurs to enhance the competitiveness and sustainability of their
new ventures.

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, a brief review of the relevant literature is presented.
Section 3 details the methodology, and Sections 4 and 5 summarise the findings of our preliminary
analysis. Finally, Section 6 provides a research agenda for more in-depth investigation in the future.
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2. Literature Review

Literature regarding entrepreneurship is particularly interested in explaining the drivers of
entrepreneurial success (Song et al. 2008; Ayala and Manzano 2014; Boyer and Blazy 2014), and
how women and men business owners perceive success (Kirkwood 2016). When considering the
gender variable, the bulk of the extant research generally assumes that female entrepreneurship is
less successful than male entrepreneurship (Du Rietz and Henrekson 2000; Fairlie and Robb 2009;
Klapper and Parker 2010; more recently, see Brixiová and Kangoye 2016; Shinnar et al. 2018). However
emerging research is challenging the so called “female underperformance hypothesis” (Robb and
Watson 2012; Zolin et al. 2013; Justo et al. 2015; Aidis and Weeks 2016; Farhat and Mijid 2016).

In the following section, two diverging streams of research on female business performances will
be analysed (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. The academic debate on the “female underperformance hypothesis”.

2.1. Research Supporting the “Female Underperformance Hypothesis”

Some studies have shown that women-owned businesses have a lower ability to achieve success
and lower survival rates, sales, profits, and employees (Kalleberg and Leicht 1991; Rosa et al. 1996; Du
Rietz and Henrekson 2000; Robb and Wolken 2002; Fairlie and Robb 2009).

In particular, focusing on the empirical evidence of Fairlie and Robb (2009), which is one of the
most quoted, business success is evaluated by simultaneously taking into consideration three different
proxy variables, which are:

• The closure rate, expressed by the exit rate of companies from the market;
• the company size, expressed in terms of sales volumes and average number of employees; and
• profitability, expressed by the company’s ability to generate profits.

The analysed sample consists of companies whose performance refers to the period, 1992–1996.
Information on the characteristics of business owners has been gathered by the U.S. Census Bureau.
The differences between the two universes are evident:

• Female companies have lower survival rates than male companies: The average probability
of closure between 1992 and 1996 is 24.4% for female-owned businesses and 21.6% for
male companies;

• women-owned businesses tend to be smaller. In fact, they have sales roughly 80% lower than the
average sales of male-owned firms; and

• finally, only 17.3% of female businesses have a fiscal year profit of at least US $10,000, compared
to 36.4% of male companies.
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From the analyses conducted by Fairlie and Robb (2009), the main factors explaining the diversity
of performance between the two business universes emerge: (a) Previous work experience of the
founders; (b) the level of education of the entrepreneurs; and (c) the amount of the initial capital.

Starting from the first, previous work experience of the entrepreneurs is a fundamental element,
which can be associated with companies with better performances. Previous work experiences, in fact,
increase human capital, in terms of skills and knowledge (Lentz and Laband 1990, Fairlie and Robb
2007), a useful tool for obtaining better business results. Concerning skills and knowledge, the issue of
the level of education cannot be overlooked; the higher the level of education of the entrepreneurs, in
fact, translates into better business results (Bates 1997; Åstebro and Bernhardt 2003; Headd 2003). As far
as human capital is concerned, gender-based differences in newborn businesses also emerge in other
studies. In fact, whereas male entrepreneurs leverage their industry and occupational background,
women tend to leverage general human capital based on education and employment opportunities
(BarNir 2012).

The last factor listed above, the total amount of initial capital, becomes relevant since the best
performance is associated with businesses that are launched with the highest amount of startup
capital (Bates 1997; Headd 2003; Coleman and Robb 2009; Robb and Coleman 2010). In their analysis,
Fairlie and Robb (2009) consistently found that female entrepreneurs start their activities with less
capital, in terms of both equity and loans, than men, which also explains the worst performances of
female-owned businesses.

Although they are not able to verify it in their statistical analyses, the authors conclude by stating
that other variables could explain the differences in gender performance. Among these are different
objectives that women entrepreneurs pursue, which may have implications for business outcomes,
different motivations and reasons to launch a new venture (Kourilsky and Walstad 1998; Blanchflower
et al. 2001), and a different attitude towards risk (Bird and Brush 2002; Watson and Robinson 2003;
Maxfield et al. 2010).

2.2. Research Challenging the “Female Underperformance Hypothesis”

In recent years, the number of scholars that challenge the “female underperformance hypothesis”
has grown. Some authors, such as Robb and Watson (2012), suggested size adjusted performance
measures, knowing that female-owned firms tend to be smaller than their male counterparts. Farhat
and Mijid (2016) employed a matched sample approach to determine whether there is a gap in success,
between male- and female-owned businesses. Based on their analysis of survival rate, profitability,
growth, and financial capital injection measurement, they did not detect any gender gaps in terms of
business performance.

There is also another school of thought of authors who believe that it is not true that women
are less successful. Their studies are not based on statistical analysis disavowing previous results.
The underpinning idea is that conventional indicators that measure the firm’s success/failure (such as
the rate of closure/survival) are not grasping the specificities of women’s businesses. This is true for
two reasons.

Some authors argue that it is necessary to introduce new, more expressive indicators of the
real impact of female entrepreneurship. Following Aidis and Weeks (2016), high-impact female
entrepreneurship is defined as firms headed by women that are market-expanding, export-oriented,
and innovative, and whose assessment is focused on new indices, such as the Gender-Global
Entrepreneurship and Development Index (GEDI 2018).

Other authors, instead, drawing on feminist theories (Ahl 2006; Ahl and Marlow 2012), suggest
a new perspective to understand the statistical evidence. As an example, Justo et al. (2015) reject
the female underperformance hypothesis by challenging the assumption that female-owned startups
are more likely to fail. They argue that female entrepreneurs are actually more likely than male
entrepreneurs to exit voluntarily for personal reasons and other professional/financial opportunities.
This shows that the same indicators used in previous research can be interpreted differently, in light of
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the personal goals of entrepreneurs and how they perceive success. For example, Cliff (1998) shows
that because women are more concerned about the quality of interpersonal relationships as a measure
of business success than about quantitative indicators, they give a lower value to business growth
than males.

Our empirical research develops from this debate and aims to challenge the gender
underperformance hypothesis by analysing the financial performance of a sample of innovative
Italian, female and male startups, thanks to the possibility of consulting an archive established by law
since 2012 (known as Italy’s Startup Act). Compared to previous surveys, our study contributes to
previous literature by focusing on technology-based ventures.

3. Methodology

The goal of our empirical research is to evaluate the performance of a selected female and male
innovative startup sample, by analysing some key indicators based on the Fairlie and Robb (2009)
proxy of “business success”, which allow us to confirm or refute the results of previous studies.

3.1. The Sample Selection

The sample selection is the result of the combined and simultaneous adoption of two databases:
The Italian Company Register, in which there is a specific section for innovative startups, also
with information related to the gender characteristics of their governance; and the AIDA database
(https://aida.bvdinfo.com/), which contains financial data for a wide range of Italian limited
liability companies.

As of February 2018, there were above 8,500 innovative startups registered in the special section
of the Company Register. These companies must, among others, meet the following requirements:

• Have their headquarters in Italy or other EU countries, but with at least one production site
branch in Italy; and

• produce, develop, and commercialise innovative goods or services of high technological value
(See Appendix A for detailed characteristics).

As of 30 June 2018, the AIDA database has contained 3352 innovative startups, which were
subsequently subject to filters relating the date of establishment and availability of the financial statements
for at least two financial years, in order to have a sample consistent with our research purposes.

The first filter related to the date of establishment provides for the selection of all the innovative
startups registered between January 2012 (the year of introduction of the Startup Act) and December
2016. From the application of this first filter, the number of startups fell to 750.

The second filter concerns the availability of financial statements. Its application was necessary
since not all the companies contained in the database publish their financial reporting. Consequently,
the sample number fell further to 248 innovative startups.

With the application of the third filter, the need was to have financial data available for at least
two years, so that financial reporting could demonstrate a running company. From the application of
this third filter, the sample was made up of 227 innovative startups (see Table 1).

Table 1. The sample selection process.

No. of Innovative Startups Filters

8500 Italian innovative startups included in the official Company Register (June 2018)

3352 1st filter: Innovative startups included in the AIDA database

750 2nd filter: Period of establishment of a company (01/01/2012–31/12/2016)

248 * 3rd filter: Available Financial Statements

226 4th filter: Financial Statements available for at least two years

* Included two companies in winding-up.
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After selecting 226 innovative startups, male and female businesses were identified, thanks to the
gender codification of the startups’ governance (see Appendix B for code details).

By applying this additional filter, three sub-samples of companies have been identified: exclusively
or predominantly male or female companies and mixed companies, whose size is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Our sample of innovative startups by gender governance.

Female Startups Male Startups Mixed Male/Female Startups Total.

No. 26 131 69 226
% 12% 58% 30% 100%

Fifty-eight percent of our sample consists of companies led exclusively or predominantly by
men and only 12% by women. There are 30% of companies in which governance can be defined as
mixed. However, the percentage of female governance companies in our sample is very close to that
of the entire population of innovative Italian startups. In fact, as of February 2018, Demartini and
Marchegiani (2018) found that businesses where women have an exclusive, min, or high influence on
corporate governance account for 13.14% of the universe.

3.2. Data Gathering

We polarised our analyses on firms exclusively or predominantly run by men or women. Therefore,
we focused on two samples made of 26 female and 131 male businesses.

To analyse the success of the innovative startups, financial ratios were obtained from the AIDA
database, which contains the financial statements of the Italian startups. When looking at the two
samples, we conducted a financial analysis by focusing on the income statements and balance sheets,
and cash flow statements. Data refer to the financial reporting of the fiscal year of 2016 as not all
companies had already filed the 2017 financial statements.

3.3. Data Analysis

We aimed not only to compare our findings with previous descriptive statistics (see Table 3), but
also to express a more comprehensive assessment of the management performance. For the last reason,
a complementary financial analysis is conducted on the two aggregates of companies (see Table 4).
As is well known, a financial analysis is used to analyze whether an entity is profitable, stable, and
solvent (Higgins 2012).

To compare our evidence with Fairlie and Robb (2009, p. 377), the following key indicators were
collected as proxy variables of business success:

- Closure rate: Measured by the number of companies no longer operating;
- Size: Measured by number of employees and annual sales turnover;
- Profitability: measured by EBITDA/sales.

Table 3. Business outcomes.

Variables Fairly & Robb’s Measurement Our Measurement

Closure rate % of firms no longer operating No. of firms no longer operating
Size number of employees; annual sales No. of employees; annual sales

Profitability
% of firms with positive profits; % of firms with
net profit >$10,000 EBITDA/sales

As far as profitability is concerned, it should be highlighted that while Fairlie and Robb (2009)
focused on net income, the main ratio we took into consideration was EBITDA/Sales. The latter
indicator is more suitable to effectively express the profitability of a startup that may not yet have
reached the break-even point, being still in a launch or development phase.
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Generally speaking, it is very difficult for analysts valuing early-stage deals. The difficulty lies in
the fact that relatively little or even no hard historical data exists with which an investor could make
an informed decision about the company’s future prospects. Quantitative modelling runs into serious
obstacles here; past successes are not necessarily an indication of future performance. EBITDA can be
used to analyze and compare profitability between companies and industries because it eliminates
the effects of financing and accounting decisions. In practice, value is often expressed as a multiple of
some cash flow measure, e.g., enterprise value in relation to EBITDA.

Table 4. Other variables.

Other Variables Measurement

Operational Efficiency
Revenues per employee, value added per employee, assets turnover ratio,
working capital turnover ratio

Financial structure Total equity; total liability and equity; leverage ratio
Financial management Interest expenses to revenues; liquidity ratio, current ratio

To complement the previous analysis, we also focused on the following aspects:

- Operational Efficiency: Efficiency is assessed through the turnover ratios (assets turnover and
working capital turnover ratios) and the productivity indicators (revenues per employee, value
added per employee);

- Financial structure: Assessed through measurement of total equity; total liability and equity;
leverage ratio.; and

- Financial management: Analysed through the liquidity ratio, current ratio, and interest expenses
to revenues.

Our aim is not only to verify the total amount of financial resources that the female
entrepreneurs are able to collect, but also their ability both to manage it and mitigate the risks of
financial embarrassment.

A list of the main financial indicators is included in Appendix C.

4. Results

In the following section, we will present our results. The analysis was carried out concerning
the two sub-samples through the measurement of the average values of the key selected indicators
(calculated as the sum of the values of the indicators of the individual companies divided by the
number of observations).

4.1. Closure Rate

Only two companies belonging to the male universe presented a critical financial situation in
the chosen period (2012–2017), liquidation, with the consequence that these were eliminated from the
analysed sample.

4.2. Size

According to the average indicators shown in Table 5, it is worthwhile to notice that female
companies do not present a dimensional profile significantly different from that of male companies.

Table 5. Average company size.

Variables Female Startups Male Startups

Employees (No) 11 9
Sales € (Thousands) 1113 1097
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4.3. Profitability

Before moving on to a detailed analysis of the ratios, we begin by declaring that there are no
profound differences in terms of profitability between the two samples, although female startups show
slightly better results (see Table 6).

Table 6. Profitability.

Variables Female Startups Male Startups

EBITDA/sales 3.33% 0.68%

The average percentage values of EBITDA/sales show that female companies have greater
profitability than male ones (3.33% vs. 0.68%), contrary to what was stated in the previous literature.

4.4. Operational Efficiency

Regarding company efficiency, the analysis of the indicators reported in Table 7 shows that
women’s businesses are even more efficient than men’s.

Table 7. Operational efficiency.

Variables Female Startups Male Startups

Revenues per employee, € (Thousands) 265 238
Added value per employee, € (Thousands) 54 57

Total assets turnover ratio 1.20 1.11
Working capital turnover ratio 1.98 1.67

In fact, women’s startups disclose, on average, higher revenues per employee (+11.1%) (but a
lower added value per employee, −4.6%). Also, the turnover ratios express a greater pace of the female
enterprises to renew their assets through business revenues.

4.5. Financial Structure

The first objective of our analysis was to understand whether female businesses are characterised
by greater difficulty in raising capital, as suggested by the previous literature. In the analysis of the
financial statements, these difficulties were revealed by lower levels of equity and total sources of
funding, or by a higher cost of debt capital applied to women entrepreneurs.

To this end, the following indicators, including total equity and total liabilities and owner’s equity,
were taken into consideration. Findings confirmed, even for our sample, that female businesses raise,
on average, a lower amount of financial resources in comparison to men (−6.9%).

To complete the picture of the companies’ financial structure, the leverage ratio (calculated as the
total assets divided by total equity) was equal to 22 for female startups and 10.14 for men, shows a
lower capitalisation of female companies. Therefore, the female startups of our sample, despite having
a smaller amount of financial resources in general, are overall more indebted and therefore make more
substantial use of leverage (see Table 8).

Table 8. Financial structure.

Variables Female Startups Male Startups

Total equity, € (Thousands) 284 388
Liabilities and Equity, € (Thousands) 1286 1382

Leverage ratio (times) 22.00 10.14
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4.6. Financial Management

The data at our disposal did not allow us to calculate the company’s cost of money, but we can
highlight that female businesses have a lower incidence of interest expenses on revenues (0.88% vs.
1.02%). Finally, the liquidity and current ratios were taken into consideration. Regarding these two,
the two samples present a very similar ability to manage liquidity (see Table 9).

Table 9. Financial management.

Variables Female Startups Male Startups

Interest expense to revenue ratio (%) 0.88 1.02
Liquidity ratio (times) 1.33 1.36
Current ratio (times) 1.54 1.55

5. Discussion

Our findings reveal that as far as financial performance is concerned, innovative female-led
startups do not lag behind male ones in terms of dimension, company profitability, efficiency, and
financial management. Thus, the underperformance hypothesis is not confirmed. However, on average,
female-led startups have less of owners’ equity and funds.

In detail, our sample of innovative female-led startups does not reflect the characteristics that
have emerged from previous research (Fairlie and Robb 2009), according to which female businesses
are smaller than male ones, perform less on the market, and have less stable financial standings (see
Figure 2).

Innovative 
female-led 

startups do not 
underperform

Profitability

Sizes

Financial 
management

Efficiency

Figure 2. Testing the underperformance hypothesis. Our findings.

However, the peculiarity of our sample, which is formed by innovative new ventures, many
of which operate in the knowledge-intensive business service sector, should be emphasised. It is,
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therefore, possible to hypothesise that the non-confirmation of the underperformance hypothesis
is strongly correlated with the characteristics of the sector and the type of services offered by the
companies. Indeed, we deem that where competence and knowledge are factors on which to build the
company value proposition, the gender variable does not have an impact on business performance.

In the following, each variable will be discussed.
Starting with average company size, we have found that the dimension of women’s businesses

concerning sales and numbers of employees is comparable to that of men’s businesses. Therefore, in
our sample, the size gap, as stated in the previous literature, is not shown.

As far as corporate profitability is concerned, contrary to what was stated in the previous literature,
female companies are not less profitable than male-owned businesses. Even in terms of efficiency,
female companies showed even better results concerning both the revenues per employee (proxy of
market effectiveness) and capital turnover (proxy of asset management efficiency).

Regarding financial capital, we have discovered that total equity is, on average, lower in women’s
businesses (confirming the analysis of Fairlie and Robb 2009). It is also true that female startups have
less total liabilities and owners’ capital than male startups. At the same time, it should be emphasised
that female startups show, in general, efficient financial management regarding liquidity management
and the incidence of interest expenses on revenues.

6. Conclusions, Implications and Future Research

Our study aimed to answer the question of whether the innovative female-led startups,
founded in recent years, underperformed in comparison to the male ones. This is one of the first
exploratory studies allowing us to shed light on an emerging phenomenon concerning the spur of new
technology-based ventures.

Previous studies have proven women’s businesses to be less successful. However, these analyses
were carried out regarding data dating back to before 2000, and not to a sample of innovative companies.

With our study, we do not confirm this hypothesis, and indeed, our findings reveal a slightly
better management efficiency in the female aggregate. However, it has been confirmed that, on average,
female entrepreneurs raise less equity and sources of funding than men.

As far as the limits of our financial analyses are concerned, it should be noted that the conclusions
reached in this research are based on the descriptive analysis of average indicators referring to fiscal
year of 2016, and as fully explained in the previous paragraphs, reflect the characteristics of the selected
companies. Our results, therefore, offer food for thought, but cannot be extended to the universe of
innovative Italian startups, nor to other contexts.

6.1. Implications and Future Research

Traditional models are not always able to account for new phenomena. Thus, we deem that it is
important for scholars to concentrate on applied research to develop new frameworks.

Regarding female entrepreneurship, we advocate that it could be important to understand the role
of gender, in particular about new technology and business opportunities, especially in the knowledge
intensive business service sector, ranging from artificial intelligence to big data management, and
social media.

It could be worthwhile to analyse new business models and the impact of new technologies
from a gender perspective both from the point of view of women as consumers, workers, and as
entrepreneurs (UNCTAD 2014; Cesaroni et al. 2017).

We deem that future research should extend the assessment of female business performance
outside the mainstream field of financial analysis and consider non-financial information and indicators
referring to:

- Individual and personal wellbeing; and
- societal impact (about social performance, see Ebrahim and Rangan 2014)
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Thus far, literature is more prolific on the relationships between women on boards and corporate
social responsibility (Bear et al. 2010). A famous professional report (Startup Genome 2018) tackled the
issue in its latest survey looking at how female and male founders might differ as far as their goals are
concerned. Unsurprisingly, women are more likely to be oriented toward goals with a societal impact
than men. In fact, they say they want to “change the world” with their startups, while men seem to
be more market-oriented and more likely to say their main mission is to “build high-quality products.”
(Startup Genome 2018, p. 41).

We are aware that a statistical analysis can be useful to describe a phenomenon, but not to answer
questions regarding how women run a business. We are now considering whether we can talk about
an emerging female management style based on flexibility, creativity, and resilience.

To answer that last question, a qualitative and interdisciplinary analysis is needed to study
women’s leadership and decision-making behaviours when running an innovative startup. In a
previous exploratory survey (Demartini and Marchegiani 2018), some recurring features emerged in
the management of these companies, which seem to us to be the critical success factors for their growth:

- Entrepreneurs with advanced knowledge and expertise achieved mainly in their high school
educational path;

- a participatory leadership that fosters integrated thinking and participatory processes of
co-creation; and

- a strong focus on personal relationships and networking as an added value of the business model.

These aspects are worthy of being highlighted and deeply investigated in future research, with
special regard to successful female startups as benchmarking case studies. They could provide useful
evidence for policymakers, public, private, and not for profit organisations and individuals (i.e.,
business angel, professionals, academics) that are interested in fostering female entrepreneurship.

Supporting female entrepreneurship is undoubtedly a useful element for sustainable growth, not
only because of the economic benefit that can derive from the growth of female entrepreneurship but
also because it could be a fundamental component for cultural growth, which is essential for achieving
gender equality.

We envisage the following areas of improvements to support women-led innovative startups:

- Adequate funding;
- incentives to foster young women’s education in disciplines of science, technology, engineering,

and mathematics (STEM); and
- actions to let people know they can learn from successful models of high tech female entrepreneurs.

6.2. Funding

Venture capital and business angel financing have traditionally been advocated as important
sources of financing for young innovative firms that find it difficult to access bank or debt finance.
Moreover, the landscape for entrepreneurial finance has changed over the last years. Several new
actors have emerged (i.e., crowdfunding, government-sponsored funds, etc.) and some of these new
players value not only financial goals, but are also interested in non-financial goals (i.e., technological
and community-based goals). Our research revealed that women’s new businesses are even more
efficient than men’s and that female entrepreneurs are more likely to be oriented toward goals with a
societal impact than male ones. For the above-mentioned reasons, we deem that investors should be
aware of the potentiality that female led-startups own.

6.3. Young Women Education

Furthermore, we suggest that more action is needed that aims to bridge the gender gap in science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). This research could be successful to promote
scientific and technical training for girls and raise the debate on new digital skills needed to create new
high tech ventures.
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6.4. Successful Models of High Tech Female Entrepreneurs

Finally, we deem that through inspirational keynote speakers, personal development workshops,
technical classes, and networking opportunities, women in technology can connect, learn, and act on
gender diversity by sharing the experiences of industry leaders and developing women’s skills, both
soft and technical.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

Appendix A

Table A1. Italy’s startup Act.

Definition and Characteristics of Innovative Italian Startups by Law 221/2012

Innovative startups are companies with shared capital (i.e., limited companies), including cooperatives, the
shares or significant registered capital shares of which are not listed on a regulated market nor on a
multilateral negotiation system. These companies must also meet the following requirements:

• be new or have been operational for less than 5 years;
• have their headquarters in Italy or another EU countries, but with at least one production site branch

in Italy;
• have a yearly turnover lower than 5 million Euros;
• do not distribute profits;
• produce, develop and commercialise innovative goods or services of high technological value;
• are not the result of a merger, split-up or selling-off of a company or branch;
• be of innovative character, which can be identified by at least one of the following criteria:

1. at least 15% of the company’s expenses can be attributed to R&D activities;
2. at least 1/3 of the total workforce are PhD students, the holders of a PhD or researchers;

alternatively, 2/3 of the total workforce must hold a Master’s degree;
3. the enterprise is the holder, depositary or licensee of a registered patent (industrial property) or the

owner of a program for original registered computers.

Appendix B

Table A2. Italian innovative startups. Classification by gender governance.

% Owners and Directors’ Gender Governance Classification

X = 100% Exclusively Male or Female
X > 66% ∨ X < 99% Predominately Male or Female
X > 51% ∨ X < 66% Mixed Male/Female

Source: Italian Company Register.

Appendix C

List of main financial indicators

EBITDA is the acronym for Earnings before Interests, Tax, Depreciation and Amortisation.
The Total Assets Turnover Ratio is calculated as follows: net sales or revenue divided by the average
total assets during the same 12 month period. It can often be used as an indicator of the efficiency with
which a company is deploying its assets in generating revenue.
The working capital turnover ratio is calculated as follows: net annual sales or revenue divided by
the average amount of working capital during the same 12 month period. It indicates a company’s
effectiveness in using its working capital.
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Leverage ratio (times) compares equity to assets and is calculated as total assets divided by total
equity. A high ratio indicates that the business owners may not be providing sufficient equity to fund
a business.
Liquidity (quick) ratio is calculated as follows: (Cash equivalents + marketable securities + accounts
receivable) divided by current liabilities.
The current ratio is calculated as follows: Current assets divided by current liabilities
Interest expense to revenue ratio = Total interest expenses divided by total revenues
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Abstract: The aim of the paper is to provide an overview of the current literature of this business
phenomenon with regard to gender studies and to point out what is substantially happening
and what has happened in the Italian economic context. The main research questions were RQ1:
How is the phenomenon of female Startups treated from a scientific point of view? RQ2: Which is
the Italian situation of this phenomenon? The methodology used is both qualitative and explorative.
A bidirectional analysis has been carried out for this purpose. In order to expand the first research
question (RQ1), an analysis was carried out of the articles in the EBSCO database on the topic of
female startups. In order to expand the second question (RQ2), an analysis was carried out on the
data concerning the phenomenon of female startups, using the register of companies held at the
Chambers of Commerce which were territorially competent. Our research, carried out within the
Italian economic context, demonstrates how the phenomenon of Woman Startups (WSU), even if it is
widely expanding, is inherent in all the typical elements of female entrepreneurship, as reported in
the literature by gender scholars. The main factors that emerge for the WSU are the small size and
the undercapitalization in the startup phase. This work contributes to the expansion of studies on the
topic of startups in the context of gender and can be useful to the social context, new entrepreneurs,
and practitioners of the sector.

Keywords: startups; woman startups; gender analysis

1. Introduction

A startup can be defined as a particular type of innovation-focused company. In the Italian
political order, a startup that has been established for no more than 60 months, has a turnover of less
than 5 million Euros, has not distributed profits, and is not the result of any extraordinary operation,
such as mergers or demergers, as well as having as an object social and prevalent innovative products
and/or services with high technological value, is considered “innovative”. This special regulatory
provision arises as a way to revamp the Italian economy, following the deep economic–financial
crisis of 2007. Various changes have been made since 2012 to make the startups an effective tool to
revamp and improve national business performance.

In addition to these active policy measures implemented by the Italian Government, the Italian
Chambers of Commerce have implemented forms of quarterly monitoring/feedback through the
collection of data of the companies relating to, for example, the period of incorporation, class of share
capital, legal status, etc.

With regard to this last aspect, we considered it necessary to better analyze the reality of the
national territory, after a survey of the scientific literature. Our first RQ aimed to define “The
situation in the literature of female startups”. The starting point to answer our first question
was the study conducted by Paoloni and Demartini (2016), in which, treating gender studies, they
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identify, schematize, and deepen the main problems that entrepreneurs have to face in carrying out
their business. Our research was qualitative and started with the query, through some keywords,
of the EBSCO database1. The cataloging of the research records according to the criteria of the
Paoloni and Demartini (2016) study allowed us to understand which are the most recurring themes
in international female startups and which of them academics have debated. The answer to RQ1
represents a benchmark of academic literature, for the subsequent study of data concerning the Italian
economic context, namely the “Monitoring of the phenomenon in Italy”, our RQ2.

In order to structure the RQ2, some official data concerning Italian startups in the second quarter of
2018 were examined and processed, which can be consulted in the special section of the register of
companies held at the Italian Chambers of Commerce.

Our first contribution in the Italian economic context was one of the few pieces of evidence on the
topic of “gender startups”.

In order to expand on what we said, the present work is structured as follows: In the second
section, the literature review will be carried out on the “gender startup”; the third section will illustrate
the research methodology used to analyze the data of Italian startups, and the fourth section will show
the results obtained from the analysis with regard to territorial distribution, consistency of the share
capital, legal nature, and activity exercised by Italian female startups.

The present work will conclude with the contiguous observation between what the academics
demonstrated and what emerged from the real data on Italian female startups, noting limitations and
new and future implications of study.

2. Literature Review

For the analysis and subsequent observation of the results of the RQ1, research was conducted on
the EBSCO portal; the focus of our research was “woman startups” and “female startups”. In order to
analyze all the contributions to the topic, our keywords were structured to include all those results
that could be left out by different typing within the search engine. The question on the DB concerned
the research, combined with the words “wom * star *” (for woman startups) and “female star *”
(for female startups), of academic articles from 2000 to today.

The research as a whole led to 216 results on women entrepreneurship, of which only 39 dealt
with the theme of woman startups (WSU).

The cataloging of the results was possible, starting from a recent study conducted by
Paoloni and Demartini (2016), which represents an important benchmark on the analysis of
gender studies.

The authors’ work helped us to place each result on specific themes on gender studies.
In the same way, in our research and analysis of the literature, we proceeded to treat the 39 results of
the Woman Startups (WSU) according to the category they belong to.

A1 Corporate governance: This category includes those articles concerning the presence of
women on boards of directors (Pesonen et al. 2009), board of statutory auditors
or other company committees. A1 also includes research in the field of female
careers (Healy et al. 2011; Tlaiss and Kauser (2011), the crystal ceiling phenomenon
(Guillaume and Pochic 2009) or the phenomenon of “gender quotas”.

In our search in the A1 category, we had only one result: Ebersberger and Pirhofer (2011) observed,
in the startup processes of female startups, the factors of academic entrepreneurship that influence
company management. The results showed how an academic approach of women in management
increases value only in large startups, but produces a limited effect in small female startups.

1 Available to www.search.ebscohost.com.
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A2 Female entrepreneurship: Includes all research on women’s businesses, the family
business, the relational capital with the activation of formal and informal relationships that a
woman activates during the life cycle of her own company (Paoloni 2011), and the different
problems she encounters in doing business. (Lewis and Simpson 2010; Kirkwood 2009;
Hancock, 2012; Tyler and Cohen 2008)

Many articles in our research led to the A2 category. Elam and Terjesen (2010) observed
the evolution of woman startups, taking into consideration macroeconomic variables, such as
unemployment (unemployment), economic growth (economic growth), the health of the state
(national wealth), and the degree of liberalization of economy (economic freedom). The results of
the research show a distinct disadvantage and delay of woman startups in the industry sector;
moreover, the disadvantage is even stronger in countries where there is a wage difference (gender wage
inequality) widespread among the population, and finally, female leadership is not a symptom of
success for startups.

Dechant and Lamky (2005) studied female entrepreneurship around the Gulf of Arabia
(Saudi Arabia), using a sample of ten Woman Startups to observe the main obstacle factors to their
business, such as capital and the finding of resources, commercial networks, and the balance between
work and family (work/family balance). All this is even harder if we consider the cultural traditions of
the countries of origin of the WSU, which are Islamic.

Welsh et al. (2013) studied, in the Sudanese reality, the type of support that the entrepreneurs get
in relation to their personal problems, managerial skills, recourse to credit, and the level of education,
the prediction of future work, and institutional support.

Barnir (2014) expanded on the effects that entrepreneurial improvisation and human capital have
on common entrepreneurship. To do this, he used 3 impulse factors (impetus factors)—identified as
business opportunities, mentor (guide), and the nature of work—and 4 human capital factors,
namely education, employment size, managerial experience, and entrepreneurial skills.

Neill et al. (2015) dealt with women’s ability to repeat business initiatives through some unknown
elements that allow them to start a creative process. The authors showed how the perception of an
opportunity, combined with a strong entrepreneurial mentality, increases the likelihood of creating
a new initiative. Finally, Welsh et al. (2016) studied the influence on the economic development
phases (SEDs) of “family support” and “personal problem” in the female startups of Canada, China,
Morocco, Poland, South Korea, and Turkey. The results are useful to developing policies that promote
“woman-owned business startups”, understanding what barriers exist to female entrepreneurship,
and what solutions to adopt at each phase (stage) for the development of the country. The themes of this
latest contribution could also be merged into the A3 category, “Conflicts of interest”, dealing with issues
such as “family support” or “personal problem”. However, due to the conclusive considerations above
all on so-called “woman-owned business startups” and the relationships that the same entrepreneur is
able to establish, we considered it significant to assimilate these themes to the type phenomenon of the
Female Entrepreneurship treated in the A2.

A3 Conflicts of interest: Includes articles that expose and analyze the presence of conflicts
between work and family, children, spouse, and how the career cycle of a woman
almost always coincides with her biological cycle (Emslie and Hunt 2009; Kelan 2010;
Wood and Newton 2006; McDonald et al. 2005; Ezzedeen and Ritchey 2009). It also includes
inherent themes that expand on the coincidence between the age in which a company chooses
its managers and their leaders and the age in which a woman generally decides to have
children and is, therefore, less willing to sacrifice time to the family and more vulnerable to
psychophysical fatigue. It also includes conflicts of interest between the organization of her
life and that of work.
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In our research, we only met one article dealing with the topic. Itani et al. (2011) offered an
academic contribution by conducting a context study in Saudi Arabia where, through the analysis of
female entrepreneurs present in the area, they tried to profile the local entrepreneur who encounters
barriers in obtaining capital for their startup because of the gaps in the tools that should be their
support, such as society and traditions, and personal and family reasons.

A4 Differences between men and women: It includes research aimed at
highlighting situations of difference, for various reasons, between men and women,
such as in sociopolitical contexts (Joshi et al. 2007; Swan 2010; Holvino 2010);
socioeconomic (Aziz and Cunningham 2008; Van den Brink and Stobbe 2009;
Van den Brink and Benschop 2012; Powell et al. 2009); geopolitical (Booysen and Nkomo 2010;
Crump et al. 2007;Tienari et al. 2009; Jamali, 2009); and, finally, those differences concerning
access to credit (Coleman and Robb 2009). A study of IFC & GPFI (2011)

In our research (Robinson and Finley 2007), we analyzed sex discrimination with regard to the
phenomenon of entrepreneurship in rural Pennsylvania, the country with the highest number of
rural residents. The authors note that women, more than men, find it difficult to find jobs in rural
areas because of their need to balance work and family obligations. Muravyev et al. (2009) studied
the difficulty of receiving funding for female businesses that are seen as less favored by men in
providing loans. Robb and Coleman (2010) studied the financial strategy in new technology-based
companies (new technology-based firms). The authors, in developing the research through the
data of the Kauffman Firm Survey, found a strong financial imbalance in women’s businesses more
than the male ones, both in the startup phase and in the following 4 years. Women entrepreneurs
employed a significant level of leverage compared to an equally significant low level of equity
during the startup phase. Lee and Marvel (2014) observed the difference between male and female
startups through performance measurement. The results showed that male startups have a higher
capitalization and a higher level of revenues compared to female startups. Derera et al. (2014) explore
the credit capital market aimed at female entrepreneurship through a context study carried out in
South Africa with an interview of 50 female entrepreneurs. The results of the research revealed
that women entrepreneurs experience gender discriminatory practices in requesting funds from
financial institutions, thus discouraging them from venturing into nontraditional and riskier sectors.
Zartaloudis (2015) analyzed gender inequality through the impact of the European Employment
Strategy (EES) on Greek and Portuguese employment policies (CEP and PEP). The survey period
runs from 1995 to 2009 through 44 semistructured interviews on the time available between work and
family and salary differences. Kodama and Odaki (2011) observed the gender gap between men and
women in starting their startup through the involvement of management courses (programs) as a
value driver tool for a lasting business. The results lead us to consider that the management programs
for women reduce the gender gap in the startup of a new woman startup. Brana (2013) analyzed
whether microcredit can be a solution to the problem of access to credit for female entrepreneurship.
The study analyzed French data referring to the period 2000–2006, with a portfolio of 3640 observations.
This study showed that the male gap is found among the clienteles of MFIs.

Alina (2011) investigated, through a context study carried out on companies in Romania, whether
women’s businesses are more able to raise capital. The study focused on small and medium-sized
startups (SMEs) and demonstrated that, in contrast to the observations of other authors, there were no
significant differences between male and female startups in addressing the typical problems of the
company at the beginning activities. Estrin and Mickiewicz (2011) compared the impact of institutions
on female and male startups in starting a new business. The data that the authors used were from
the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor survey (GEM) from 2001 to 2006 and included more than 2000
observations per year in 55 different countries. The results showed that women are more reluctant to
undertake entrepreneurial activities in countries where the state sector is bigger with stronger policies.
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Amatucci and Swartz (2011) studied the negotiation processes between entrepreneurs and private
equity funds. The study showed how access to financial resources is one of the main topics for
the growth and development of strategies for startup companies. The results showed that female
startups receive a very small portion of the total investments of the EPs. Studies show that gender
discrimination exists in the bargaining phases with the PE Fund even before finance is provided to
the company. Armstrong (2011) studied the different approach that women and men have in the
development of a new venture planning process. While men tend to have an approach linked to the
effectiveness of the plan, women aim at a proprietary (owned) approach. The former is based on
rational behavior of the individual, while the latter tends to have an irrational behavior linked to
sensations. Coleman and Robb (2009) consider women’s businesses to be of vital importance to the US
economic environment, and through data provided by the Kuffman Firm Survey, they compared credit
access data for this category of companies. Through the multivariate analysis of the data, they showed
that startups start their undercapitalized business and only a small percentage of female businesses
use external equity resources.

A5 Discrimination: It is a relevant category that emphasizes situations of discrimination
in the workplace—political, economic, and social (e.g., Czarniawska et al. (2013);
Dick and Hyde (2006); Baines (2010); Davey (2008); Eriksson-Zetterquist and Styhre (2008);
Bird (2011).

With regard to the research on gender startups, Sequeira et al. (2016) analyzed the change of new
companies in the context of Japanese and Chinese female entrepreneurship. This study focused on the
concept of female entrepreneurship and their behavior in two cultures with traditional expectations
on the role of gender. Berger and Kuckertz (2016) showed the positive impact that startups have in
the ecosystem of new business creation. They also showed the existence of significant differences
with regard to the emergence of new businesses by men or women. The latter fail to fully express
their potential within the startups’ ecosystem. The results of the article focused on a lack of attention
at the metropolitan and national level of all those issues that act as a barrier to the birth of new
entrepreneurs. Robb (2002) analyzed the survival of women’s and men’s businesses in the startup
phase of their business. The analysis extended to the comparison of women and men, both by race
and by provenance, and in all cases results showed the need to activate policy-makers for help and
efficiency for a successful female entrepreneurship program.

Khan (2017) performed an overview of 80 female startups in Saudi Arabia. The report focused on
the effects of motherhood and the challenges encountered in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, and also
identified the role of the so-called “push or pull factors” for female startups.

A6 Other: As a residual category, it assembles all those articles that have not been included
in the other previous categories.

In the residual category, we found only one record for our research. Moswete and Lacey (2015)
dealt with local tourism in Botswana and looked at the phenomenon of female startups as a means of
achieving the purpose of revamping the Botsawana safari.

Once the discussion of each category was concluded, the following table, which we have
elaborated on, provides a quick illustration of how the individual results were allocated by category
(Table 1):
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Table 1. Summary of Literature.

Category Description Nr. Results Nr. WSU’s Results

A1

Includes those articles concerning the
presence of women on boards of directors,
board of statutory auditors or other
company committees. A1 also includes
research in the field of female careers, the
crystal ceiling phenomenon or the
phenomenon of “gender quotas”;

8 1

A2

Includes all the researches on women’s
businesses, the family business, the
relational capital with the activation of
formal and informal relationships that a
woman activates during the life cycle of her
own company and the different problems
she encounters in doing business

50 16

A3

Includes articles that expose and analyze
the presence of conflicts between work and
family, children, husband and how the
career cycle of a woman almost always
coincides with her biological cycle

25 1

A4

Includes those researches aimed at
highlighting situations of difference, for
various reasons, between men and women,
such as in socio-political contexts; socio-
economic; geopolitical; and finally those
differences concerning access to credit

56 15

A5
It is a relevant category that emphasizes
situations of discrimination in the
workplace, political, economic and social

22 4

A6
As a residual category it assembles all those
articles that have not been included in the
other previous categories

55 2

Total 216 39

3. Research Methodology

The research started with the analysis of the DB, made available, upon request, from the Register of
Companies held at the Chambers of Commerce of Italy.

The research is based on data for the second quarter of 2018, where in Italy there were 9021 startups.
The cartel consists of a summary sheet and an analytical sheet.

In the summary sheet, you can see the regional geographical distribution of startups on a national
basis (Table A1).

From a first observation of the Italian startup data, it is possible to notice that only 5 out of
20 regions host a number of companies that exceed 6% of the national total. In ascending order,
it is possible to identify them as follow:

- Campania, with 661 startups, represents 7.33%;
- Veneto, with 832 startups, represents 9.22%;
- Emilia Romagna, with 889 startups, represents 9.85%;
- Lazio, with 921 startups, represents 10.21%;
- Lombardia, with 2.168 startups, represents 24.03%.

The data just reported will be significant in the rest of the work, when we compare the national
data of startups with those exclusively reserved for female startups (woman startups—WSU).
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The analytical sheet, on the other hand, proceeds to classify the companies according to the
different criteria identified in the columns of the sheet. Its horizontal construction shows for
each enterprise:

- Denomination: Under which the full names of each company are indicated;
- Legal Status: Under which the legal form chosen for the establishment of the startup is reported;
- Fiscal Code: Where the number of legal personality attributed to each company is reported;
- Province: Where is the abbreviation (acronym) of the province to which the startup belongs

is reported;
- Municipality: Where the name of the municipality to which the startup belongs is given in full;
- Registration date in the startup section and the registration in the Business Register: As noted,

the first can be prior, contextual, or after the second; additionally, the registration in
the special section is maintained only for the period granted to startups (maximum one
five-year period-time requirement), as well as the maintenance of the requisites required
by law (residence, nondistribution of any profits, annual production value, R&D Expenses,
etc.—substantial requirement);

- Starting date of the effective exercise of the activity;
- Ateco Code 2007: Identifies the business sector macroclass of each startup;
- Sector: Although in a hasty manner, reducing the options to the categories: “Services”,

“industry/crafts”, “trade”, “tourism”, and, from the second quarter of 2018 onwards,
also “agriculture/fisheries”;

- Activities: Provides alphanumeric abbreviation with more detailed information on the
macroclass to which Ateco 2007 code belongs;

- Class of production last year: Parameters identified by capital letters from A to H with values
from 0 to 50,000,000 euros (Table A2);

- Class of employees last year: Parameters identified by capital letters from A to F, with values at
0 over 250 (Table A3)

- Company with a social vocation: Expresses the membership of a single startup in the sectors
referred to in Article 2, paragraph 1 of Legislative Decree no. 155/2006, that is, operating in
the sectors of social assistance, health care, social and health assistance, education, education
and training, environmental and ecosystem protection, enhancement of cultural heritage, social
tourism, university and postgraduate education, research and provision of cultural services,
extrascholastic training aimed at preventing school dropout or educational and training success,
and instrumental services to social enterprises. For this special type of startup, further benefits
are envisaged with respect to those not belonging to the same category;

- Enterprise with a high technological value in the energy sector: Expresses its belonging to the
category of a single startup that has a high technological value in the energy field, or develops and
markets exclusively innovative products or services with high technological value in the energy
field. Those classified with the Ateco code “72.1—experimental research and development in the
field of natural sciences and engineering” that do not operate in the energy field are excluded;

- Class of capital: This important classification allows to identify the consistency of the subscribed
capital for each startup. The values are expressed in Arabic numbers from 1 to 11 with values
from 1 euro to over 5,000,000 euros (Table A4);

- Website: Gives evidence of each company website;
- requirements n. 1–2–3: For this important information, specific columns are dedicated within

sheet 3, where the possession of the membership requirement is indicated or not within each single
cell. The requirements in question refer to three of the substantive requirements summarized in
the opening of the paragraph, in particular:

30



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 66

• requirement n. 1: Expresses the achievement of the 15% threshold of the greatest gap
between costs and total value of production concerning R&D activity;

• requirement n. 2: Expresses the composition of the team, formed by 2/3 staff with a Master’s
degree; or from 1/3 from PhD students, PhDs, or graduates, but with at least 3 years of
experience in certified research activities;

• requirement n. 3: Expresses whether the company is a depository or licensee of industrial
property, or owner of registered software.

- Declaration date: This field expresses the date on which the startup has completed the information
obligations scheduled every six months;

- Female prevalence-or Youth-or Foreign: Each of the three selection fields is dedicated a specific
column in the spreadsheet. The values expressed are “NO”, “Majority”, “Strong”, and “Exclusive”
and are a function of the arithmetic average of the sum of the percentages of composition of the
share capital and of the composition of the Board of Director (or sole Director) of the startup
(Table A5).

In order to proceed with a more detailed analysis of the data, we implemented the spreadsheet by
reclassifying the startups by geographical area according to their province of origin. The criteria for
subdividing the national territory on a provincial basis are the same as the ones used by the National
Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) to provide periodic regional performance data of startup companies,
that is, considering the North, the Center, and the South as the three main Italian geographical
areas. The North includes the regions of the Northwest (Liguria, Lombardy, Piedmont, Valle d’Aosta)
and those of the Northeast (Emilia-Romagna, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Trentino-Alto Adige, Veneto).
The Center includes the regions of Lazio, Marche, Tuscany, and Umbria. The South includes the
regions of Southern Italy or South of Italy (Abruzzo, Basilicata, Calabria, Campania, Molise, Puglia)
and those of insular Italy (Sardinia, Sicily).

Abruzzo is classified as Southern Italy for historical reasons, as it was part of the Kingdom of the
Two Sicilies before the unification of Italy in 1861 (Figure 1):

 

Figure 1. Geographical Macroarea.
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4. Discussion

In this section, we will illustrate the data concerning the phenomenon of female startups in Italy.
First of all, the WSU present in the Italian territory will be identified (Section 1) and then analyzed for
each type of composition of the social structure that qualifies them as “feminine”, the consistency of
the social capital (Section 2), the legal status (Section 3) and, finally, the type of activity exercised
(Section 4).

4.1. Italian Woman Startups and Territorial Distribution

The Table 2 below geographically shows the number of startups present in the national territory
and highlights how many of these are “pink”.

Table 2. Composition for geographical macroarea of women startups (WSU) and their type of relevance.

Geographical
Macro-Area

Number of
Italian Startup

Number of “Pink”
Startups in Italy

Relevance
Exclusive

Relevance
Strong

Relevance
Mayority

N/W 2834 324 86 159 79
N/E 2163 258 97 110 51

C 1977 286 103 124 59
S 2047 323 112 161 50

Total 9021 1191 398 554 239

The data show that from 9021 Italian startups, only 1191 belong to the female sex, that is, only
13.20% of the total. The data are subsequently decomposed and observed according to the percentage of
share capital and chair possessed in the Board of Director by women. Therefore, it can be noted that:

- The WSU where pink representation is EXCLUSIVE (% of the share capital and % of Board of
Director—or sole director—totalitarian) are 398 (33.42% of 1191);

- The WSU where pink representation is STRONG (arithmetic mean among % of the social capital
and % of belonging Board of Director—or sole director—to women in the company is superior to
66%) are 554 (46.51% of 1191);

- The WSU where pink representation is MAJORITY (arithmetic mean among % of the social
capital and % of belonging Board of Director—or sole director—to women in the company is
superior to 50%) are 239 (20.07% of 1191).

Further data that emerge and deserve to be analyzed are the geographical distribution of female
startups compared to the totality of Italian startups.

In fact, unlike that of the considered startups overall, the geographical distribution of those female
startups is nearly homogeneous in the whole national territory. In the Northwest of Italy there are
324 units, followed by the area of Southern Italy with 323 units (only one less than the largest area), in
reversal of the emerging data for startups overall; then, there is the area of Central Italy with 286 units,
and finally the Northeast of Italy with 258 units.

The graph below clearly shows the distribution: (Figure 2)
What that makes us think is that women have a fairer distribution throughout the country,

in addition to the fact that the WSU do not follow the same general distribution of startups. In fact,
while the distribution of Italian startups noted the maximum record in the N/W with 2834 units and
the lowest record in C with 1977, creating a differential of 857 units (9.50% of the total), the presence of
female startups goes from the maximum record in the N/W with 324 units to the lowest one in the N/E
with 258 units, creating a spread of only 66 units (5.54% of the total), which represents a differential of
almost 4 percentage points with the evidence on Italian startups overall.
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Figure 2. Distribution and the geographical location of Italian woman startups (WSU) in the s.q. 2018.

Highlighting the number of Italian female startups and analyzing the composition and
distribution, the graph that follows provides a useful combined evidence of the aspects just treated:
(Figure 3).

 

Figure 3. Composition, distribution, and type of relevance of woman startups in Italy.

From reading the graph, it is possible to understand how the WSU with exclusive, strong,
and majority membership are present throughout the Italian national territory. In the following
sections, we will analyze the WSU according to the class of social capital, juridical nature, and sector of
activity of belonging.
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4.2. The Consistency of the Italian Woman Startups Share Capital

The consistency of the share capital is one of the most delicate aspects related to the type of
company being researched. The spreadsheet extracted from the register of companies, as already
explained in the section dedicated to the research methodology, identifies the capital ranges and
classifies them with Arabic numbers ranging from 1 to 11, in addition to a class dedicated to all those
companies that have not declared the value (for a more schematic reading, see Table A4).

The national data for the second quarter of 2018 show that (Table 3):

Table 3. Class of Italian startups and the Italian woman startups’ share capital.

Class of Share Capital

Italy

Italian Startups Woman Italian Startups

unit % unit %

1 106 1.18% 10 0.84%
2 1859 20.61% 321 26.95%
3 3829 42.45% 544 45.68
4 2015 22.34% 204 17.13%
5 512 5.68% 47 3.95%
6 282 3.13% 14 1.18%
7 125 1.39% 7 0.59%
8 83 0.92% 7 0.59%
9 55 0.61% 3 0.25%
10 11 0.12% 0 0.00%
11 7 0.08% 0 0.00%

Undeclared 137 1.52% 34 2.85%
Total 9021 100% 1191 100%

In Italy, there are startups for each class of capital. However, the same statement does not apply to
women who stop at Class 9, with only 3 startups with a share capital ranging from €1,000,000.01 to
€2.5 million.

It is also noteworthy that female startups have a higher percentage of information deficiency.
In fact, out of 1191 WSU, 34 have not declared the value of the share capital, which represents, in
percentage terms, 2.85% of the total; against 137 out of 9021 startups overall, equivalent to 1.52% of
the total.

With reference to mode, the most common social capital class for both startups overall and for
women is Class 3, with a share capital of €5000.01 to €10,000. Observing the percentage data, Class 3
represents, for Italian startups overall, 42.65% of the total, while for the female ones, 45.68% of the total.

The same similarity between WSU and startups overall is not found with reference to the less
recurring capital class. For Italian startups overall, the least common class is Class 11, which hosts
only seven companies with a registered capital of more than 5,000,000 (0.08% of the total), while for
female startups, considering that Class 10 and 11 do not include any company, the least recurring class
is Class 9, which only houses three companies with a share capital from €1,000,000.01 to €2,500,000
(0.25% of the total).

With regard to the frequency of the share capital class of the Italian WSU, there is a similarity
among Italian startups overall for this aspect, too.

The trend of the share capital classes, both for women and for Italian startups overall,
is a “bell curve”: It gradually increases until reaching its peak in Class 3, and then slowly decreases
until the minimum is reached, in Class 9 for women and in Class 11 for startups overall.

Below, we will see how Italian female startups, compared to Italian startups overall,
are geographically localized in the Italian territory according to the share capital class criterion
(Table 4):
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In the N/W area, the highest capital class reached by the WSU is Class 8, which includes
two companies with a share capital from €500,000.01 to €1,000,000

On the basis of the companies accepted, the classes of the N/W area in descending order are:
Class 3 with 146 WSU; Class 4 with 78 WSU; Class 2 with 68 WSU; Class 5 with 17 WSU; Class 6 with
5 WSU; Classes 1 and 7 with 3 WSU each; and Class 8 with 2 WSU. Finally, only two WSU have not
transmitted data to the register of companies relating to the size of their share capital.

In the N/E area, the highest capital class reached by the WSU is Class 9, which includes three
companies with a share capital from €1,000,000.01 to €2.5 million.

On the basis of the companies accepted, the classes of the N/E area in descending order are:
Class 3 with 124 WSU; Class 2 with 65 WSU; Class 4 with 39 WSU; Class 5 with 11 WSU; Class 6 with
4 WSU; Classes 1 and 9 with 3 WSU each; and Classes 7 and 8 with 2 WSU each. Finally, only five WSU
have not transmitted the data to the register of companies relating to the size of their share capital.

In the C area, the highest capital class reached by the WSU is Class 8, which only includes one
company with a share capital of €500,000.01 to €1,000,000.

On the basis of the companies accepted, the classes of the C area in descending order are: Class 3
with 124 WSU; Class 2 with 88 WSU; Class 4 with 50 WSU; Class 5 with 10 WSU; Class 7 with 2 WSU;
and Classes 1 and 8 with 1 WSU each.

In the C area, there is a discontinuity in the classes; in fact, from Class 5, which includes ten
companies, we immediately pass to Class 7, which includes 2 WSU. Class 6 is therefore vacant. Finally,
only 10 WSU have not transmitted data to the register of companies relating to the size of their
share capital.

In the S area, the highest capital class reached by the WSU is Class 8, which includes two companies
with a share capital from €500,000.01 to €1,000,000.

On the basis of the companies accepted, the classes of the S area in descending order are: Class 3
with 150 WSU; Class 2 with 100 WSU; Class 4 with 37 WSU; Class 5 with 9 WSU; Class 6 with 5 WSU;
Class 1 with 3 WSU; and Class 8 with 2 WSU.

In the Southern Italy area, there is a discontinuity in the classes; in fact, from Class 6, which
includes 5 WSU, we immediately pass to Class 8, which includes 2 WSU. Capital class 7 is
therefore vacant.

Finally, 17 WSU have not transmitted the data to the register of companies relating to the size of
their share capital.

Some comparative considerations can be developed with regard to the four territorial
areas analyzed:

- The most “crowded” class among the four areas is Class 3, that is, the one that welcomes
companies with a share capital from €5000.01 to €10,000;

- The lowest level of information is reached by WSU in Southern Italy, reaching the peak of 17 WSU
out of 323. The figure of the “nonreporting” represents 5.26% of the total number of WSU in
Southern Italy;

- The highest level of information is reached by WSU in N/W Italy, with only 2 WSU out of 324.
The “nonreporting” figure represents 0.62% of the total number of WSU in N/W Italy.

The data obtained about the composition of the share capital classes of the startups mainly concern
their territorial composition. To this, the analysis of the type of WSU that composes each class is added.

In the following tables, an observation was made that takes into account the type of WSU and its
location in the Italian territory (Table 5):
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Table 5. Type of Italian woman startups (WSU) to geographical macroarea and to class of share capital.

Class of
Share Capital

Prelevance Exclusive Prelevance Strong Prelevance Mayority

N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S

1 2 3 1 2 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
2 27 32 35 46 28 26 39 47 13 7 14 7
3 46 42 47 45 65 52 53 82 35 30 24 23
4 7 7 10 6 51 20 25 15 20 12 15 16
5 3 5 3 1 10 6 3 7 4 0 4 1
6 0 2 0 1 2 1 0 2 3 1 0 2
7 0 0 0 0 1 2 1 0 2 0 1 0
8 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 2 1 1 1
9 0 2 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Undeclared 1 4 7 11 1 1 3 6 0 0 0 0
Total 86 97 103 112 159 110 124 161 79 51 59 50

The significant datum that emerges from the aforementioned tables is the fact that the WSU of the
“Exclusive” type, that is, those companies in which the totality of the share capital and the chairs in
administration belong to women, reach Class 9 (maximum class of social capital achieved by Italian
WSU), with 2 WSU in N/E Italy. In addition, the continuity of female companies with an “Exclusive”
type of composition is up to Class 5, which hosts companies for each of the four territorial areas.

For the “Strong” WSU, the highest class reached is Class 9, with 1 WSU in the N/E, while for the
“Majority” type, the highest class achieved is Class 8, with the coexistence of WSU in all territorial
areas. With regard to this last aspect, it should be noted that for the “Strong” type, the continuity of
the class occurs in Class 5, since the subsequent vacancies are in at least one of the territorial areas.
For the “Majority” type, on the other hand, the continuity of the share capital is reached in Class 8.
However, it is strange that the class interval between Classes 8 and 4 has at least one vacancy in at
least one of the territorial areas, as well as that after Class 8, where continuity is reached, no “Majority”
female startups are found.

4.3. Legal Status of Italian Female

The analysis just conducted on the social capital classes of the individual WSU by geographic
area is useful for the subsequent issue that we will analyze: The legal nature adopted by the company.

The spreadsheet that contains the information in the special section of the business register
provides nine legal types of business2.

The following table shows for every company legal form, how many startups and how many
WSU are present in the Italian economic context (Table 6).

The data highlight the presence of companies for each type of legal nature, albeit at least minimal,
as in the case of the European Group of Economic Interest (EEIG) and European Company (EC), where
there is only one startup. As far as the object of our research is concerned, there is less diversification of
a business legal nature: In Italy there are no WSU with a legal status of EEIG, WSU constituted on the
basis of laws of another stratum, and WSU with a juridical nature of European Companies.

The majority of Italian women’s startups are set up as limited liability companies (with 941 units
out of 1191, representing 79.01% of the total), followed by simplified limited liability companies
(with 205 units out of 1191, representing 17.21% of the total), cooperative companies (with 36 units
out of 1191, representing 3.02% of the total), single-member limited liability companies (with 4 units

2 The legal status concerns: European Group of Economic Interest (EEIG); Limited Liability Company; Limited Liability
Company with Sole Shareholder; Simplified Limited Liability Company; Limited Liability Consortium Company;
Cooperative Company; Company Formed under the laws of another State; European company; Joint Stock Company.
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out of 1191, representing 0, 34% of the total), limited liability consortium companies (with 3 units
out of 1191, representing 0.25% of the total), and, finally, joint-stock companies (with 2 units out of 1191,
representing 0.17% of total).

Table 6. Legal form of Italian startups and Italian woman startups.

Startups (Company) Legal Form

Italy

Italian Startups Woman Italian Startups

unit % unit %

European Group of Economic Interest (EEIG) 1 0.01% 0 0.00%
Limited Liability Company (LLC) 7702 85.38% 941 79.01%
Limited Liability Company with Sole Shareholder (LLC-SS) 49 0.54% 4 0.34%
Simplified Limited Liability Company (SLLC and in Italy S.r.l.s) 1037 11.50% 205 17.21%
Limited Liability Consortium Company (LLCC) 11 0.12% 3 0.25%
Cooperative Company (CC) 144 1.60% 36 3.02%
Company Formed under the laws of another State (CFLAS) 6 0.07% 0 0.00%
European company (EC) 1 0.01% 0 0.00%
Joint Stock Company (JSC) 70 0.78% 2 0.17%
Total 9021 100.00% 1191 100.00%

The following table shows the territorial distribution of the WSU according to the legal status
(Table 7).

On closer inspection:

- 941 LLC: 279 are in the N/W area, 214 are in the N/E area, 219 are in the C area, and 229 are in the
S area. This type of legal status represents the most relevant for the national territory, constituting,
on a local territorial base: 86.11% of the female enterprises in the N/W area; 82.95% of female
businesses in the N/E area; 76.57% of female businesses in the C area; and 70.90% of female
businesses in the S area;

- 205 SLLC: 40 are in the N/W area, 37 are in the N/E area, 53 are in the C area, and 75 are in the
S area. This type of legal nature constitutes, for the national territory, on a local territorial basis:
12.35% of the female enterprises present in the N/W area; 14.34% of female businesses in the N/E
area; 18.53% of female businesses in the C area; and 23.22% of female businesses in the S area;

- 36 CC: 2 are in the N/W area, 5 are in the N/E area, 12 are in the C area, and 17 are in the S
area. This type of legal status constitutes, for the national territory, on a local territorial basis:
0.62% of the female enterprises present in the N/W area; 1.94% of female businesses in the N/E
area; 4.20% of female businesses in the C area; and 5.26% of female businesses in the S area;

- 4 LLC-SS: In each of the four territorial areas there is 1 WSU. This type of juridical nature, although
only present with one unit in each territorial area, has a different weight on the composition of
the local economy or represents: 0.31% of the female enterprises present in the N/W and S areas;
0.39% of female businesses in the N/E area; and 0.35% of female businesses in the C area;

- 3 LLCC: One unit per territorial area is found everywhere except in the C area, where there is no
WSU of this nature. Even this typology, although present in equal measure in three territorial
areas, has a different weight on the composition of the local economy or represents: 0.31% of
the female enterprises present in the N/W and S areas; and 0.39% of female businesses in the
N/E area.

- 2 JSC: Only one unit is present in the N/W area and in the C area. This typology represents,
on a local territorial base: 0.31% of the female enterprises present in the N/W area; and 0.35% of
the female enterprises present in the C area.
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Keeping the analysis, the following tables show the sort of juridical nature chosen by each single
type of WSU, that is, “Exclusive”–“Strong” or “Majority” type (Table 8):

Table 8. Type of Italian woman startups (WSU) to geographical macroarea and to type of legal form.

Startups (Company)
Legal Form

Prelevance Exclusive Prelevance Strong Prelevance Mayority

N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S

EEIG 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
LLC 65 72 68 70 140 95 101 116 74 47 50 43
LLC-SS 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
SLLC and in Italy
S.r.l.s 18 19 25 30 17 14 20 38 5 4 8 7

LLCC 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
CC 1 4 9 11 1 1 3 6 0 0 0 0
CFLAS 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
EC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
JSC 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Total 86 97 103 112 159 110 124 161 79 51 59 50

With regard to the “Exclusive” category, which is more representative for our research, the most
recurring legal nature is that of a limited liability company with 275 units (sum per line). Then follow
the legal nature of a simplified limited liability company with 92 units, that of a cooperative with
25 units, that of a limited liability company with sole shareholder with 4 units, and, finally, that of a
limited liability consortium company with only 2 units.

Before going on to review the treatment of the “Strong” and “Majority” typologies of WSU,
it should be noted that these also follow the same orientation as the “Exclusive” type, preferring the
legal status of a company with limited responsibility, except in particular cases that we will soon
deal with.

For the “Strong” category, as mentioned above, the most recurring legal nature is that of a limited
liability company with 452 units (sum per line). Then follow the legal nature of a simplified limited
liability company with 89 units, that of a cooperative company with 11 units, and, finally, that of a
limited liability consortium company and that of a joint-stock company with only 1 unit each.

Concluding on the legal nature of the startups, the “Majority” category also prefers the nature of
a limited liability company, reaching 214 units. There is also the nature of a simplified limited liability
company with 24 units and, finally, the nature of joint stock company with only 1 unit.

4.4. Business Activities Carried Out by Italian Female Startups

In this section, we will discuss female startups from the point of view of the activity
carried out. We will first illustrate to which of the macrosectors of activity the single startups belong,
by ATECO code, and then we will deal in particular with those with high technological value in the
energetic scope and, finally, the new phenomenon of so-called social enterprises.

With reference to the business sector, the Italian Chambers of Commerce classify startups in
five macro sectors3 and, in addition, a residual one that welcomes companies, for which it was not
possible to trace that belonging.

3 The Sectors are: AGRICULTURE/FISHING: It includes all the startups belonging to the primary sector operating in
agriculture or in the industry; TRADE: Welcomes all those startups that, through process innovation, manage to improve
the demand and supply of companies belonging to the secondary sector, acting as inter mediation between the subjects;
INDUSTRY/CRAFTSMANSHIP: It welcomes all those startups that, through product and process innovation, operate
in the secondary sector. All those companies that operate economic activity aimed at transforming the input into final
output belong to this category. For example, we find companies that manufacture new products in the field of construction,
computers and electronic equipment, means of transport, or even in the field of interior design. SERVICES: It welcomes
all those startups that, through product and process innovation, operate in the tertiary sector. This category includes all
those companies that offer IT services, intellectual activities, business consultancy, or specialized research and development
activities; TOURISM: It welcomes all those startups that, through their activity, provide innovative services within this
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The data for the second quarter of 2018 show us that (Table 9):

Table 9. Business sector of Italian startups and Italian woman startups.

Startups (Company)
Business Sector

Italy

Italian Startups Woman Italian Startups

unit % unit %

AGRICULTURE/FISHING 59 0.65% 11 0.92%
TRADE 397 4.40% 68 5.71%

INDUSTRY/CRAFTSMANSHIP 1669 18.50% 197 16.54%
SERVICES 6772 75.07% 894 75.06%
TOURISM 92 1.02% 20 1.68%

Undeclared 32 0.35% 1 0.08%
Total 9021 100.00% 1191 100.00%

Observing the data, it is possible to notice that Italian startups overall operate mainly in the
services sector (75.07%), and so do Italian WSU (75.06%), while the sectors in which female startups,
in percentage terms on the total, are prevalent compared to startups overall are:

- The agriculture sector, where they represent 0.92% of the total against 0.65% of the generic
startup observation;

- The commerce sector, where they represent 5.71% of the total against 4.40% of the generic
startup observation;

- The tourism sector, where they represent 1.68% of the total against 1.02% of the generic
startup observation.

The sector where the percentages of composition on the total see female startups in the minority
compared to startups overall is the Industry and Crafts Industry. Female startups in this sector
represent 16.54%, while an observation in the absence of gender difference tells us that this sector
represents 18.50% of the total of Italian startups.

It is also useful to note that the degree of lack of information on the sector of activity of the WSU
is very low: Of the 1191 female startups, only one has not declared its sector of activity.

As for the distribution in the Italian national territory of the startups operating in the various
sectors, the following table provides clear evidence of the territorial location area (Table 10).

From the data provided, it can be observed that:
In the N/W Area, in order of frequency, we find:

- 254 WSU in the sector of services, representing 78.40% of the WSU allocated in the local area;
- 44 WSU in the sector of industry and craftsmanship, representing 13.58% of the WSU allocated in

the local area;
- 19 WSU in the commerce sector, representing 5.86% of the WSU allocated in the local territory;
- 5 WSU in the tourism sector, representing 1.54% of the WSU allocated in the local area;
- 2 WSU in the agriculture/fishing sector, representing 0.62% of the WSU allocated in the

local territory.

particular branch of the tertiary sector. Companies included in this category provide accommodation services and those
typical of travel agencies and tour operator.
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None of the 324 WSU allocated in the N/W area failed to declare their sector to which they belong.
In the N/E Area, in order of frequency, we find:

- 182 WSU in the sector of services, representing 70.54% of the WSU allocated in the local area;
- 61 WSU in the sector of industry and handicraft, representing 23.64% of the WSU allocated in the

local area;
- 10 WSU in the commerce sector, representing 3.88% of the WSU allocated in the local territory;
- 4 WSU in the tourism sector, representing 1.55% of the WSU allocated in the local area;
- 1 WSU in the agriculture/fisheries sector, representing 0.39% of the WSU allocated in the

local territory.

None of the 258 WSU allocated in the N/E failed to declare their sector to which they belong.
In the C Area, in order of frequency, we find:

- 215 WSU in the sector of services, representing 75.17% of the WSU allocated in the local territory;
- 50 WSU in the sector of industry and handicraft, representing 17,48% of the WSU allocated in the

local area;
- 16 WSU in the trade sector, representing 5.59% of the WSU allocated in the local territory;
- 2 WSU each in the tourism sector and in the agricultural/fishing sector, representing, for each

sector, 0.70% of the WSU allocated in the local area.

The only WSU that has failed to communicate its sector of membership was in the C area,
thus representing 0.35% of the 286 woman startups present in the area in question.

In the S Area, in order of frequency, we find:

- 243 WSU in the sector of services, representing 75.23% of the WSU allocated in the local territory;
- 42 WSU in the sector of industry and craftsmanship, representing 13.00% of the WSU allocated in

the local area;
- 23 WSU in the trade sector, representing 7.12% of the WSU allocated in the local area;
- 9 WSU in the tourism sector, representing 2.79% of the WSU allocated in the local area;
- 6 WSU in the agriculture/fishing sector, representing 1.86% of the WSU allocated in the

local territory

None of the 323 woman startups allocated in the N/E area failed to declare their sector to which
they belong.

The analysis of the data obtained leads us to state that regardless of where the WSU is located,
in each of the four territorial areas in Italy there are more WSU frequencies of services, followed by
those of industry and crafts, then trade, and tourism, and, lastly, that operate in agriculture and fishing.

After the observation of the geographical location of the individual WSU, a further aspect that,
with regard to the type of activity, must be dealt with is what kind of WSU (“Exclusive”, “Strong”,
and “Majority”) operates in each business sector.

The following table provides a first numerical evidence of the phenomenon (Table 11):

Table 11. Type of Italian woman startups (WSU) to geographical macroarea and to type of
business sector.

Startups (Company)
Business Sector

Prelevance Exclusive Prelevance Strong Prelevance Mayority

N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S

AGRICULTURE/FISHING 2 0 0 1 0 0 1 5 0 1 1 0
TRADE 6 5 8 7 11 3 6 14 2 2 2 2
INDUSTRY/CRAFTSMANSHIP 10 23 16 10 21 25 25 26 13 13 9 6
SERVICES 67 68 78 91 124 80 90 112 63 34 47 40
TOURISM 1 1 0 3 3 2 2 4 1 1 0 2
Undeclared 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Total 86 97 103 112 159 110 124 161 79 51 59 50
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The classification of the type of WSU by sector of activity represents a predominance of the
“Strong” type.

For each sector it emerges that:

1. 1In AGRICULTURE/FISHING, there are 6 WSU of the “Strong” type, 3 of the “Exclusive” type,
and 2 of the “Majority” type;

2. In TRADE, there are 34 WSU of the “Strong” type, 26 of the “Exclusive” type, and 8 of the
“Majority” type;

3. In INDUSTRY/CRAFTSMANSHIP, there are 97 WSU of the “Strong” type, 59 of the
“Exclusive” type, and 41 of the “Majority” type;

4. In SERVICES, there are 406 WSU of the “Strong” type, 304 of the “Exclusive” type, and 184 of the
“Majority” type;

5. In TOURISM, there are 11 WSU of the “Strong” type, 5 of the “Exclusive” type, and 4 of the
“Majority” type; the only WSU that has failed to declare in the sector it belongs to, finally,
belongs to the “Exclusive” type.

Once the general discussion on the sector of activity of the WSU is concluded, the analysis of
the two particular phenomena concerning the startups’ activity can now be considered: High-tech
companies in the energy sector and social enterprises.

Startups with a high technological value in the energy field are all those companies that increase,
in the national context, the value of the so-called “Green Economy”. With the following data, we will
analyze, according to gender studies, where these companies are located and what kind of female
composition they have.

Generally speaking, it is possible to observe how many of the startups with a high technological
value in the energy sector in Italy are owned and managed by women.

The data for the second quarter of 2018 show that (Table 12):

Table 12. Italian startups and Italian woman startups operating in the high technology energy sector.

High Technology-Based
Startups in the Energy Sector

Italy

Italian Startups Woman Italian Startups

unit % unit %

YES 1262 13.99% 185 15.53%
NO 7759 86.01% 1006 84.47%

Total 9021 100% 1191 100%

Only 1262 of the 9021 (13.99%) startups on the national territory are characterized by a high
technological value in the energy field. With regard to gender studies, of the 1262 startups with a
high technological value in the energy field, only 185 are female. The latter represent 15.53% of the
1191 WSU allocated in Italy.

Given the minimum percentage of presence in Italy, we can now move on to observe the location of
this particular type of business (Table 13):
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With regard to the territorial area where the companies are located, it can therefore be noted that
with respect to the total of WSU present in the area, those of “high technological value in the energetic
field” are:

- In the N/W area: 42 WSU, or 12.96% of the total;
- In the N/E area: 38 WSU, or 14.73% of the total;
- In the C area: 47 WSU, or 16.43% of the total;
- In the S area: 58 WSU, or 17.96% of the total.

Regardless of the lack of national presence of companies with characteristics that today should be
much more developed, what arouses curiosity is the fact that companies that have a high technological
content in the energy field are located more in South and Central Italy than in the northern areas,
which have always been considered more developed.

As for the type of the 185 WSU belonging to the sector of high technological content in the energy
field, it is possible to observe that (Table 14):

Table 14. Type of Italian woman startups (WSU) to geographical macroarea and Italian companies that
operate, or not, in the high technology energy sector.

High Technology-Based
Startups in the Energy Sector

Prelevance Exclusive Prelevance Strong Prelevance Mayority

N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S

YES 7 12 12 20 24 16 25 23 11 10 10 15
NO 79 85 91 92 135 94 99 138 68 41 49 35
Total 86 97 103 112 159 110 124 161 79 51 59 50

- Out of the 42 WSU allocated in the N/W area, 7 are of the “Exclusive” type, 24 are of the
“Forte” type, and 11 are of the “Majority” type;

- Out of the 38 WSU allocated in the N/E area, 12 are of the “Exclusive” type, 16 are of the
“Forte” type, and 10 are of the “Majority” type;

- Out of the 47 WSU allocated in the C area, 12 are of the “Exclusive” type, 25 are of the
“Strong” type, and 10 are of the “Majority” type;

- Out of the 58 WSU allocated in the S area, 20 are of the “Exclusive” type, 23 are of the
“Strong” type, and 15 are of the “Majority” type;

Considering the data shown above, it can be said that with regard to the type of composition of
the company structure and the management chairs, the WSU with a high technological content in
the energy sector in Italy are predominantly of the “Forte” type, with 88 WSU, followed by the
“Exclusive” type, with 51 WSU, and, finally, the “Majority” type, with 46 WSU.

The last type of company that remains to be explored in this section dedicated to the business
sector of gender startups is being or not in a social vocation.

This particular typology was foreseen within the DL 179/2012, which introduced the innovative
tool of startups in the national legal system. Innovative startups with a social vocation are considered
all those companies operating in the sectors referred to in art. 2, paragraph 1, of Legislative Decree
no.155/20064.

4 We refer to the following activities: Social assistance; health; education, education and training; protection of the environment
and the ecosystem; enhancement of cultural heritage; social tourism; university and postgraduate education; research
and provision of cultural services; extrascholastic training, aimed at preventing early school-leaving and scholastic and
educational success; instrumental services to social enterprises, rendered by bodies composed in excess of seventy percent
by organizations that carry out a social enterprise.
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The table below provides a first analysis of gender startup for this particular sector of activity in
the national context (Table 15):

Table 15. Italian startups and Italian woman startups with social vocation.

Startups with Social Vocation
(in Italy-cd. Startups a Vocazione Sociale

Italy

Italian Startups Woman Italian Startups

unit % unit %

YES 190 2.11% 54 4.53%
NO 8831 97.89% 1137 95.47%
Total 9021 100% 1191 100%

The results extracted from the special section of the Business Register, for the second quarter of
2018, show that socially-driven startups represent a real minority in the Italian economic context—only
190 startups with a social vocation out of 9021 Italian startups. With regard to gender studies,
female startups with a social vocation represent, with 54 WSU out of 1191, 4.53% of Italian
female startups.

This first analysis allows us to observe, then, how this particular type of business is distributed
throughout the country. The table below provides numerical evidence (Table 16).

- In the N/W area: Out of 89 social vocation startups, 26 are female and represent 8.02% of the
324 WSU present;

- In the N/E area: Out of 34 social vocation startups, 9 are female and represent 3.49% of the
258 WSU present;

- In the C area: Out of the 31 social vocation startups, 11 are female and represent 3.85% of the
286 WSU present;

- In the S area: Out of the 36 socially-driven startups, 8 are female and represent 2.48% of the
323 WSU present.

Now that the geographic observation on female startups with a social vocation in the Italian
territory is over, we are going to discuss this particular business phenomenon according to its
composition, looking at what type of female startups, be it “Exclusive”–“Strong” or “Majority”,
they belong to.

The following table shows, for each type of gender startup, how many belong to companies with
a social vocation (Table 17).

From the reading of the data, it emerges that the prevalent type of female startups with a social
vocation is the “Strong” type, with 28 startups, followed by the “Exclusive” one, with 18 startups, and,
finally, the “Majority” typology, with 8 startups.
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Table 17. Type of Italian woman startups (WSU) with or without social vocation to
geographical macroarea.

Startups with Social
Vocation (in Italy-cd.
Startups a vocazione)

Prelevance Exclusive Prelevance Strong Prelevance Mayority

N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S N/W N/E C S

YES 6 5 3 4 15 4 5 4 5 0 3 0
NO 80 92 100 108 144 106 119 157 74 51 56 50
Total 86 97 103 112 159 110 124 161 79 51 59 50

5. Conclusions

The startups have now become an important vehicle for the development of the Italian economic
fabric. Our research, starting from the actual state of international literature on this particular business
phenomenon, then developed through the analysis of the Italian economic context. This made it
possible to make an important contribution to gender studies, first with the monitoring of the
situation of Italian startups and then by centralizing the focus of analysis on an important issue
under development: The so-called “woman startups”.

From a scientific point of view, the phenomenon of female Startups (RQ1) confirms the
lack of contributions to the Corporate Governance of woman startups. Only one contribution
(Ebersberger and Pirhofer 2011) deals with company management, identifying the academic approach of
women as a success factor for large female startups. In our opinion, the lack of academic
contributions to the subjects and the functioning of corporate governance occurs for a structural
reason of the startup and not for gender issues. As a rule, startups are SMEs and, as such, do not include
integrated governance systems. The absence of complex organizational structures is also demonstrated
by the results found in the A2 category, which deals with the different problems encountered by
the entrepreneur in doing business. Most of the results (Welsh et al. 2013, 2016; Neill et al. 2015)
show that most women who own startups face the difficulties of their business alone, without strong
business. In addition, by comparing the results that emerged in Paoloni and Demartini (2016) on female
entrepreneurship, and therefore not only on the startup focus, we find the same difficulties common to
the entrepreneur in starting up their business. These concern above all the difficulty in facing the
startup phase of the company, the undercapitalization of the company, and the difficulties in accessing
credit (Dechant and Lamky 2005). In the gender gap and discrimination factors, it is observed that the
WSU are discouraged from operating in traditional sectors such as industry (Elam and Terjesen 2010),
but rather, very often, they operate in sectors where the business risk is higher. The gender gap
phenomenon often emerges from contributions dealing with institutional factors (Itani et al. 2011)
listed in the A3 category.

As for the Italian situation of the phenomenon of female startups (RQ2), the second quarter of
2018 registered the presence of 1191 Woman Startups (WSU) out of 9021 Italian startups. The most
common type of female startups in Italy, with 554 companies, is the “Strong” type. Woman startups
belong to this type when the arithmetic average among the women present in the company’s share
capital and the percentage of chair ownership in the administrative body exceeds 66%. Followed by
that, with 398 companies, is the “Exclusive” type, where the result of the report just described for the
determination of the female presence is 100%. Finally, with 239 companies, there is the “Majority” type,
where the arithmetic average among the women present in the company’s equity and the number of
chairs in the administrative body belonging to them is more than 50%.

An important fact of our research is the geographical distribution of Italian WSU that are
distributed with minimal differences between north and south. The number of WSU in the north
and south cancels the geographical gap, as their presence is almost the same in both Northern and
Southern Italy: There are 324 WSU in the N/W area, while there are 323 WSU in the S area. As regards
the consistency of the WSU’s share capital, our research shows a greater presence of female startups
in class 3 (544 units out of 1191 Italian WSU), with a share capital of between 5000 and 10,000 euros.
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The data that emerge from our study prove that Italian WSU are structured with very weak equity
(equity), an aspect already confirmed in the literature (Muravyev et al. 2009; Robb and Coleman 2010),
which often allows the entrepreneur to establish only one company in the form of SRLs (SLLC:
Semplified Limied Company) with an equity greater than € 1.00 but less than € 10,000. This type of
company allows greater ease of starting up the business activity, but implies a higher business risk
related to the responsibilities of the entrepreneur.

A peculiarity related to the study of the consistency of the social capital of Italian female startups
is their so-called “bell” trend. Starting from Class 1, they reach the peak in Class 3 and then gradually
decrease until they reach Class 9. Moreover, in reaching the highest class in terms of value, there are
no vacant classes, so continuity between the capital classes of the WSU is observed.

The 3 WSU in Class 9 all belong to Northeast (N/E) Italy; moreover, two of these are of the
“Exclusive” type, while the remaining one is of the “Strong” type.

The undercapitalization of the WSU also implies a further problem related to credit. In Italy,
most companies are bank-oriented; therefore, to receive credit capital, they must offer numerous
guarantees that, at present, the data of our research show that the WSU do not possess.

As regards the legal form adopted by Italian WSU, our analysis shows a preference,
with 941 companies out of 1191, of the legal form of a limited liability company. This is followed,
with 205 companies out of 1191, by the form created ad hoc for startups, or the limited-liability
one, simplified where a single euro of social capital is sufficient for its establishment. Then, there is
the form of a cooperative society with 36 WSU. Finally, with nonsignificant numbers, the types of
responsibility are identified with a single shareholder, a consortium with limited liability,
and the form of a joint-stock company. There are no European Economic Interest Groups (EEIGs),
Companies Established on the basis of the laws of another State, and the so-called European women’s
predominantly European companies. In our opinion, the data highlight the small size of Italian female
startups that choose more and more forms that give a limited responsibility to the social structure to
the detriment of all those forms that allow a more widespread corporate base, as well as a simpler
international comparison.

What has just been written is then confirmed by the fact that the only 2 WSU constituted in the
form of a joint stock company are of the “Strong” type, and the other is of the “Majority” type.

Concluding on the last topic dealt with in this contribution for Italian female startups, we can see
how most of these choose the service sector.

The female startups operating in the services sector are 894 and represent 75.06% of the 1191
Italian WSU. Then follow the 197 female companies operating in the Industry/Craft sector and
representing 16.54% of the 1191 Italian WSU. Then, there are, in a residual order, the WSU present
in the Commerce sector (5.71%), in the Tourism sector (1.68%), and, finally, in the Agriculture sector
(0.92%). Only 0.08% of Italian WSU has not declared the sector in which it operates.

In our research, we also deal with the presence, in the Italian economic context, of WSU that
operate in particular sectors of activity, such as those with a high technological value in the Energetic
field and those in CD social vocation. The first ones, with 185 companies, represent 15.53% of the total of
Italian WSU, while the latter, even for their particular business purpose and for their recent introduction
into the Italian legal system, with only 54, represent 4.53% of the 1191 Italian female startups.

The limits of our research are undoubtedly traceable in the small dimensions of Italian female
startups and in the fact that these are constantly evolving. In addition to this aspect, we must note the
absence of good governance systems that allow us to observe the efficiency of their work and operation.

A further limitation is of a territorial nature, as our research is concentrated only on
Italian companies.

This contribution aims to be the starting point for future research aimed at the development of
female startups over time. First of all, we will present analyses through case studies, then we will
analyze some main performance factors and organizational models, and then evolve the study on
foreign entities in order to bring to terms a complete comparative analysis on gender startups.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Shows the geographical distribution of Italians startups in the second quarter of 2018.

Italian Region Number of Startups

ABRUZZO 213
BASILICATA 90
CALABRIA 194
CAMPANIA 661

EMILIA-ROMAGNA 889
FRIULI-VENEZIA GIULIA 209

LAZIO 921
LIGURIA 165

LOMBARDIA 2168
MARCHE 370
MOLISE 40

PIEMONTE 482
PUGLIA 342

SARDEGNA 167
SICILIA 469

TOSCANA 402
TRENTINO-ALTO ADIGE 233

UMBRIA 155
VALLE D’AOSTA 19

VENETO 832
ITALY 9021

Table A2. Shows the startups classification to value of production cluster.

Value of Production Class of Production

0–100.000 euro A
100.001–500.000 euro B

500.001–1.000.000 euro C
1.000.001–2.000.000 euro D
2.000.001–5.000.000 euro E
5.000.001–10.000.000 euro F
10.000.001–50.000.000 euro G

Over 50.000.000 euro H
Not Available

Table A3. Shows the class of Italian startups’ number of employees.

Number of Employees Class of Employees

0–4 A
5–9 B

10–19 C
20–49 D

50–249 E
Over 250 F

Not Available
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Table A4. Shows the class of Italians startups’ nominal value of capital.

Nominal Value of Capital Class of Capital

1 euro 1
From 1 up to 5.000 euro 2

From 5.000 up to 10.000 euro 3
From 10.000 up to 50.000 euro 4
From 50.000 up to 100.000 euro 5
From 100.000 up to 250.000 euro 6
From 250.000 up to 500.000 euro 7

From 500.000 up to 1.000.000 euro 8
From 1.000.000 up to 2.500.000 euro 9
From 2.500.000 up to 5.000.000 euro 10

Over 5.000.000 euro 11

Table A5. Shows the composition of share sapital and of board of directors (or sole director) to consider
the orevalence of Italian startups: Majority, Strong, and Exclusive.

Prelevance:
Female/Youth/Foreing

Description

NO [% of (Female or Youth or Foreign) Share Capital+ % (Female or Youth or Foreign) Director]/2 ≤ 50%
Mayority [% of (Female or Youth or Foreign) Share Capital+ % (Female or Youth or Foreign) Director]/2 > 50%

Strong [% of (Female or Youth or Foreign) Share Capital+ % (Female or Youth or Foreign) Director]/2 > 66%
Exclusive [% of (Female or Youth or Foreign) Share Capital+ % (Female or Youth or Foreign) Director]/2 = 100%

Not Available
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Abstract: This paper explores the decision to become a mother among women in the technology
industry, particularly if there is an “optimal context” regarding startup development (business stage
and size). Eighteen interviews were conducted with an international sample of women founders
and analyzed using a grounded theory approach. Findings suggest two sources of “mumpreneurs”
in technology ventures: (1) women who created a startup while young and childless, postponing
maternity until the business is “stable”; and (2) mothers who created a technology venture as a
strategy to gain higher levels of flexibility and autonomy than they experienced in the corporate
world. The first group is highly work-role salient, while the second is highly family-role salient.
The results of this work contribute to theory development by revealing the “startup-relatedness” of
family decisions by women founders in the technology industry. I offer recommendations of how
accelerators can improve mentorship for women in high-growth technology ventures and unleash
women’s potential.
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With the introduction of the Internet and related technologies into the market, the industry of
startups arose. A startup is a short-term—and often informal—organization that seeks to create
a product under conditions of high uncertainty. Globally, national public policy, many business
schools and corporations, and some industries have embraced this type of organization. It has been
documented that high rates of entrepreneurship with an innovation component play a critical role in
the wealth of nations, economic dynamism (Decker et al. 2014), and job creation (Kuschel et al. 2018).

Moreover, and parallel with the increased number of women in science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics (STEM), more startups are being led by women. Still, according to the estimations
of Robb and Coleman (2009), only 5–6% of high-technology entrepreneurs are women, and about
3–5% of incubated and accelerated projects are led by women. Start-Up Chile, a public accelerator
in South America, bucks that trend, with around 20% women founders and 8.9%1 women-led
startups (Kuschel and Labra 2018). In general, though, women are poorly represented in these spaces.
Uncertainty, competitiveness, aggressiveness, and fast pace are characteristics of the high-growth
technology industry.

The “masculine” and “male-dominated” features of the environment raises the question
of whether the technology industry is welcoming to women who expect to become mothers.

1 Number calculated by Kuschel and Labra (2018) with data provided by Start-Up Chile accelerator, since the 1st generation
to the 11th (2173 founders, and 972 startups supported by the program), as of March 2015.
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The motherhood decision is defined as the choice to forego, start, or enlarge a family
(Prunty et al. 2008). Also, some investors (e.g., public funds, business angels, venture capitalists)
might not fund women-led startups because of the potential for the leader to get pregnant and leave
the startup a lower priority, at least temporarily (Kuschel and Lepeley 2016b).

This article does not directly examine women’s participation in tech. The aim of this
study is to explore the conditions under which women decide to have children in one extreme
case—women leading a startup in the technology industry. Do women postpone maternity in the
technology industry?

First, this study provides a literature review on startups functioning, the profile of women in the
technology industry, and the decision to become a mother for those involved as business founders in
the technology industry. After the theoretical and methodological sections, the findings are presented.
Two main paths into being “mumpreneurs” are found, those entering business ownership before
having children and those entering business ownership because of their mothership. Within the
study, the authors find that the former group can be further broken down into subgroups depending
on the development stage of their business. Finally, suggestions are proposed for support of such
entrepreneurs and also future directions for research.

1. Literature Review

1.1. Business Stages at a Technology Startup

A new high-technology venture (NHTV) or startup is defined as a business model (Blank 2010)
that is profitable, repeatable, and scalable2. At its beginning, a startup is an informal business with a
small team. The goal of the startup is to create technology or to leverage a business model based on
technology to make money. There are three broad business stages for startups: product development,
growth, and heavyweights. First, the “product development” stage includes the ideation, working
prototype in development and prototype validation, functional product with users, and business
model validation (also known as the search for market fit). Founders in the product development stage
are searching for seed funding because the companies are not yet economically sustainable. Early-stage
investors respond strongly to information about the founding team rather than to traction or previous
investors (Bernstein et al. 2017), which is a critical factor for women founders (Kuschel et al. 2017).
Second, the “growth stage” of a tech startup includes scaling sales and raising capital. Normally,
entrepreneurs “pitch”3 to investors, trying to attract interest by exhibiting their startup’s “traction”4.
In this stage, startups raising venture capital (VC) must incorporate to receive funding from private
investors. Investors also give access to a significant network, mentorship, board, and assistance
in decision-making in exchange for equity (business participation) and/or return on investment.
Third, “heavyweights” sell the company (exit strategy), acquire other startups, or make an initial
public offering (IPO). The dynamic environments in which these companies are inserted make most
traditional management methods obsolete (Ries 2011). The participants in this study are leading
startups in the product development and growth stages.

1.2. Women in New High-Technology Ventures

For many years, women’s spectacular progress in business ownership has been virtually invisible
in mass media and academic journals in the U.S. (Baker et al. 1997). A recent review of the literature
on startups and gender (Kuschel and Lepeley 2016a) identified that most studies were concentrated

2 Coaching, consulting, and freelancing are not considered startups—although they may use technology—because they do
not have the potential for scaling. They are self-employed.

3 The pitch is a short (2–3 min) presentation of the business plan.
4 The traction is the validation of the product or business model. It consists in metrics of market demand (i.e., profit, revenues,

active users, registered users, engagement, partnerships/clients, traffic) used to convince investors of the startup potential.
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in the U.S., and there is little knowledge of startups in Europe and emerging economies [such as
Latin America, BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and MENA (Middle Eastern and North African
countries5]. In most of those studies, startup performance was compared without reference to the
perspectives of women entrepreneurs in technology (Singh Cassidy 2015).

Lately, new evidence has shown that women leading tech ventures face gender-based stereotypes.
This affects how these women design their teams, raise capital, and grow their businesses. Women
normally build their teams based on trust, partnering with their romantic partners or close friends
(Kuschel and Lepeley 2016b). Therefore, these teams are smaller, less diverse, have less credibility
with potential investors, and grow more slowly than male-led teams (Kuschel and Labra 2018;
Kuschel and Lepeley 2016b; Kuschel et al. 2017). However, women-led startup teams contribute
to job creation (Kuschel et al. 2018), and a third of women-led startups keep raising funds after
acceleration (Kuschel et al. 2017).

Women must surmount several obstacles to be part of the growth of women’s business ownership.
The masculinization of entrepreneurship—including stereotypical masculine behaviors such as
aggressiveness, assertiveness, independence, and self-confidence—generates serious difficulties for
women who wish to engage in entrepreneurial activities (Ahl 2002; Bird and Brush 2002; Eagly and
Johannesen-Schmidt 2001). Moreover, women’s perceived capabilities (a type of human capital) and
economic participation both play roles in influencing the start-up rates of women entrepreneurs
(Brush et al. 2017). The constant comparison also ends up becoming a trap. Researchers and society
both tend to overlook the complexity and variety of women entrepreneurs, and women become
“victims of the male norm” (Billing 2011).

Historically, self-employed women were less likely than men to become small business owners
due to societal and patriarchal pressures (Marlow 1997) that acted as discriminatory barriers at all
business stages. A proven barrier for women’s small business growth has been limited access to
financial resources (Carter and Allen 1997; Brush et al. 2004), and this is true for women founders of
technology ventures as well (Demartini 2018; Demartini and Marchegiani 2018).

Women who do participate in business incubator or startup acceleration programs are often
exhibited as “tokens” to illustrate gender diversity. This visibility may have negative consequences for
the founder. Tokenism affects women’s “sense of fit” and draws attention away from their businesses
(Marlow and McAdam 2012).

Nevertheless, there are some successes specific to women in tech startups. Unlike gender
discrimination in traditional investment settings, crowdfunding has been found to be a great tool for
women in the early stages of raising capital (Gorbatai and Nelson 2015). According to Gorbatai and
Nelson (2015), donation-based crowdfunding sites offer a completely different institutional setting in
which to obtain funding for new small businesses or products, bypassing many risks and difficulties
inherent in traditional methods of fundraising, as success depends much more on written language
rather than visual and verbal cues.

Nowadays, research on women’s entrepreneurship is growing (Jennings and Brush 2013),
but there are still some gaps, particularly regarding women-led startups (Kuschel and
Lepeley 2016a) in developing countries (Bullough 2013) and from a feminist perspective
(Marlow and McAdam 2012, 2015).

1.3. The Decision to Become a Mother

Previous studies explore how dominant discourses of mothering influence women in their
life decisions about children. Most evidence indicates that all women negotiate dominant

5 Brazil, Russia, India and China (BRIC) show a similar stage of development. Middle East and North African (MENA) region
has 60% of the world’s oil reserves and 45% of the world’s natural gas reserves. MENA region shows newly advanced
economic development yet some areas are still in conflict.
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ideals of a “good mother” and a “self-sacrificing mother” (Knaak 2010). However, as noted by
Maher and Saugeres (2007) after analyzing the fertility decision-making of 100 Australian women,
such stereotypes need to be further broken down, since women with and without children respond to
different aspects of such ideals. For women who have children, images of the “good mother” are less
prevalent than pragmatic concerns about how to manage mothering. In contrast, childless women
understand mothering as all-encompassing and potentially overwhelming. Nevertheless, fertility
decision-making is often situational and affected by social expectations and employment conditions
(Maher and Dever 2004) instead of influenced by specific policies.

Despite significant changes to women’s involvement in the public sphere, cultural discourses of
femininity still highlight motherhood, which has been perceived as “natural” for women. Consequently,
women who choose not to have children are viewed as abnormal or deviant (Gillespie 2000). Nowadays,
postfeminist approaches or “choice” feminism is installing a new gender order of “self-determining,
individuated, and empowered” women (Budgeon 2015), which, blended with the previous feminist
perspectives, presents “disparate discourses around contemporary mothering” (Vincent et al. 2004).
This has led to both an entrepreneurialization of motherhood (Thornton 2011) and new forms of
entrepreneurial feminities (Byrne et al. 2019; Lewis 2014).

On average, Latin American women in the technology sector have higher levels of education
and represent upper-middle socioeconomic status (Kuschel and Labra 2018), are a cohort with lower
fertility rates (Adsera and Menendez 2011), and may be less influenced by Latino and macho culture
(Susaeta et al. 2013) than Latina women not in the tech sector.

When is the optimal time to become an entrepreneur? Motherhood can also serve as a trigger to
start a business, as women seek greater autonomy and time flexibility via self-employment (Annink
and Dulk 2012; Loscocco 1997). Greene et al. (2013) explore how stereotypes and role expectations
influence women’s propensity toward entrepreneurial activity: “Maternal self-employment has a
counter-stereotypical effect, and so positively influences daughters to become self-employed.”

1.4. Theoretical Framework: Testing the Family Embeddedness Theory

This study combines two frameworks; role salience within social identity theory and family
embeddedness. First, the importance of a role or “role salience” is “determined by commitment to
the role, which includes attitudes and emotions, participation in the role, and knowledge about the
role. An important issue in career development is how individuals integrate the various life roles”
(Matzeder and Krieshok 1995, p. 333). According to social identity theory, whether or not men and
women report key roles as similarly salient, and how they define, enact, and manage these roles, may
differ substantially (Cook 1994). These individual ways of “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman
1987) significantly impact women’s success.

Some studies find relations between family factors and starting a new business (Boden 1996, 1999;
Brown et al. 2006; Green and Cohen 1995) or becoming self-employed (Carr 1996). Loscocco (1997)
argues that women may make the decision to start their own businesses because they need more
flexibility to meet family demands and responsibilities.

The family embeddedness perspective of entrepreneurship (Aldrich and Cliff 2003) portrays
entrepreneurs’ family and business domains as highly interrelated. Business owners can structure
their work according to personal preferences (Bird and Brush 2002), whereas organizational employees
have less control over flexibility and autonomy. Moreover, entrepreneurs may more easily transfer
human, social, and financial resources between their family and business domains (Danes et al. 2009).

Similarly, Greenhaus and Powell (2012) suggest that individuals may have family considerations
that influence work decisions, such as job relocation, whether to quit a job, pursue a new job
opportunity, seek part-time employment, interrupt paid employment, or start a new business. They call
this the “family-relatedness of work decisions.” However, further research is still needed to understand
how the decision-making process is different according to work, industry, individual, family, and
social variables (Powell and Greenhaus 2012).
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This study tests the “family-relatedness of work decisions” by exploring the extreme case of
women in a very demanding environment with economic constraints, long working hours, and
high time pressure for developing a product and getting users. The results of this work expand the
family-embeddedness perspective and contribute to theory development by revealing the decision of
women founders to become a mother while working in the technology industry.

2. Methodology

The current study was designed with a qualitative, inductive, and constructive approach. In 2014
and 2015, I explored the experiences of an international sample of women entrepreneurs in technology;
most of the participants were beneficiaries of Start-Up Chile.

2.1. Sample

Participant selection criteria: This study gathered data from women founders of startups.
Most of the participants of the study were benefited by Start-Up Chile (SUP), an international
acceleration program located in Santiago de Chile. A snowball technique was used to find mothers. I
initially found six mothers leading startups, only two of whom were from Chile originally. Therefore, I
decided to expand the sample by interviewing women founders without children on their decision
to become mothers; these participants are included in the sample. SUP has an international focus,
which is reflected in the mixed-country sample. Table 1 presents both the business and founder’s
characteristics. As shown in Table 1, I conducted 18 interviews, including with women that were solo
founders (n = 4) or members of the founding team (n = 14). Six founders (33%) had no employees or
freelancers, either because of the early stage of the startup (product development stage) or because
of an eventual pivot or exit. Of the participants, 50% (n = 9) of this study were leading startups in
the growth stage. They were from nine different countries of origin, yet most were contacted while
being accelerated and therefore located in Santiago, with ages ranging from 26 to 40; 28% (n = 5) had
a STEM educational background and 50% (n = 9) had studied business. Finally, 41% (n = 6) of them
were mothers.

Interview design considerations: I incorporated work-family (WF) scholars’ suggestions to
capture heterogeneity, including single people, those with and without children, single-parent families,
and dual earners in the sample (Greenhaus et al. 2000; Parasuraman et al. 1997; Voydanoff 1988;
Watkins and Subich 1995). Moreover, I included women who have participated in startup accelerators
(in Start-Up Chile, Wayra Chile, or other accelerators abroad) as well as women who have not, from
both Latin America and abroad. The sample includes women engaged in various stages of the
decision-making process of motherhood and startups from a variety of industries and stages.

Procedure: Each participant was contacted by e-mail and invited to an online interview (via
Skype) in Spanish. Four interviews were conducted in English. The researcher explained the consent
form verbally. The form was then signed, and a copy was delivered to the participant. All participants
agreed to be audio-recorded. Each interview was transcribed semi-verbatim, excluding identifying
information. The transcriptions were entered into ATLAS.ti v.7.0 software for qualitative analysis.
The questions cover the topics of motivation to startup a technology venture, team composition, and
motherhood expectations. A few sample questions: What are your future growth expectations for
this venture? Do you see yourself as a mother? What are the pros and cons that this industry offers
mothers? As a women startup founder, did you confront special challenges when becoming a mother
(if you did)?
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2.2. Analysis

The analysis of data used a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967) as a way
of arriving at a theory when there were no (or few) previous theoretical frameworks. The theory
provided explanatory power by including controllable and access variables if they did not emerge
by themselves. In addition, a particular interest was to find the “hidden assumptions” of various
participants (Charmaz 2006). I conducted a first open coding, inductively, trying to identify emerging
topics. Significant paragraphs (quotes) were selected and categorized into codes. Then, selected coding
inductively identified the central category.

Figure A1 shows the emergent topics that were coded. The tag cloud is a visual depiction of
content tags used in the hermeneutic unit. More frequently used tags are depicted in a larger font,
and the display order is alphabetical. The tag cloud allowed me to find a tag both by alphabet and by
frequency. After this process, axial coding was conducted to seek the relationship between categories
and sub-categories. Families of codes were built with related codes.

The “network of codes” in Figure A2 is a visual representation of the type of link (axial coding)
relating significant codes. Then, selected coding identified the central category, which interpreted the
studied phenomena. The co-occurrent and neighbor codes were explored around the central category.

Lastly, a discriminant analysis was conducted to test if this theory fit a different sample. Constant
comparative analysis (Corbin and Strauss 2008) was conducted to determine consistency between
codes and the data. The goal was to gather the women founders into categories that shared similar
characteristics, and it can be read as a time line from the left to the right. The analysis revealed that
motherhood-related expectations often co-occur and overlap with their business stage.

3. Findings

Two configurable patterns were found that led to the outcome of entrepreneurs in technology
who were mothers: (1) women who created a startup while young and childless, and (2) women who
created a technology venture while a mother. Table 2 summarizes the particular characteristics that
distinguish each category.

Table 2. Emerging categories and its characteristics.

Category 1. Women Creating a Startup While Young and Childless
2. Women Creating

a Tech Venture
While a Mother

Subcategory 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 2

Motherhood
Expectations

Not thinking about
motherhood

Wishing to be a
mother Mother

Women with
conditions to be a

mother

Women who create a
technology venture

while being a mother

Business Stage
Product

Development Growth incorporated, raising
capital, scaling Growth Any

Team Size 1 to 5
1–2 cofounders,

some freelancers (as
employees)

3–4 cofounders with
employees

3–5 cofounders with
employees

1–2 cofounders,
some freelancers (as

employees)
Team Gender Mixed Mixed Mixed Mixed Mixed

Avg. Age 28 31.5 34 31 31
Work Role CEO, COO CEO CEO, CMO, COO CEO, COO CEO

3.1. Women Creating a Startup While Young and Childless

Four subcategories divide this main category and can be conceived as continuous stages. The axial
and selected coding revealed that motherhood expectations of women entrepreneurs in tech are: “not
thinking about motherhood,” “wishing to be a mother,” “mother,” and “women with conditions to
become mothers”, and that those codes are associated with the business stage of the startup.

3.2. Not Thinking about Motherhood

Young and single is the common profile of women founders. For them, motherhood is not an issue.
They are young (average age 28) and ambitious. As their startups are still in the product development
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stage, they do not have employees. Their work role is highly salient, and they prioritize traveling and
personal development.

“Yes, I can see myself being a mother in the future, but I feel like right now is a very freeing moment.”
AS, 26, single, childless, chief executive officer (CEO), health devices

“Yes. I can see myself as a mother. Well, I’m already 31 years old . . . (Laughter). Umm . . . I think
I’m scared of it, but mainly because of my lifestyle. I travel a lot and I have a roommate . . . ” LF, 31,
single, childless, chief operating officer (COO), energy

3.3. Wishing to Be a Mother

These are women (average age 31.5) in romantic relationships. They have great expectations for
being mothers. As they are hiring employees and raising capital from investors, they are postponing
maternity and hiding their true family expectations from them.

“I’m a woman, I’m 32 years old, I’ve been married for two years, and of course I think about having
children. I still don’t know how I will make the pieces fit ( . . . ) I feel like I’m postponing it. If it
weren’t at [the startup] I probably would already have had a child. I did delay it a bit, but I’m not
going to abandon it ( . . . ) During the first investment round they asked me about it. They said, ‘Are
you thinking about having children?’ I didn’t take it very well. ( . . . ) All the investors at the moment
(three) were men, and they said they wouldn’t invest if it were the case. I didn’t like that comment at
all, I took it poorly and I said, ‘Look, I can’t promise anything. I’m 31 years old. What I can promise,
however, is that I won’t have any children a year from now.’ It wasn’t in my interest to have a baby,
but that doesn’t mean I could have one in two years. And the truth is I want to have a family, and I
know I will. What I’m trying to do is build a good, profitable business. I believe things will shape
up eventually.” CM, 32, married, childless CEO, eCommerce

3.4. Mother

When the business is incorporated, “stable”, and the team is growing (has fixed employees),
women (average age 34) take the next step toward motherhood and get pregnant. Particularly for
women in this category, teams are bigger and more diverse in gender. The interviewer asked whether
it was possible to have a baby at the early stage of her startup.

“No, impossible, no. We work there 24/7. ( . . . ) What we did was look for people to cover for us in
these two key areas. We hired a CEO and a COO to lighten up work and so I could spend more time
with my baby. ( . . . ) You never should have a child during your first year of launching a startup
unless your parents live very close or you hire external help.” DG, 30, married, mother, chief
marketing officer (CMO), eCommerce

They work “until the last day” before giving birth.

“At first it was very tough. I got pregnant last summer and worked until the last day. Prenatal
leave does not exist . . . I worked until a week before I gave birth.” DG, 30, married, mother, CMO,
eCommerce

“I worked until I had my C-section ( . . . ). I almost had to drive to my own C-section.” VK, 40,
divorced mother, CEO, investment

They take a short maternity leave (one to three months).

“I used to say, ‘I’ll have the baby and return to work in a month,’ but you never know how important
work is and how it changes your life. ( . . . ) It was very hard for me; I had to go back to work as soon
as possible. And you pressure yourself that way, and with a baby . . . ” DG, 30, married, mother,
CMO, eCommerce

“I went back to work three months after having my son.” VK, 40, divorced, CEO investment
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3.5. Women with Conditions Placed on Being a Mother

The discriminant analysis resulted in a fourth group (1.4). This group did not fit in any category
above, although they did share the same business characteristics (business stage, team size, team
gender) as the group of mothers (1.3)—they were single or cohabitating for a short period, and they
did not have children. Their average age was 31 years old.

“Now it’s a problem. I do want to have children now, but it’s complicated because I’m single. But it
is a problem for me, and a constant worry. For example, I want to travel to the U.S. for some time,
to open a new office. And I think, ‘It has to be really quick,’ because I want to be a mother and I’m
already 35. So I’m running out of time.” CA, 35, single, childless, CEO, software as a service

3.6. Women Who Create a Technology Venture While Already a Mother

Another discriminant analysis showed the second path—women who create a technology venture
while already a mother. Most have become first-time mothers and are creating a startup because of
the time flexibility and autonomy it affords them with the ability to work anywhere. These factors
are valued as great benefits that facilitate the meeting of demands from the startup and the home.
All of the participants in this category were well-educated women with long work experiences in the
corporate world. They left their jobs with a deep knowledge of the industry. Their average age was
30.6 years old.

“I worked as a Communications Director at a multinational company. I got pregnant while I was
there. I took my pre- and post-natal maternity leave and returned to the company. I left someone
taking care for my baby, along with my mother. It was very tough, since I had long work hours. I was
home late and the baby would be sleeping, so I decided to become an entrepreneur.” VM, 32, single,
mother, CEO, marketplace

3.7. Flexibility and Autonomy

Women with and without children value flexibility and autonomy as working conditions that
allow them to balance family life and a startup. Particularly, among women who worked in the
corporate world, there was a desire for independence that strengthens the argument for autonomy.

“One of the advantages of being an entrepreneur is the flexible schedule. It was one of the reasons I
decided to start my own company.” PM, 30, married, childless, CEO, education platform

“It’s very hard to balance maternity and startups . . . it has its pros and cons. The good part is that
I can get home by 2 pm and then spend the afternoon with him [the baby]. ( . . . ) I went back to
work after two months . . . my friends are mothers too, and they would tell me I was crazy. But now
they return to work after six months of maternity leave and they [her girlfriends who are employees]
feel terrible because they work until 7 pm and they have to leave their babies at home. At least I can
manage my schedule; if I want to take him to the pediatrician, I can. At this stage, now the baby is six
months, I feel like I’m at the best work-family situation. Four months ago, I was in the worst.” DG,
30, married, mother, CMO, eCommerce

“Irony lies in the fact that you can find something in technology that you might not be able to find
in any other type of business. It’s not physical labor. It’s true that you work for many hours, but
those are hours that can be spread out. My cellphone is my main tool for work. I can be waiting in
line to pick up my daughter [from school] and take that time to answer emails and listen to things.
You can take advantage of those moments, and that is all thanks to technology. So it is ironic [that]
there aren’t more women and mothers in technological entrepreneurship.” VM, 32, single, mother,
CEO, marketplace
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3.8. Family Sacrifices

Nevertheless, sacrifices must be made to achieve company success. An example of such sacrifice
is offered by one women founder who had to leave her baby back in Argentina—her home country—in
order to raise venture capital in the U.S.

“Yes, it was tough because they grow up so much in a couple of months! When I left, she slept in a crib
and didn’t speak. After four months she spoke, she slept in a bed; she wasn’t a baby anymore. She still
calls me ‘Dad’ (laughter). ( . . . ) For me, leaving for four months wasn’t cheap, and I’m not speaking
in terms of money. Coming back and her calling me ‘Dad,’ I don’t know. Going back to that routine of
waking up at night when she cried. Obviously, I’m responsible for the decisions I make, but there are
sacrifices you make, and you have to pay for them. At a moment I decided that she wouldn’t have a
mom for four months, but not for her entire life, and I wouldn’t tell her, ‘I stopped doing something
for you.’ Let her carry that guilt around the rest of her life, because it was a great opportunity for me;
you don’t always get invited to programs at Silicon Valley. So instead I preferred to say, ‘Nothing will
happen to her in four months.’” SC, 32, married, one child, COO, software as a service

This case illustrates the pervasive effects of the startup on the family, and in this sense, it directly
challenges Aldrich and Cliff’s family embeddedness perspective (2003).

3.9. Productivity

These family sacrifices have embedded a great opportunity cost. The resistance of the team, the
couple, and the entrepreneur have been tested. Recent mothers in technology ventures acknowledge
the value of quality time with their children; therefore, they try to ensure that the work done is as
efficiently as possible.

“Being out of your comfort zone makes you move around, and you’re constantly trying to get the best
out of the situation, since you’re risking a lot. In my case it was being with my daughter.” SC, 32,
married, one child, COO, software as a service

“I now prefer to have lunch at my desk and leave work two hours earlier in order to be with my baby.”
DG, 30, married, one child, CMO, eCommerce

“Having children is time-consuming and leaves you out of focus, but at the same time, it helps you
clear out your mind and helps you realize what is not important. It brings you to reality, and what
really matters.” VK, 40, divorced, mother, CEO, investment

4. Discussion

We can see that among women who created a startup while young and childless (Category 1),
the role salience is not a fixed category. The value placed on work and family changes through the
course of life (Carlson and Kacmar 2000).

For the vast majority of the women founders, it seemed as though there was nothing
more important than having a career first and postponing motherhood for as long as possible.
Identity-based perspectives may provide a solid framework to understand this decision-making
process. The participants who created a startup while young and childless behave consistently with
the socially constructed identity (Hastie 2001) of a founder, rather than of a women founder or a
potential mother.

According to social identity theory, individuals tend to invest more of themselves in roles that
are highly salient (Burke and Reitzes 1991; Lobel 1991; Rothbard and Edwards 2003; Stryker and
Serpe 1994). The reason is that positive experiences in highly salient roles reinforce their self-identity
(Thoits 1991). Therefore, it may be argued that a strong work-role salience exists for women founders
postponing maternity and taking advantage of an accelerator program (and, for instance, leaving the
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baby back in their home country), while a strong family-role salience exists for mothers who decided
to leave the organizational job to create a startup.

In the second category, the motivation to start up a business is the need for flexibility and
autonomy that will serve the family (Annink and Dulk 2012; Loscocco 1997). The case of Category
2 supports a family-embeddedness perspective on new venture creation (Aldrich and Cliff 2003).
However, the first group of participants shows a business-relatedness of family decisions rather than
a family-relatedness of work decisions (Greenhaus and Powell 2012; Powell and Greenhaus 2012).
Women in both main categories have postponed maternity in pursuit of career success, defined as
stability or growth. The business-relatedness of postponing maternity among women founders in
the technology industry implies the use of a different lens to approach the entrepreneurial career.
Particularly, mothers in group 2 are part of the less-common category, although there is a general belief
that women with advanced knowledge of the industry will leave the corporate world to start a tech
venture. For this group, becoming a tech entrepreneur seems to be a “career renewal,” defined as
“a period of doubt and self-examination that could be followed by a renewed commitment to career
issues” (Bejian and Salomone 1995, p. 53). This process contributes to a richer understanding of
individuals with interrupted career paths (Sullivan 1999).

Women’s underrepresentation in the high-tech sector is strongly associated with their
under-participation in executive boards and their exclusion from corporate management and
strategy-based company and association boards (Kariv 2013, p. 493). This affirmation is true
for group 2—mothers who have left jobs in organizations and set up their startups—which was
represented by a smaller group of women in startups, as seen in our study. Mothers in Category 1.3
and mothers in Category 2 have followed different paths. Therefore, their team compositions and
business development are radically different.

Finally, this study provides further evidence rebutting myths related to the advancement of
women in STEM fields. While the author acknowledges the importance of STEM, it is possible
for women who do not come from a STEM background to individually or collectively start a
technology venture. Notably, in this sample, only 28% (n = 5) of the participants had a STEM
educational background.

5. Conclusions

In summary, the findings of this study showed two different configural patterns that led to the
outcome of “mumpreneur” in technology: (1) women who created a startup while young and childless,
becoming mothers after postponing maternity until the startup is “stable,” and (2) women who created
a technology venture while a mother. The first group is more work-role salient, while the second is
highly family-role salient.

Three subgroups divide the first category and can be conceived of as continuous stages: “not
thinking about motherhood,” “wishing to be a mother,” and “mother,” and those stages are associated
with the business stage of the startup.

All participants acknowledged flexibility and autonomy as key working conditions that allow
work-family balance, although mothers acknowledge a huge family sacrifice for achieving business
success, contrary to evidence from the work–family literature from the corporate or traditional
entrepreneurship context.

5.1. Theoretical Contribution to the Work–Family Field

This study contributes to the examination of characteristics among women entrepreneurs in
technology, a sample that has been generally overlooked in the work–family field. The grounded
theory emerging from the data is the main contribution of this study. The data revealed that the
type of mumpreneur in technology appears to determine her work or family role salience. The role
salience associated with the business stage and personal development explains the decision to postpone

65



Adm. Sci. 2019, 9, 30

maternity in the technology industry, while a separate cohort of mothers left the corporate world and
created a tech venture.

The results of this work contribute to theory development by revealing a “startup-relatedness of
family decisions” of women founders in the technology industry.

5.2. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Because of the low number of women and mothers participating in acceleration programs,
the design of this study included a mixed-country sample. This decision entails advantages and
disadvantages. As an advantage, the common themes emerging from the analysis was more likely to
be universal for women techpreneurs rather than simply outcomes specific to a particular situation.
Future studies should address cultural and regulatory influences from the host country and/or home
culture among these women and examine whether they face similar gender-related constraints. Future
research might explore changes in role salience and what factors promote identity change among
women founders in technology.

Do investors perceive founder role salience? How can it impact the fundraising process? As this
environment might seem hostile to motherhood, research must be conducted to explore the length of
time mothers maintain their entrepreneurial activity, the sustainability of being a mumpreneur in the
technology industry, as well as the implications it has for their children (Schindehutte et al. 2003).

A new line of research that emerged in this study is related to the literature of success and
failure—how flexibility, autonomy, wellbeing, reputation, visibility, and growth are measures of
success for women “techpreneurs”, as well as how work and family management styles may affect
their own wellbeing differently. How do these “startuppers” manage the spillover effect to their
children and the romantic and business partners? Finally, how is techpreneurship being presented
as an attractive choice for mothers (Byrne et al. 2019)? Work–family issues and wellbeing is a key
emerging area of research among women in entrepreneurship (Lepeley et al. 2019) and mothers
in technology.

5.3. Implications for Career Development

Mothers categorized in the second group have left the corporate world seeking flexibility and
autonomy. There is a huge opportunity for corporations to offer new “intrapreneurial career paths”
for new mothers (Kuschel and Salvaj 2018). After several months, the new venture may create
a spin-off and become a profitable business. This process may be supported by alliances with
university accelerators and external mentors, and there is no need to add organizational institutions to
support spin-offs.

5.4. Recommendations for Policymakers and Managers of Accelerator Programs

These results indicating that women postpone maternity until their startup is growing may give
rise to contradictory interpretations. On one hand, people may assume that single and childless women
are more suitable as founders. On the other, the low participation of mothers in the technology sector
reflects a highly competitive and hostile environment for both women and mothers. The findings
should be carefully analyzed. The solution of a cultural change towards a shared responsibility of
family roles, family leave, paternity leave, and flexi-time to both men and women in the workforce may
help them decide to accelerate their family decisions. Yet, the profile of highly educated women, such
as the ones of this sample, have many resources, and contrary to women with low levels of education,
they tend to postpone maternity (Gustafsson and Kalwij 2006).

My suggestion is to create a group of mentors as part of the other resources provided by the
accelerator who can serve as role models and offer advice to founders with motherhood expectations.
Mentorship is a key element of an enabling entrepreneurship ecosystem for women (Kuschel 2019).
This will help women who are struggling with gaining legitimacy when starting STEM ventures
(Eddleston et al. 2016). Concerted efforts to increase business sustainability and the participation of
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women in startups offer a chance to increase the personal and collective wellbeing of women around
the world.
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Appendix A

 
Figure A1. Open coding in a tag cloud.

 
Figure A2. Axial and selected coding.
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Abstract: Gender inequality in the division of family work is vastly corroborated and work–family
balance is an important topic in the female entrepreneurship field of research. Even if work–family
balance should be a necessity indiscriminately perceived by all women and men who have a paid job,
it is a particularly pertinent issue for women, called to find equilibrium between work and family.
This study analyses the situation of men and women entrepreneurs in order to investigate how the
economic crisis affected the work–family balance. A survey was conducted on a sample of 218 men
and women sole-proprietors. Findings show that the work–family balance of women entrepreneurs
does not seem to have been particularly affected by the crisis. However, some differences between
men and women remain. Concerning balance, as expected, only women stated that they personally
take care of the house and family. Different perceptions of the crisis between men and women also
emerged, as a consequence of gender stereotypes. Women entrepreneurs have greater difficulty in
having an internal psychological balance of the double role than men, who are more involved in the
implementation of external balance and focus on corporate and social provisions.

Keywords: work–family balance; female entrepreneurship; gender stereotypes; economic crisis; Italy

1. Introduction

Work–family balance is an interrole phenomenon (Marks and MacDermid 1996) as it refers to as
“the extent to which an individual is equally engaged in—and equally satisfied with—his or her work
role and family role” (Greenhaus et al. 2003, p. 513). Work–family balance is an issue for many men and
women who have a paid work and have to deal with stressors related to work (time pressure, and work
responsibilities) and family characteristics (childcare, household duties and family obligations) (Kim
and Ling 2001). However, the issue of work–family balance mainly concerns women, despite the
important changes that have occurred both in the family and in the labour market (Poggesi et al.
2017). In recent years, women’s participation in the workforce has increased significantly in many
countries (ILO 2017), the implication being important changes in family composition and organization.
Available data show that women are having fewer children and later in life (Eurostat1). Moreover,
the “male-breadwinner” model is gradually declining, due to a greater involvement of men with
family duties and responsibilities. Nonetheless despite these changes, gendered role stereotypes are
still very common, and the role of women within the family has only partially changed.

The recent economic crisis has apparently made the situation even worse by exacerbating conflicts
between work and family. Such conflicts, in fact, occur when the same person holds two roles, and the

1 Data available at https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database.
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responsibilities and obligations of one role are incompatible with those of the other role. Previous
studies on work–family conflicts show that, for women entrepreneurs, they can be related to job–parent
conflicts, job–homemaker conflicts and job–spouse conflicts (Kim and Ling 2001). In such situations
during the recent economic crisis:

(1) work–family conflicts (work demands that are in contrast with family responsibilities) may have
worsened because the crisis may have placed an increased pressure on women entrepreneurs
with regard to the survival of their business, relating to a desire to self-insure. This may have
forced women entrepreneurs to devote more time to their businesses (Kirkwood and Tootell
2008), to try to avoid failure, thus reducing time and energies available for the family and the
household. Moreover, the crisis may have created more psychological stress that has spilled
over into other dimensions of life (Cardon and Patel 2015; Kollmann et al. 2018) and women
entrepreneurs’ sense of guilt may have increased, as they feel they have neglected their role as
mothers and wives (McGowan et al. 2012;)

(2) family–work conflicts (family responsibilities that interfere with work) may have worsened
because the crisis have reduced family income. Therefore, families may have had problems in
bearing costs for family and domestic services and the burden of taking on such services have
fallen mostly on women. On the other hand, the crisis may have reduced the supply of such
services, or increased their cost, given the difficulty of national governments to maintain the
same levels of welfare.

Italy is a country already known for its poor consideration for family support. However public
services for children and family have recently undergone substantial cuts due to the economic recession.
According to Eurostat data, in 2013, Italy spent only 1% of GDP for the family, in contrast to a European
average of 1.7%. In the EU ranking, led by Denmark with 5% of GDP, Italy is the 22nd2.

With such premises, this study analyses the situation of men and women entrepreneurs in order
to investigate how the crisis affected the work–family balance. The study is structured as follows.
The next section presents a literature review on what work–family balance means, what the relationship
between work–family balance and women entrepreneurs is and why it is credible to speculate that
the crisis has affected the work–family balance. In the following section, the research methodology is
described and then the main results are presented. Finally, the conclusions, the limitations and the
implications of the study are presented.

2. Work–Family Balance, Entrepreneurship and Economic Crisis

2.1. Women Entrepreneurs between Work and Family

The term work–family balance implies the ability to find equilibrium between the commitment,
the time and the energy dedicated to remunerated work and the care of family members and the
house. Principally, due to the unbalanced division of family responsibilities between men and women,
work–family balance is one of the central issues in gender studies. Gender inequality in the division of
family work is vastly corroborated (Shelton 1992; Milkie and Peltola 1999; Ocse 2013). This unbalance in
the division of family work implies greater barriers in career progress and professional achievements
for many women (Cross and Linehan 2006) and partially explains their lower employment rates,
their prevalent involvement in under-paid and/or part-time jobs and their quasi-absence in senior
management roles. As observed by Rehman and Roomi (2012), the trade-off between family and
professional roles has been extensively analysed in literature, mostly to reveal the difficulties that
working women particularly encounter if they aspire to a management career. Studies referring to

2 Data available at http://www.confartigianato.it/2015/11/donne-impresa-occupazione-femminile-penalizzata-da-bassa-
spesa-pubblica-per-la-famiglia-solo-1-del-pil/.
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women entrepreneurs and the way they face problems connected to the work–family balance are less
numerous (Parasuraman et al. 1996; Kim and Ling 2001; Shelton 2006; Jennings and McDougald
2007; Kirkwood and Tootell 2008; Walker et al. 2008; Rehman and Roomi 2012; Poggesi et al.
2017). From both the managerial and entrepreneurship perspectives, researchers have explained
and described the interdependences between work and family differently, up to the definition of two
opposing perspectives: the conflict perspective and the enrichment perspective (Greenhaus and Powell
2006; Shelton 2006; Jennings and McDougald 2007).

The conflict perspective is the dominant one and is based on the assumption that individual
resources (time, energy, attention, etc.) are scarce and unrepeatable, so that anyone willing to undertake
multiple roles at the same time has to face a conflict situation that will exacerbate the quality of his/her
life (Greenhaus and Powell 2006). Work and family are the two incompatible spheres par excellence
because the first subtracts resources from the second and vice versa. The conflict is harsher when
the requirements of one role are not compatible with the needs of the other (Greenhaus and Beutell
1985). Therefore, balancing work and family is perceived as a complex and difficult problem to
solve, which causes anxiety, dissatisfaction, stress and lower performances (Higgins and Duxbury
1992; Martins et al. 2002). In particular, three conflict types have been identified (Greenhaus and
Beutell 1985): (1) the time conflict, the necessity to dedicate oneself to both work and family (husband,
children, aging parents, and house) with a limited amount of hours in a day; (2) the anxiety conflict,
when stress generated within the family negatively affects the professional sphere and vice versa; (3) the
behavioural conflict, when behaviours required in one sphere are not compatible with those suitable
in the other. Moreover, some studies affirm that the work–family conflict tends to be “bi-directional”
for men and “uni-directional” for women (Posig and Kickul 2004). In fact, a man living in a trade-off
situation between the two spheres usually manages to “adjust one sphere to compensate for the other”
more easily and indifferently, while for a woman, it is more difficult because her commitment to the
family is inflexible and is often considered independent from her work commitment (Posig and Kickul
2004). In other words, in any case, a working woman must take care of the family, so the work sphere
must conform to family needs, while the opposite is a very rare occurrence.

The theory of work–family enrichment (Greenhaus and Powell 2006) is less known and is based
on the assumption that time and energy can be shared, integrated and extended between these
different life spheres (Shelton 2006). From this perspective, adopting different roles can generate
positive consequences. In particular, emotions, experiences and behaviours that enrich the person
and improve professional contribution can arise from the alliance between family and work. Within
this theory, the concept of work–family balance merges with the concept of work–family enrichment,
which occurs when the experience in one role improves the quality of life in other roles. In particular,
work-to-family enrichment occurs when the work experience improves the quality of family life,
while the family-to-work enrichment occurs when the experience in the family context improves the
quality of life at work (Greenhaus and Powell 2006). The supporters of this theory, based on the results
of many studies on this subject, also affirm that the adoption of multiple roles generates positive effects
on the person because: (1) the double participation in work and family can be a source of physical and
psychological wellness; (2) the family can help relieve tension and stress accumulated at work and vice
versa; (3) the experience in one role can positively influence the other. For example, the flexibility and
organizational skills developed in the family role to manage the needs of all family members can be
successfully employed in the professional activity to carry out managing tasks more efficiently. In turn,
such positive mutual influence between different roles and settings derive from the possibility to
activate essential resources, such as individual capabilities (for example, multitasking), psychological
and physical resources (for example, self-esteem, optimism, and health), flexibility (intended as the
opportunity to define, at least in part, the time, pace and location of the different roles), and material
resources (mainly economic) (Greenhaus and Powell 2006).

In the literature dedicated to women entrepreneurship, work–family balance issues have gained
increasing attention from scholars. As highlighted by Ahl (2006), some researchers (in agreement
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with the theory of conflict) affirm that family can be an obstacle for a woman willing to start and
manage a business, while others (aligned with the work–family enrichment theory) affirm that family
is an inspirational source for women entrepreneurs, because it is precisely in the family environment
that they develop their peculiar skills of democratic leadership, networking and relational marketing.
As a matter of fact, many studies demonstrate that, for many women (more frequently than for men),
the decision to start a business comes from the need to find a balance between their desire to have
a job that satisfies their self-realisation and their ambition for independence and the will and/or the
necessity to take care of the family (Boden 1999; DeMartino and Barbato 2003; Heilman and Chen 2003;
Hughes 2003; Marlow 1997; Walker and Webster 2006; Walker et al. 2008; Kirkwood and Tootell 2008).
However, if self-entrepreneurship implies a greater flexibility in work organization, compared to being
an employee, it also implies the assumption of responsibilities and commitments that continuously
increase with business size and complexity. Some studies (Parasuraman et al. 1996; Kim and Ling
2001; Walker et al. 2008; Rehman and Roomi 2012) demonstrate that the work–family conflict is far
from being resolved for women entrepreneurs, but it is rather the opposite. In general, a woman
entrepreneur works more hours and has more responsibilities with respect to an employee, and the
more time she devotes to the business, the less she will be available for the family (Kim and Ling 2001;
DeMartino et al. 2006). Therefore, self-entrepreneurship favours women’s work–family balance as it
provides greater flexibility for work time and organisation, provided that the business does not take
over. In fact, statistical and empirical data demonstrate that women entrepreneurs very often start
micro or small businesses; these business run by women entrepreneurs prefer to stay small and obtain
lower financial performances than businesses managed by men (Hisrich and Brush 1984; Fischer et
al. 1993; Cliff 1998; Bates 2002; Watson and Robinson 2003; Collins-Dodd et al. 2004; Fairlie and Robb
2009). For some scholars, these results are due to the fact that women: (1) have less capital for start-ups
(Fairlie and Robb 2009) and are discriminated against when requesting credit (Alesina et al. 2013);
(2) have less entrepreneurial experience (Hisrich and Brush 1984; Boden and Nucci 2000); (3) have
limited managerial training and fewer managerial competences (Hisrich and Brush 1984; Boden and
Nucci 2000; Kickul et al. 2007; Carter et al. 2015); (4) are less risk and innovation-oriented; and (5) have
a lower social capital, formal and informal, than men (Kickul et al. 2007). However, research on this
topic often shows contradictory results and does not unequivocally explain the reasons behind size
differences between businesses owned by women and men.

Other scholars maintain that the smaller size and lower performances of female businesses can
also be explained as a result of work–family balance, which is the compromise women are forced
to make in order to have a satisfying work life and not to subtract too much time and energy from
the family (Jennings and McDougald 2007). In other words, some women entrepreneurs choose to
“limit” the size of their business, preferring a size that is easier to manage and that allows them to
better manage their work–family balance (Shelton 2006; Cliff 1998). In this way, factors that initially
guide women towards entrepreneurship are then the same that restrict profitability, growth and the
development of their businesses (Walker et al. 2008). Furthermore, several scholars have shown that
the profitability of female small businesses is negatively influenced by the role of women entrepreneurs
in their family (Loscocco et al. 1991), and the time women entrepreneurs spend taking care of their
children significantly reduces the business’s life span (Williams 2004). It is further demonstrated that
high conflict levels between work and family have a negative impact on business performance, because
the work–family balance issues reduce women entrepreneurs’ well-being and quality of life, and as
a consequence, impede their work (Shelton 2006).

Finally, some scholars focus on the gender differences by comparing the work–family balance
of men and women entrepreneurs. Eddleston and Powell (2012) analysed the gender relationship,
family-to-business enrichment, family-to-business support and satisfaction in relation to the personal
work–family balance. Their results highlight that, while the work–family balance satisfaction for
women entrepreneurs is mainly fostered by family-to-business enrichment, for men, it is family support
that makes a difference. Women entrepreneurs tend to adopt a holistic approach toward work and
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family, creating and capitalising synergies among the different roles that enrich their entrepreneurial
experience and increase their satisfaction with respect to work–family balance. Entrepreneur men,
on the other hand, prefer the segmentation approach, that is, they tend to separate their work role from
their family, and they obtain their satisfaction with respect to work–family balance from family support,
in particular, emotional support and alleviation from family responsibilities. Instead, Johansson Sevä
and Öun (2015) analysed self-employment as a strategy for the improvement of work–family balance
and demonstrate that this is the best choice only for autonomous working women without employees,
who appear to have less work–family balance problems than male colleagues. Such a difference,
however, vanishes by increasing the number of collaborators.

2.2. Subjective Work–Family Balance as a Psychological Challenge

Research that emphasises psychological aspects that characterise the work–family balance of both
men and women are more and more numerous. The need to balance family and work is a challenge,
first of all for the person, and then for the company and the production system as a whole. It is
a challenge that, above all, reveals the strong competition between women’s participation in the labour
market and their maternal role. Women’s double workload is often disputed, as they are forced to
divide their time and dedication between their home and their business. For centuries, the traditional
social organization has entrusted women with the task of caring for and raising children, so much
so that the dual role was only conceived for working women. It is a stereotype that is far from over,
considering that the studies continue to show that family and domestic activities remain a prerogative
of women. Indeed, the increase in female participation in the labour market did not correspond to
male participation in domestic activities. Furthermore, maternity continues to be perceived as a strong
limitation on career opportunities for women, as it is considered irreconcilable with a qualified and
professional work (Girelli and Mapelli 2016).

Stereotypes are subtle psychological structures that transversely affect both stigmatised and
stigmatizing individuals. They influence the behaviours and attitudes of bosses and colleagues of
the working women in a double direction. On the one hand, working mothers are considered less
competent and less attached to work (Bornstein et al. 2012), and, on the other hand, those who work
with a strong mental and time commitment are portrayed as cold, false and a careerist (Heilman 2001).
The experience of becoming mothers and fathers reveals that a mental balance must be developed
before an organizational and logistic one; it is not simply a matter of allocating time or negotiating
spaces. The work–family balance is a slow process that, in keeping the parties together, has to deal with
the alternation of conflicting effects to be able to compose often-antithetical affective and professional
aspirations. Corporate tools can be crucial to effectively manage the work–family balance. However,
the mere availability of organizational measures will not guarantee its use by those in difficulty (Girelli
and Mapelli 2016). A good external, practical and operational work–family balance will only be
achieved by starting with an internal, subjective and personal equilibrium. Indeed, Eisler (2015)
argues that work–family balance is not a “universal formula” but an “individual model” developed by
each worker.

A few qualitative studies have compared men and women to understand how they perceive the
intersection of work and home and family life, paying attention to psychological issues. Loscocco
(1997) study of small business owners in the USA found that men perceive the flexibility of work
hours as a symbol of control over their life and work, and women use flexibility as a key resource
in trying to achieve a work–family balance. If women accommodate work to family life, men will
continue to put their business first. The lack of work–family balance is a problem for men as well
as for women, overall in relation with the presence of children in the household. These difficulties
take more complicated forms for women, as they perceive themselves as responsible for maintaining,
at a minimum, the transitions between home and work life. Men who say that they “work to live” or
“live to work” maintain a more traditional version of masculinity. On the contrary, women construct
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a range of femininities through their different narratives, emphasising their close family ties or
underscoring their independence from partners (Emslie and Hunt 2009).

2.3. Work–Family Balance and Economic Crisis

The recent economic crisis appears to have per se further complicated an already problematic and
complex picture, reducing access to external services, both because of reduced family incomes and
the cuts to family support services. Istat data highlight that, during the crisis period, accessibility to
childhood services (Istat 2014a) decreased (after years of constant growth), and the number of working
women with young children that denounced difficulties in balancing work and family increased
(from 38.6% in 2005 to 42.7% in 2012) (Istat 2014b). At the same time, the number of beds in the
social-assistance districts decreased (from 7.1% in 2009 to 6.5% in 2011), while the needs for Integrated
Home Assistance remained constant at four beneficiaries for every 100 elderly (Istat 2014a). In this
context, families, and women, in particular, continue to have “a principal role, in many cases unique, as
social regulators” (Macchioni 2012), which often impedes the participation of women in the country’s
economy. It is no coincidence that, in the Global Gender Report 2015 (WEF 2015), Italy ranks 111th
(out of a total of 145 world countries) concerning the participation of women in the labour market.
Considering the European situation, ahead of us are all the Northern European countries (also known
to have both a high birth rate and a high women employment rate), including countries like Greece
(ranking 87th), Croatia (78th), Spain (67th), France (56th) and Germany (38th).

In conclusion, work–family balance seems to have worsened during the crisis. Due to the
above-mentioned reasons, women entrepreneurs could have been affected more than their male
colleagues. In this context, the aim of this study is to answer the following research questions:

1. How did entrepreneurs’ ability to balance work and family change during the economic crisis?
2. Did these changes affect men and women entrepreneurs in the same way?

In addition to our contribution to the literature on work–family balance and women entrepreneurs,
the in-depth analysis of these aspects can be useful to highlight whether gender differences persist and
have been accentuated by the crisis. Such analysis can further provide useful indications for the policy
makers that, for various purposes, deal with gender equality and policies to support the work–family
balance of men and women entrepreneurs.

3. Methodology

In order to answer our research questions, a survey was carried out among a sample of Italian
sole-proprietors, owners of micro-enterprises located in the Marche region, in Central Italy. The survey
aims to compare men and women’s work–family balance during the economic crisis and identify
possible similarities or differences.

The Marche region has one of the highest concentrations of micro and small enterprises
in Italy. The impact of the economic crisis has been particularly harsh. For instance, in 2009,
the regional GDP declined by 5.4% (Istat 2014b), the joint-stock companies’ mortality rate was the
highest in Italy and between 2008 and 2012, the number of artisan enterprises decreased by 5.1%.
With respect to entrepreneurs’ gender, the regional feminisation rate (22.9%) is slightly higher than the
national percentage of women-owned businesses (21.6%) (Unioncamere 2016). However, despite this
encouraging data, the Marche region is characterised by a cultural background based on a traditional
division of roles between men and women, who have historical origins, and continues to show its
effects (Farina 2012; Cesaroni and Sentuti 2014), often still affecting the sharing of family responsibilities
and obligations between men and women. For all these reasons, the Marche region is ideally suited to
such a study.

The decision to involve only sole-proprietors in the survey was motivated by two main reasons.
First, despite the presence of many female companies and partnerships, in Italy, sole proprietorships
represent a very high percentage of the total number of women-owned businesses (65% in 2014,
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according to data from Girelli and Mapelli (2016)). Second, the decision to limit the analysis to sole
proprietorships resolves the problem of the correct identification of the person who runs the business.
A micro-entrepreneur is directly involved in all business functions and activities, without regard
to gender.

A non-proportional stratified sample, with the same number of men and women, was selected
using the list of members in one of the main regional business associations. The purpose of the
survey was to understand how the onset of the crisis changed men and women micro-entrepreneurs’
work–family balance. For this reason, businesses set up after autumn 2008 were excluded. In fact,
changes in their usual work–family balance could have been caused by the establishment of a new
business and not necessarily by the economic crisis. This also means that the sample clearly has an
element of survivor bias, as we were only able to analyze businesses that were present before the crisis
and did not close due to pressures caused by difficulties connected to the crisis, including work–family
balance issues. Starting from a list of 1627 sole-proprietors (429 women and 1198 men), a sample of
300 sole-proprietors (150 men and 150 women) was randomly extracted. Entrepreneurs selected this
way took part in a telephone questionnaire in October and November 2013 and were asked questions
regarding their personal and familiar situation (age, marital status, family composition, and age of
children), their work–family balance and if/how it was affected by the economic crisis. In particular,
efforts were made to figure out:

• Whether the interviewee’s ability to balance work and family changed during the economic crisis
and, if so, how (improved or worsened);

• What the reasons for any possible change were. In particular, these who said they noticed an
improvement in their work–family balance were asked to describe the reasons, and those who
said it worsened were given a list of eight possible reasons, asking them to give a point according
to the Likert 5 point scale, in which 1 = Absolutely irrelevant and 5 = Extremely important;

• How the costs related to keeping a work–family balance changed; that is, whether the costs
incurred by the interviewee for schools, domestic help, caregivers, nannies and other services in
support of the family and household increased, decreased or remained stable during the crisis.

Questions refer to the previous 5 years. The survey enabled us to obtain 218 fully completed
questionnaires. Women compiled 110 and men provided 108 questionnaires. The response rate was
particularly high, standing at 73% and substantially similar for entrepreneurs of both genders (men:
72%; women: 73.3%). With regard to the features of the sample, most of entrepreneurs (67.4%) are
middle-aged (36–55 years), and 19.7% are in a medium-high range (56–65 years), while the younger and
the older entrepreneurs are very few (only 7.3% of entrepreneurs are under 35 and 5.5% are over sixty).
A greater representation of women emerged in the lower age bracket (26–35 years), where no men
at this age range were included. Regarding marital status, the percentage of married entrepreneurs
is dominant (66.5% of the sample), 8.7% of the interviewees are life partners, while singles represent
13.8% of the sample and the remaining 11% are separated/divorced or widowed. No noteworthy
differences between women and men emerged. Finally, concerning family composition, the largest
proportion of the sample has only one child (43.6%) and this condition prevails among women (53.6%
versus 33.3% of men). About a quarter of entrepreneurs (25.2%) are parents of two or more children,
while 31.2% of the sample has no children. Only 16% of parents have at least one child less than
or equal to 10 years old, while 84% have one or more children over 10 years old. Results from the
empirical survey are presented and discussed in the following sections.

4. Results

4.1. How the Economic Crisis Affected the Work-Family Balance

The crisis does not seem to have had a disruptive effect on the entrepreneurs’ work–family balance
(Table 1).
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Table 1. With regard to the last 5 years, has the capacity to balance family and work domains changed?

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %
Yes, it has improved 23 10.6 7 6.5 16 14.5
Yes, it got worse 16 7.3 5 4.6 11 10.0
No, it has unchanged 179 82.1 96 88.9 83 75.5
Total 218 100 108 100 110 100

In fact, 82.1% of the interviewees stated that, despite the recession, their ability to balance work
activities and family commitments has not changed. However, this does not mean that the respondents
were not confronted with any work–family balance problems. Rather, it means that during the crisis,
they did not experience substantial changes in their ability to manage their work–family balance.
In some cases, the stability is due to the fact that, as we will see later, respondents fall into the
categories that experienced less problems related to work–family balance (for example, singles and
those who do not have children). In other cases, it is possible to hypothesise that no changes related to
the entrepreneur’s life cycle or the family ménage occurred, such as the modification of the work–family
balance. Mostly men asserted that they did not notice significant changes in their work–family balance
(88.9% versus 75.5% of women). Therefore, women perceived a (positive or negative) change in their
ability to balance work and family obligations more than men, confirming their greater responsiveness
to issues related to work–family balance. It was also found that 17.9% of the whole sample stated
that the management of work–family balance changed in the period 2008–2013, and 10.6% claimed it
improved, while the remaining 7.3% said it worsened.

Women claimed that their work–family balance improved more than men during the crisis
(14.5% versus 6.5%). However, more women referred a worsening of their ability to achieve balance
than men (10% versus 4.6% of men). These who noticed a change are quite few in number and thus
percentages are highly sensitive even in very small differences in absolute value. Therefore, the analysis
is limited to descriptive statistics and results cannot be considered statistically generalizable. However,
data highlight some interesting trends, and it seems useful to analyse the three sub-samples (improved,
worsened, and unchanged work–family balance) with regard to some variables that, emerging from
the literature review, can influence the management of work–family balance: marital status, number of
children and presence of children aged 10 years or younger.

An improvement in work–family balance was experienced by interviewees who have a less
complex family situation. In fact, in the group of these who refer to an improvement in their
work–family balance, the percentages of entrepreneurs with only one child (60.9%) or with children
over the age of 10 (86.4%) (Table 2) are higher than in the other groups, and especially with respect to
the “worsened work–life balance” group. Accordingly in this group, the percentages of those who
have two or more children, with at least one under the age of 10, achieved relatively low rates (34.8%
and 13.6%, respectively).

Table 2. Improved work–family balance: classification of the sub-sample by marital status, number
and age of children.

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %

Marital status
Married 20 87.0 6 85.7 14 87.5
Life partners 1 4.3 1 14.3 0 -
Single 0 - 0 - 0 -
Divorced/Separated 2 8.7 0 - 2 12.5
Widower/Widow 0 - 0 - 0 -
Total 23 100 7 100 16 100
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Table 2. Cont.

Whole Sample Men Women

Number of children
No one 1 4.3 0 - 1 6.3
1 child 14 60.9 4 57.1 10 62.5
2 or more children 8 34.8 3 42.9 5 31.3
Total 23 100 7 100 16 100

Age of children
At least one child aged less than or equal to 10 years 3 13.6 1 14.3 2 13.3
Children aged more than 10 years 19 86.4 6 85.7 13 86.7
Total 22 100 7 100 15 100

Based on analysis of the motivations of these who refer to an improvement in their work–family
balance, results show that for almost all women (81.3%), this change was determined by the age of their
children. On the contrary, male entrepreneurs never mentioned this factor (Table 3). For them, in fact,
the improvement was mainly due to the reduction of work due to the recession and the consequent
increase in free time (85.7%). Therefore, the economic crisis seems to have had a positive impact on
male entrepreneurs’ work–family balance, while for female entrepreneurs, no influence emerged as the
improvement of their work–family balance was mainly linked to the age of their children, an aspect
that is obviously not conditioned by the recession.

Table 3. If your work–family balance has improved, can you tell us why?

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %
Children have grown up 13 56.5 0 - 13 81.3
Less work, more free time 7 30.4 6 85.7 1 6.3
Separation 1 4.3 0 - 1 6.3
Other reasons 1 4.3 1 14.3 0 -
No response 1 4.3 0 - 1 6.3
Total 23 100 7 100 16 100

Those who stated that their work–family balance worsened live with a partner and have one
or more children (87.5%). Although they are not necessarily very young (42.9%), they have at
least one child aged 10 years or younger, while the remaining 57.1% have children older than 10
(Table 4). By distinguishing the results according to gender, we observed that all men who expressed
a deterioration in balancing work and family are married (100%), while women are divided into
married (81.8%) and life partner (18.2%). Among women entrepreneurs, 18.2% (versus 0% of men)
complained a deterioration despite having no children, while 66.7% (against 40% of men) of them
have children over ten years old. On the one hand, therefore, children certainly increase the family
obligations, but, on the other hand, it is not the only factor affecting women’s work–family balance.

With regard to the factors indicated as the cause of the work–family balance worsening,
the following prevail: (1) for women, the increase in commitment required by the entrepreneurial
activity (82%) and the rise of family obligations and responsibilities (55%) (for instance, after getting
married, beginning cohabitation, having sick parents, etc.); (2) for men, the same reasons emerging,
but with a lower percentage (40%).
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Table 4. Worsened work–family balance: classification of the sub-sample by marital status, number
and age of children.

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %

Marital status
Married 14 87.5 5 100 9 81.8
Life partners 2 12.5 0 - 2 18.2
Single 0 - 0 - 0 -
Divorced/Separated 0 - 0 - 0 -
Widower/Widow 0 - 0 - 0 -
Total 16 100 5 100 11 100

Number of children
No one 2 12.50 0 - 2 18.2
1 child 9 56.25 3 60 6 54.5
2 or more children 5 31.25 2 40 3 27.3
Total 16 100 5 100 11 100

Age of children
At least one child aged less than or
equal to 10 years 6 42.9 3 60 3 33.3

Children aged more than 10 years 8 57.1 2 40 6 66.7
Total 14 100 5 100 9 100

The sub-sample of entrepreneurs who have not observed changes in their work–family balance
is, as anticipated, the most numerous and articulated (Table 5). With regard to marital status,
the percentage of married entrepreneurs is lower than that of the other groups (62%), as there is
a fair percentage of single (16.8%). Limited is the presence of divorced/separated entrepreneurs (6.7%)
or widows/widowers (5.6%, the percentage rising to 9.6% for women). Considering the number of
children, the proportion of these with no child is higher than that of the other groups: 36.3% against
4.3% in the “improved work–family balance” sub-sample and 12.5% in the “worsened work–family
balance” sub-sample. Compared to the latter group, the presence of interviewees with children over
the age of 10 years also greatly increases: 86.8% of the parent-entrepreneurs belong to this sub-sample
(the rate is similar to that of the “improved work–family balance”, equal to 86.4%), compared to 57.1%
for the “worsened work–family balance” sub-sample.

Table 5. Unchanged work–family balance: classification of the sub-sample by marital status, number
and age of children.

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %

Marital status
Married 111 62.0 63 65.6 48 57.8
Life partners 16 8.9 5 5.2 11 13.3
Single 30 16.8 18 18.8 12 14.5
Divorced/Separated 12 6.7 8 8.3 4 4.8
Widower/Widow 10 5.6 2 2.1 8 9.6
Total 179 100 96 100 83 100

Number of children
No one 65 36.3 39 40.6 26 31.3
1 child 72 40.2 29 30.2 43 51.8
2 or more children 42 23.5 28 29.2 14 16.9
Total 179 100 96 100 83 100

Age of children
At least one child aged less than or equal to 10 years 15 13.2 8 14.0 7 12.3
Children aged more than 10 years 99 86.8 49 86.0 50 87.7
Total 114 100 57 100 57 100
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4.2. The Cost of Services to Support a Work–Family Balance during the Crisis

In regard to the costs of services used to support the family and household, most of sample
(about 85% without gender differences) declared that, despite the crisis, the spending remained stable
(Table 6). The cost did not greatly increase or decrease for anyone, and only a small percentage stated
that it decreased (9.63%) or increased (5%).

Table 6. With regard to the last 5 years, how have the costs for your family changed for schools,
domestic help, caregivers, nannies and other services in support of family?

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %
Much increased 0 - 0 - 0 -
Increased 11 5.05 7 6.5 4 3.6
Stable 186 85.32 92 85.2 94 85.5
Decreased 21 9.63 9 8.3 12 10.9
Much decreased 0 - 0 - 0 -
Total 218 100 108 100 110 100

An open-ended question also allowed us to gather the reasons that explain the trend of spending
devoted to these kinds of services (Table 7). Half of the whole sample (68.35%) stated that the costs
did not increase because they do not use these kinds of services. In particular, more men (75%) than
women (61.8%) stated that they do not have such costs. In this case, those who are single were also
included (97%) in the sample. Seventeen percentage of sample, on the other hand, supports these kinds
of costs but declared that the spending as a whole remained unchanged. In this case, the percentage
of women (23.6%) exceeds that of the men (10.2%). The reasons for the increase in incurred costs,
on the other hand, are generally attributable to the increase in family care needs. They are determined
by the need to enrol children in nursery school or hire babysitters, or by need to hire a caregiver for
their parents who are no longer self-sufficient. Only two entrepreneurs (0.98%) stated that spending
increased due to the increase in the cost of services. In parallel, the drop of spending is due, in large
part, to the reduction of family needs and in primis to the growth of children. Only three women
entrepreneurs (1.38%) stated that the reduction of income was determined by the crisis and forced
them to renounce the external help. Finally, the reasons for those who said they do not support any
kind of cost to access external services were investigated (Table 8).

Table 7. Reasons to explain the trend of costs for family support services.

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %
I haven’t this kind of expense 149 68.35 81 75.0 68 61.8
Costs remained unchanged 37 16.97 11 10.2 26 23.6
Children have grown up 14 6.42 8 7.4 6 5.5
I eliminated the services because of decreased income 3 1.38 0 - 3 2.7
I have no longer nannies or maid because my partner no longer works 2 0.92 0 - 2 1.8
Needs have diminished because the family situation has changed 1 0.46 1 0.9 0 -
I fired the maid because I don’t work anymore 1 0.46 0 - 1 0.9
I added the costs for the nursery school 4 1.83 2 1.9 2 1.8
I hired a caregiver 3 1.38 3 2.8 0 -
Costs for services have increased 2 0.92 0 - 2 1.8
I added a nannie because the partner has begun to work 1 0.46 1 0.9 0 -
No answer 1 0.46 1 0.9 0 -
Total 218 100 108 100 110 100
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Table 8. Why do you not support this kind of cost?

Whole Sample Men Women

N◦ % N◦ % N◦ %
We don’t need this services 120 80.54 70 86.4 50 73.5
My partner takes care of it 9 6.04 9 11.1 0 -
I’ll take care of it 16 10.74 0 - 16 23.5
Parents and relatives help me 4 2.68 2 2.5 2 2.9
Total 149 100 81 100 68 100

It was found that 80.5% of the sample (more men, 86.4%, than women 73.5%) did not have this
kind of cost because they stated that they did not need these services (they did not have little children
or parents that are not self-sufficient). On the other hand, 19.5% of the sample specified that they did
not need external services because there was already someone taking care of the house and family.
Moreover, 6.4% stated that their partner takes care of the house and family, while 10.7% declared that
they take care of the house and family themselves.

The interesting as well as predictable aspect is that only men answered: “My partner takes care of
it”, while only women said: “I take care of it”. It is a little, but meaningful, sign, without statistical
relevance, that there is a clear division of roles in force in our society between men and women in
the family environment. The rest—2.7%—refers to parents or other relatives who supported them in
managing the house and/or family.

5. Conclusions

Our research findings show that the work–family balance of women entrepreneurs does not seem
to have been particularly affected by the crisis. However, some differences between men and women
remain, regardless of the recession. For some men entrepreneurs, the crisis indicated an improvement
in the work–family balance, due to a diminishing of work and an increase in available free time,
while for women entrepreneurs, the improvement of work–family balance was confirmed mainly due
to the age of the children. Only a few declared a deterioration, while most of the sample stated that
work–family balance remained stable during the crisis, as well as the spending devoted to services
that support the balance between family and work. Concerning balance, a difference between men
and women entrepreneurs emerged. As expected, only women stated that they personally take care of
the house and family.

Our findings allowed us to observe the psychological implications of work–family balance,
confirming some data that have emerged in recent researches. Basically, they are:

• different perceptions of the crisis between men and women, which remain as a consequence of
gender stereotypes: women have to bear the burden of household work and needs, while men
think more about work commitments. Women experienced difficulties in coordinating different
areas of their lives, and in particular, family influenced some conflicting demands (children and
other responsibilities). On the contrary, men perceived a better balance between work and family
(Emslie and Hunt 2009);

• different perceptions of the work–family balance during times of crisis, revealing greater female
difficulty in having an internal psychological balance of the double role than men, who were
more involved in the implementation of external balance and focused on corporate and social
provisions (Girelli and Mapelli 2016). Women perceive recent or current problems as demanding
sources. For men, their role as father was associated with attending key family events and was
not a problem; this can explain why men perceive conflicts as an individual problem for their
family to solve.

Difficulties in managing relations between firm and family are confirmed as more structural,
that is, mostly related to the person’s family condition and the disparity of roles between men and
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women in the family context, than conjunctural, that is, determined by the reduction in services due
to the recession. However, this result should not be interpreted as something that does not require
services to support the family. Rather, it seems to suggest, mainly to policy makers who deal with
gender equality and supporting policies of work–family balance, the opportunity to manage the
question considering two aspects: gender culture and services offered. The provision of services is
a necessary but perhaps insufficient condition to support women entrepreneurs and female workers,
especially if it is not accompanied by actions that can facilitate gender equality. On the one hand,
indeed, it is true that some aspects cannot be separated from women, i.e., maternity; on the other hand,
it is equally certain that a different work organization, a fair distribution of tasks in the family and
the presence of services and means to support the family can relieve women from numerous tasks
and considerably simplify her work–family balance. For such changes to occur, a cultural change is
necessary, which modifies the common way of thinking about the division of roles between men and
women within the family and, more generally, in society. In part, these changes are already taking
place, but this process can be accelerated thanks to appropriate measures promoted by policy makers,
such as the mandatory parental leave for fathers.

This study has the merit to thoroughly examine the issue of work–family balance of
women entrepreneurs during economic recession. However, our research presents some important
limitations. Among them, the composition of the sample seems to be the most relevant. Having
defined a statistically representative sample of the population of the reference companies,
on the one hand, and needing to exclude newly established companies, on the other hand,
caused an underrepresentation of categories which may have experienced balance problems. Indeed,
within the sample, the percentage of subjects under the age of 35 with at least one child under 10 years
old is low. Therefore, our data referred to rather low numbers, permitted only a simple descriptive
analysis and obtained results that are not statistically generalisable. Further quantitative analysis
can be done on a wider and more targeted sample. In order to obtain more insight into changes
in work–family balance caused by the crisis, further research should also consider questions about
particular aspects of work–family balance (e.g., hours worked, times family events missed, etc.),
in order to triangulate them against the overall question about work–family balance.
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Keywords: accounting profession; women; gender issues; career paths; gender stratification;
glass ceiling

1. Introduction

Professions such as lawyers, engineers, architects, doctors (liberal professions) have at least
one aspect in common—the common trait of conservatism. The accounting profession, also a
liberal profession, is no exception. This is precisely why gender issues linked to the accounting
profession are a subject of interest and their very existence in accounting organizations is no
surprise. There have been studies and early contributions that attested to the gendered nature
or accounting organizations (Kirkham and Loft 1993; Loft 1992; Lehman 1992; Fogarty et al. 1998;
Grey 1998; Ud Din et al. 2017). Using these studies as a benchmark and a starting point, later on,
other contributions to the literature emerged, mostly empirical studies of gender in accounting
organizations (Anderson-Gough et al. 2005; Ciancanelli 1998; Dambrin and Lambert 2008, 2012;
Lupu 2012; Kornberger et al. 2010; Mueller et al. 2011).

The aim of the study is to identify which are the main gender issues women face in the accounting
profession and in the different career paths that one can choose to follow. For this, a qualitative
approach was used, by conducting a literature review of articles on the topic of women in the
accounting profession and also articles that mentioned the possible challenges one may face if they
were to follow one certain career path. There are no similar studies conducted in the literature that
would approach the aforementioned subject, which is precisely why the paper is a novelty. At the
same time, it also addresses an existing research gap, which is the motivation behind approaching this
area of research.

The type of literature review that was pursued in what follows was a structured one
(Massaro et al. 2016) since it was based on carefully selected keywords from the approached area
of research; a sample of relevant materials that would suit the purposes of the paper were chosen.
In doing so, the paper provides answers to two major research questions:

- Which are the main career paths in accounting?
- What are the underlying reasons for the existence of glass ceiling and gender stratification inside

accounting organizations?
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In regards to the years taken into consideration when selecting articles, there was not a time span
that was pre-considered, nor only a certain period in time. The keywords used were an important,
and deciding factor regarding why some articles were considered and some were not. What is specific
for this research is the fact that the analyzed articles come from a wide range of publishing years.

One of the first discoveries was that, from all the career paths one could follow in the accounting
profession, the most disputed one, gender- and otherwise, was the auditing one. In the literature
the most disputed career path is choosing to work in a Big Four (the four large accounting firms
specialized in worldwide services such as audit and finance, business and financial advisory) thus the
focus was mainly on studies that were approaching the Big Four. A second result of this paper was
the realization that gender discrimination has as one of the major underlying reasons, motherhood,
which is represented as a drawback in the case of career advancement and influences the extent of the
heaviness of glass ceiling in those organizations.

The results of the paper are structured in three parts. The first part includes the used theories,
such as gender stratification and the related notions such as double standard and glass ceiling. These
theories are also explained and demonstrated using the Big Four case as an example. The second part
includes the most common gender issues that can be associated with working in a large auditing firm
based on the findings in the literature, and that influence the women to leave Big Four and start their
own businesses, or to change employer even to continue in another audit and/or accounting firm or to
change the environment by working in a company as a CFO, internal controller, internal auditor or
other similar positions. The main contribution of the paper is the application of gender theories to
carrier path issue by using sources from the literature. This usage of theories has led to the discovery
of the underlying factors that are the cause of the impassibleness of breaking the ceiling.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. In the next section, the methodology will
be presented, followed by presenting the main career paths in the accounting profession and by
elaborating upon the main gender issues in the accounting profession. The last section concludes
the paper.

2. Gender Stratification Theory

Gender stratification theory can be applied to a large range of situations (Brinton 1998;
DuBose 2017; Blumberg 1984; Keister and Southgate 2012) and conditions including historical
comparisons (Scott 1986; Wermuth and M 2002). Gender stratification can be used to explain the
problems of building a theory that contains numerous factors which are directly linked.

The theory debates about a social ranking of some sort, where men typically inhabit a higher
status than women. Gender stratification and gender inequality are the same facets of one idea. Gender
stratification considers criteria as class, race, and sex (male/female). One of the things the theory
suggests is that gender stratification exists to create in an efficient way, a division of labor or a social
system in which a segment of the population oversees certain parts of labor, while the other segment is
responsible for different parts that can be more important or not (Collins et al. 1993).

It analyzes all the aspects of the social life and cuts across social classes concerning the unequal
access of men and women to power, prestige, and property all based on nature of their sex (Treas and
Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993).

Linked to the theory are concepts such as differential access, glass ceiling, and occupational
distribution. The differential access refers to the fact that men have greater access to the labor market
than women do, or that if they still do enter the labor market, they are doing it for lower paid jobs,
or they have to periodically leave. The occupational distribution refers to the kind of work an
individual does, work that can place him in a certain category or provide him with a certain label.
The glass ceiling theory emphasizes upon the idea that it is harder for women to break through
that ceiling which can lead them towards the upper level of organizations—a vertical promotion
(Treas and Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993).
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From a sociological point of view, gender stratification is regarded as a theory proposing the
existence of gender inequalities as a means to create a system, a social one, inside which one part of
the population bears the responsibility of certain labor acts while the other part is responsible for other
labor acts. Basically, the inequalities that have as a source gender, exist to create differences in the
degree of responsibilities; the main issue is that there is a tendency, as in any other social group, for one
group to become dominant and maybe suppress the other one (Treas and Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993).

If conflict theory, which claims that society is in a state of continuous competition over resources
(theory suggested by Karl Marx) (Collins 1990; Joas and Knöbl 2011) is introduced in relation to
gender stratification theory, then it can be argued that gender can be understood as men overpowering
women and trying to hold on to power and privilege, since society is defined by the on-going fight for
dominance. In the case of gender, the dominant group are men and the subordinate group are women,
which goes back to the two laborer categories. In time, the dominant group can change, but in most
cases it does not, because the dominant group will always work and try to hold on to power. And this
led in many cases, at least in the early days when women’s rights were almost nonexistent, to social
change and uprisings (Collins et al. 1993).

Gender stratification theory or social stratification and gender, how it is also called in the literature
(Grusky and Szelényi 2011; Grusky and Weisshaar 2014) emphasizes creating layers inside society,
and how always one layer will be powerful than the other; if we put together gender and the theory of
stratification, from this equation we get that men are the more powerful layer, and women as a group,
will always take a back seat to history and to the public scene or to positions of power; elements that
are leading to this conjunction are glass ceiling (Cotter et al. 2001; Ragins et al. 1998; Davidson and
Cooper 1992), sexism, prejudice, double standard, discrimination, and last and not least the point,
the underlying element to all of the above: the assumption that men are superior to women (Treas and
Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993).

Inside an organization you may have some of the discriminating factors present as dominant ones,
while the others might be less striking. In either case, to some extent they could all be noticed. Sexism
for example is strongly linked to double standards; at first sight one might not recognize or understand
what is referred to when discussing it, but sexism is most recognizable in situations where women
avoid pursuing certain career paths because they are viewed to be more masculine and suitable to a
man; the glass ceiling also applies, because if they do have the courage to enter into such a profession,
they have trouble meeting the expectations (that are molded after a man’s image) and thus in most
cases they have trouble with being promoted (Treas and Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993).

3. Methodology

3.1. Literature Search Approach

The paper is a literature review, and from a methodological point of view, a thorough analysis of
the literature available was conducted. The selection of articles started by searching in the databases
(ProQuest Central, Springer Link, Emerald, EBSCO) using keywords such as accounting profession,
gender issues, women in the accounting profession. One of the first discoveries was that from all the career
paths one could follow in the accounting profession, the most disputed one, gender and otherwise,
was the auditing one. So, the perspective was shifted and the key words changed to auditing, gender
issues, Big Four, women, accounting profession and any combination of the aforementioned words. In the
literature, the most disputed career path is choosing to work in a Big Four, thus the focus was mainly
on studies that were approaching the Big Four case.

The approached methodology explained above is a structured literature review since we used
keywords that would suit our research topic, and based on the returns, we eliminated the articles that
did not suit our purpose. As compared to a traditional literature review, which would provide a broad
overview of the research topic, a structured literature review is providing a high-level overview of the
primary research and answers to one or multiple research questions.
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Through the structured literature review the paper is trying to respond to the below questions:

- Which are the main career paths in accounting?
- What are the underlying reasons for the existence of glass ceiling and gender stratification inside

accounting organizations?

3.2. Selection of Articles for Review

The search returned several results, but many of the articles contained just one or two of the
keywords, and the content of the article was not relevant for the purpose of this paper. Their titles
and abstracts were reviewed by one author for the relevance of the study. After these articles were
overlooked a number of 80 articles remained. From these articles those who were approaching the
subject briefly and who did not elaborate on gender issues were eliminated as well as the ones who
were duplicates. A total of 33 articles met the criteria. Papers were included if they approached the
subject of gender in Big Accounting Firms or gender in accounting, in general (Table 1).

Table 1. Number of articles used.

Articles Number

Initial Number of Articles 80
Articles eliminated 38
Duplicate articles 9

Articles about gender issues in accounting 33

Source: author’s projection.

The articles that were used for the literature review are published in 19 different journals, including
Critical Perspectives on Accounting (CPA), Accounting, Organizations and Society (AOS), Accounting,
Auditing and Accountability Journal (AAAJ), so journals that are specialized on the accounting area
but also in journals that do not have a connection to it such as European Sociological review (ESR),
Gender, Work and Organization (GWO) or Gender in Management: An International Journal (GMIJ).
The Journals that are more inclined to publish in the area are CPA, AOS and AAAJ if we take a closer
look at the outcome represented in Table 2.

Table 2. Main articles used.

Reference Title of the Article Journal Methodological Approach

Anderson-Gough et
al. (2002, 2005)

Helping them to forget: the
organizational embedding of gender
relations in public audit firms;
Accounting Professionals and the
Accounting Profession: Linking Conduct
and Context

Accounting
organizations and society
(AOS); Accounting and
Business Research (ABR)

Study employed a qualitative
methodology based principally upon a
programmer of semi
structured interviews

Barker and Monks
1998

Irish women accountants and career
progression: a research note

Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Qualitative research based on
interviews and questionnaires

Carnegie and Walker
2007

Household accounting in Australia:
Prescription and practice from the 1820s
to the 1960s

Accounting, Auditing &
Accountability Journal
(AAAJ)

Literature review and a micro historical
approach involving the detailed
scrutiny of 18 sets of accounting records
and relevant biographical and family
data on the household
accountants involved.

Charron and Lowe
2005

Factors that affect accountant’s
perceptions of alternative work
arrangements

Accounting forum Traditional literature review

Ciancanelli 1998 Survey research and the limited
imagination

Critical Perspectives on
Accounting (CPA) Quantitative research

Crompton and
Harris 1998

Explaining women’s employment
patterns: ‘orientations to work’ revisited

The British Journal of
Sociology (BJS) Traditional literature review
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Table 2. Cont.

Reference Title of the Article Journal Methodological Approach

Czarniawska 2008 Accounting and gender across times and
places: an excursion into fiction

Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Structured literature review

Dambrin and
Lambert 2008

Mothering or auditing? The case of two
Big Four in France

Accounting, Auditing &
Accountability Journal
(AAAJ)

Qualitative review; from 24 interviews
with male and female auditors of
various hierarchical levels, one seeks to
reveal the specificity of the difficulties
encountered by auditor mothers.

Duff 2011
Big Four accounting firms annual reviews:
A photo analysis of gender and race
portrayals

Critical Perspectives on
Accounting (CPA) Structured literature review

Carli and Eagly 2007 Women and the labyrinth of Leadership Harvard business review Traditional literature review

Fearfull and
Kamenou 2006

How do you account for it? A critical
exploration of career opportunities for
and experiences of ethnic minority
women

Critical Perspectives on
Accounting (CPA) Structured literature review

Gendron and Spira
2010

Identity narratives under threat: a study
of former members of Arthur Andersen

Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Quantitative research

Grey 1998 On being a professional in a ‘Big Six’ firm
Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Qualitative case study

Hakim 1991
Grateful slaves and self-made women:
fact and fantasy in women’s work
orientations

European Sociological
Review (ESR) Structured literature review

Hewlett 2007 Off-ramps and on-ramps. In: Keeping
women on the road to success Harvard business review Traditional literature review

Jeny and
Santacreu-Vasut 2017

New avenues of research to explain the
rarity of females at the top of the
accountancy profession

Palgrave
communications Systematic literature review

Johnson et al. 2008

Alternative work arrangements and
perceived career success: current
evidence from the Big Four firms in the
US

Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Structured literature review

Kornberger et al.
2010

Changing gender domination in a Big
Four accounting firm: Flexibility,
performance and client service in practice

Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Qualitative case study

Lehman 1992 Herstory in accounting: the first eight
years

Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Traditional literature review

Loft 1992 Making sense of career in a Big Four
accounting firm

International sociological
association (ISA) Empirical study approach

Lupu 2012

Approved routes and alternative paths:
The construction of women’s careers in
large accounting firms. Evidence from the
French Big Four

Critical Perspectives on
Accounting (CPA)

Systematic literature review and
qualitative research

Lyonette and
Crompton 2008

The only way is up? An examination of
women’s “under-achievement” in the
accountancy profession in the UK

Gender in management:
an international journal

Systematic literature review and
qualitative research

Macintosh and
Scapens 1990

Structuration theory in management
accounting

Accounting
organizations and
society (AOS)

Structured literature review

Martin 2000
Hidden gendered assumptions in
mainstream organizational theory and
research

Journal of management
inquiry Structured literature review

McKeen and
Richardson 1998

Education, Employment and Certification:
An Oral History of the Entry of Women
into the Canadian Accounting Profession

Oxford University Press Traditional literature review

Mueller et al. 2011 Making sense of career in a Big Four
accounting firm Current Sociology Systematic literature review

Procter and Padfield
1999

Work orientations and women’s work: a
critique of Hakim’s theory of the
heterogeneity of women

Gender work and
organization Traditional literature review
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Table 2. Cont.

Reference Title of the Article Journal Methodological Approach

Reed et al. 1994

Job satisfaction, organizational
commitment, and turnover intentions of
United States accountants. The impact of
the locus of control and gender

Accounting, Auditing
and Accountability
Journal

Qualitative review

Spruill and Wootton
1995

The struggle of Women in accounting:
The case of Jennie Palen, Pioneer
Accountant, Historian and Poet

Critical Perspectives on
Accounting (CPA)

Traditional literature review and case
study based on interviews

Windsor and
Auyeung 2006

The effect of gender and dependent
children on professional accountant’s
career progression

Critical Perspectives on
Accounting (CPA) Traditional literature review

Ud Din et al. 2017
Women’s skills and career advancement:
a review of gender (in)equality in an
accounting workplace

Economic Research Traditional literature review

Source: author’s projection.

All the used articles were analyzed based on the year they were published, and the outcome is in
the chart below where the trend can be noticed. The years 1998, 2008 and 2017 are seen as pique years
(see Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. Publications’ annual distribution, based based on selected articles. Source: author’s projection.

3.3. Development of Topics

The 33 articles that remained were analyzed based on the gender issues that they were
approaching, in order to better review them and in order to have a logic in the discourse that
was approached.

4. Results and Discussion

The section is divided in three parts. The first part is analyzing the career paths one could follow
inside the accounting profession, with emphasis on Big Four accounting environment. Even if an
approach where all possible career paths to follow were scrutinized, the literature provided mostly
information regarding the auditing environment; thus, the focus of the research shifted.

The second part is looking into the glass ceiling phenomenon in the context of the aforementioned
organizations and also as a primary component of the gender stratification theory. Lastly, the ultimate
part is investigating the primary reasons for the existence of the glass ceiling, with a key finding of
motherhood as a main and underlying component and factor.
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4.1. Career Paths in the Accounting Profession

There are three main categories of career paths in accounting that one can follow after graduating,
and all three of them refer to the idea of being employed. One of them is working in a Big Four
company, the other refers working in a multinational and the last one working in a small practice as
a bookkeeper.

Each one of these career paths has its own upsides and downsides, its requirements, its challenges
and set of skills that are demanded. These requirements and challenges could be underlying factors
that could influence the decision to follow that career path or not, or if already followed to explain the
decision of choosing a different career path than the one initially chosen.

Accounting firms, and the major auditing companies in particular, often lose a considerable
number of their new workers, as they choose to follow a different career path altogether after they
leave. There is also a particular concern in these companies, about retaining women at higher levels
of the hierarchy; it seems that even though women represent 50% of all entry level positions, 10 or
12 years later, the pool of women candidates is depleted (Greenhaus et al. 1997; Emery et al. 2002;
Grey 1998).

The ones that choose the option of working in a Big Four company after that period of three to five
years have several options: they remain in Big Four and advance on management positions, they go
to one of their former clients in high level management positions, or they go to a multinational in
management positions, or as a last option, they open their own business, since the know-how acquired
is sufficient to ensure the business will not collapse.

The name of Big Four is given to a number of 4 firms that are specialized worldwide in services
such as audit and finance, business and financial advisory, cyber, tax, governance, risk and regulation,
property/real estate strategy and operations.

The group is comprised of PwC (PricewaterhouseCoopers), Deloitte (Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu),
EY (Ernst & Young) and KPMG (Klynveld Peat Marwick Mitchell Main Goerdeler). They are called Big
Four because they have a global presence, both in terms of size and reputation (Brock and Powell 2005;
Perera et al. 2003; Builders of a Better Working World n.d.; The Big 4 Accounting Firms n.d.; The Big
Four Accounting Firms n.d.; Small and Medium Practices n.d.).

One thing that is known about Big Four firms, even before one joins them, is that it is not a 9 to 5
job and that employees work very hard, sometimes even 70–80 h a week during the peak season to
finish projects. It is the general trait for all 4 of them since all of them perform the same kind of work
and the profile of the candidates is the same (Brock and Powell 2005; Perera et al. 2003; KPMG n.d.;
Builders of a Better Working World n.d.; Deloitte n.d.; PwC n.d.).

Currently, each one of them is highly present in the professional services market and offering a
wide range of services. For example, PwC is the second largest professional services firm in the world
for the value of revenue, and third for the number of employees. Its headquarters is in the UK and
the president of the company is Bob Moritz. The company has branches in 157 countries, with some
700 locations. The main focus of PwC is auditing and assurance services. They have the biggest number
of clients from Fortune 100 and the largest audit fees from all the Big 4s (Brock and Powell 2005;
Perera et al. 2003; KPMG n.d.; Builders of a Better Working World n.d.; Deloitte n.d.; PwC n.d.).

The impact that Big Four companies have on the markets is significant, considering that they are
the ones that decide if the financial statements of one company are compliant or not, or if they accurate
or not (Kirsch et al. 2000; Berger et al. 2000).

The majority of the literature is focused on Big Accounting firms, mainly because they have a
special organizational structure, and the career ladder is visible and well structured. Furthermore,
these organizations are very often compared with an escalator, precisely due to the speediness with
which things are happening in terms of promotion and structure changes.

A job candidate can actually plan his or her career ahead and know what to expect in the future,
and at least for the first few hierarchical levels, promotion comes quickly. To become a partner, one will
have to be with the firm for a continued association of at least 13 to 14 years. Between the associate
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position and the partner position, there are nearly 6 more designations. Many firms have a policy
of working at a particular designation for at least 2 to 3 years before getting promoted. Two years
staff, three years senior (two years if you get promoted early), three years manager (two years if
you get promoted early) and 3 to 5 years senior manager (where coaching for partnership begins)
(Burrowes et al. 2004).

Generally, in all four of them, the structure remains the same and there are 4 levels for the
professional staff (divided vertically into seniority grades), up until one can make it to the top to the role
of partner: junior auditor, senior auditor, manager and finally partner (they are also divided in small
other positions). For the role of junior auditors (junior audit associates) they usually recruit directly
from the faculty and start preparing the new joiners for future higher roles (Burrowes et al. 2004).

A junior auditor will be responsible for up to three people and at first will be assigned small and
medium sized client assignments; after acquiring more experience, they will be involved in various
clients’ assignments and they are directly reporting to the senior audit associate. A senior audit
associate is involved in major client’s assignments and has a bigger staff responsibility and directly
reports to the junior audit manager. A junior audit manager is responsible with a large team of staff
and major clients’ assignments, they report back to the senior manager, who is responsible for the
entire department and with almost all the clients of that department (Baker and Hayes 2004).

The last hierarchical step is Partner, to which a senior manager reports. A partner is in charge
of the development of clients, bringing more clients and satisfying their requirements. Partners,
delegate decisions of routine management to the managing partners (senior audit managers). They are
responsible for the service they are providing to the clients, even though the managing partner is the
one in charge of the whole audit mission, including the staff (Burrowes et al. 2004).

Aside from the vertically division there is a lateral one, dividing the staff into departments: audit,
taxation, legal, consultancy, liquidation. The professional staff together with the partners maintains
accurate time records, meaning that they will track how much time a certain activity took, since the Big
Four companies bill their clients at hourly rates. They have to be able to justify the bill and moreover,
to accurately bill the clients (Baker and Hayes 2004).

Regarding women’s presence in Big Four companies, a recent study by Catalyst (January,
2018 citing Financial Reporting Council) showed that, contrary to the reality of over 50% females in
the accounting profession, in the Big Four companies, the number of women principals (partners)
is below 20%, EY 19% (highest rate), PwC 17%, Deloitte-15% and KPMG-15%. The same study
revealed that, as stated before, women were 50.2% of all auditors and accountants and that the
proportion of women studying accounting worldwide has increased up to 49%. Moreover, the gender
pay gap is still a problem and that women working as auditors and accountants are paid $1600 less per
month than men with the same job and responsibilities.

Since an overwhelming number of studies about career paths in the accounting profession are
focusing on the Big Four environment, it explains why the review is done on articles that are focusing
on the topic. Even though we identified multinationals and small accounting practices as the other
two career paths, they were not included, because the studies based on them were not sufficient.

4.2. Glass Ceiling as a Part of Gender Stratification Theory

In the literature, there are a number of studies focusing on Big Four accounting firms and gender
stratification implications in their work culture. It only serves to prove that whatever happened in the
past in terms of gendered issues for women, continues in the present. These issues never disappeared,
nor did they surface only recently. They were there since the beginning of time, since women entered
the profession, and they will continue to be present.

Glass ceiling represents the invisible barrier that prevents women and minorities from climbing
up the hierarchical ladder. It is a metaphor used to represent an invisible barrier that keeps a certain
demographic from rising beyond a certain level in a hierarchy. In the case of women breaking the
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barrier, this would imply their efforts are recognized by their superiors, who in most cases happen to
be men (Smith and Caputi 2012; Helfat et al. 2006).

The work hours in a Big Four firm are modeled after the client’s program and often, in order
to complete audit missions and projects, employees work 70–80 h per week; which is considerable,
and not very flexible. With a job that demanding, it is difficult to find balance between work life and
personal life. One must suffer. And the question is who is willing to make sacrifices?

The studies focus on glass ceiling theory and gender inequality at work for women in
particular. There are several studies in the literature that approach the subject of women
inequality at the work place, but more precisely, the effects of the gender stratification theory in
Big Four companies (Lupu 2012; Kornberger et al. 2010; Dambrin and Lambert 2008; Duff 2011;
Anderson-Gough et al. 2005; Anderson-Gough et al. 2002).

These Big Four accounting firms were and are the subject of numerous studies because of the
style of working, which is entirely and utterly different from any other workplace. Of course, every
work environment is different and has its own particularities, but when it comes to Big Fours, it’s an
entirely different story. Why? First of all, due to the long hours that employees pull and second of all,
due to strict requirements one must meet in order to be able to join such a company.

One of the papers that investigate the glass ceiling theory and the case of women in Big Fours is
written by Lupu (2012). The article focuses on the accounting profession in France and depicts the
work environment and the way women were treated in these firms.

Regarding the accounting profession in France, in the early beginnings of the profession the
presence of women was rare, similar to many other countries (Dambrin and Lambert 2008; Lupu 2012).
Female public accountants were hard to find and the situation remained like that up until 1980 when
women started to be more present in the profession. The presence increased from 9% in 1980 to 19%
in 2010, but compared to other French professions, the process of feminizing the accounting process is
lagging (Lupu 2012).

The same phenomenon can be seen in the Big Four companies where at the moment the study was
made, women partners in all the firms in the country, were between 10% and 18%. There are certain
approved routes when it comes to career paths that are already in place and that are acknowledged.
And these career paths are modeled after the image and skills of men, meaning they are more suitable
for men (Duff 2011; Anderson-Gough et al. 2005; Lupu 2012).

It is also brought to discussion that if one were to propose some alternative paths, these routes
would not have the same impact as the paths that were already approved because they would lack
legitimacy and would derail women careers from early on. Basically, the approved routes of the career
paths are gendered and biased (Duff 2011; Anderson-Gough et al. 2005).

There are two theories that explain the lack of women in the higher ranks of organizations.
The first theory was developed by Catherine Hakim, and is called the preference theory, preference
between market work and family work. Hakim argues that in order to find the reasons for the presence
of women in inferior positions rather than in higher ranks, it is necessary to look for factors that
are dispositional and not functional, meaning for example, the nature of their work (Hakim 1991;
Procter and Padfield 1999).

Hakim (1991) argues that the choices one makes career wise (and other choices) are influenced by
the lifestyle preferences one has. She creates three categories of people called home centered, work
centered or the ones that show adaptive lifestyle preferences. Hakim argues that the latter who want to
reconcile the work life with the family life will not give priority to work life. That is precisely what is
required to get to the top levels of an organization, namely, giving priority to work. Thus, women who
wish to balance they work life with their family life will never make it to the top. It was also reinforced
by Procter and Padfield (1999).

Basically, the bottom line is that the rarity of women at top levels is explained by the choice
women make to prioritize family over work, period. There are others that argue against the idea,
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suggesting that women are as focused on their careers as men are, and they want promotion as much
as men do.

The second theory that could explain the rarity of women in top positions could be the influence
of social and organizational context and the influence of stereotyping that makes it hard for people in
general to take roles that are in different register from what it was prescribed to them (Lehman 1992;
Duff 2011; Hakim 1991).

Earlier there was mentioned the reasons one would like to follow a career in a Big Four company
and why the Big Four environment is so appealing to researchers. There are other similar arguments
that these large firms, even though difficult to access information, have a professional culture which is
based on processes and practices that are highly standardized, have a transparent hierarchical structure
and the career model is based on “up or out” model. The career model basically means that those
deserving of promotion, are given it. It is considered that accounting practices are shaped in these Big
Four companies that they are regulated here (Lyonette and Crompton 2008; Kornberger et al. 2010).

Statistical data in a study published in 2011 shows that the highest percentage of women as
partners in a Big Four company could be found at Deloitte and KPMG, 18.8%, in the United States,
while PwC had the lowest rate, only 16.9%. By comparison in France, the ranges varied form 10%
(KPMG) to 18% (PwC) (Lupu 2012).

4.3. Gender Issues that Influence the Women Carrier Paths in the Accounting Profession

4.3.1. Double Standard in Career Advancement and Recruiting

In terms of recruitment, what Lupu (2012) has discovered in her research is that first of all, that Big
Four companies (in France) had a habit of recruiting amongst the candidates that graduated only from
Grandes Ecoles, because they were considered to be elite places with prepared candidates who had un
upper hand, in comparison the graduates from other schools: they could pick up on things faster, write
better, progress better. They had other skills that the candidates from other places did not, skills that
were more valuable than knowing accounting, which was considered something that could be easily
learned. One additional factor that was considered, was that these graduates were coming from good
families, and thus ten years later, they could bring clients in the firm by using their familial connections.

Recruiting from Grandes Ecoles ensured a homogeneity of the candidates because they would
have the same behavior, same profile that would fit the firm’s values and culture. The firm had little or
no work to do when it came to “formatting” the recruits to the highly formalized culture. A different
aspect when it came to recruiting discovered through the interviews was that even though the Big
Fours wanted to seem gender balanced, in reality, the situation was not like that at all (Lupu 2012).

Women had a better academic situation than men, but this was not taken into consideration.
The partners who recruited were told to be a little bit harder on women because otherwise there would
have been more women in the organization than men, and that would not have been okay when they
would go on maternity leaves. It would have affected an entire generation. One of the interviewees
said that if they would have been fair to all candidates during the interviews, and they would have
disregarded the gender. Currently, the situation would have been very different because women’s
records were far better than men’s (Anderson-Gough et al. 2005; Grey 1998).

The career path and advancement in a Big Four is far more stringent than in any other companies;
it can be compared to an escalator that it is always moving, and if you step out for just a bit then you
will be surpassed by your colleagues and the entire work scene will seem different when you get back
(for example maternity leave in the case of women) (Mueller et al. 2011).

In some studies, the Big Four environments are described as a workplace that is very demanding,
where work never stops nor does the rhythm. However, employees do not seem to be bothered by
it since they see it as a competition with their peers who were often their college mates. So inside
these firms, there is a cohort effect created, that makes it okay for the staff to leave work at 11
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because they have the feeling of belonging to a group, to a team with people that have the same age
(Anderson-Gough et al. 2005; Lehman 1992).

What it seems conventional inside the Big Four firms (crazy rhythm of work, long hours,
huge workload, becoming better, more efficient, working harder to be able to promote) it is tough to
understand for people who have never worked in such a place. And here comes the differentiating
factor for women, namely that they relate to time differently than men do, they have to fit in the same
amount of time more activities and that is why they will allocate less time to networking activities
than men will; just because they have to deal with personal matters, they do not have the luxury of
spending their free time networking (Anderson-Gough et al. 2005; Duff 2011; Lehman 1992).

The consequence of the double responsibility is that the career of women often takes a different
turn when they have children. They temporarily leave the work environment, the time during which
their male colleagues are promoted and the whole dynamic at work changes, and the whole hierarchical
structure. The idea of working hard in a Big Four firm is only bearable because at the end of the day one
knows that eventually he/she will be promoted. But when you reach the end of the hierarchical ladder
and you are not considered as partner material, it is hard to accept, and many leave (Lehman 1992).

4.3.2. Motherhood as a Primary Gender Issue

Motherhood came up several times during the interviews and it was one of the reasons why
women were excluded from the path of reaching partner or excluded themselves since they were
preoccupied with other matters and work was not their main focus anymore. Advancing with the
interviews, the authors discovered three main reasons that led to the rarity of women in higher ranks
of organizations. The first one is that the audit firms are the ones that, through their policies and
practices, are pushing women away and do not give them the same opportunity.

The second one is the exact opposite; women start to separate themselves from “the crowd” in
anticipation of the event and to try to reconcile both private and professional life. The third one is
in direct link to the second one, a direct consequence, an aftermath, and it refers to the idea that
struggling to make peace between personal and professional life women often choose a different
professional path, that is different from what the rest of the colleagues are doing and which is not in
accordance with the organizations practice. That path alienates them from the highest levels, thus the
rarity of women in higher ranks (Mueller et al. 2011; Crompton and Sanderson 1990; Loft 1992).

What it means to work in an audit firm was detailed earlier, based on Lupu (2012) article, which
described the job requirements in the context of French firms. Grey (1998) also explains the bottom line
of what it means to be an auditor in a Big Four firm is that is it a career model is “up or out”, a model
that is for all employees and which has as an ultimate goal the partnership of the firm.

In auditing, the system is that employees work on teams on different clients and the competition
between teams is very high. Each team has a junior, a senior and a manager. The fees for auditing are
established with the client and highly negotiated before the audit mission started. The firm is on a
budget, and the idea is to be productive and efficient. That is why managers tend to maximize the
productivity of the teams by belittling the amount of work they perform. And they continually ask
for more and more effort. The employees are also made accountable in front of the clients, creating a
relationship with the client from the smallest member of the team. At the end of all of these lies the
possibility that if you make partner, you can earn a percent of the profit, but also the risks of signing
off on the audit opinion and bearing the responsibility.

It is precisely why motherhood will never be a good fit in an audit company, because it
represents everything that and audit firm would want to avoid, since becoming a mother means
that that person will be missing for a longer period from the firm and will be disconnected
from everything (clients, networking, colleagues) (Carnegie and Walker 2007; Johnson et al. 2008;
McKeen and Richardson 1998).

Pregnancy, according to the statements given by the interviewees, when it is announced, is not
seen in favorable light, especially if it is in the busiest work season. One of the women interviewed
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stated that if you announce a pregnancy during the audit season and you do not plan it for the summer,
it means that you have done it on purpose and that somehow you are announcing your resignation.
A downside brought up by several women was that often, after announcing a pregnancy, they would
get their bonuses cut even though many of them still work the same hours as before, and they are
passed over for promotion that year (Dambrin and Lambert 2008; Spruill and Wootton 1995).

Furthermore, during the period she is missing, her client portfolio gets transferred to another
member of the organization, and the clients that are big and represented the best assignments are
the ones that go first (the clients that are the most prestigious and most comfortable to work with).
A woman in that situation loses all her visibility in the firm and all the pre-acquired knowledge that
made her visible in the organization (Charron and Lowe 2005; Johnson et al. 2008).

Nevertheless, there are still some barriers that could be considered as being glass ceiling barriers
and taken into consideration, such as the fact that the director position is occupied by women in a
proportion of 60% because it is the end point of their careers in a Big Four. The level is dedicated to
those who were senior managers for a long time and who will never make partners (Ciancanelli 1998).

These spots are usually reserved for people who do not have the skills to search for clients,
or negotiate fees. Described above are different forms of discrimination women are subjected to
once they announce their pregnancy. But how do they cope with work and maternity? According to
Dambrin and Lambert (2008), they start organizing themselves in time to be prepared for the future.
They start delegating their assignments and make sure they choose the right persons to do that, to be
able to recover their clients once they get back (Reed et al. 1994).

The second way women try to manage motherhood in their work life is by imposing different
work habits on their team, such as starting work earlier, taking no breaks, including lunch break and
finishing work earlier by a certain time. These work practices that are imposed are not necessarily
received without backlash since basically, these women are imposing crazy deadlines with the same
workload as before (Barker and Monks 1998; Lehman 1992).

One other option would be that they choose to specialize in certain areas such taxation, that will
make developing expertise easier, and more importantly, will make juggling their personal life with
work life easier, since they do not have to travel anymore and go on assignments. Nevertheless,
the role of an expert is difficult to be left, and usually, when a woman becomes an expert she remains
there and is automatically separated from the prospect of becoming a partner. Aside from the expert
position, a different one is the one of the support function, meaning that women leave their branches
as auditors and go, in most cases in the human resources department. For both of these positions, it is
not impossible to become partner; there are cases, but it is harder and rare (Barker and Monks 1998;
Kornberger et al. 2010; Lehman 1992).

The conclusion of the study is that if women choose to favor their pregnancy over the work life,
they gain no recognition and are offered positions that mean that they will not advance to be partners.
There are women who make it as a partner, but they are not viewed as a true partner, not like men
are seen, precisely because they still have families to deal with (Dambrin and Lambert 2008).

The bottom line is that these accounting organizations are gendered through their policies and
practices. At first sight, they may seem to be conventional and neutral because it is standard to have
promotion procedures and performance indicators and reviews. But at a second glance, one may
discover that they are indeed gendered since they are modeled after a man’s profile or that it fits better
to a man than it fits a woman (Kornberger et al. 2010; Anderson-Gough et al. 2002). When it comes to
how things can be changed, nobody takes the initiative.

5. Conclusions

The article intended to discover the gendered issues one may have, in current times,
when choosing a certain career path. The paper focused on gender issues women currently face
in the accounting profession. The first intention of the paper was to analyze all possible career paths
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in the accounting profession and to find what the reasons are behind choosing a certain career path
or not, as well as the gender issues one may face when pursuing that particular career path.

Based on the findings of the article, we draw two conclusions: the first part is comprised of the
actual career paths we were able to analyze and the second part the gender issues one may face with
the underlying reasons and as well the solutions that were found.

The first part of the findings reveals that the most disputed career path in the literature is working
in a large auditing firm. The other career paths such as small accounting firms or multinationals are
not investigated to any extent. They did not pose interest to researchers neither from a gendered
perspective nor from an organizational perspective. This is a gap in the literature and can constitute
the agenda for future research. When more papers that would approach the subject of the other career
paths in the accounting profession is available in the literature, then another possible agenda for future
research would be a comparison between career paths and the gender issues they face.

The second part of the findings is comprised of the gender issues women face in large auditing
firms and one of the most important discoveries is that gender discrimination is very much present
through glass ceiling phenomena, double standard, motherhood and the aftermath that comes
with it. The findings showed that motherhood is an important reason why women do not advance
to partnership as easily or fast as men, or that it is okay for a man with a family to consider his job a
priority, but it is not okay for women.

The main contribution of the paper is the application of gender theories to career path issues by
using sources from the literature. This usage of theories led to the discovery of the underlying factors
that are the cause of the impassibleness of breaking the ceiling.

The overall findings revealed that breaking through the ceiling and overcoming all of the obstacles
in the way of reaching the top level, for women, is still difficult and this may be the cause for some of
them to decide to try to be independent and become entrepreneurs.

Entrepreneurship is not the only possible solution to the glass ceiling phenomenon and gender
discrimination in accounting organizations; a more proactive attitude in trying to accommodate
solutions in order to prevent or diminish the impact of it, can be the answer as well and this is a
limitation of the current research.
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Abstract: Historically, in most countries, the accounting profession has always been male-dominated.
Liberal professions such as lawyers, engineers, architects and doctors share the common trait
of conservatism. The accounting profession, which is also a liberal profession, is no exception.
Starting from this premise, this work aims to provide, using a historical and institutional perspective,
a picture of the past and current “journey” in the accountancy profession of women-chartered
accountants and auditors in Italy and Romania. Drawing from the theoretical framework of
gendered construction of the accounting profession, the paper points out issues affecting the presence,
the degree of representativeness and the role (concerning the presence among the higher level of
professional activities and governance positions) of women within the National Chartered Association
and their continued under-representation in Italy and Romania. Findings contribute to providing
insights useful to develop a future agenda and fill in the research gaps in this field.

Keywords: accounting profession; chartered public accountants; gender; governance; women

1. Introduction

Accounting as a liberal profession (Cooper and Robson 2006; Rodrigues et al. 2003; Marlow and
Carter 2003) such as the other liberal professions—lawyers, notaries, engineers, architects, doctors
(Adler et al. 2008; Kirkpatrick and Muzio 2011) is characterized by a marked intellectual character
and requires a high-level qualification and specialized training. A common trait shared by liberal
professions is conservatism. In the context of this paper, conservatism refers to the commitment to
the traditional structure of organisations, namely to values, principles and ideas, the unwillingness
to adopt changes, the resistance to innovation (Muller 1997; Grigsby 2008) and the attitude towards
gender aspects (Kyriakidou et al. 2013; Dambrin and Lambert 2012).

Gender issues can be common inside the structure of liberal professions, like the accounting one
(Kyriakidou et al. 2013; Keiran 2017). According to the Milburn Report, which looked at fair access to
professions, accountancy was the most socially exclusive amongst them all. Therefore, a multitude of
recommendations required all professions to review their current practices on equitable access and
develop ideas and strategies for improvement (Milburn Report 2009).

Dambrin and Lambert (2012) suggest that until stereotypes are challenged, gender issues and
gender inequality will still be a common issue, thus posing the need to perform critical and reflective
research on gender with an ongoing struggle to improve the position of women’s representation
in the accounting profession. Given the masculine history of the profession, stereotypes are
difficult to shift and continue to affect the male organisational homo-sociality of the profession
(Anderson-Gough et al. 2005; Kanter 1977).

However, international literature findings, as well as recent surveys (AFECA and FEE 2016),
suggest that the under-representation of women in senior roles in the accounting profession continues
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to be a challenge (Kornberger et al. 2010) and points out that the accounting profession has traditionally
been dominated by established male power structures that make it difficult for women to progress in
their careers (Gammie and Gammie 1997; Gallhofer 1998; Adapa et al. 2015).

Gender inequality, giving voice to women and the empowerment of women, was represented
in the third Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of UN (Kabeer 2005), and it is included in the
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) (EC 2014; EC 2015a, 2015b). Thus, in a profession characterised
by a strong female presence as the accountancy profession, analysing how these women are represented
is nonetheless, something worth investigating (Kirkham and Loft 1993).

Internationally, the presence of women in the accounting profession varies (Ciancanelli et al. 1990;
Adapa et al. 2015; Kyriakidou et al. 2013) from region to region, primarily because of the cultural
differences throughout history (Ried et al. 1987; Komori 1998, 2008, 2012; OhOgartaigh 2000; Paris 2016).
However, some conventional aspects emerge, no matter the country, and point out issues, such as
the glass ceiling, that is tied to the reasons behind the low percentage of women in higher ranks of
organisations (Kyriakidou et al. 2013).

In the context of the aforementioned facts, gender stratification and institutional theory were
used in order to better understand and explain the gender differences and issues between the
two selected countries (Brinton 1998; Dubose 2017; Blumberg 1984; Keister and Southgate 2012).
Historical comparisons were applied as well for the scope mentioned above (Scott 1986; Wermuth and
Monges 2002). Namely, these frameworks help in understanding the context of women accountants
in different regional settings and timeframes and interpret data relative to their presence and
(under)representativeness within the chartered associations.

Starting from these premises, the paper’s contribution is (1) to provide a picture of the past
and current “journey” in the accountancy profession of women-chartered accountants in Italy and
Romania by (2) grounding it on the theoretical framework of gender construction of the accounting
profession and as well on historical facts from the literature. In doing so, the paper also (3) underlines
the issues affecting the presence, the representativeness and the role (regarding their presence among
the higher level of professional activities and governance positions) of women within the National
Chartered Association and the under-representation in Italy and Romania. Inequality between women
and men in Europe (EU 2017) still represents a critical key to contrast since gender segregation affects
occupations in all economic sectors.

The paper contributes to the domain of cross-cultural studies in accounting by providing greater
insight into the depth, richness and complexity of cultural similarities and differences between two
European countries (Italy and Romania) by complementing the quantified dimensional based cultural
measures with relevant historical and sociological insights. The underlying reasons for choosing Italy
and Romania for the purposes of this paper are: (a) they can be considered extreme cases with a very
different political and institutional setting; (b) their accounting history is very different as well; and
(c) the linguistic similarities are very striking. Thus given the above, it is interesting to analyse the
representation of women in higher ranks of accounting organisations.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. The next section introduces the theoretical
framework, addressing attention on the gender stratification and gender inequality theory in general
and applied to the specific case of the accounting profession. Section 3 presents the methodological
aspects of the paper, while in Section 4 the results comprised of the comparative analysis are presented.
Section 5 presents the discussion part. Following this, the paper finishes with concluding reflections.

2. Theoretical Framework

Based on the literature findings, the paper’s theoretical framework pillars are constructed on
gender stratification theory and institutional theory in the case of women in the accounting profession.
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2.1. Gender Stratification Theory

Gender stratification theory or social stratification and gender (how it is also called in the literature)
can be applied to an extensive range of situations (Brinton 1998; Dubose 2017; Blumberg 1984; Keister
and Southgate 2012) and conditions including historical comparisons (Scott 1986; Wermuth and
Monges 2002). Gender stratification or gender inequality refers to women not having the same chances
or opportunities as men do, because of their gender.

Gender stratification debates about a social ranking of some sort, where men typically inhabit a
higher status than women, taking into consideration criteria such as class, race, and sex (male/female).
Gender stratification and gender inequality are the same facets of one idea. One of the things the
theory suggests is that gender stratification exists to create in an efficient way a division of labour or a
social system in which a segment of the population is in charge of certain parts of labour and while the
other portion is responsible for different parts that can be more important or not (Collins et al. 1993;
Brinton 1998). It analyses all the aspects of the social life and cuts across social classes mentioning
about the unequal access of men and women to power, prestige, and property all based on nature
of their sex (Treas and Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993). Linked to the theory are concepts such as
differential access, occupational distribution and glass ceiling. Namely, the glass ceiling theory
emphasises upon the idea that it is harder for women to break through that ceiling which can lead them
towards the upper level of organizations—a vertical promotion (Treas and Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993;
Anderson et al. 1994; Baxter and Wright 2000; Bell et al. 2002; Goodman et al. 2003; Broadbent and
Kirkham 2008; Bryant 2010).

From a sociological point of view, gender stratification theory suggests the idea of the existence of
gender inequalities as a means to create a system, a social one, inside which one part of the population
bears the responsibility of certain labour acts while the other part is responsible for other labour acts.
The inequalities that have as a source gender, exist to create differences in the degree of responsibilities;
the main issue is that there is a tendency like in any other social group, for one group to become
dominant and maybe suppress the other one (Treas and Tai 2016). If conflict theory which claims
that society is in a state of continuous competition over resources (method suggested by Karl Marx)
(Collins 1990; Hans and Knöbl 2011) is introduced as a component then it can be argued that gender can
be understood as men overpowering women and trying to hold on to power and privilege, since the
on-going fight for dominance defines society. In time the dominant group can change, but in most cases,
the dominant group will always work and try to hold on to power. Moreover, this occurred in many
cases, at least in the early days when women’s rights were almost non-existent (Collins et al. 1993).

Gender stratification theory emphasises upon creating layers inside the society and about how
always one layer will be more powerful than the other. Accordingly, from a gendered perspective,
men are the more important layer, and women as a group will always take a back seat to history and
the public scene or positions of power. Elements that are leading to this conjunction are glass-ceiling,
sexism, prejudice, double standard, and discrimination. The point that is the underlying element
to all of the above lies is the assumption that men are superior to women (Treas and Tai 2016;
Collins et al. 1993; Keister and Southgate 2012). Consequently, if the latter do however have the
courage to enter into a profession, they have trouble to meet the expectations (that are moulded in a
man’s image) and thus in most cases they have difficulty in performing a distinguishing career path
(Treas and Tai 2016; Collins et al. 1993; Brinton 1998).

2.2. Institutional Theory

Insights from critical theories such as institutional theory (Boxenbaum 2006) could provide a
platform for problematizing the discourses that are assumed to enhance women’s role and legitimacy
within governing bodies of accounting organisations (Tremblay et al. 2016). If identity in organisations
is viewed as fluid rather than fixed, then greater attention should be paid to the study of the
representation of identity in accounting organisations. “This would suggest more work focusing
on the representation of identity in accounting organisations, specifying how representations create
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and sustain inequality in accounting” (Kyriakidou et al. 2013, p. 7). Kyriakidou et al. (2013) claim
the need of scholars to focus their attention on what diversity addresses in accounting organisations,
across different international contexts. The institutional approach refers to how multiple elements such
as structures, schemes, rules, norms and routines work together to influence or affect social behaviours,
thus societal behaviours and in the end how society is constructed and how it changes the mindset
and mentality (Marquis and Tilcsik 2016; Scott 2004).

2.3. Gendered Nature of the Accounting Profession

While before the 1960s little attention was paid to the study of gender in accounting, after the
introduction of equal employment and anti-discrimination legislation and with the impact of social
movements in many countries, scholars’ attention turned to the issues in accounting organisations
(Kyriakidou et al. 2013, p. 3). As Hopwood (1987) underlined studies on gender started to question a
vast array of practices and fields of knowledge, raising issues on how, where and by which instruments
and through which players, knowledge is produced as well as identifying strategies through which
male supremacy had been built and perpetuated in these contexts. Interaction of accounting and
gender has been the subject of debate for many decades. Scholars have addressed, among other things,
the gendered functioning of the profession in the labour market; the historical progress of women in
the profession and their career trajectories; the gendered nature of accounting itself; and subjected the
profession and accounting rationalities to feminist critique (Haynes 2017). The issue of accounting
analysis and the accountancy profession considered from a feminist perspective was dealt with in the
works of Burrell (1987) and Shearer and Arrington (1989).

Several studies and contributions attested to the gendered nature of accounting organisations
(Hines 1992; Loft 1992; Lehman 1992; Kirkham and Loft 1993; Fogarty et al. 1998; Grey 1998;
Napier 2001; Dambrin and Lambert 2006; Roberts 2013). Using these studies as a benchmark and
starting point, other contributions began to emerge in the literature, mostly empirical studies of gender
in accounting organisations and academia (Anderson-Gough et al. 2002; Dambrin and Lambert 2006,
2008, 2012; Lupu 2010; Kornberger et al. 2010; Broadbent 1998, 2016; Komori 2007; Virtanen 2009;
Samkin and Schneider 2014; Baldarelli et al. 2016).

In most countries, the accounting profession has always been male-dominated. Starting from the
1970s, the gender composition of accounting began to change dramatically (Wootton and Kemmerer
2000; Walker 2008; Roberts 2013) and currently women represent a relevant percentage of the
accounting workforce in the world (Ried et al. 1987; Carnegie and Napier 2010). However, though
they started to be as numerous as men, their advancement on the hierarchical ladder was (and
remains) difficult for them, since they suffered from discrimination and work inequality (Bryant 2010).
By difficult it is meant that breaking through the glass ceiling is hard and not an easy task and women
face many more obstacles as compared to men in the pursuit of career advancement and promotion.

Due to historical cultural and legal causes, as well as economic and educational forces, increases
in the aggregate workforce were not (and are not currently) accompanied by subsequent proportional
increases in participation at the upper-management levels of accounting firms (Lehman 1992;
Haynes 2008a, 2008b; Laughlin 2011). A re-genderisation of the aggregate workforce, rather than
an overall re-genderisation of the accounting profession occurred (Wootton and Kemmerer 2000).
Among the theories used to explain such a phenomenon, the glass ceiling theory argues that vertical
segregation operates mainly at the highest levels of organisations and professions (Collins et al. 1993;
Anderson et al. 1994; Baxter and Wright 2000; Cotter et al. 2001; Bell et al. 2002; Goodman et al. 2003;
Broadbent and Kirkham 2008; Dambrin and Lambert 2006). This theory refers to invisible barriers
based on prejudices and stereotypes preventing qualified individuals advancing in the higher ranks of
organisations (Bryant 2010).

It can be attributed to the fact that the ‘accounting logic’ which underpins the practice of
accounting is gendered, because it represents the values and the profile of an accountant as
‘universal masculine’, namely the expectations are set on the profile of a man (Broadbent 1998).
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As Anderson-Gough et al. (2005) point out research on gendering processes in the accounting
profession necessarily combines consideration of both the formal mechanisms of organisational
structuration—such as recruitment and training—and the informal processes concerning cultural
norms, values and beliefs through how the legal methods are enacted and reproduced.

3. Methodology

3.1. Country Selection

The two countries (Italy and Romania) were selected for the following reasons. They can be
considered extreme cases (Yin 2003) characterised by many differences relative to the political and
institutional setting, being a Western and Eastern country, respectively; the level of sectoral segregation;
and the diffusion of women accountants. Finally, they are marked by a different “history” of accounting,
Italy having a “historical” tradition and Romania dating back to the previous century. But at the
same time, one certain argument for our selection refers to the linguistic similarities between Italian
and Romanian as well as Italy’s close geographical proximity to Romania. Moreover, the two states
have a rich history together, and the close link between them is visible even today, on various levels,
thus helping the two countries to prosper together.

3.2. Method Selection

Comparative research method has been defined as a method of analysis that focuses on several
objects of study to identify similarities and differences and can be made with structuralist and
culturalist theory (Paisey and Paisey 2010). Structuralist approach asserts that similarities are to
be expected across countries sharing similar structures (e.g., levels of industrialisation, industrial or
occupational systems). Culturalist theory assumes that dissimilarities are to be expected as a result of
intrinsic country-specific characteristics (Paisey and Paisey 2010), in other words assuming that culture
modifies the effect of social structure on individuals (Gauthier 2000).

Comparative research has been criticised because each social system is unique and that, because of
the volumes involved, it can be challenging to cover a sufficient number of cases to satisfy doubts about
representation and validity (Goedegebuure and Vught 1996). However, there are also researchers that
consider it like alternative research methodologies that can provide new ways of seeing, addressing
the partial nature of accounting with its focus on what is happening to the exclusion of what might,
or should, happen (Llewellyn 1996).

Cross-cultural research is nowadays increasingly recognised as an essential area in accounting.
(Patel 2004) International comparative studies in the accounting profession point to the existence
of similarities and/or distinct national differences, in relation with cultural profile, cross-cultural
accounting research (Patel 2006) related to management accounting practices (Pistoni and Zoni
2000), standard setting (Bloom and Naciri 1989), accounting harmonization (Christensen et al. 2015),
auditors’ independence (Patel and Psaros 2000), ethics (Waldmann 2000) education (Rhoades 2001) and
women in accounting profession (Whiting et al. 2015), to mention just some of the most well-known
articles. These studies draw on a variety of methodological approaches, like questionnaires, surveys,
or secondary resource analyses as in the case of this paper.

This study responds to the call for qualitative cross-cultural research in accounting (Patel 2004)
that provides greater insight into the depth, richness and complexity of cultural and acculturational
similarities and differences between and across nations by complementing the quantified dimensional
based cultural measures with relevant historical, sociological and psychological literature.

3.3. Data Selection

Data for the comparative analysis were drawn from four sources:

• data from the literature and accountancy national bodies archives concerning the historiography
of the accounting profession in both countries
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• data on cultural factors, using Hofstede six dimensions (Hofstede et al. 2010)
• data on gender diversity useful to introduce the context of comparative gender analysis, have been

extracted from the Report on equality between women and men in Europe (EU 2017), relative to
the following features: gender segregation in occupations (all economic sectors), the proportion
of women on boards of the largest publicly listed companies; the percentage of women in the
single/lower houses of the national/federal parliaments and federal governments. The index
“gender segregation” in occupations and economic sectors reflects the proportion of the employed
population that would need to change occupation/sector to bring about an even distribution of
men and women across occupations or sectors. The index varies between 0 (no segregation) and
50 (complete segregation).

• the AFECA’s (Association des Formations Européennes a la Comptabilité et l’Audit) survey.
AFECA represent a European benchmark on valorising women’s capital in the accountancy
profession. The study conducted by AFECA aimed to obtain an overview of progress within
the 24 institutes from 22 countries concerning the valorisation of women capital and provoke
exchanges and the sharing of best practices (AFECA and FEE 2016). This benchmark, useful
for the assessment and comparison of the respective situations, was intended to generate
dynamic movement (without stigmatisation and making value-based judgments) and allow
each institute member (FEE or EFAA) to learn some lessons for their strategies in the field of the
development and balance of human capital. Moreover, the key findings of the survey contribute
to the reinforcement of collective action for parity and professional balance. Both countries
were included in the international AFECA’s survey, thus allowing a comparison based on a
similar dataset.

3.4. Research Design

A historical approach was used in order to understand better the position of women in the
accounting profession over time and to be able to compare and comprehend the social and economic
context of Italy and Romania. The Italian and Romanian normative and socio-cultural context helped to
interpret the statistical data presented in the following sections and provide insights useful to compare
the Italian and Romanian contexts. Moreover, it is useful to acknowledge the reasons for gender
inequality in Italy and Romania and, in more general terms, the way in which these factors are then
manifested in the professional field of accounting in other countries (Broadbent 1998; Komori 2007;
Virtanen 2009; Samkin and Schneider 2014; Baldarelli et al. 2016).

While the main focus of the paper is the accounting profession, and part of the study case is based
on the accounting profession data, other areas were taken into consideration such as women on boards
presence, gender segregation on occupations, sectors etc. in order to be able to provide a better context
over the gender gap between and inside the two compared countries.

4. Results

4.1. Accounting Profession and Women Accountants in Italy and Romania: The Historical and
Institutional Framework

4.1.1. Women in the Accounting Profession in Italy between Past and Present Times

The law that regulates the accounting profession in Italy dates back to the early 1900s. In 1906,
a royal decree gave formal recognition to the accountancy profession. The introduction of the specific
degree (ragioniere) was issued by the first Higher Schools of Commerce that were founded in Italy
in the second half of the nineteenth century: The Venice School of Commerce, located in Cà Foscari,
which was inaugurated in 1868; the Advanced School of Business Studies in Genoa, established in
1884 and the Bari School of Commerce, established in 1886.
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Indeed, the profession of chartered accountants (dottore commercialista) was formally recognised
later on, with the opening of a university that offered economics matters. Milan’s Bocconi University
graduates established private associations of accountants, and in 1910 they set up the first informal
provincial professional bodies (Cantagalli 1996).

Ever since the beginning the Italian profession has always been characterised by its academic
nature. The Order was established at the first National Congress of Italian Commercial Science
graduates (Dottori in Scienze Commerciali), which was held in 1911, while the Public Chartered
Accountants (Dottore Commercialista) professional qualification was coined in 1913.

In 1929 the profession was further regulated thanks to the adoption of two sets of professional
rules, one for accountants and the other for chartered accountants. After the advent of Fascism—which
entailed the dissolution of all professional associations (FNC 2015, p. 10; FNC 2017)—the profession
of Chartered Accountancy was officially recognised in 1953 through the establishment of a special
professional Order and a professional governing body with the enactment of the Presidential Decree
1067/1953. That same year, a further Decree (1068/1953) regulated the professions of accountancy
and commercial experts. Only recently, namely in 2008, were the two professional bodies merged in
a single public body, thus giving life to a unified profession. Over time, and with the evolution of
the national regulatory models, the profession now is organised according to the Legislative Decree
139/2005 and the related regulations. At present, the national Order of Public Chartered Accountants
and Accounting Experts—CNDCEC—has 117,916 registered members (January 2017), divided into
144 local branches (Ordini territoriali) based on a territorial jurisdiction principle following that of
Italian courts. At a national level, the profession is exclusively represented by CNDCEC, which is
based in Rome. The regional chapters are public entities, subject to the supervision of the Ministry of
Justice and CNDCEC. Their widespread presence throughout the national territory allows the local
orders to promote relations with local public authorities and, more generally, to become the local
interlocutors of the public sector, academia and other professions.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the profession of accountancy was a territory barred to
women. By law, the professional accountant performed a public function and, therefore, could not be
carried out by women who could not take on public offices. The presence of men was predominant or
absolute in all professional orders (engineers, doctors, lawyers, accountants). The admission of women
“equally with men to exercise every profession and to be able to hold every public position” was
forbidden to them. Consequently, many professional careers (such as doctors, lawyers and accountants)
remained far from the women’s grasp for a long time, like the possibility to undertake university
studies and an academic path (Ulivieri 1986). The turning point in the long and difficult fight for the
inclusion of women in university studies (De Vivo and Genovesi 1986; Branciforte and Tazzioli 2001;
De Rossi 2007; Frattini 2011) and professions occurred during the First World War, which opened up
new areas of work for women, due to the male mortality reported in the post-war period. In 1919 the
approval of a law (Law No 1176, the so-called “Sacchi Law”) declared the abolition of the Institute of
Marital Authorisation (Istituto dell’autorizzazione maritale) and allowed women’s access to technical
degrees (agriculture, economics, engineering and architecture), which prepared them for professions
that dealt with the productive and economic aspects of society.

Namely, the history of the “female” accounting profession began in 1908 (Coronella 2014) when,
for the first time, a woman applied for admission to the College of Accountants of Milan, which
rejected her. This rejection marked the beginning of a fight that affected the institutions and opened the
door for women’s entry. Pierina Pavoni and Bianca Salvetti were the first to be admitted to the Register
of Practitioners of the College of Accountants of Rome in 1911. Contextual factors favoured their entry.
The first (P. Pavoni), after completing an apprenticeship at her father’s office, passed the entrance
examination for the profession with merit in 1913 and then applied to the Register of Accountants,
which was accepted on 21 March 1914. At the same time, the Attorney General of the Court of Appeal
requested the cancellation of the prior provision that sanctioned the male-dominated construct. Pavoni
filed an appeal, and the Court (11 July 1914) definitively declared the right of women to enter the
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professional accounting world, provided they met the requirements (Bachelor’s degree, professional
training and passing the State examination). The enrolment of women in the Register of Accountants
could not be prohibited because the Law 327 of 1906 was cancelled. This ruling marked an important
step in the process of the emancipation of women, and not just for accountants because it formally
marked the end of gender discrimination for the development of the accounting profession in Italy
(Italian Ministry of Public Education 1878). However, it did not change the typically male system for
several years (Coronella 2014). Many male accountants expressed negative judgments about women’s
entrance into the profession, highlighting that women should be considered legally incapacitated
(Gambusera 1908, p. 93).

A fundamental step occurred in 1919 when the institution of marital authorisation was abolished,
and the legal capacity of women was introduced—overcoming one of the main obstacles to females in
the profession. However, after this, six years passed before another woman enrolled in the register of
Accountants with Pavoni, and in the first twenty years, only six women were chartered (three in Rome,
one in Bologna, one in Mantova and one in Vercelli). In 1941 they rose to 17 out of 1790 professionals,
less than 1% (Liparini 2005; Cantagalli 2006), and in the following decades (1967) the percentage rose
to 2% out of a total of about 10,000 professionals (Biographical Dictionary of Chartered Accountants
1967). Since then, the number of those registered has continued to increase, although more contained
than their male counterparts.

Thus, three periods are distinguished in the female path of entry into the profession. The first,
from the birth of the profession to the Fifties is characterised by the exclusion of women, while the
second, from the Fifties to the Eighties, is characterised by the slow increase in female presence delayed
by a hostile cultural heritage towards women that did not accept their presence in the profession.
As a result, a process of self-exclusion was triggered, and women preferred to choose occupations
more compatible with family life. The third period, which began in the Eighties and is still happening
today, is marked by continued but still weak growth. In 2000, the percentage of chartered accountants
was 22%, in 2004 it was 25%, increasing to 31.6% at the end of 2014 (FNC 2015, 2016). Currently,
the percentage of women-chartered accountants is 33.8% (as per 1 January 2018; FNC 2018).

The numerical parity between women and men accountants is still far off, despite the positive
trend. Although in 2015, among the new members, women enrolled in the National Training
Register exceeded men (CNDCEC 2016), the picture gets worse if the gender reading is applied
to the governance of the National Chartered Accounting association. Data shows predominant
representativeness of the male component, both where the position is elective and where it is by
appointment of the board. In other words, the National Council, that is the most important body of
the association, is male-dominated: there are currently 21 members (including the President) of whom
19 are men (90.48%), and only two are women (9.52%).

The issue of gender imbalance in the liberal professions has been dealt with only in the last few
years (CNDCEC 2016, Gender Report; European Economic and Social Committee 2014), urged by the
global problem of the representation of genders (EC 2016—She Figures) in which the phenomenon
of the glass ceiling (Bell et al. 2002; Goodman et al. 2003; Broadbent and Kirkham 2008; Bryant
2010) emerges. The same problem affects the governance of local accounting orders. In total, the
composition of the Boards Councils of territorial Accountancy Orders in the period 2008–2012 was
88.69% of men and 11.31% of women and in the period 2013–2016, 79.07% of men and 20.93% of
women (CNDCEC 2016, Gender Report, p. 23). It should be emphasised that in recent years over 50%
of local orders have created equal opportunity organisms and committees: the latest survey (31 July
2015) detected 77 bodies (commissions) in 144 provincial laws.

However the paucity of the presence of women persists considering that in the bodies created
within the CNDCEC Council, which in 2015 consisted of 58 between the commissions and study
groups (i.e., commissions for relations with international institutions, for the professional order reform,
etc.) for a total of 925 people of whom 737 are men (79.68%), and 188 are women (20.32%). These are
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mixed groups, except the Gender Equality Commission, made up exclusively of women. Overall, these
commissions reflect a predominantly male composition.

4.1.2. The Accounting Profession from Romania—Key Highlights

The evolution of the accounting profession in Romania is very closely related to the development
of trade education. As a consequence to the development of the industry and business, more and
more knowledge about accounting was needed. Elementary accounting knowledge was taught in the
schools of commerce. (Farcas and Tiron-Tudor 2016) Alexandru Ioan Cuza is the one that as early as
1859 states that the whole education system should be adapted to the needs Romania had at that time
(Bunget et al. 2009; Hlaciuc and Deac 2014; Farcas and Tiron-Tudor 2016). Thus, the first Romanian
Commercial School was opened in the year of 1864 at Galati and following this side of the country;
the capital city is next, Bucharest and then Ploiesti, Iasi and Craiova. In Transylvania (belonging to the
Austro Hungarian Empire since its unification with Romania in 1918) a school of commerce appeared
in 1868 in Brasov and was the only one in the Romanian language belonging to this Romanian territory.
(Farcas and Tiron-Tudor 2016).

The evolving economy from that time made it necessary in the minds of bank office-workers,
companies’ administrations and of course trade school graduates to form the basis of a professional
body which happened in 1888 and it was called “The Body of Trade Accounting Schools Graduates”.

In 1893 another organisation of this type took birth, and it was called The Association of National
and International Trade School Graduates. The primary goals of the association were to defend their
objectives and rights and to make a name for the accounting profession by “imposing the prestige of
accountants, accounting and balance sheet”.

The first major decision and movement that the new professional body made was to make sure
that all accounts and commercial trades were handled by the graduates of business schools, people that
were professionally prepared to handle such situations. At the first congress that happened in 1906 the
work agenda was long, but the primary purpose, in the end, was to make sure that the accounting
profession was very well represented either by establishing a proper remuneration, or by setting up a
magazine (Bunget et al. 2009; Hlaciuc and Deac 2014; Farcas and Tiron-Tudor 2016). The key highlight
of the Congress was the idea of setting up a Body of accounting experts. In 1907 another organisation
related to accounting was being formed, The Union of Higher School of Commerce founded in 1907,
which drafted the project for setting up the Body of Accounting. After several other procedures,
the plan was finally submitted and was brought up to the Minister of Labour and Social Protection
who was an accountant. This was a fortunate event since he is the one who expedited the process
and made it possible for the project to be adopted by the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate in
1921 and then to be signed by King Ferdinand (Bunget et al. 2009; Hlaciuc and Deac 2014; Farcas and
Tiron-Tudor 2016).

The professional accounting body from Romania (CEECAR) was established in September 1921,
and it is more than ninety years old. The law of setting the professional body was published in
Romania’s official Monitor on 21st of October 1921. At the beginning of November, a formal meeting
was organised, and the primary purpose of that meeting was to elect the Board of the professional
body for two years, 1921–1923. By the end of the year 1921, there were 42 organisations across the
country with over 3000 members.

At the meeting there were representatives from all regions of the country, the profession was
represented by the best in the field at that time but one aspect was noticeable: they were all men,
covering top positions and roles within private and public institutions (i.e., banks, chamber of
commerce, national and regional public administrations, ministries), no exceptions (Bunget et al. 2009;
Hlaciuc and Deac 2014; Farcas and Tiron-Tudor 2016).

On CECCAR’s website, there is listed the professional’s body’s council members up until 1941.
None of the members was a woman, and furthermore, there is no mention of women whatsoever
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during that period. The body had specific requirements for its members such as superior studies,
a particular experience in the field which was impossible for the women to acquire at that time.

After the grounds of the profession were established between 1948–1994 came a period of
regulation of the activity of chartered accountants, starting with the requirements to enter the business
and ending with guidelines as to how accounting expertise should look. During this period the
profession was limited and mostly restricted to legal auditing (Bunget et al. 2009; Hlaciuc and Deac 2014;
Farcas and Tiron-Tudor 2016). After 1989 the profession had to adapt itself to the new economic reality
and as well to the political events that happened during and after that year. Several restructurations
occurred, and the profession started to grow and grow.

The change that happened during that year meant a crossing from a centralised economy to a
market-based economy and a broader opening towards freedom of choice. Suddenly the options were
more numerous, and all organisations started to change their structure for the better and to adopt a
more democratic structure. After the revolution from 1989, the accounting profession from Romania
became strongly reconnected with the European one and in 1990–1993 there was an attempt to rekindle
the old accounting system (Jianu and Jianu 2012).

The 1990–1993 period was a transition one from a Soviet-style accounting system to a French one.
The accounting law was adopted in 1991, and in 1992 the Body of Expert and Licensed Accountants of
Romania (CECCAR) was reignited. Starting from 1994 a new accounting system, the French one was
implemented (Jianu and Jianu 2012).

Even if in the historical documents there is no mention of women accountants’ overtime (such as
in the early days’ meetings of the council) after 1990 the number of women in the profession started
to grow from year to year as a consequence perhaps of the communist influence which encouraged
women and minorities to overcome specific barriers. It is probably one of the reasons why as of now
the number of women in the profession is almost 80% (AFECA and FEE 2016; Istrate 2012).

4.2. Comparative Results Concerning Cultural Factors in Italy and Romania

To understand the cultural context of both countries, we employed Hofstede’s six dimensions
(power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation and
indulgence). The results obtained for Italy and Romania and the distance between the countries
are in the following graph (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. Cultural factors values of Italy and Romania. Source: Hofstede insights (https://www.
hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/italy,romania/).

There are significant differences concerning power distance, individualism and masculinity
dimensions between Italy and Romania.
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Power distance deals with the fact that all individuals in societies are not equal—it expresses
the attitude of the culture towards these inequalities amongst us. Power Distance is defined as the
extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organisations within a country expect
and accept that power is distributed unequally. Italy tends to prefer equality and a decentralisation of
power and decision-making. Conversely, in Romanian organisations, centralised management with an
autocrat manager which imposes a strict hierarchy is seen as being inherent (Hofstede insights).

Individualism dimension is the degree of interdependence a society maintains among its members.
It has to do with whether people’s self-image is defined regarding “I” or “We”. In individualist
societies like the Italy case, people are supposed to look after themselves and their direct family only.
In collectivist societies, like the Romania case, people belong to ‘in groups’ that take care of them in
exchange for loyalty (Hofstede insights).

The fundamental issue of the third indicator refers to what motivates people. A high score of
masculinity (i.e., Italy) indicates that the society will be driven by competition, achievement and
success, with success being defined by the winner/best in the field—a value system that starts in
school and continues throughout organisational behaviour. However, a low score on the dimension
means that the dominant values in society are caring for others and quality of life (i.e., Romania)

For the next three dimensions: uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation and indulgence the
differences are considered minor being under 15 (Hofstede insights).

The dimension’s uncertainty avoidance, indulgence and long-term orientation have to do with
the way that a society deals with the fact that the future can never be known. This ambiguity brings
with it anxiety and different cultures have learnt to deal with this anxiety in different ways and is the
case for both countries (Hofstede insights).

The long-term orientation dimension describes how every society must maintain some links with
its past while dealing with the challenges of the present and future, and societies prioritise these two
existential goals differently. Both countries count a culture which scores high, take a more pragmatic
approach: they encourage thrift and efforts in modern education to prepare for the future.

Indulgence dimension is defined as the extent to which people try to control their desires and
impulses, based on the way they were raised. There is a relatively weak control in both countries
meaning an indulgent culture (Hofstede insights).

4.3. General Context of the Gender Comparative Study

Below we compare the Italy and Romania status with the EU average concerning gender
segregation in occupations and economic sectors for 2005, 2010, 2015 and gender diversity measures
used to monitor the gender gap in top positions in private and public organisations. The index “gender
segregation” in occupations and economic sectors reflects the proportion of the employed population
that would need to change occupation/sector in order to bring about an even distribution of men and
women across occupations or sectors. The index varies between 0 (no segregation) and 50 (complete
segregation).

For the EU, the figures are still high: 24.3% for occupational segregation and 18.9% for sectoral
segregation. Table 1 summarizes Italy and Romania’s situation and highlights the phenomenal growth
in the case of Romania.

The purpose of presenting the gender segregation in occupations is to provide a better context of
gender implications in the economy with a starting point for the context of the accounting profession
and as well as a comparison between Romania and Italy. Using the gender segregation indicator
has been in many cases used as a measure of gender inequality, or at least a reliable indicator of it
(Blackburn et al. 2002). Table 2 presents the situation in the light of the European average as well,
and the conclusion is that Romania is behind Italy and the European average, while Italy is always
one step behind the EU for all three years analysed. There are some exceptions (1st category—2010;
last category—2016) but overall Italy is much more advanced.
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Table 1. Gender segregation in occupations and economic sectors (2005, 2010 and 2015).

Gender Segregation in Occupations Gender Segregation in Sectors

2005 2010 2015 2005 2010 2015

EU 27 24.8 24.9 24.3 17.8 19.1 18.9
EU 28 24.9 24.3 19.1 18.9
Italy 23.6 24.7 24.8 17.8 19.7 19.5

Romania 19.3 22 23 14.9 16.7 18.1

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey (EU 2017, p. 57).

Table 2. Gender diversity measures.

Proportion of Women in
Boards of the Largest Publicly

Listed Companies (%)

Proportion of Women in the
Single/Lower Houses of the

National/Federal
Parliaments (%)

Proportion of Women among
Senior Ministers in
National/FEDERAL
Governments (%)

2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016 2010 2013 2016

EU28 11.9% 17.8% 23.9% 24.4% 27.4% 28.7% 26.2% 26.6% 27.9%
Italy 4.5% 15.0% 32.3% 21.1% 31.3% 31.0% 21.7% 28.6% 29.4%

Romania 21.3% 7.8% 10.1% 11.4% 13.5% 14.2% 11.8% 21.4% 36.4%

Source: European Commission, Database on women and men in decision-making (EU 2017, p. 61).

The focus of the paper is on the accounting profession from Italy and Romania as a comparison,
to see which, one is ahead, and which one is making more progress in the area of gender issues.
Much like the prior data regarding gender segregation statistics on women on boards, parliaments
and governments come to offer a macro context regarding the advancement of women in higher ranks
of important organisations as a measure of comparison and starting point. The purpose is to provide
a benchmark for the presence of women in the accounting profession of the two analysed countries
(including Tables 3 and 4 which have the same purpose).

Italy is far ahead of Romania on all three chapters, and the representation of women is even
higher than the EU average. On the opposite pole, Romania has a good representation only in the
senior ministers and national federal governments if we look at the 2016 data. The outcome linked
with the gender segregation results seems to offer a reasonable basis for a healthy presence of women
in professions (in the accounting one for example) as well as a good representation in higher ranks
of organisations.

In addition, further states’ measures in key areas of gender analysis (Table 3) are represented by
the women and men’s employment rate, as well as the gender equality in decision-making, whose
measures are monitored at the European level through the following indexes/proxies: proportion of
women among members of the highest decision-making bodies of the largest nationally registered
companies listed on the national stock exchange; percentage of women among presidents and CEOs of
the largest nationally registered companies listed on the national stock exchange; and proportion of
women among executive and non-executive members of the two highest decision-making bodies of
the largest nationally registered companies listed on the national stock exchange.

Table 3. Women and men’s employment rate and full-time equivalent (20–64 years old) in %.

Key Areas Italy Romania

Equal economic independence (2016)
Source: Eurostat, LFS

Men 72.2%
Women 51.7%

Men 76.8
Women 58.5

Women and men’s employment rate
in full-time equivalent (20–64 years

old, 2015) Source: Eurostat, LFS

Italy
Women 43.7

Men 68.3
Gender gap (men-women) 24.6

Romania
Women 55.4

Men 73
Gender gap (men-women) 17.6
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The following table depicts a brief European overview of the index mentioned above (Table 4).

Table 4. Measures of gender equality in decision-making.

2015 2016

Presidents 7.1% 7.0%
CEOs 3.6% 5.1%

Non-executive directors: 22.5% 26.1%
Senior executives: 13.7% 14.9%

Source: our elaboration from EU (2017).

Going back to the gender stratification theory with its components (glass ceiling, double standard,
inequality) which is used as a theoretical framework for the purpose of this paper and placing it in the
context of the statistical data presented earlier and below as well, it can be asserted that there is still a
lack of representation of women in organisations at a macro level and that the two countries present a
significant difference in figures at all chapters.

4.4. Romania–Italy Country Level Comparison Based on AFECA Study

As aforementioned, in 2016 AFECA conducted a study over 24 professional bodies from different
European countries. Professional bodies were willing to provide information on matters that concern
mainly gender and gender diversity in their respective organisations. The analysis was performed
following 12 main categories, related to gender, such as the law on gender equality, quotas on boards,
the percentage of women on boards, women in accountancy, and the possibility of adopting a more
flexible schedule to better balance work life with family life (Table 5).

Table 5. Romania–Italy comparisons on gender diversity in accounting professional bodies.

Gender Diversity
Dimensions/Countries

Italy (CNDCEC—Consiglio Nazionale dei
Dottori Commercialisti e degli Esperti

Contabili)

Romania (CECCAR—Body of
Expert and Licensed Accountants

of Romania)

Law on gender equality

Establishes a gender quota for companies
listed in the Stock Exchange—noncompliance

results in a warning followed by financial
sanctions and in the case of noncompliance

the exclusion from the board
YES

Law No 202/2002 on equal
opportunities and treatment for

women and men in labour market,
education and the elimination of

gender roles and stereotypes
YES

Quotas on Boards Mandatory 33.3% NO

% Women on Boards 31% 12%

% Women in accountancy 31.60% 77.90%

Actions

working committees dedicated for gender
equality; databases collecting resumes of

women that are interested in being appointed
to boards; collection of signs of

discrimination in order to implement actions
that promote gender equality

YES

NO

Good Practices NO NO

Work from home NO NO

Flexible work hours NO NO

Part-time work NO NO

Internal quotas NO NO

Promotion rules NO NO

Services allowing workers to achieve a
better balance between work

and family life
NO NO

Source: Author’s projection after the data published in the AFECA and FEE study (2016).
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When comparing the two countries, it emerges that Romania is far behind Italy in the case of all
chapters except for the level of women in the professional body and the existence of the law on gender
equality which is a “yes” in the case of both countries. Romania has a percentage of almost 80% of
women in the profession while Italy has only 31.60% situating itself below average with 7% women
accountants (the average was obtained by using all the percentages from all 24 countries present in the
AFECA study).

The national legal framework for gender equality is different: the quotas of women on board
are mandatory in the case of Italy, which enacted the so-called Law “Golfo-Mosca” (Law No 120 of
12 August 2011) to establish a gender quota (33.3%) in the boards of directors for the least represented
gender. The law on gender equality in the case of Italy is directed towards companies listed on the
Stock exchange, and it establishes a series of sanctions which are applied in the case of non-compliance.
Non-compliance results in a warning, followed by financial penalties and, in the case of continued
non-compliance, the potential dissolution of the board. On the other hand, Romania has a law since
2002 which is generally applicable to equal opportunities and treatment for women and men in the
labour market, education and the elimination of gender roles and stereotypes. In the case of Romania,
the quotas are not mandatory, and despite this, there is still 12% of women active on boards.

Regarding the good practices section that are basically actions that would improve women’s
work-life-balance (Windsor and Auyeung 2006), the ones that were identified based on the professional
body answers were the possibility to work from home, introducing flexible hours approach, part-time
work etc, neither of the countries has made any steps in this direction. However, Italy has taken actions
to reduce discrimination and find possible solutions. Namely, efforts to develop attractiveness, support
and value woman human capital include: the creation of working committees in charge of gender
equality issues established in all the territorial chapters in order to create a network to exchange ideas;
national database collecting résumés of registered women members of CNDCEC that are interested in
being appointed to boards; collection at the national level of signs of discrimination to assess actions to
promote gender equality; and promotion of legal reforms to enhance gender equality.

5. Discussion

A possible explanation of the reduced percentage of women in top positions and the high
percentage of women in the Romanian accounting profession can be connected with some cultural
factors. Romania scores high on the power distance cultural dimension (score of 90) which means
that people accept a hierarchical order in which everybody has a place and which requires no
further justification. The acceptance of hierarchical order determines inherent inequalities because
subordinates expect to be told what to do by a benevolent autocratic boss. Also, the collectivist
society culture can be taken into consideration; women would prefer to be loyal to the workgroup that
values their skills. Employer/employee relationships are perceived in moral terms (like a family link),
hiring and promotion decisions take into account the employee’s in-group, interpersonal relations
within the company (boss, peers) and are considered as extremely important (Mustata et al. 2010).
At the extreme pole there is the Italian society, based on an individual mentality and moreover oriented
towards success and driven, based on competition among colleagues for succeeding in their career.
Concerning Romanian society, the focus is on “working in order to live”, the focus on well-being and
status is not shown, and promotion is not seen as a strong motivational factor (Mustata et al. 2010).

In Italy, the combination of high Masculinity and high Uncertainty Avoidance makes life very
difficult and stressful. The highest score in Romania concerning Uncertainty Avoidance is related to
maintaining rigid codes of belief and behaviour and is intolerant of unusual behaviour and ideas.
In these cultures, there is an emotional need for rules (even if the rules never seem to work), time is
money, people have an inner urge to be busy and work hard, precision and punctuality are the norms,
innovation may be resisted, security is an essential element in individual motivation

Some countries are more diverse than others when it comes to women being part of the
accountancy profession (AFECA and FEE 2016). Accordingly, the result shows that the presence
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of women in the profession varies strongly: women in accountancy in Italy are 31.6% and 77.9% in
Romania. The comparative analysis between Italy and Romania first underlines that the existence of
hard law aimed at enhancing professional equality does not necessarily guarantee a higher level of
women in the profession (whereas soft laws seem to be working in several European countries).

One plausible reason for the high number of women in the accounting profession from Romania
could be the numerous years in which Romania was under the communist ruling which was
determined that minorities, poor classes and women had access to more and better opportunities than
before. Women were placed on a pedestal and encouraged to get out from their households, get a
degree and find a job. Another explanation could be the fact that the accounting field is inherently
viewed as a feminine one which would explain the high number of female graduates in the field which
transpires in the profession as well (Albu et al. 2011; Tudor and Mutiu 2007; Barbu et al. 2010).

Second, a geographical approach by zone (Western/Eastern countries) does not help to explain
the different level or feminisation of the accountancy profession. In the same way, no correlation
could be established between the number of women accountants and their inclusion in the boards of
the National Orders. The legislative environments in Italy and Romania are diverse. Although both
countries recognise the principle of gender equality in their law and constitution concerning rights,
pay and opportunities, differences emerge regarding measures issued to fight against gender-based
inequality, in particular, if one considers the more specific subject concerning the presence of women
on boards of directors. There is, in fact, diversity in approaching the subject: while no provision is
made in Romania, Italy has established mandatory quotas. In particular, the Italian Law introduced the
obligation of the presence of both genders on the boards of listed companies and public subsidiaries
that, starting from the second and third renewal of human organs, must be equal to at least one
third, up to 2022. In this way, a process of cultural renewal to support greater meritocracy and
growth opportunities has been triggered, to enhance women’s opportunity to affirm their skills and
competencies and contribute to the creation of economic and social value. Thus, in Italy, women,
are 31% on boards while in Romania they are only 12%. The inclusion of women is increasing overall
but at different rhythms: +3.29% in Italy and 3–6% in Romania.

Third, the professional contexts, despite the different features of the respective accounting
traditions, point out a similar male-dominated construct (Loft 1992; Komori 2008; Dambrin and
Lambert 2012; Bryant 2010; Kyriakidou et al. 2013). Both countries have not established specific
policies for women accountants (such as, events for networking that consider gender in recruitment
policies, the establishment of charters for best practices). Good practices (such as working from
home, flexible work hours, part-time work, internal quota, promotion rules, services allowing workers
to achieve a better balance between work and family life) are entirely absent both in Romania and
Italy. In the former case, this can be attributed to the fact that women are already well represented
in the profession (AFECA and FEE 2016). However, in the last few years in Italy, the CNDCEC has
started to trigger the creation of dedicated associations or commissions, and the establishment of
directories and studies. In particular, the first national gender report was released in 2016, following
the recommendations of the European Parliament that, in 2003, through the Commission for Women’s
Rights and Equal Opportunities, presented a “Gender budgeting to encourage the implementation of
public budgets according to the gender perspective”. In February 2016, the Italian National Council of
Accountants and Accounting Experts approved the guidelines for the presentation of disaggregated
information by gender and gender-sensitive indicators in order to allow the Association to sensitize
the Council, the employees of the body and the members to gender issues and the diversified impact of
policies; to reduce gender inequalities through a more equitable distribution of resources; to improve
the effectiveness, efficiency and transparency of the Association’s action; to promote a reading and
analysis of the population and the different needs present in the professional community and to
respond coherently to them; and to develop “gender sensitive” data and statistics. We can read:
“Besides covering all areas linked to all fields of professional activity, CNDCEC places a special focus
on equal opportunities and the presence of women in the Profession” (FNC 2015, p. 40). Accordingly,
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in January 2011, the National Equal Opportunities Committee of the Order presented the ethical
charter as a manifesto for all professional colleagues to disengage in any form of gender discrimination
and value diversity within their professional structure. Also, in recent years, a series of training events
at the national and local level dedicated to gender aspects has been organised by the national Order
including psychological training, techniques for reconciling work and family time, self-knowledge,
listening persuasion, the management of human resources within the firm and female leadership.
We can read: “Besides covering all areas linked to all fields of professional activity, CNDCEC places a
special focus on equal opportunities and the presence of women in the Profession” (FNC 2015, p. 40).

However, we cannot speak of the feminization of the category and the picture gets worse if the
gender reading is applied to the governance of National Chartered Accounting Associations since
the boards remain male-dominated in both countries and affected by the glass ceiling phenomenon
(Bell et al. 2002; Broadbent and Kirkham 2008; Bryant 2010).

Fourth, the work has also managerial and political implications. From the managerial perspective,
findings claim the need to pursue several challenges. First, achieving a balanced representation of men
and women within the profession, among accountants, partners in the highest positions, governance,
in accountancy governing bodies, private companies and national institutions is fundamental to
increase the presence of female role models and help women aspire to leadership positions. In this
regard, within extant literature, it has been widely demonstrated that mentored women are more
likely to achieve the highest position in career. Mentoring—conceived as “a process by which an
experienced individual provides career guidance and personal support to a less experienced individual”
(Bailey et al. 2016, p. 160)—play a positive effect in favour of the mentee (Dreher and Ash 1990;
Whitten 2016) because it enhances the self-confidence of the mentee, provides a role modeling,
friendship and emotional support that are very important to support the psycho-social dimension
of women (Merriam 1983; Burke and McKeen 1990). In other words, mentoring can be considered
a possible tool to reinforce the women accountants’ role within the National and Territorial Orders.
Second, in a profession with high demands and time constraints, it is important to create a work
environment that promotes gender equality by allowing workers to reconcile their work and private
life (i.e., flexible working hours must be promoted and information technology opportunities used).
There is a huge need for a comprehensive strategy capable of including a broad range of actions (i.e.,
measures to reconcile family and work life for both women and men; changing the political culture;
overcoming gender stereotypes regarding leadership skills; ensuring women’s equal access to financial
resources; programs to support training/mentoring for women candidates and to build a pipeline of
women politicians).

We therefore claim that there is a need to better understand complex and multiple motivations
that can be attributed, like in other professional settings, to a higher difficulty of entering the profession
compared to male colleagues, less opportunities to earn (as data relative to the gender pay-gap
confirm in both countries) and less inclination toward the risk that an independent activity involves
(EC 2016—She Figures; EC 2014; Broadbent 2016). In this regard, in both countries, a weakness in best
practices emerges, with reference to work-life balance policies. All professions, especially accountancy,
can support the economic independence and well-being of both men and women, if well designed and
capable of allowing for the equal sharing of care responsibilities between women and men. In 2016,
a country-specific recommendation related to the female labour market participation was addressed to
10 Member States, including Italy and Romania, notably encouraging them to improve the provision
of quality, affordable full-time childcare, access to long-term care, remove obstacles and disincentives
and promote economic independence (EU 2017, p. 13).

Neither Italy nor Romania is included among the few European Member States that are catching
up, and where progress has been significant (i.e., Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta and Portugal),
retrenchment is quite substantial in Romania (EU 2017, p. 14).
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6. Conclusions

When the social orders of the Chartered Accountants and the local colleges of the Accountants and
Commercial Experts were established both in Italy and Romania women’s declination was common to
all professional orders, as in many other countries. It was a matter of form and substance, the presence
of men, as in all other professional orders (engineers, doctors, lawyers, accountants) was predominant
or absolute. Currently, women in the accounting profession represent a fundamental resource for
the evolution of the profession itself, although their presence has not yet been adequately valued
and there is a lack of deep reflection on their role within the accountancy profession. In particular,
we are not aware of previous studies aimed at comparing the women accountants’ situation among
different countries. Therefore, these works can contribute to trigger scientific debate and stimulate
useful comparisons. The gap identified in literature and practice leads us to propose a research agenda
on the following themes: the evolution of women’s presence in the accounting profession over the
years, aimed at focusing the obstacles encountered and the “strategies” adopted to overcome them;
the analysis of the specific value that women can provide in the accounting profession, to point out how
different male and female sensibilities can be integrated to enhance differences and improve the ethical
foundation of the profession; the importance of role models in the accounting profession, capable of
positively influencing new generations. The gaps mentioned above can be applied to practical study
cases, a comparison between multiple countries placed in the professional accounting bodies from
those respective countries. Thus, the suggestion is to take a more practical approach rather than a
theoretical one (Wright and Wright 1987; Irvine et al. 2010).

Under the political implications, this study contributes to pointing out the need for a strong
political will for further action and engagement of political parties to put gender balance on the
political agenda and overcome the barriers to equal access of the boards of the National and Local
Orders. While formal quotas are an effective way to encourage political parties to seek the participation
of women, these nevertheless need to be well designed and effectively implemented within the
professions, such as in the accountancy field, to achieve good results. Moreover, within the Chartered
Accounting Associations, it would be necessary to intensify the opportunities for discussion and
sharing, particularly involving the scientific institutions, because since its birth the profession has
always been linked to the university and the development of accounting is related to both the practice
and the research gained in the academic field. Finally, the availability of data to monitor the progress
made, both quantitative and qualitative, is crucial.

In summary, despite the limitations of the study, due to the focus on the comparison on solely
Romania and Italy and the incomplete availability and comparability of data, we can affirm that
moving towards increasing openness and inclusive culture in the accountancy profession represents a
consistent way to promote a vibrant and non-dominated culture.
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Abstract: The issue of women’s participation in top management and boardroom positions has
received increasing attention in the academic literature and the press. However, the pace of
advancement for women managers and directors continues to be slow and uneven. The novel
framework of this study organizes the factors at the individual, organizational and public policy
level that affect both career persistence and the advancement of women in top management
positions; namely, factors affecting (1) career persistence (staying at the organization) and (2) career
advancement or mobility (getting promoted within the organization). In the study location, Chile,
only 32 percent of women “persist”, or have a career without interruptions, mainly due to issues with
work–family integration and organizational environments with opaque and challenging working
conditions. Women who “advanced” in their professional careers represent 30 percent of high
management positions in the public sector and 18 percent in the private sector. Only 3 percent of
general managers in Chile are women. Women in Chile have limited access and are still not integrated
into business power networks. Our findings will enlighten business leaders and public policy-makers
interested in designing organizations that retain and promote talented women in top positions.

Keywords: gender; leadership; women in top management; career management; Chile

1. Introduction

In the last decade, talent management of women has become a priority in the agendas of countries,
companies and social organizations. Many women are among the half of the active workforce with
a college degree. However, this level of representation is not replicated in top management or
director-level positions around the globe, as well as in Latin America (Abramo 2004; Zehnder 2016;
PwC 2016). As a consequence, the growth potential of companies and countries that do not take
advantage of the talents and education of their whole population is reduced.

With the purpose of preventing this loss of female talent and its collaboration to social and
economic development, some governments have implemented practices and policies to increase
women’s participation in senior management. One of these decisions was especially disruptive:
In 2008, Norway introduced a quota of 40 percent female participation in the boards of directors of
publicly traded, cooperative societies and municipal enterprises.

Even though this norm met great opposition, the results obtained by the law have been quite
positive so far. In his book, Dhir (2012) explains that democratization of board of directors in Norway
improved decision making and governing board management culture. More precisely, he discovered
that the incorporation of 40 percent women generated improvements in the process of decision-making,
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in prevention of the effects of groupthink, decrease of risk, an increment in the collective intelligence
of government boards; it also forces the search and exploitation of women with talent to contribute
to the business world in different networks, beyond the traditional corporate power network or the
“old boys” (McDonald 2011).

Because of these results, many European countries have imitated or adapted this measure to
their national reality. Norway’s case was a trigger for new research and a reinterpretation of the role
of women in corporate senior management, and of the causes that hindered their ascent to senior
management positions.

It is precisely this new context that encouraged the realization of a study exploring all the academic
and professional literature on women in senior management generated since 2009. Salvaj and Kuschel’s
work (Salvaj and Kuschel forthcoming) is based on a comprehensive study of the latest literature on the
subject of women in top management. The first objective of their review was to open the “black box”
that encloses all the factors that block the road to top management positions for women and visualize
each one. From this starting point, their second objective was to map or organize these factors so
women and organizations interested in the development of female talent can evaluate their weaknesses
and strengths regarding each factor and focus on the design and implementation of concrete actions
for the professional development and promotion of women in senior management. We will briefly
describe the framework in the next section and then apply it to the Chilean context to reveal practical
ways to increase women’s participation at the top levels of management (see also the executive report
in Supplementary Materials).

2. Framework for Women’s Career Success

According to the recent literature review on empirical articles (published from 2009 to 2016) that
supported this model, the reasons for the lack of participation of women in senior management are
associated with complex and deeply-rooted aspects (Salvaj and Kuschel forthcoming).

2.1. Professional Success as Both Career Persistence and Career Advancement

Academic evidence regarding women in senior management indicate that professional success is
associated with two actions: persistence and advancement. Women who are successful in their
professional lives are those who persist, i.e., do not interrupt their career and/or advance, i.e.,
are promoted (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Components of women’s professional success. Source: Salvaj and Kuschel (forthcoming).

2.2. Challenge 1: Persistence

A vast group of researchers has focused on understanding the factors that allow women to persist,
or avoid interrupting their professional development. Persistence1 is especially relevant for the case of
women who aspire to occupy positions in senior management, since they (in contrast with men) tend

1 When assessing the obstacles to persistence that women face in their professional lives, we find that only 32 percent of
women manage to continue, uninterrupted, in the work market, according to data from Casen Survey 2013, Chile.
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to face more challenges from hostile male organizational environments (Stamarski and Son Hing 2015;
White and Massiha 2016); extended and rigid office schedules (Goldin 2014; Griffiths and Moore 2010);
difficulties in integrating family and work life, which frequently drive them to prematurely interrupt
or abandon their professional careers (Kossek et al. 2016), even when they are very talented and have
great potential for promotion or advancement towards senior management positions (Hewlett and
Rashid 2010). Academic papers show that those women in management positions that interrupt their
professional activities experience great difficulty returning to the workforce in similar positions to
those they held before the interruption, and that many never manage to achieve the same level in
terms of position and remuneration (Kulich et al. 2011).

From an individual perspective, women need to set career as a primary—not secondary—domain
(Sandberg 2013). Seth (2014) suggested that being career-driven is not a crime and encouraged women
to ask for support from their partners and extended family, hire help, delegate both at work and at
home, and either reframe the old job or find a part-time job. These strategies allow women to better
manage their time and focus on strategic tasks.

From an organizational point of view, the solution might be to redefine job structures and
remuneration so they do not punish flexibility (Goldin 2014) to avoid providing an organizationally
hostile environment (White and Massiha 2016); to provide performance evaluation systems that are
perceived as gender-inclusive (Festing et al. 2015); to avoid a gender pay gap (Blau and Kahn 2000;
Hejase and Dah 2014); and to create a clear path for women to advance (Grant Thornton 2015).
Finally, organizations can remove barriers and provide a more flexible and inclusive culture
by providing intrapreneurial opportunities (i.e., corporate entrepreneurial ventures) for women
(Mattis 2000, 2004). These are the organizational factors that need to be considered if organizations
seek to retain talent. The individual and organizational factors affecting persistence are synthesized
in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Factors that impact persistence and retention of women in senior management. Source:
Salvaj and Kuschel (forthcoming).

2.3. Challenge 2: Advancement and Promotion

A second, larger group of studies have explored the factors that impact the professional
advancement of women, i.e., their promotion towards managing positions of greater responsibility.
According to the framework, there are factors or causes common to the persistence and advancement
and other that are inherent to each of these components of women’s professional success. Researchers
working in this second group have been more prolific, not only in the number of studies, but also in
the listing of factors: individual, organizational, and public policy (Figure 3).

At an individual level, performance and skills are of course critical to advance in organizations.
While the literature highlights the technical/business ability to strategize and develop a vision
(Appelbaum et al. 2013), most of the skills typically required from those at the top are “soft skills”,
such as adaptability and acquisition of novel knowledge, skills and capabilities (Ellemers et al. 2012);
communication of performance (Grant and Taylor 2014; Ibarra and Obodaru 2009; Ibarra and
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Sackley 2011); leadership (Sheaffer et al. 2011); negotiation (Hawley 2014); and networking skills
(Brands and Kilduff 2014).

Figure 3. Factors that facilitate the advancement and promotion of female talent toward senior
management. Source: Salvaj and Kuschel (forthcoming).

At an organizational level, the culture (generally reinforced by the supervisor), size and industry of
the firm all matter, because the presence of a woman on a top management team reduces the likelihood
that another woman occupies a position on that team (Dezső et al. 2016). Firms can advance women’s
careers by implementing diverse formal and informal organizational initiatives, from inclusive hiring
practices to providing mentorship. Governments can provide the regulatory framework that can
accelerate the cultural change in the attitudes towards women in senior positions.

In these two challenges, the same notions apply: (1) the factors affecting women’s success in
senior management interact with each other (e.g., as stated by Ibarra (1993), culture and context affects
network structure, as well as networking skills or individuals’ network development approaches or
strategies for managing constraints); (2) each individual must understand how they perform or are
assessed in their particular case; and (3) the importance of each of these factors and their relationships
with each other are dynamic, i.e., they change constantly, so analyses of the ways in which these factors
influence professional advancement must be reviewed periodically.

Persistence and advancement in professional life are related to and feed from each other. Women
who persist in their careers have better chances of achieving advancements, but once these are achieved,
the challenges and demands of an executive position with greater responsibility increase the difficulty
of remaining in the professional career. Thus, persistence is a necessary condition to advance, and while
women progress in their profession, persistence become harder. This is demonstrated by the decreasing
percentage of women—in all industries—as they climb the organizational pyramid.

3. Results: The Framework Applied to the Chilean Case

3.1. Female Participation in Higher Education and Job Market

Currently in Chile, more than half of graduates from Chilean universities are women (52%),
which demonstrates a high education level comparable to that of men (GET Report 2016). However,
women tend to access careers with lower social rating, which could affect their legitimacy and status
in their professional advancement. Eighty-seven percent of women who have a master’s degree work,
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very close to the 89 percent of men. Additionally, it is estimated that 48.5 percent of women participate
in the Chilean workforce (GET Report 2016).

Alarmingly, however, only 32 percent of women have a continuous career (CASEN 2013).
This speaks of a low level of persistence in their professional careers because of temporary or permanent
leaves. This, in part, explains why female talent only sit on and hold (approximately) 5 percent of
boards2 and 10 percent of senior management positions, according to Tokman (2011).3 A recent report
from the Chilean Civil Service in 2016 indicates that the percentage of positions occupied by women in
public senior management reached 30 percent, while the corresponding rate in the private sector was
only 18 percent.4

These values indicate that in Chile, the incorporation of women in positions of senior management
is still low compared to other countries of the OECD, and even other countries in Latin America. It is
worth mentioning, though, that the indicators have improved in the last few years, and that there is an
important dynamism due to government commitment and the activism of organizations of women in
senior management positions.

3.2. Individual Factors and Women in Senior Management Positions

Academic or professional research on the individual factors that facilitate persistence and
advancement of women in senior management in Chile is exceedingly scarce. Table 1 presents
a summary of the relevant existing research on the factors that affect women’s success in senior
management. This paper seeks to provide impetus for further research by showing the lack and
inviting researchers to investigate each of the factors identified here.

In Chile, accessing positions in organizational leadership depends (greatly) on trust relationships
with stakeholders. Salvaj and Lluch (2016) described that, up until the 90s, female chairwomen
were associated with the family or controlling group of the company, and that in the last 10 years,
this tendency has changed; even though “family chairwomen” are still an important percentage,
“professional chairwomen” make up more than 50 percent of women on the boards of the 125 biggest
companies in the country. They also analyzed the contact networks of women in managing positions;
the results showed that, in addition to being a minority, multiple chairwomen (or those who sit on more
than one board) tend to be less common than their male counterparts. Only 30 percent of chairwomen
participated in two or more boards, while 40 percent of chairmen were members of at least 2 boards.
Additionally, in 2010 and 2013, no chairwoman appeared in the top ten of better-connected chairpeople
linked to the board network. In essence, Salvaj and Lluch’s results suggest that, first, chairwomen
represent a minority at the top levels of company management; and second, chairwomen have smaller
networks or lower social capital than chairmen. Another interesting datum from that study is that the
three women on the greatest number of boards in Chile in 2010 and 2013 were foreigners. The most
popular chairwomen were from English-speaking countries or Colombia, and they were associated
with regulated concessions and public services companies with foreign participation. They attained
the chair position through their international networks, which allows us to state that none of the local
or foreign women serving as chairpeople were completely integrated into the male networks, where
the power is Chile is concentrated.

2 This value varies according to the sample size analyzed by the different studies. The most pessimistic are around 3 percent,
while optimistic values are closer to 8 percent.

3 http://www.latercera.com/noticia/nacional/2016/03/680-671438-9-mujeres-ocupan-el-30-de-los-cargos-de-alta-
direccion-del-sector-publico.shtml.

4 https://www.serviciocivil.cl/noticias/sin-categoria/servicio-civil-informa-que-las-mujeres-ocupan-el-30-de-los-cargos-
de-alta-direcci-n-p-blica/.
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As described in a report made by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) on female
leadership in Chile (Gabaldón 2015), another relevant aspect is the quantity and dynamism of
executive women’s networks which seek to make visible the problem of female participation in
senior management positions and to support women in executive positions. These studies have yet
to analyze the effectiveness of said gender associations in reference to their capacity to ease access to
senior management positions.

3.3. Organizational Factors and Women in Senior Management Positions

Similar to the subject of individual aspects, there is a dearth of research papers that explore the
organizational factors that affect the management of female talent in senior management in Chile
(see Table 1). We only identified reports from government agencies, consultancy firms and international
organisms that describe the current situation of gender inequality.

Most of the previous studies have concentrated around the topic of corporate social responsibility
(CSR), human resources best practices, and time flexibility at work (Chinchilla et al. 2017). Arguments
have been made for flexibility as a route to more sustainable human development in Chilean society, but
it carries the risk of becoming a burden for women if it is defined as a benefit just for them. Although
flexible organizational policy (telework, part-time work, etc.) does not make firms sustainable,
we acknowledge that it is a good way to start to change; it definitely moves the agenda forward
to improve women’s participation in the workforce. The gender equality and work-life balance
certification for companies (NCh3262), Great Place to Work, and PROhumana foundation have been
pushing this agenda forward.

New research is emerging to fill gaps. The ESE Business School is studying the profile of women
in leadership positions in Chile (Bosch 2017; Bosch and Riumalló 2017a) and the impact of quotas
(Bosch and Riumalló 2017b). Even in light of an “equal pay for equal work” law enacted in Chile (Law
20.348 of 20095), the pay gap between men and women with the same responsibilities is still a reality
in all the levels of organizations and in all job categories. It was still on the order of about 30 percent in
the higher salary ranks as of 2015, according to estimates by the Dirección de Trabajo del Gobierno
de Chile (Directorate of Labor of the Chilean Government) (Dirección del Trabajo 2015). According
to the OECD (2018) the gender pay gap between individuals with higher education is 35 percent
(OECD average is 26 percent), leaving Chile in 37th place, i.e., last among the OECD countries. In the
Chilean public administration, the gender pay gap is 10.4 percent (ILO 2017). Law 20.348 of 2009 for
equal remuneration for work of equal value has had little effect, and the rate of official complaints of
differences in salary to the Directorate of Labor of the Chilean Government has been low.

In addition to the existence of an important wage gap, Chile also presents low indicators of
female participation in senior management. Women in senior management make up only around
6 percent of working women (cf. the OECD average, 20 percent). Women occupy 6 percent of CEO
positions, and approximately 12 percent in service management sector. In total, around 22 percent of
management positions are held by women. Nevertheless, 36.6 percent of corporate governments still
have no female participation (GET Report 2016).

The proportion of women on the boards of the most important companies (IPSA or Top 100 by
size) is also very low. The ratio of female representation is never reported as higher than 8 percent
(in 2018 it was 6.4 percent: 21 women in the 327 IPSA board of director positions). The report by
Zehnder (2016) based on a sample of publicly held companies revealed that approximately half the
boards of companies of the IPSA have at least one woman on their board; this could be perceived
as progress, but it is far from a perfect situation: These companies may be adopting the strategy
of “tokenism”. The concept of tokenism refers to the policy and practice of making a superficial

5 Equal remuneration for work of equal value (Law 20.348 of 2009) available at: https://www.leychile.cl/Navegar?idNorma=
1003601.
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gesture towards the inclusion of members of underprivileged or minority groups (King et al. 2010;
Oakley 2000). In this context, an effort to include women on the board usually has the intention of
creating the appearance of gender diversity, thereby deflecting accusations of discrimination.

Despite these low indicators, currently, there are no publicly held companies in Chile that have
implemented programs or special policies to promote women to management positions (Zehnder 2016).
This is in contrast with the cases of Argentina or Colombia, where 43 and 38 percent of companies
(respectively) indicate they implement practices to develop female talent for promotion to senior
management (Zehnder 2016). The lack of policies in the private sector6 to ease or support the arrival
of women to senior management is in line with Gabaldón (2015) report on the opinion of Chilean
businessmen who were inclined toward the voluntary and progressive option of women in senior
management, but did not define how they would exploit this process.

3.4. Public Policy Initiatives

There is also a dearth of research papers that explore the effectiveness of and ways in which public
policy initiatives affect the management of female talent in senior management in Chile (Table 1).
We only identify reports that describe the actions undertaken by the government and the prevailing
situation of gender inequality.

The government of Chile has an explicit commitment to the advancement of women in senior
management. Demonstrating this commitment, they set up the creation of a Ministerio de la Mujer y
Equidad de Género (Ministry of Women and Gender Equality) as well as the Primer Plan de Acción
de Responsabilidad Social 2015–2018 (First Action Plan of Social Responsibility 2015–2018) which
incorporated concrete measures for the incorporation of gender dimension in companies according to
the guidelines of the OECD.

In this framework, and with the objective of leading by example, an initiative that establishes a
quota or goal for participation of women in the boards of Empresas del Sistema de Empresas Públicas
(SEP) (Companies in the System of Public Companies) of 40 percent—as was done in several European
countries (as described by Heemskerk and Fennema 2014) and as proposed by the norms of the EU—is
being pushed. In 2015, the percentage reached 29.3 percent in SEP, while in non-SEP public companies,
women’s participation reached 25 percent (Pulso 2016).

Additionally, the Superintendency of Securities and Insurance (Superintendencia de Valores y
Seguros—SVS) adopted measures (norm 386) that demand transparency regarding the number of
women sitting on private companies’ boards (SVS 2015). Among the changes to corporate government
norms are the incorporation of data on the following aspects: diversity on the board (gender, nationality,
age and seniority); diversity in general management and other managements that report to this
management or to the board; diversity in the organization (gender, nationality, age, seniority); and pay
gap by gender. Norm 385 also calls for firms to publicly report the adoption of the aforementioned
policies to the diversity of the composition of the board and in the designation of the main executives
of the society.

Finally, there is a developed regulatory framework related to gender in Chile. Exceptionally, and
leading among American countries, Chile contemplated the “Law of Parental leave of 6 months”,
in force since 2011. Law 20.545 of 20117 modifies the norms on maternity protection and incorporates
parent post-birth leave and allows Chilean mothers (and later fathers) to increase the time to be
spent with newborn children. During this extension of 12 weeks (for a total of 24), mothers receive

6 This observation is based in the non-existence of research that provide precise data on practices and policies in the
private sector. However, it is worth mentioning that, from our experience, we know that there are some companies
implementing CSR practices, family-friendly organizational culture, networking programs and non-discriminatory HR
practices. Some examples are Movistar, BCI and Grupo Security. There are also programs to equalize female representation
in senior management positions in multinational companies with branches in Chile, e.g., Adidas Chile.

7 Modifies the norms on maternity protection and incorporates parental leave (Law 20.545 of 2011) available at: https:
//www.leychile.cl/Navegar?idNorma=1030936.
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a maternity subsidy, financed by the State, which covers their remuneration during this time, for a
maximum of 66 UF8 monthly. Some companies cover the difference so leave pay matches the salary
of women in executive positions with a greater salary. Normally, medium-sized organizations have
explicit organization policy regarding how the rest should be covered. In smaller companies, this is
open to negotiation between the employee and the employer.

4. Conclusions

This article highlights and integrates the most important factors that affect (allow or hinder) the
persistence and advancement of women in top management positions. We map such factors with the
intention of providing a practical guide for people interested in managing women’s managerial talent
within organizations; the factors are presented at the individual, organizational and institutional or
government level.

The literature has shown that poor performance is not the reason women do not persist or advance
in their professional careers, since companies with female executives in senior management positions
present, in general, better financial results (Hoobler et al. 2018; Terjesen et al. 2016).

The real factors that would explain the success (or lack thereof) of women on their road to senior
management are associated with aspects intrinsic to culture. Culture can change to take advantage of
the value provided by female talent. However, all cultural changes require leaders who inspire and
allow the advancement of women and can modify the application of policies and practices that aim to
close gender gap as well as affirmative actions from both organizations and the government.

4.1. The Model as a Guide of Self-Assesment

This map of factors that impact women’s professional development aims to help in self-evaluation
(both on the personal and organizational level), identify aspects that could be obstructing female talent
development, and aid in the development of design strategies for improvement. It is important to
point out that the factors identified here are not all equally relevant in a specific moment, and that
for each situation, the combination of factors that explain the difficulty to persist or move forward in
professional development is different.

Organizations interested in managing their female talent can self-evaluate and identify the
reasons why women leave their jobs prematurely or do not advance professionally. There are diverse
organizational factors that affect the retention and promotion of female talent in each company.
Therefore, it falls to women individually, as well as to individual organizations, to identify what
factors have the greatest impact in each case, and to design practices or policies from the results of
this analysis.

4.2. Future Research Opportunities

The existing research gaps in the literature on women’s careers in Chile are highlighted in Table 1.
Most of the relevant literature regarding Chile addresses the organizational level; there is a huge
opportunity to explore the individual factors affecting women’s ability to persist and advance in Chilean
organizations, and make women’s voice visible with more qualitative studies (Undurraga 2013).

Future academic research should close the gap of our understanding on the disadvantages women
face at the entry level—especially with the introduction of (a) the gender equality and work-life balance
certificate (NCh3262); (b) gender quotas for boards of directors; (c) the future law for universal access
to early childhood education, and (d) retirement—with the future modification of retirement age.

8 UF stands for Unidad de Fomento, a unit of account used in Chile. The exchange rate between the UF and the Chilean peso is
constantly adjusted for inflation (http://www.hacienda.cl/glosario/uf.html) so that the value of the Unidad de Fomento
remains constant on a daily basis during low inflation. 1 UF = 39.92 USD (18 October 2018).
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It would be useful to address how specific contexts might affect women’s development within
organizations. For example, how women design their careers in STEM, and homosocial, i.e.,
male-dominated industries (Amon 2017; Holgersson 2013); what barriers women face when leading
their own high-growth ventures (Kuschel and Labra 2018); how certain leadership perceptions have
evolved over time (Appelbaum et al. 2013); and awareness of how situational factors such as tokenism
(King et al. 2010) or the “glass cliff” phenomenon (Bruckmüller and Branscombe 2010) can artificially
increase women’s participation in senior positions.

4.3. Recommendations for the Chilean Actors

For the case of Chile, it is important to point out that the government is not the only actor that can
help reduce gender gap in company leadership. Companies, through concrete actions and practices,
play a fundamental role in addressing the current situation. This study shows dynamism in the public
sector as well as organizations for women executives. Such efforts are not perceived to be made by
companies, perhaps because of a lack of documentation. The lack of management of female talent is
depicted in the lack of policies in large companies that ease the arrival of women in senior management
would indicate a passive and uninterested position in generating change.

To achieve a greater ratio of women who persist, changes must be made in two directions:
(1) facilitation of women’s work–life integration; and (2) generation of challenging and interesting
environments for them. Without women who persist in an organization, especially in mid-level and
high-level positions, women will not be able to reach senior management positions or serve on boards.

Female talent management, necessary to increase economic and social development, must
be understood as a process that starts the moment a woman enters a company and continues
throughout her work life. Due to factors that affect the development of female talent at the individual,
organizational and government levels, multiple actors must coordinate and contribute to this process.

Supplementary Materials: Executive Report (in Spanish: Abriendo la “caja negra”: Factores que impactan en
la travesía de las mujeres hacia la alta dirección) available online at http://www.redmad.cl/images/estudios/
estudio13.pdf.
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Abstract: Over the past few decades, many governments throughout the world have promoted
gender-responsive budgeting (GRB). With its focus on equality, accountability, transparency and
participation in the policy-making process, GRB shares some relevant principles with public
governance that call governments at national and subnational levels to rethink their roles in the whole
economic system. This worldwide political and managerial interest does not find sufficient space in
academic discussion, mainly in terms of public administration and management studies. Adopting
an interpretative approach, the present study aims to investigate how an Italian municipality has
involved stakeholders in the GRB process. The case study shows that, when GRB is fully developed,
the stakeholders involved are both internal and external, and these multiple actors, in pursuing
gender equality, cooperate to achieve a common, public aim. In this way, GRB gives effectiveness to
the public decision-making process, contributing to greater incisiveness in the local government’s
management and creation of a gender-sensitive governance process.

Keywords: gender-responsive budget; public governance; gender equality; stakeholder engagement

1. Introduction

Over the past few decades, many governments throughout the world have promoted initiatives
to advance gender equality (Budlender 2002). More recently, European institutions have included
gender topics among the European strategies for sustainable development, together with the fight
against poverty and social exclusion (Council of the European Union 2006).

Owing to the predominance of economic criteria in policy design, one of the goals of gender
initiatives is to criticise the neutrality of public budgets (i.e., the gender blindness of budgets, Elson
(1998)), which ignore the differing impacts of revenues and expenditures on men and women because
of their divergent gender roles in society (Elson 1999).

Thus, the expression “women’s budget” (Budlender 2000) and, in recent times, gender-responsive
budgeting (GRB), denote a national or local government budget that integrates the gender perspective
into all phases of the budget cycle. The GRB aims to foster greater gender equality, efficiency and
effectiveness, as well as transparency, accountability and the participation of civil society in the budget
decision-making process.

Accordingly, in the gender framework, citizens are both beneficiaries and agents of the process
whereby governments, at all levels, redesign their policy-making mechanisms and their accountability
systems. As the GRB involves stakeholders and ensures that policy design and the allocation of
resources meet the wide variety of citizens’ needs, it must be considered as an important tool of public
governance (Brody 2009).

Nevertheless, GRB is under-investigated in the public administration and management streams
of literature. As Rubin and Bartle (2005, p. 260) have pointed out, “almost all of the research related to
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gender-responsive budgeting has taken a normative approach, promoting its use as a way to advance
gender equality”. While the authors examined “the potential of GRB for budget reform, following a
long line of efforts to effectuate changes in the budget decision-making process” (Rubin and Bartle 2005,
p. 260), the present study aims to investigate how the adoption of the GRB affects public governance
and management through stakeholder engagement, in the awareness that “critical to the success of
gender-responsive budgeting is the buy-in of stakeholders inside and outside government” (Rubin
and Bartle 2005, p. 269).

The empirical focus of the paper is the municipality of Bologna, which introduced a GRB in 2008,
incorporating the gender perspective into the planning stage of the budget cycle. The study sheds
light on the enhancement of stakeholder engagement throughout the entire GRB process.

This paper contributes to the extant literature in three ways. First, it emphasises the GRB as a
public governance tool with an in-depth case study. Second, it employs the stakeholder engagement
strategy as a framework to investigate how GRB may enhance the participation of various stakeholders
for the equal allocation of resources dedicated to men and women. Third, it highlights the way in
which stakeholder participation in the GRB practices promotes the accountability of decision-making
mechanisms in public domains. The study contributes to the present Special Issue by supporting the
idea that the adoption of a stakeholder engagement strategy in forwarding GRB could enhance gender
equality policy promoted by both public and private organisations, and addressing the challenges of
diversity and gender inequalities.

The article is structured as follows: The second section illustrates the review of literature and
the third one presents the conceptual framework used for the case study analysis; the fourth section
regards methodology; the fifth section examines empirics from the case study; the sixth section is
dedicated to the discussion of the results; and the seventh section proposes some concluding remarks.

2. Literature Review: Gender Equality, Gender-Responsive Budgeting, and Stakeholder Involvement

Gender equality is a long-established priority for the entire world. Since 1957, when The Treaty of
Rome incorporated the right of men and women to equal pay for equal work, and since 1979, when the
UN General Assembly adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All the Forms of Discrimination
against Women, international agencies and national governments have committed themselves to
advancing gender equality.

In 1995, the Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing (Beijing Platform for Action
1995), called for governments to incorporate the perspective of gender equality at all stages and
all levels of public policy-making, including the budgetary processes. Thus, GRB requires that the
gender perspective be considered in every phase of budgetary decisions and in the drawing up of
budgets. Before this awareness, different concepts (“women’s budgets”, “women’s budget statements”,
“gender-sensitive budgets”, “gender-responsive budgets” and “gender budget analysis”) were used to
describe the process of integration between gender and public budgets. Aiming to integrate gender into
the decision-making process regarding expenditures and revenues, GRB indicates a government budget
(at both national and local levels) (Council of Europe 2005) that incorporates a gender perspective in
any or all parts of its process, in order to improve gender equality among its community (Budlender et
al. 2002; Budlender and Hewitt 2002, 2003; Sharp 2002, 2003).

Therefore, GRB denotes a process that moves through two stages: (i) gender analysis or auditing;
and (ii) gender budgeting. The former is related to the conceptual and analytical work done in order
to assess the impact of budgets on different groups of women, men, girls, and boys. The latter refers to
the ultimate goal of gender initiatives, namely a gender-aware formulation of the budget (Hofbauer
Balmori 2003; Sharp 2002). The first stage of the process has raised awareness of gender issues and
the government’s accountability in terms of its commitment to gender equality (Sharp 2002, p. 90)
by devising frameworks (Elson 2002; Sharp 2003) and tools for analysis (Budlender and Hewitt 2003;
Sharp 2002), guidelines to support governments in their initiatives (Budlender et al. 1998; Budlender
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and Hewitt 2003; Hofbauer Balmori 2003), and gender-sensitive indicators (Beck 1999; Rubery et al.
2002). Although most GRB initiatives are still at this stage of the GRB process (Budlender et al. 2002;
Budlender and Hewitt 2002; Rubin and Bartle 2005), there are some instances in which gender has
been introduced into planning activities as a cross-cutting criterion (Budlender 2007; Sharp and Dev
2004) in an attempt “to bridge the gap between gender-sensitive budget analysis and the formulation
of gender-sensitive budgets” (Hofbauer Balmori 2003, p. 45).

Gender budget exercises have been undertaken at international, national, and subnational levels
of government in developed and developing countries (e.g., France, Sweden, Norway, Italy, the
Netherlands, Uganda, and Tanzania), being coordinated and led by both governments (e.g., Australia
and France) and civil society groups (e.g., UK, South Africa, and Tanzania) (Budlender et al. 1998,
2002). Unlike the majority of experiences worldwide, in Italy GRB is adopted by local governments,
which perform a central role in regard to gender issues by designing policies, actions, and services to
enhance gender equality in their communities.

Despite the governmental commitment to gender equality, there is a lack of substantial progress
in reducing gender inequalities, particularly due to the predominance of economic criteria in policy
design (Hofbauer Balmori 2003). In fact, macroeconomic frameworks do not consider the differences
between men and women, as well as between different groups of men and women. As a result, the
economic and statistical models are gender-blind, and the budget is considered to be a gender-neutral
policy tool, thus ignoring the fact that a budget has a differentiated impact on men and women, because
of their diverse gender roles in society (Elson 1999). Meanwhile, public budgets could be the main
tools in transforming and redressing existing gender inequalities. Hence, GRB forms a specific process
for advancing toward equality through the allocation of public resources.

Therefore, the main aim of the GRB process is to contest the alleged neutrality of government
budgets (Elson 1998) by introducing and pursuing the goals of equality, efficiency, transparency,
participation, and awareness in public economic policies. Not taking into account the differences
between men and women means that the policies adopted are not neutral toward citizens.

The GRB aims to allocate resources deemed appropriate for the needs and priorities of men and
women—needs and priorities that differ in nature—to allow men and women to achieve equality
of outcomes from economic policies. While greater equality between men and women has been
indubitably the most evident objective—and the one most frequently cited (at least initially) to justify
GRB—other goals have arisen (Himmelweit 2002). The first of them is efficiency, to which governments
and local authorities have grown sensitive in recent years. Because gender analysis requires knowledge
of the gender differences among the population, it seeks: (i) to obtain a better use of resources, especially
those, like unpaid work, not measured by economic and statistical indicators, so that there is a match
between the demand expressed by the population and the supply of services by the government
agency; and (ii) to show how apparently gender-neutral policy decisions have differing economic and
social consequences for the male and female components of the population.

The adoption of GRB makes it possible to assess the effectiveness of economic policy measures
on women and men, evaluating the consistency between outcomes achieved and pre-established
objectives. In particular, adopting the gender perspective, the evaluation of effectiveness aims to verify
whether the outcomes achieved by public policies meet the needs of both men and women.

The GRB highlights the link between governmental commitment toward gender equality and their
responsibility to define a gender-sensitive form of collection and use of public resources (accountability).
On the one hand, by pointing out the links between gender equality and efficiency and effectiveness,
GRB makes institutions more aware of the consequences of their decisions on civil society, thus giving
citizens a new tool to evaluate the use of public resources. On the other hand, GRB requires the
involvement of civil society in the process of public policy analysis (Osborne et al. 2008).

The experience of GRB has seen an increase in the involvement of several actors (women’s
associations, non-governmental organisations, and civil society in general) who have exerted pressure
to see gender equality substantially recognised.
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Despite its improvement, to date there is still no reference standard for GRB models and a variety
of analytical tools can be used (Budlender et al. 1998; Elson 1998). In the same way, there is still
no reference for which actors to involve in the process. As mentioned by Osborne et al. (2008),
there is a dichotomy between “expert-bureaucratic” and ”participative-democratic” models of gender
mainstreaming initiatives according to the extent to which the models incorporate strategies for
community participation.

Evidence from gender initiatives worldwide (Budlender et al. 2002) demonstrates that the active
involvement of many actors (experts on gender issues as well as civil society) enables GRB to be
more effective (Krafchik 2002; Zuckerman 2005), i.e., to improve gender equality within society.
The involvement of stakeholders also improves the transparency and accountability of the budgeting
process by inducing governments to provide information on the use of public money, which is normally
not available, as well as to ensure continuity of the practice, avoiding its interruption due to political
change, as documented by Sharp and Broomhill (2002) in the Australian case study.

As GRB is increasingly seen as a proper tool for good governance (United Nations Development
Programme UNDP; Elson 2006; Hewitt and Mukhopadhyay 2002; Sharp 2002), the relevance of
stakeholder engagement has increased. According to academic studies on governance, the distinctive
features of public governance can be summarised as follows: stakeholder involvement in the definition
and implementation of public policy (Bovaird 2005; Bovaird and Löffler 2002); coordination of
collaborative relations internally and externally to public administration (Elander 2002); and orientation
toward the outside, which introduces the notion of the public administration’s accountability to its
citizens (Meneguzzo 1997).

Dialogue among stakeholders constitutes the basis of this framework; individuals and
organisations may thus exercise power over decisions concerning their interests and well-being. This
continuous communication shapes rules and practices in decision-making and opens a wide debate
on collective problems; a debate that was usually confined to public authorities. The engagement
of stakeholders in order to change policy priorities and budgets (so as to enhance gender equality)
makes it possible to locate GRB within the public governance scenario. The next section investigates
this framework.

3. The Conceptual Framework

“Since the establishment of the paradigm of public governance ( . . . ), stakeholders’ mapping and
engagement have become a well-established practice in policy making.” (Barreca 2012). As described
in the previous section, a common feature of GRB and public governance principles is stakeholder
involvement mainly during the design and implementation phases.

To understand how stakeholders engage in GRB, it is necessary to identify (map) them and
determine their importance to the organisation. Some studies have identified three categories of
stakeholders: interface stakeholders (board members); internal stakeholders (managers, employees);
and external ones (funders, beneficiaries, suppliers, competitors, partners, and others) (Van Puyvelde
et al. 2012; Savage et al. 1991). Although most studies concerning stakeholder theory have been
developed in for-profit organisations, over time some authors have tried to classify various non-profit
stakeholders (Ben-Ner and Van Hoomissen 1991; Bryson 2004; Van Puyvelde et al. 2012).

Adopting Freeman’s (Freeman 1984) broad definition of stakeholders, we consider them to be all
groups or individuals who may affect or are affected by achievement of the public administration’s
gender policy. At the same time, the definition and description of the level of engagement implicitly
identify the importance of each of them. According to Pedersen (2006, p. 140), stakeholder
engagement, or stakeholder dialogue (for some authors), entails “the involvement of stakeholders in
the decision-making processes that concern social and environmental issues”.

GRB practices require different involvement in each phase of the implementation process.
According to the models of participation described by Osborne et al. (2008), in an “expert-bureaucratic”
system, probably just one group of stakeholders (who lead the process) is involved in the
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decision-making process. In this approach, gender experts carry out only an impact assessment
of the gender implications of policies and activities. By contrast, the “participative-democratic” model
entails co-participation in governance mechanisms and systems from the beginning of the process,
thus incorporating the widespread consultation and participation of multiple interest groups.

Despite the presence of these different approaches, the distinction is not at all clear due to the
“complexities and ambiguities of the consultation exercise” (Osborne et al. 2008). In order to clarify the
participation process, Noland and Phillips (2010) identified ethical strategic engagement as a way to
integrate moral involvement with a business strategy. This trend goes beyond Habermasian scholars
that ensure communication uncorrupted by power differences and strategic motivations. In public
organisations, business strategies are far from pursuing financial goals, although these are prerequisites
for citizens’ welfare. The community is implicitly involved in local government, but participation
cannot be taken for granted when the administration adopts voluntary practices. Similar practices also
require the voluntary participation of stakeholders interested in gender issues. The sharing strategy
assures free discussion about gender values and strategies in order to furnish sustainable welfare
policies and services. Ethical strategic engagement has the same basis as a “participative-democratic”
gender mainstreaming strategy.

According to frameworks (Bryson et al. 2012; Cumming 2001; Foo et al. 2011; Nabatchi 2012),
stakeholder participation is not just a statement; it is also a specific process organised by the
public administration. Clearly, the adoption of a practice (i.e., the GRB tool) requires a procedure
that follows a change in stakeholder engagement from one-way communication (i.e., from public
administration to stakeholders) to two-way communication (i.e., from/to public administration and
from/to stakeholders).

Nabatchi (2012) suggests a process whose initial phase involves only communication to
stakeholders on the project undertaken (i.e., the information step). The following steps involve
a two-way dialogue, although the strategy, method, and timing of the process are in the public
administration domain until the collaboration phase. The collaborative relationship fosters
empowerment behaviours, thereby increasing the level of stakeholder confidence and responsibility
concerning the entire process of implementation and its outcome.

The promotion of decentralised decision-making and participation by citizens (i.e., women and
men) is not a costless process, but it ensures that policies “might be more realistically grounded in
citizen preferences” (Irvin and Stansbury 2004). In GRB terms, this means that the entire community
and other organisations may actively participate in the mise en oeuvre of gender policies, guaranteeing
the principles of the welfare state. The existing literature underlines the complexity of the GRB
incremental process, describing the audit phase and the budget phase as the opposite ends of a sort
of continuum. The features of gender auditing are distant from those of a review of principles and
policies; but when public administrations are willing to share ex-ante decision-making acts (i.e., the
budgeting phase), this means that the auditing and budgeting phases generate an interactive cycle that
increases the level of accountability.

4. Materials and Methods

Contrary to what happened in other countries, where central governments have performed the
role of promoting actors, in Italy gender initiatives have been promoted at the subnational level. They
therefore involve provincial administrations, municipalities, and, more rarely, regional governments
(Bettio et al. 2002; Villagomez 2004).

To carry out the present study, we adopted the ground theory principles (Corbin and Strauss
1990) by first defining the phenomenon to analyse and then identify an appropriate site of research.
The Italian municipality in which our study took place, Bologna, has 390,000 inhabitants, while its
metropolitan area has a population of about 1 million. Bologna has a long-standing social tradition
evidenced by numerous non-governmental organisations and voluntary associations working in the
urban context. Therefore, it is not by chance that Bologna was the first Italian local government to
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produce a social report. Often, in the Italian and European context, Bologna has been a well-known
entity for specific initiatives, such as in the fields of education and the elderly. As Bologna has promoted
the GRB initiative since 2005, it provides distinctive evidence in the European area. In 2014, during the
Forum of Public Administration supported by the Italian central government, Bologna was officially
recognised as one of the well-developed gender experiences. In relation to gender issues, Bologna is
undertaking both stages of the GRB process (auditing and budgeting), including these practices in
regular accounting and control procedures.

Gathering data from multiple sources should allow for a deep comprehension of a phenomenon
that is developed in practice but under-investigated by academia (Yin 2003). The present research
began with a documentary analysis (secondary data) of official reports, policy guidelines, public
statements, electronic helpdesk records, and other GRB documents available in the public domain
(the local government’s website). The documentary data collection and analysis took place between
October 2011 and June 2013.

The documentary analysis was useful for drawing up an interview agenda (primary data) with
the key actors involved in the GRB process. Semi-structured interviews with the internal technical
staff who led the project were carried out face to face, by telephone and e-mail between April and
June 2013 (Kvale 1996; Morgan and Symon 2004; Hunt and McHale 2007). These interviews made it
possible to gather further documents and information about the methods, strategies, and timing for
the involvement of stakeholders, as well as the decisions and actions resulting from their engagement
and the agenda that allowed for the implementation of gender budgeting. All the interviews have
been recorded and fully transcribed.

For the interpreting process, we combined open and literature coding based on the analysis of
documents, interviews, and notes. In particular: (i) each interview was read and listened to several
times by each author in order to become familiar with the text and eliminate the non-relevant parts of
text, and all the researchers got a sense of the whole situation from reading all the transcriptions and
documents; (ii) each author listed the topics that considered the substance of the information described
by the actors/documents; (iii) later, the researchers discussed this preliminary coding to compare
and share their intuition and interpretation, and a joined and selected list emerged; (iv) furthermore,
each author carefully read the extant literature, taking notes about topics regarding GRB features and
stakeholder involvement in GRB; and finally, (v) all the researchers returned to the data, identifying
the final coding to use for the analysis of the case study.

5. Results

The municipality of Bologna was the first Italian local government to issue social reporting
(in 1997, see Marcuccio and Steccolini 2009), while its gender initiatives fit the track of the Gender
Feasibility Study published by the Emilia Romagna Region in 2001. The mandatory programme for the
years 2004–2009 emphasised gender issues as public values and incorporated gender into programme
guidelines, while in 2005 the municipality published a gender feasibility study focused on services
for children.

The short-term aim is to recognise that the municipality of Bologna requires a unitary
process, both of steerage and organization, which adopts and implements this approach
[gender mainstreaming]. This process, still entirely to be constructed, must necessarily work
crosswise ( . . . ). But the introduction of gender difference policies wants to be more: it wants
also to be an autonomous driver of policies and action in all fields and all activities ( . . . ),
assuming and revising the traditional powers of government, administrative and managerial,
in regard to difference policies, from a standpoint entirely addressed to the future and change
in the life of the city. (Municipality of Bologna 2005, p. 100)

Nonetheless, only since 2008 has GRB been a stable component of the Forecasting Planning Report.
Since the issue of 2008, GRB has employed the same social report matrix to reinforce the link between
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social sustainability reports, actions, and services with a direct or indirect impact on equality between
men and women.

The adoption of the Gender Budget is addressed to the need of visibility about the impact of
the distribution of resources (e.g., financial, for services, opportunities, participation, etc.) on
the life-conditions and relative disadvantage of women. ( . . . ) GRB is a tool that promotes
the alignment between gender policy and the local government values fostering effective
and efficient actions. Moreover, the aim to make Gender Budget as a managerial ‘routine’ is
part of a more general commitment to social auditing as an essential means to plan and to
connect with civil society ( . . . ). (Municipality of Bologna 2008, p. 6)

From the outset, GRB has been conceived as a participatory process with the involvement of
internal and external stakeholders.

The process has been characterized by close linkage with the municipality’s mandatory
programme and not only procedural attention to participation by leading gender-policy
players: the city executive committee and council, associations and boards. (Municipality of
Bologna 2008, p. 9)

Gender auditing initiatives have been developed with the involvement of the mayor and his
board, stressing the political commitment of the process. The Elected Women’s Commission and the
internal staff have fostered the methodological formulation of the process and women’s associations in
the city have been consulted to assess the direct and indirect impacts of public expenditures.

( . . . ) 4. The Commission submits to the Council proposals and observations on issues with a
bearing on the female condition and that may be developed into equal opportunities policies.
To this end, it may consult women’s associations, community organizations, and experts
with proven competence and/or professional experience.

5. The Municipal Executive Committee may obtain a Commission opinion about the
guidelines containing the actions addressed to the female population. (Statute of the
(Municipality of Bologna 1991, art. 22) “Elected Women’s Commission”)

According to these purposes, the internal staff organised an open seminar (held on 9 November
2007) with the participation of women’s associations engaged with the Bologna Women’s Network.
During the seminar, priorities were set for female issues, and the proposal was made to select a district
in the city as a “laboratory” for the development of a gender budget (formal meeting notes). The
observations and findings from the seminar were borne in mind; in fact, in 2010 a first attempt was
made to draw up a gender budget in Bologna’s Savena district.

At the beginning of 2013, the municipal council decided to formulate a GRB for 2014, linking
it with the performance management cycle in which each public institution measures and assesses
its performance with regard to its organisational units and its employees, stressing internal and
external accountability. Accordingly, the GRB process is developed by the Planning Department,
which manages all accounting flows and statistical data, supporting the Directorate-General in the
performance management cycle as well as in the participatory process at the central and suburb levels.

The Planning Department’s choice is of strategic value given its role in the management of
decision-making processes on the budget, social reporting and public participation, as well as its
links with the administration as a whole. Recent years have seen substantial cutbacks in the resources
available to the municipality, thus raising issues, more forcefully than in the past, of how to select
lines of action and to allocate resources. At the same time, the gender budget was drawn up in light
of experience, incorporating the gender perspective into planning activities. According to this new
scenario, the GRB approach is now a strategic tool driving the allocation of public resources, inducing
the local government to redesign the GRB process and its various phases.
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( . . . ) We can’t allow this thing [the wastage of resources] to go on any longer . . . This is
a cultural revolution . . . But when we take a step ( . . . ) we mustn’t lose time ( . . . ) this
project should be part of a process, so it must start from the awareness of what it means to
plan at municipal level, and from there make claims together, and this means work for them
[associations] as well. (Electronic Interview 14 May 2013)

Consistently with the performance management cycle, the construction of the gender budget
was preceded by the reclassification of all the Planning Department’s activities in accordance with
the gender perspective. This reclassification significantly increases both the gender and overall
accountability of the municipality in terms of the actors involved, responsibilities, resources allocated,
and outcomes.

After this reclassification, the gender budgeting process involves the relevant stakeholders in the
selection (“call of ideas”, Interview 21 June 2013) of the projects to be given priority in gender terms,
which are then used as the basis for constructing the gender budget. The main actors involved in the
process are:

• Political actors: executive committee and council, Elected Women’s Commission, including the
female members of district councils;

• Technical actors: Planning Department; and
• Community actors: relevant and representative associations.

The community actors are selected from the associations enrolled in the municipal register whose
statutes make specific reference to gender. Hence, unlike in the past, exclusively “female” associations
are not selected; rather, in order to expand the dialogue, associations sensitive to “gender” issues (from
the feminist perspective to the gender perspective) are chosen.

Associations are chosen if they have consolidated relations with the municipality in terms of
financial and other resources made available to them by the latter (for instance, public premises for
use by the associations). Representativeness—in terms of their capacity to impact the community—is
assessed by the department heads, councillors, and the presidents of the district councils. Because they
work in close contact with the associations, they are better able to assess their potential impact.

( . . . ) we have one thousand six hundred associations working in the community, each
of which does something or other ( . . . ) It’s obvious that we know which the hundred
associations with important representativeness are ( . . . ) and we can also tell from the
accounting figures on transfers to these associations ( . . . ) selection of the hundred important
associations is also made by the department heads, the councilors who have relations with
the sector, the presidents of the district councils. (Interview 21 June 2013)

This is therefore a qualitative and quantitative enlargement of the stakeholders involved. However,
the change also concerns the relationship with the latter. In fact, the Planning Department required
the associations to participate in the selection of projects to be included in the GRB. Moreover, the
associations participated in implementing the projects selected, by contributing their own resources.
Since the intent is to work concretely on the projects, the involvement concerns associations willing to
establish a partnership with the municipality according to a horizontal subsidiarity approach. The
head of the Planning Department argued that:

the associations must realize that they are not there to ask what we can do for them, but ( . . . )
they must play their part as well ( . . . ) The objective is to specify the extent already in the
gender budgeting phase as policies are devised ( . . . ) and we expect to work together ( . . . )
and get involved, not just asking us for money (which we don’t have any more) but bringing
us commitments and ideas. (Interview 21 June 2013)

This approach—profoundly different from the previous relationship—also affects the associations,
because it induces them to reconsider and assess proposals to submit to the public administration
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in relation to their resources and priorities. This obliges them to acquire greater awareness of the
gender impact of their activities by reconsidering their projects in gender terms. While for the “female”
associations this process is rather natural, for all the others it entails a more profound re-thinking.
In this regard, a member of the planning team said (with reference to social collectives):

I expect them to take account of gender in the planning phase ( . . . ) they should conceive their
activities bearing in mind that they have differing impacts on men and women ( . . . ) they
should involve the cultural point of view in their activities ( . . . ) they’d give great added value
to their association and the city. (Interview 21 June 2013)

The selection of projects by associations is influenced by the fact that they must then make their
resources available for those projects. On the one hand, this constrains the activities of associations,
but on the other it enables them to undertake projects in concert with the local government in terms of
both design and implementation.

6. Discussion

The case study evidences the transition described by Hofbauer Balmori (2003) and Sharp (2002)
from a gender auditing to a gender budgeting approach, with the increasing incorporation of gender
topics into the planning and allocation of resources by the municipality. This process, partly stimulated
by the rationing of state transfers, entails a public-private revision of the relationship; but it also gives
the gender budget greater incisiveness in the local government’s management. The shift from the
assessment of the gender impacts (direct and indirect) of public policies to their ex-ante definition in
gender terms implies a greater involvement of stakeholders. The executive committee and council have
given strategic value to the gender budget as a means of enabling better management of increasingly
scarce resources.

Moving from gender auditing to gender budgeting entails a change of strategy by the municipality,
which provides the basis for incorporating ethics (value and moral principles) into every aspect of its
decision-making process (Noland and Phillips 2010). The actors who manage this adoption process are
internal and external stakeholders that, in pursuing gender equality, cooperate to achieve a common
public aim.

Consequently, stakeholder involvement shifts from being internal to external in that it includes a
larger number of actors, and especially those with a different relationship with the municipality. It
seems that the adoption of GRB has followed two strategies: in the first phase, the “expert-bureaucratic”
model prevailed; in the second, the “participative-democratic” strategy drives the development of the
gender budget. In this regard, the GRB developed in the municipality of Bologna demonstrates the
existence of a third way that combines aspects of both these models. In most cases, Italian GRBs provide
for the use of a mixed method that enhances the participation of gender experts located generally
within and outside institutions (Equal Opportunities Department; Elected Women’s Commission) and
the contribution of the community as represented by civic groups and voluntary associations with an
interest in gender issues, i.e., the GRB stakeholders.

With reference to Figure 1, gender auditing foresees a stakeholder engagement based on
communication, or indeed consultation, as evidenced by the first experience of Bologna. In fact,
the latter has issued information on the principle followed, but it has also addressed the needs of
citizens through a two-way communication. GRB requires greater involvement and cooperation in
the design and implementation of projects, as highlighted by the development of the initiative in
Bologna. The process described above, by which associations are selected and involved in the choice
of significant gender policies, and the manner in which they are implemented, moves in this direction.
It has now reached the “collaborate” stage involving the co-production of services in which public
resources and those of associations are coordinated to implement projects whose strategic value is
jointly shared.
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Figure 1. Summary of the above considerations on stakeholder engagement.

Moving toward collaboration, and then to potential empowerment, requires the administration to
give marked strategic and operational clarity both to its interior and in its relations with stakeholders.
The complex gender-based reclassification of the activities and projects undertaken by the municipality
of Bologna configures a pervasive accountability procedure that lays the bases for greater transparency
of processes, and their joint assessment with internal and external stakeholders. The concept of
professional accountability, as defined by Gray and Jenkins (1993), can therefore be found, according to
which communication toward the outside to create some sort of social pact between local governments
and the external environment acquires consensus and resources.

As Foo wrote (Foo et al. 2011, p. 712), “Co-production by local administrations and stakeholders is
congruent with the recent government policies to facilitate users’ choice and personalisation in public
service provision. In addition, involving stakeholders in co-production may increase their confidence
and so lead to increased participation”. The elements cited in the quotation quite clearly express one
of the distinctive features of public governance, which—by involving external stakeholders through a
participative process—defines new forms of strategic dialogue and collaboration in the management
of resources. This requires the administration to move from voluntary reports to a change in priorities,
and to policies co-governed by the public administration and stakeholders on participative bases.
Consequently, accountability must be strengthened and must give account to activities from their
design to their implementation.

As this paper has sought to show, GRB in Bologna has impacted governance and planning not
only by the municipality, but also by the associations themselves, doing so in a potentially virtuous
circle, which may generate projects of real importance for the community. Hence, the thoughts of
Noland and Phillips (2010) receive valid support because the engagement of stakeholders must be
integral to local governments’ strategies without a distinction between morality and strategy.

7. Conclusions

Presently, public governance agendas indicate equality as one of the most important goals in
creating opportunities for all citizens. The present study contributes to the existing literature as it
investigates how GRB may be a tool to fulfil the public governance agenda.

Equality is accomplished when the decision-making process is aware of the different needs,
characteristics, and priorities of men and women. If governments at national or local levels insist on
gender-blind budgets, they will not be able to achieve the goal of an efficient and effective allocation of
resources. In terms of accountability, GRB makes institutions more aware of the consequences of their
decisions on civil society, thus giving citizens a new tool to evaluate the use of public resources.

Furthermore, the involvement of stakeholders from the outset supports a dialogue on how local
governments decide and act in promoting activities addressed on gender issues and closer to citizens’
concerns. This entails an analysis of relevant stakeholders (which would guarantee citizens’ needs and
the community’s well-being) and a shared process of cultural change. In other words, it has sought

149



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 68

to clarify the communication process in stakeholder engagement because participative processes
require increased involvement in order to guarantee accountability for decision-making acts and
outcomes. The municipality of Bologna has provided useful evidence of the positive impact of GRB on
gender policy.

First, stakeholder engagement creates, in various stages of GRB adoption, both a cycle of
accountability and a co-production of (gender) policies and activities. Second, the process with which
associations and other stakeholders have been selected and included for the choices of these policies
and activities has an impact on their effectiveness. Third, GRB within a stakeholder engagement
strategy addresses the challenges of diversity and gender inequalities. In this way, GRB gives
effectiveness to the public decision-making processes, contributing to a greater incisiveness of the local
government’s management and creating gender-sensitive governance processes.

Because there is little existing knowledge on GRB practices and public governance mechanisms,
this study encourages research in Italian and international public settings. Other examples of the use
of stakeholder theory in GRB initiatives are also desirable.

From the practical point of view, this paper underlines the need to involve stakeholders in the
entire process of GRB adoption, promoting a participative gender mainstreaming strategy as the basis
for an in-depth recasting of public policies and activities.
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Abstract: A methodological approach to the concept of female entrepreneurship concept has not
yet been treated: is female entrepreneurship an individual or collective concept? Is it considered a
social or natural variable? The purpose of this research is to clear up these alternatives, which are
preparatory questions for any research into female entrepreneurship that wishes to measure its
features and effects. The article starts with the proposal of an identification procedure, necessary to
identifying the variables of female entrepreneurship. It proceeds by classifying the concept of female
entrepreneurship into four different modes and discussing their characteristics. The originality of this
research consists in its fourfold classification of the concept of female entrepreneurship, intended as a
preparatory step prior to the analysis of its characteristics and measures.

Keywords: female entrepreneurship; entrepreneurship; economic variable classification

1. Introduction: The Identification of Female Entrepreneurship

An analysis of the recent literature revealed methodological issues not yet treated regarding female
entrepreneurship (Serafini 2018). It is, in fact, not yet clear whether female entrepreneurship is an
individual or collective concept, or whether it is considered a social or natural variable. The first alternative
deals with the problem that although entrepreneurship is, in the literature, considered an individual
characteristic (Screpanti and Zamagni 2005)—even when its characteristics are related to, or depend on,
macroeconomic variables (Parker 2018, p. 88)—the term female refers to a gender quality that is collective.
The second alternative relates to the nature of entrepreneurship, since it can be considered an historically
originated characteristic and a social creation (Bettio and Verashchagina 2008), or a feature that can be
taken for granted because it remains qualitatively unchanged throughout time (Barker and Kuiper 2003),
even if it changes quantitatively throughout time (Parker 2018, p. 451). The purpose of this article is to
clear up these alternatives, which are preparatory questions for any research into the features of female
entrepreneurship and their measurement. This is why the classification and definition of the concept
of female entrepreneurship are related to individuation and the (eventual) measurement of its features,
as it is not possible to study a variable independently of its classification and definition. Unfortunately,
the classification and definition of the subject matter of a study is, in turn, not an undisputed issue in
economic theory (Hausman 2008, p. 1), because “what is” an economic variable is strictly connected to
the economic model and its theoretical assumptions, elaborated by the researcher who poses the question
(Boniolo and Vidali 2003, pp. 31, 35). It is then important to state the subject matter identification procedure
of a variable, which includes its classification and definition as a first step, being aware that “there is
a boundary between me and my objects only on a conscious, secondary process level of organization;
on a primary process level, I am my objects and my objects and I are always, necessary, inseparable”
(Mitchell 2014, p. 44). Only after having determined that an adequate identification procedure is essential
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to the measurement of its characteristics, will it be possible to deal with alternative possible classifications
of the characteristic, which will be addressed in the next paragraph.

Since classification can be intended to mean the demarcation of the external environment with
respect to the variable, the definition of the variable can be intended as the boundaries of the variable.
In this way, classification matches an inward perspective from the exterior and definition matches an
outward perspective from the interior, where both are affected by coexistent theoretical assumptions.
This first step has to be followed by a second step, dedicated to the identification of the characteristics
of the variable and their classification, definition and eventual measurement. The subject matter
identification procedure can therefore be constituted by the two steps displayed in Table 1.

Table 1. Subject matter identification procedure.

Step Research Subject Matter

1 Classification and definition: boundaries from exterior and interior.
2 Characteristics: classifications, definitions, (eventual) measurement.

The two-step procedure can be a support when reasoning about the qualification of economic
variables and their features, but in our specific case the only aim of the article is the classification
and definition of the concept of female entrepreneurship. This is because the recent economic
literature on female entrepreneurship directly focuses on characteristics, waiving the classification and
definition step and revealing this lack of qualification. This is the consequence a fact that according to
(Swedberg 2000, p. 7)) it is worth noting, namely that “most people who are not economists probably
expect the economics literature to be full of analyses of entrepreneurship, since economics after all is
the social science that deals most directly with contemporary economic reality. This, however, is not
the case”. Once the necessity of an identification procedure has been clarified, we should deal with the
issue of its classification, in the knowledge that with regard to entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship,
“there is no general agreement about the meaning of these terms” (Parker 2018, p. 6).

2. Results: Two Alternatives and a Fourfold Qualification

The term female relates to gender issues and collective characteristics but, in this context of
economic variables, it is placed next to the term entrepreneurship, which is usually intended as an
individual variable, even when collective variables influence its performance (Parker 2018, p. 300).
By focusing on the name, we could thus perceive an oxymoron, but by means of a literature analysis we
can state that research into female entrepreneurship has not yet investigated whether it is an individual
or collective variable, and whether it has a social or natural derivation (Serafini 2018). This is why
the nature and qualifications of the concept of female entrepreneurship has remained untapped until
now, although the importance of the research into this concept has a dual meaning. (1) Since in the
literature “entrepreneurship” is defined as a variable pertaining to individuals (see the following
quotation), the concept female entrepreneurship suggests a collective qualification for this variable.
The point is that in the recent literature about female entrepreneurship its collective character is not
problematized. Screpanti and Zamagni (2005, pp. 181–82) say that in the modern economics model
“the economy is made up of a plurality of agents who are present on the market either as consumers or
as suppliers of productive services or as entrepreneurs [ . . . ] Clearly, there is no place in this model
for the notion of social class. On the contrary, there are just two groups of individuals: the consumers
and the entrepreneurs, distinguished solely by the different decisions they are called upon to take.”
(2) In the recent literature on female entrepreneurship, gender differences between entrepreneurs are
not investigated with regard to their social or natural origins. That is, it is not investigated whether the
gender differences between female and male entrepreneurship are due to historical constructions or
natural differences between the two sexes—if we can refer to the traditional two sexes, which are called
to mind by the term female. These two points indicate why the methodological issue mentioned above
is preparatory to any recognition and classification of the characteristics of female entrepreneurship
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and, as we will see in the next paragraph, these two mentioned alternatives produce four different
classification modes. Only one of these corresponds to the traditional definition of entrepreneurship as
an individual variable that evolves over time.

Since the economic literature, at least from the last decades of the nineteenth century,
qualifies entrepreneurship from an individual rather than a collective point of view, reflection is needed
in order to classify it as individual or collective. Joseph A. (Schumpeter 1991, p. 855)) wrote that,
according to the economic paradigm, which has dominated since that period, “all social phenomena
resolve themselves into decisions and actions of individuals that need not or cannot be further analyzed
in terms of superindividual factors.” Nowadays, on the contrary, it is necessary to clarify whether
female entrepreneurship has a social or natural character. This is because, regardless of whether it is
individual or collective, the qualification may be the result of social evolution, which has created the
features of female entrepreneurship, or the result of natural sex differences. According to the social
evolution hypothesis, both male and female entrepreneurs can have entrepreneurship characteristics
and the label of male or female entrepreneurship depends on the gender of the individual having a
certain quantity of these characteristics. This means that social evolution determines variations in
these characteristics and their quantities, since the classification as male or female entrepreneurship
is not connected with a person’s birth sex. On the other hand, according to the natural character
hypothesis of male or female entrepreneurship, male entrepreneurship cannot also have characteristics
classified as female entrepreneurship because of their naturally different origin. From this perspective,
birth determines the possibility and characterization of males and females. Table 2 at the end of this
paragraph sets out the four cases.

In order to depict the importance of prior classification, we can refer to the classical problem of
linking an economic variable with the consequences of its use. Only after the decision regarding the
classification of female entrepreneurship has been made, will it be possible to establish typical male
and female entrepreneurial characteristics. Only after having established these, will it be possible to
understand the links between characteristics and value creation, i.e., correlation (pure or spurious) or
causation. For example, only after having established female entrepreneurship as a collective variable
will it be possible to exclude that differences in value creation between male and female entrepreneurs
are due to individual differences, instead of gender. Table 2 presents the fourfold classification of
the concept of female entrepreneurship, from which it emerges that if female entrepreneurship is a
collective variable, it is considered a substitute for the entrepreneurship concept because it is not of an
individual nature. At the same time, if female entrepreneurship is considered a natural variable, it is
unchangeable over time and in different historical periods.

Table 2. Classification of female entrepreneurship (FE).

Individual Collective

Social FE is the same concept
as entrepreneurship

FE substitutes the individual concept and its
characteristics can be had by male entrepreneurs

Natural FE is an omothetic concept with
respect to entrepreneurship

FE substitutes the individual concept and its
characteristics cannot be had by male entrepreneurs

3. Discussion. Individual Entrepreneur or Gender Variable

The economic literature maintains that an entrepreneur combines productive factors and obtains
profit because of her/his particular—not general—abilities, since she/he does not have a particular
productive factor, and she/he is not an individual representing any social group. (Walras 2006, p. 319))
maintains that entrepreneur is the fourth role (alongside workers, capital owners and land owners) that
combines productive factors. In this way, a multitude of independent agents acts in every economic
system, with every agent trying to assert her/his capacity to profitably combine productive factors.
According to the economic literature, value creation and capital enhancement depend on individual
qualities rather than gender qualities.
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While value creation has been studied in relation to female entrepreneurship, an entrepreneur’s
profit is implicitly considered the result of gender qualities and differences, not individual qualities
and differences. This even hypothesizes individual differences depending on the different qualities of
each entrepreneur, because this cannot invalidate the original common matrix of gender differences.
This hypothesis underlies research into gender issues in business and economics. In this case,
the qualification of female entrepreneurship as a social or natural variable becomes necessary, as in the
economic literature there is no consensus on this issue. (Barker and Kuiper 2003, p. 1)), for example,
indicate that feminist economics is “reconceptualizing what economics is”. This is because the feminist
point of view implies a different vision of economic categories, and gender difference takes on a
different and natural meaning if the gender perspective is not recognized as being filtered through
particular lenses. We think that the following quotation can be read in this way: “we intend to
participate in moving feminist economics out of the margin and into the center: to become economics,
unmodified” (ibidem). From this point of view, the feminist vision does not stand alongside a
male-dominated vision and believes that it is a universal point of view. Therefore, when the concept of
female entrepreneurship changes, it changes due to the affirmation of a more general point of view
and gender differences are considered natural differences.

The book edited by Bettio and Verashchagina (2008) can be placed in contrast to this. According to
these authors, gender questions have a social nature, that is, they depend on the historical factors that
created them. Pat Hudson writes, “gender is a social rather than a biological construction, and it has a
history” (Bettio and Verashchagina 2008, p. 21). As a social construction, female entrepreneurship is a
variable with characteristics that can also be had by male entrepreneurs, even if to such an extent that
they do not qualify them as female entrepreneurs. As a gender variable it is still a super-individual
variable, but its collective nature has a definite historical connotation.

The importance of the qualification of the concept of female entrepreneurship in terms of
one of the four proposed classifications is also closely linked to the consequences it has on the
classification of linked economic variables and concepts. For example, it has consequences for the
concept of competition, because a competitive market is typically populated by a myriad of individuals,
each with different tastes and aims, whereas a standardized qualification of individuals changes
the market features, definitions and functions. From a preliminary assessment of the nature of
female entrepreneurship, we can infer that if it is considered a collective quality, then the concept of
competition—which includes the economic situation characterized by the presence of a set of small
businesses, each of which it is not able to influence fundamental economic magnitudes—cannot be
scientifically defined as the limit towards which the economic system tends. This is because every
economic system, according to this point of view, is not characterized by the presence of independent
entrepreneurs, as they have autonomous characteristics and compete on markets due to their different
aims. The economic system, on the contrary, is characterized by the presence of entrepreneurs who
are classifiable into standard types. Therefore, the market would be populated by subjects who
behave according to standard qualities that cancel the individual essence that characterizes an
ideal entrepreneur, who can be described as independent of other entrepreneurs and consumers.
Standard qualities and gender differences, rather than particular qualities and gender differences,
limit the individual differences that characterize a competitive market. The essence of an entrepreneur,
in this context, would no longer be individual, even if considering that each entrepreneur has the
same characteristics as the others, but held in different quantities. This is because the essence of
gender is what remains once individual particularities are neglected, which are neglected precisely
because entrepreneurship is defined as a gender variable. It is necessary to completely understand
this alternative: if female entrepreneurship is considered an individual quality, you cannot trace and
measure it within gender-based research, whereas if it is considered a gender and standardized quality,
you cannot explain the qualities of economic systems through individual entrepreneurs.
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4. Methods: Qualification of Female Entrepreneurship and Measurement of its Limits

This article has a methodological focus because it states, for the first time in the literature
(Serafini 2018; Paoloni and Demartini 2016; Parker 2018), the inadequacy of the study of the
characteristics and features of female entrepreneurship, which often proceeds without the premise of a
statement about the nature of the variable female entrepreneurship. The literature has mainly focused
on the differences between male and female entrepreneurship (Barker and Kuiper 2003, p. 145 ff),
discrimination against female scholars (Madden 2002, p. 4 ff), or the measurement of the features of
female entrepreneurship (Serafini 2016, p. 1919), but has not reflected on the possibilities of classifying
the concept of female entrepreneurship.

This is why the framework of the article had a twofold purpose: (a) to clarify that it is not correct
to study and measure a variable if it is not explicitly identified (Leti 1983; Bracalente et al. 2009);
and (b) stimulate scholars to reflect on the nature of female entrepreneurship in order to make it
distinctively measurable.

Due to the term “female”, female entrepreneurship can be intended as a gender-based field of
research, or research into the standardized qualities and functions of standardized human beings,
rather than research into a particular function that characterizes individuals. This qualitative difference,
moreover, distinguishes subsequent quantitative research, because it is preparatory to the possibility
of measuring the research object; thus the research has a wider significance.

The two alternative determinations of female entrepreneurship as an individual or gender
economic variable, in fact, also pose a theoretical problem at the aggregate level, not just at the company
level. This is because at the “corporate level, a decrease in sales prices results in a decrease of the
value created. On the contrary, in comparisons in constant prices, this decrease is not measured
at macroeconomic level” (Serafini 2014, p. 3090). Moreover, “even if female entrepreneurship
is considered a variable that creates value, its contribution can’t be measured at an aggregate
level since we won’t be able to adequately separate a change in price from a change in wealth”
(Serafini 2017, p. 957). As a consequence, national accounting systems cannot measure the contribution
of entrepreneurship to value creation, due to price variations, accounting rules and theory. We cannot
establish whether a price variation for a commodity represents, at the aggregate level, a relative
price variation or an increase in wealth inserted into an economic system. In the case of female
entrepreneurship, a preceding identification problem emerges, i.e., the previous qualification of
what should but cannot be measured. The research into the field of female entrepreneurship,
therefore, indicates a path to follow for a more general and methodological reflection on the nature of
entrepreneurship in general. This is because the expression of female entrepreneurship itself indicates
implied research attention to a super-individual level of analysis of economic variables that directly
involves all economic research, not just gender issues.

In conclusion, the individual or collective nature and social or natural classification of female
entrepreneurship is, in the literature, only insinuated and not methodologically questioned. This lack
of explicit reflection causes various difficulties regarding the definition, classification and measurement
of its features, at both the business and aggregate levels. We proposed an identification procedure and
a fourfold classification hypothesis with the aim of supporting the future debate on this fundamental
issue in business and economics.
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