
 

 

 

THE ROLE OF GENDER IN ENTREPRENEURSHIP EDUCATION 

_______________________________________ 

A Dissertation 

presented to 

the Faculty of the Department of Graduate Studies 

at the University of Missouri-Columbia 

_______________________________________________________ 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 

_____________________________________________________ 

by 

SARA L. COCHRAN 

Dr. Bradley Curs, Dissertation Supervisor 

Dr. Jeni Hart, Dissertation Supervisor 

MAY 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

The undersigned, appointed by the dean of the Graduate School, have examined the 
dissertation entitled 

THE ROLE OF GENDER IN ENTREPRENEURSHIP EDUCATION 

presented by Sara L. Cochran, 

a candidate for the degree of doctor of philosophy  

and hereby certify that, in their opinion, it is worthy of acceptance. 

 

 
____________________________________________________ 

Professor Bradley Curs 
 
 
 

____________________________________________________ 
Professor Jeni Hart 

 
 
 

____________________________________________________ 
Professor Jennifer Fellabaum-Toston 

 
 
 

____________________________________________________ 
Professor Gregory Bier  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

DEDICATION 

 The value of education was instilled in me from a very young age and I can 

remember asking which came first, high school or college as a young child. College was 

talked about as another level of schooling in my household, so I did not understand that it 

was optional. I’m thankful to all of those in my family who attended post-secondary 

education before me from my parents - Edd (University of Oklahoma, 1974) and Leslie 

(Oklahoma State University, 1994, 1997, 2001) - and aunts and uncles, to my 

grandparents – Frank (University of Oklahoma, 1950), Mary (Texas State College for 

Women), Oscar (University of Oklahoma, 1937, 1940), and Charlaine (Hockaday Jr. 

College, 1942) - all the way back to Great Grandma Clara Smith Bray (Mills College, 

1919).  

 Grandma Chuck (Charlaine Davis Anderson) was such a strong believer in 

education and provided me both financial and cheerleading support as I pursued my 

undergraduate degree. Her strong belief in higher education instilled in me a love of 

colleges and universities. I’m sorry she doesn’t get to watch my hooding, but I know she 

is smiling as, if for only one day, I am being “good, and sweet, and kind.”  

 In addition to a value of higher education, Grandma Chuck was just one of many 

strong women in my life. My mom (Angela Leslie Anderson) returned to higher 

education in 1990 with four children under the age of 10, after running a successful in-

home sewing business, The Purple Pumpkin. She went on to earn a Ph.D. when I was 20, 

providing me an excellent role model for this degree.  

 Beyond these women, Nana (Mary Bray Cochran) provided a model of a strong 

business-minded woman. Great Grandmother Bow (Charlotte Davies Davis) ensured I 



 

learned to read and gave a model for being educated in Missouri, having attended nursing 

school in Southwest Missouri. Great Grandma Becky (Rebecca Whitaker Cochran) 

provided an example of a woman entrepreneur, having raised her five children upon her 

husband’s sudden death by founding a grocery store in her home. Great Aunt Louise 

(Louise Cochran Bowen) shared with me her name and gave a model of grace and poise. 

Aunt Sue (Susan Anderson) gave a model for the value of education at any age, earning 

her Ph.D. at age 65. And, Aunt C’Anne (Charlotte Anne Anderson) gave a model of a 

woman owning her own business and standing up for what she believes.  

 My heritage is not only rich with strong women, but also entrepreneurs. From 

Cochran Plumbing, Cochran Grocery, Bray Lines, Big 4 Petroleum, Uptown Sewing, The 

Write Design, The Purple Pumpkin, Cochran Industrial Corp, and Cochran Land Service, 

my entrepreneurial roots are strong.  

 These entrepreneurial traits, models of strong women, and values for education 

were so prominent in my family that I didn’t realize them to be uncommon. They have 

shaped me to be interested in each of them. These family values and traits led me to 

develop a passion for entrepreneurship education, and specifically women students in 

entrepreneurship education in higher education.  

 As I pursued this Ph.D., and specifically this dissertation as the culminating event, 

my mom, Dr. Leslie Anderson deserves every bit of thanks. Without her showing me the 

path to a Ph.D., I would not be here today. Her role modeling, along with her mentoring, 

guidance, and support made this degree possible. Next, I want to thank my dad, Edd 

Cochran, for his support and learning with me as I navigated this new world, and for 

teaching me to be sentimental and to explore my heritage. Next, I want to thank my 



 

siblings and in-law: Whit, Katt, Ben, and Rachel for their support in true sibling fashion. 

Katt, you will be here soon! And, I would be remiss if I did not mention my bonus 

parents, Jerry Hathaway and Marianne Kokojan. How special am I to have their bonus 

support.  

 I need to thank my friends, old and new, who offered a lending ear or friendly 

smile during stressful times. I could not have finished this without you. Jenna, I have 

treasured our dissertation dates and Ali, your editing and support saved the day many 

times. Jaime, I’m happy to have you now in my professional world.  

 Finally, I need to thank my advisors: Brad Curs and Jeni Hart. Without their 

guidance and mentoring, this would have never been possible. They have both shown me 

how and coached me to becoming a higher education scholar, and for that I am 

immensely thankful.   
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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this case study was to understand the gendered experiences 

women students have while participating in a university entrepreneurship program 

through the lens of the theory of gendered organizations. I completed this study at a four-

year institution with an established entrepreneurship program. I conducted interviews and 

a focus group of women students, interviews of faculty and staff, class observations, and 

reviewed documents and artifacts. Through analysis of the data, three themes emerged: 

The Struggle is Real, which related to the unique struggles the participants had in the 

masculine domain of the entrepreneurship program; Super Women, describing the myriad 

of ways that women entrepreneurship students expressed their strength; and 

Relationships, acknowledging the importance of relationships for these women students. 

The last chapter of the study includes a description of the way that the themes represent 

the theory, indicating a gendered organization, as well as implications for theory, 

research, and practice. By implementing the suggestions derived from this study, 

educators can help women navigate this man-dominated environment, leading to more 

women entrepreneurs who can change the way things are done and create the millions of 

jobs needed, having significant impact on the economy and societal ills.  

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 1 

OVERVIEW 

 In 1974, United States (U.S.) Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg said, 

 Laws which disable women from full participation in the political, business, and  

economic arenas are often characterized as ‘protective’ and beneficial…. The 

pedestal upon which women have been placed has all too often, upon closer 

inspection, been revealed as a cage (Carmon & Knizhnik, 2015, p. 57). 

Over forty years later, some could argue that it is an exceptional era for women. 

In fact, for the first time in U.S. history, in 2016, a major political party had a woman 

nominee for President of the United States (Peralta, 2016). At the same time, U.S. Senate 

and House of Representatives were currently at odds over a bill – National Defense 

Authorization Act 85-13 (Herb & O’Brien, 2016) - that would require women to register 

for the draft beginning in 2018 (Steinhauer, 2016), indicating disagreement about the 

appropriate roles for women. Further, in June 2016, the Obama administration hosted the 

first-ever United State of Women Summit in Washington, D.C. to strengthen gender 

equality (Marek, 2016). In addition to the announcement of $50 million in contributions 

from various groups like the Washington Area Women’s Foundation to support women 

and girls, the White House also announced commitments from 28 leading companies to 

conduct gender equity pay audits (Marek, 2016). This came at a time when women’s full-

time work salaries were still substantially lower than those of men, over 40 years since 

the Equal Rights Amendment was passed in 1972. In 2014, women’s salaries were only 

79% of men’s wages for full-time work (American Association of University Women, 

2016), up from 58% in 1972 (National Committee on Pay Equity, n.d.). In spite of 
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seemingly pro-women initiatives suggesting there is movement towards gender equity in 

society and in the workplace, these and other troubling statistics paint a different picture.  

For women entrepreneurs or small business owners, pay statistics are not 

available as they are not captured in census or other reports used to calculate pay 

differentials. However, it has been shown that women entrepreneurs make less than men 

entrepreneurs, likely a result of them receiving less startup funding than men 

entrepreneurs (Stengel, 2012). This is among many other ominous statistics on women 

entrepreneurs, such as the findings that men are twice as likely to be in the process of 

starting a new business (Kickul, Wilson, Marlino, & Barbosa, 2008) and women-owned 

businesses are usually smaller than men-owned businesses in size, number of employees, 

and amount of revenues (Bishop & Deason, 2013). While scholars have provided 

possible explanations for these statistics – such as stereotype threat (Gupta, Turban, 

Wasti, & Sidkar, 2009) and lack of role models (Drury, Sly, & Cheryan, 2011), another 

speculation is that women have less outside investing or funding for their startups 

(Stengel, 2012). This has led to a report from Krause and Fetsch (2016) which states, “the 

significant economic value women have contributed to the United States is in spite of the 

lack of supportive policies” (p. 5).  

Meanwhile, the future of American entrepreneurship and growth has been 

imagined in the hands of women who have untapped economic potential (Robb, 

Coleman, & Stangler, 2014). In the twentieth century, women entered the labor force en 

masse and made significant educational gains, serving as an economic tailwind (Robb et 

al., 2014). Women are currently under-represented in entrepreneurship, especially in 

high-growth ventures, causing Robb et al. (2014) to make this claim that the future of 
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American economic growth is in the hands of women if they participate. Further, research 

shows that women-led Fortune 1000 companies had more than two times the equity 

returns over twelve years than the S&P 500 (Wechsler, 2015), although many women-

owned entrepreneurial ventures are typically smaller and women have lower earnings 

compared to those men-owned (Bishop & Deason, 2013). Further, women-owned 

enterprises are more likely to have a social impact, being 17% more likely than a man-

owned business to be a social venture (with a focus on human and environmental 

wellbeing) rather than purely an economic one (Stengel, 2016). This makes women’s 

participation in entrepreneurship crucial to future economic and social prosperity.  

There are currently resources specifically for women entrepreneurs. For instance, 

the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) funds women’s business centers in nearly 

100 United States locations that are designed to assist women in starting and growing 

small businesses (U.S. Small Business Administration, n.d.b). The SBA also funds the 

National Association of Women Business Owners (NAWBO) with a mission to help 

women entrepreneurs build alliances and transform public policy (National Association 

of Women Business Owners, n.d.). Additionally, the National Women’s Business 

Council (NWBC) serves as a bipartisan federal advisory council to the President, 

Congress, and SBA, conducts research on issues important to women business owners, 

and provides a platform for change for women business owners (National Women’s 

Business Council, n.d.).  

There are also training and funding opportunities specifically for women-owned 

businesses such as angel and venture capital investment groups like Golden Seeds in New 

York City, defined as “a discerning group of investors, seeking and funding high-
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potential, women-led businesses” (Golden Seeds, n.d., para 1), or the Women’s Capital 

Connection in Kansas City area that funds women-led enterprises (Women’s Capital 

Connection, n.d.). There are accelerators for women-owned businesses such as Prosper in 

Saint Louis, Missouri, “a for-profit organization focused on increasing women 

entrepreneurs’ access to growth capital and the number of women investing in early stage 

capital markets” (Prosper, n.d., para. 3). There are also grants for women-owned 

businesses through the Eileen Fisher Women-Owned Business Grant Program that 

provides up to $12,000 annually to businesses that are beyond the start-up phase with 

potential for positive social and environmental impact (Eileen Fisher, n.d.). These 

resources, training, and funding opportunities are important as research shows women 

entrepreneurs have distinctive needs that can best be met in a women-centered 

environment (Riebe, 2012).  

There is still a persistence of the under-representation of women-led companies. 

This is despite these resources and the data showing women-led companies outperform 

those headed by men (Wechsler 2015) and have a greater societal impact (Stengel, 2016). 

This has led to research on, and support for, women entrepreneurs (Kauffman 

Foundation, n.d.; Krause, 2015). The Kauffman Foundation has a mission to “help 

individuals attain economic independence by advancing educational achievement and 

entrepreneurial access” (Kauffman, n.d.a.). Leaders at Kauffman have recognized this 

need for women entrepreneurs by offering financial support to non-profit organizations 

that provide training for women entrepreneurs through the Inclusion Challenge 

(Kauffman Foundation, n.d.c.), after a call for proposals for research related to women’s 

entrepreneurship in 2015 (Krause, 2015). Hillary Clinton, in her initiative for technology 
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and innovation, announced she would have provided increased funding for women 

entrepreneurs if she had been elected President of the U.S. in 2016 (HillaryClinton.com, 

n.d.).  

However, despite all of these initiatives and efforts, women still made up only 

33% of new entrepreneurs in 2015, down from 44% in 1992 (Kauffman Foundation, 

2016). This came at a time when entrepreneurs had been deemed vital for the future of 

our economy as they are the primary source of net new job creation (Wiens & Jackson, 

2014). In the Kauffman Foundation 2015 State of Entrepreneurship Address, President 

and CEO Wendy Guillies (2015) highlighted the problem, saying, “only entrepreneurs 

can change the existing ways of doing things. Only entrepreneurs can create the millions 

of jobs needed for our future. Only entrepreneurs can renew the dynamic and innovative 

American spirit” (para.13).  

In addition to Guilles, other scholars have speculated the twenty-first century will 

prove to be the golden age for entrepreneurship because the entrepreneurial spirit is alive 

and well and history has shown “the one true enduring force is entrepreneurial thinking 

and the innovation it creates” (Morris, Kuratko, & Cornwall, 2013, p. 17). The challenge 

is for universities to keep pace with this revolution as “the at-risk student becomes the 

one not properly prepared for this bold new age” (Morris et al., 2013, p. 17). Hillary 

Clinton regarded it important enough that she announced her initiative on technology and 

innovation in 2016 that would have allowed entrepreneurs to put their student loan 

payments on hold for 3 years while they initiated their startups (HillaryClinton.com, 

n.d.), had she been elected. President Obama also believed it imperative, and stated at the 

2016 Global Entrepreneurship Summit “you’re the bridge, you’re the glue – particularly 
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the young people who are here – who can help lead towards a more peaceful and more 

prosperous future that provides opportunity for everybody” (para. 27). Many of those 

young people are currently college students in institutions where entrepreneurship is 

burgeoning.   

Entrepreneurship in higher education is a rapidly growing field with over 3,000 

universities offering courses on the subject in 2013 (Morris et al., 2013). It has been 

lauded as central to economic growth (Wiens & Jackson, 2014). Research has been 

conducted on the most common types of entrepreneurship programs – courses, centers, 

and departments – and the skills typically taught in these programs such as the process 

nature of entrepreneurship, how to recognize opportunity, and how to develop a business 

model (Morris et al., 2013). Research has also been conducted on the best practices for 

entrepreneurship programs, such as incorporating interdisciplinary teams of students 

(Hynes, 1996; Shinnar, Pruett, & Toney, 2009) and teaching through real-world scenarios 

(Morris, Webb, Fu, & Singhal, 2013b; Taatila, 2010; Vanevevenhoven, 2013).  

There has been research on students’ motivation for enrolling in university 

entrepreneurship programs, such as having an interest in the subject matter, having a 

specific business idea to pursue, or to see if they have what it takes to be an entrepreneur 

(Duval-Couetil, Gotch, & Yi, 2014). Further, there has been research on the learning 

outcomes of these programs which have been associated with students’ increased 

entrepreneurial intention (Fayolle, Gailly, & Lassas-Clerc, 2006), positive perception of 

an entrepreneurial career (Hsu, Shinnar, & Powell, 2014), and entrepreneurial self-

efficacy (Charney & Lidecap, 2000). Scholars have even looked at the purpose of role 

models in entrepreneurship education as entrepreneurship students perceive a stronger 
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influence of role models than non-entrepreneurship students do (Muofhe & Du Toit, 

2011). To date, there is a paucity of information in the literature on the experiences of the 

students in these programs – men or women.  

Women students comprise the distinct minority in many of these programs 

(Menzies & Tartoff, 2016; Peterson & Limbu, 2010; Petridou, Sarri, & Kyrgidou, 2009) 

during a time when women are the majority of college students (U.S. Department of 

Education, n.d.). To explain this disparity of women students in entrepreneurship 

programs, research points to explanations such as stereotype threat (Langowitz & 

Minniti, 2007). Both men and women college students perceive entrepreneurship as a 

masculine, male-typed occupation (Gupta et al., 2009) and many female students do not 

think entrepreneurship fits their personality, causing scholars to speculate a lack of role 

models to contribute to the issue (Menzies & Tartoff, 2006).  

Research has shown men and women indicate different reasons for pursuing an 

entrepreneurship program (Duval-Couetil et al., 2014). However, I have been unable to 

find any studies that explore women students’ experiences of participation in these 

programs. By understanding the experiences of these women students, entrepreneurship 

educators can better understand how to recruit, nurture, and retain them in their programs 

and close the gap of women who start businesses. As Kedrosky (2013) reports, 

entrepreneurship is contagious – in that persons who know entrepreneurs are more likely 

to become entrepreneurs. This makes a case for recruiting women into programs where 

they will get to know entrepreneurs and become future entrepreneurs who enhance the 

way things are done, create the millions of jobs needed, and renew the dynamic and 

innovative American spirit (Guilles, 2015).  



 8 

Purpose 

In order to recruit and develop women students in university entrepreneurship 

programs, educators must first understand the experiences of women students in such 

programs. Because there are far fewer women students participating, understanding their 

experiences can provide insight on the elements of the program that contribute to their 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy. This knowledge can help faculty and program directors to 

be more intentional in program design and implementation to recruit and develop more 

women by replicating those things that contribute to positive experiences and impeding 

those leading to negative experiences. The purpose of this case study was to understand 

the gendered experiences women students have while participating in a university 

entrepreneurship program. Specifically, the research question for this study is: What role 

does gender play in the academic experience of women participating in the 

entrepreneurship program at Pickwick State University1?  

Theoretical Framework  

Acker’s (1990, 1992) theory of gendered organizations guided the data collection 

and analysis for this study. Given the disproportion of women students in university 

entrepreneurship programs, this theory provided me with a lens through which to 

understand their experiences related to gender. By looking at the experiences of women 

students through this lens, this theory gave insight into how the gendering of higher 

education influences the numbers and/or involvement of women students. 

Acker (1992) argues that a gendered organization is one in which “gender is 

present in the processes, practices, images and ideologies, and distributions of power in 

                                                 
1 A pseudonym has been used for the institution to protect participants’ identities 
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the various sectors of social life” (p. 567). When an organization – or academic 

institution – is gendered, it means “advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, 

action and emotion, meaning and identity, are patterned through and in terms of a 

distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine” (Acker, 1990, p. 146). In 

this type of organization, gendering occurs in at least five interacting processes: the 

division of labor, behaviors, and power along the lines of gender; the construction of 

symbols and images that explain, express, and reinforce the divisions; interactions that 

reenact authority and hierarchy; the way the processes produce individual identity; and 

that of creating and conceptualizing social structures (Acker, 1990, 1992, 1999). These 

five processes are interlocking and work together to produce gendered organizations in 

ways that become manifested in the arrangements of work, the rules regarding workplace 

behavior, and the interrelationship of workplace to home life (Acker, 1992). Acker’s 

theory is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2.  

In an academic program, evidence of these processes can be seen in the ways 

teams divide work responsibilities, the rules (spoken or unspoken) regarding behavior in 

the classroom or during program activities, or the interactions of students. Further, 

universities are gendered organizations (Gardner, 2013), which can impact students’ 

choices to participate in various programs, as well as their participation experiences 

(Erickson, 2012). I used this theoretical framework to inform my interview protocol as 

well as to interpret my findings. By applying this theory I looked for patterns of 

gendering to understand the ways in which the program was gendered and influenced the 

experiences of the women students, as is discussed in chapter 5.    
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Research Design 

This qualitative study was designed to explore the experiences of women in 

entrepreneurship education. Qualitative methodology facilitates an in-depth exploration 

of the phenomenon and the role of qualitative research is not to form hypotheses, but to 

better understand the phenomenon being researched. Existing quantitative research 

indicates disparities in women’s participation (Duval-Couetil et al., 2014; Peterson & 

Limbu, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2016) in collegiate entrepreneurial 

programs. However, a qualitative investigation, such as this one, was needed to explore 

whether, why, and how gender matters in the experiences of these students. Because I 

was interested in better understanding how and why gender matters in entrepreneurship 

education, I chose a qualitative methodology as it allowed me to explore and understand 

the meaning of the participants’ experiences and render the complexity of the setting 

(Creswell, 2014).  

This study was a case study design (Stake, 2006). A case study allows for the 

study of a real-life, contemporary setting (Yin, 2013). Because the purpose of the study 

was to understand the phenomenon of gendered experiences women entrepreneurship 

students had within a particular context, case study was the most appropriate research 

design (Creswell, 2013). A case study, unlike many other qualitative designs, allows for 

multiple types of data (Creswell, 2013), which was important to capture perspectives of 

the faculty and staff, as well as images used, as images have been found to be of 

importance to women in men-dominated fields (Cheryan, Davies, Plaut, & Steele, 2009).  

This case study was embedded in a 4-year institution of higher education in the 

United States with a well-established entrepreneurship program that not only included 
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academic courses, but also a center. I purposely selected this location because research 

indicates entrepreneurship courses are best taught in conjunction with an 

entrepreneurship center (Morris et al., 2013). Centers often provide the programming 

aspect of the entrepreneurship education experience that enhances the learning provided 

through coursework, likely because most business students learn best through 

experiential learning (Kolb, 1984).  

I collected four forms of data: interviews/focus groups (with students and 

program staff), direct observations (of entrepreneurship courses), physical artifacts 

(recruitment materials, promotional materials, and the website), and documents (course 

syllabi) (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2013). Each data source served a purpose in explaining the 

case. The individual interviews were most important, as they allowed the participants to 

share with me their experiences, the phenomenon of the case study. The focus groups 

provided a forum to validate the participants’ experiences with one another (Mertens, 

2014). The perspectives of the program director and faculty were of particular relevance 

as the program had initiatives and efforts to attract more women students that were not 

publicized, and therefore students may not have been aware these efforts were happening 

behind the scenes. Observing courses allowed me to see interactions and reactions of 

students who otherwise did not participate in the study. Because relied on multiple data 

sources, I was also able to triangulate those data to enhance the trustworthiness of the 

study.  

Although I was not attempting to generate new theory, I adapted data analysis 

strategies from grounded theory for the case study following a three-step grounded theory 

process (Charmaz, 2014; Saldana, 2016). The first and second steps included line-by-line 
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coding (Charmaz, 2014), followed by axial coding (Creswell, 2013) in which I identified 

themes to focus on and created categories around these core themes. The third component 

was selective coding (Saldana, 2016) in which I described the interrelationship of the 

categories of themes (Creswell, 2013).  

Although I acknowledged that my positionality informs my worldview, I tried to 

minimize bias and limit preconceived expectations about the potential findings (Mertens, 

2014). Through the analysis of the data, a detailed description of the case emerged. In the 

final stage, I interpreted the case description and findings through my theoretical 

framework and existing literature on the topic. I present lessons learned from the case 

study. To be consistent with case study research, I employed strategies to enhance 

trustworthiness, such as triangulation, which I previously mentioned, so readers may find 

themes transferrable to their own settings (Creswell, 2013).  

Significance 

This study was designed to understand the gendered experiences of women 

students in an entrepreneurship program, with the knowledge that women face significant 

barriers in the realm of entrepreneurship and that universities are gendered organizations 

(Gardner, 2013). While much was previously known about entrepreneurship students, 

and even women students, their specific gendered experiences had not been studied. By 

understanding the gendered experiences of these women students in entrepreneurship 

programs, entrepreneurship educators can better understand how to recruit, nurture, and 

retain them in their programs.   

These strategies can include new ways for recruiting and efforts for nurturing 

these students to thrive, such as providing role models as female role models have been 
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found to help women overcome stereotype threat in predominately male careers and 

prevent them from leaving the field (Drury et al., 2011). These efforts, over time, could 

even help the organization reach the tipping point to move beyond being a gendered 

organization; thus really closing the gap of women who start businesses. As Kedrosky 

(2013) reports, entrepreneurship is contagious – as in those who know entrepreneurs are 

more likely to become one themselves – making a case for recruiting women into 

programs where they will get to know businesspersons and become future entrepreneurs. 

These entrepreneurs can change how things are done, create the millions of jobs needed, 

and renew the dynamic and innovative American spirit (Guilles, 2015). In doing so, the 

economy can greatly improve as “female entrepreneurs have untapped economic 

potential, and policymakers and relevant organizations need to empower them” (Marich, 

2014, para. 4)2. 

Definition of Key Terms 

 The following terms are relevant to the current study. I provide definitions for 

readers to better understand how I am using the terms throughout this project.   

 Business plan competition, business model competition, or pitch competition. A 

competition, often put on by a university, in which participants present or “pitch” their 

business plan or business model for prize money. 

                                                 
2 The vast majority of the literature surrounding this topic use terms representing 

gender and sex interchangeably, such as woman and female and man and male, whether 
referring to sex or gender. For the purpose of this literature review, I am consistent with 
terms used by those authors in the literature, as the scope of this study is a broad 
exploration of the impact of gender roles in entrepreneurship education.  
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Entrepreneur. “The individual who, often against significant odds, develops and 

implements a unique concept for capitalizing on opportunity” (Morris, Kuratko, & 

Schindehutte, 2001, p. 35).  

Entrepreneurship. “The pursuit of opportunity without regard to resources 

currently controlled” (Burgstone, 2012, p. 156). Or as serial entrepreneur and founder of 

Priceline, Jeff Hoffman (2013), has said, “entrepreneurship is the shovel you use to dig a 

path to a brighter future” (slide 7).  

Entrepreneurship center or institute. Within a college or university, these centers 

or institutes commonly provide a range of programs and services. The foundation of these 

centers usually consists of courses in entrepreneurship for students and the broader 

community. The second most common activity of many centers is academic research 

followed by outreach activities for the entire campus and surrounding community (Morris 

et al., 2013a).   

Entrepreneurship education. “Entrepreneurship education is the cultivation of 

knowledge, mindsets, skills, and competencies to enable learners to identify and act on 

opportunities, engage in ventures, and innovate throughout their lives” (United States 

Association for Small Business and Entrepreneurship, personal communication, October 

5, 2016).  

Gender. Refers to social identity and includes the words woman, man, girl, boy, 

feminine, masculine, gender non-conforming, and transgender) (Butler, 1990).  

High-growth ventures. “Small businesses designed for the purpose of achieving 

high growth and rapid profit increases. Often, to achieve profit and growth objectives, 
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these businesses develop products and promotion strategies with a pool of investors 

providing working capital” (Barrons Educational Series, n.d., para 1).  

Micro-aggressions. Refer to “commonplace verbal, behavioral, or environmental 

indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory or 

negative slights and insults to people on the basis of an aspect of the person’s identity 

(usually referring to categories such as race, gender, age, ability, class, sexual orientation 

or religious affiliation” (Sue, 2010, p. 5).   

Role models. “People whose lives and activities influence another person in some 

way” (Quimby & DeSantis, 2006, p. 297).  

Sex. Refers to biological differences and includes the words male and female 

(Butler, 1990).  

Small business. The Small Business Administration requires companies to have 

fewer than 500 companies to qualify for many of their programs (U.S. Small Business 

Administration, n.d.a). Outside of technology clusters like Silicon Valley, small business 

and startup are often used interchangeably (Blank, 2011).  

Stereotype threat. “Being at risk of conforming, as self-characteristic, a negative 

stereotype about one’s group” (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 797).  
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Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In 2013 there were over 3,000 higher education institutions offering courses in 

entrepreneurship (Morris et al., 2013a) and the rapidly-growing field has been deemed 

vital for economic development (Bowers, Bowers, & Ivan, 2006), as entrepreneurial 

activity stimulates economic growth (Kickul et al., 2008). More specifically, the future of 

economic growth is in the hands of women entrepreneurs as they have abundant untapped 

economic potential (Robb et al., 2014). In the twentieth century, women entered the labor 

force in great numbers and made substantial educational gains, which led to an economic 

surge. Because women are under-represented in entrepreneurship, specifically in high-

growth ventures, Robb et al. (2014) have placed the future of American economic growth 

in the hands of women if they participate. Further, research shows that women make 

better business leaders (Wechsler, 2015) and that women-led ventures are more likely 

than those which are men-led to have a social impact (Stengel, 2016). These factors make 

women crucial for future economic and societal growth. However, barriers still exist for 

women entrepreneurs – such as access to loan funding and government contracts (U.S. 

Senate Committee on Small Business and Entrepreneurship, 2014). University 

entrepreneurship programs are a good place to study this phenomenon as they provide 

training programs for entrepreneurs. This chapter will explore the literature surrounding 

the topic. 

In this literature review I will begin by surveying women in science, technology, 

engineering, and math (STEM) fields in higher education. This is an area where there 

have historically been fewer women relative to men (Trautvetter, Marra, Lattuca, 
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Piacentini, & Knight, 2011) and there are years of research literature to explore those 

disparities between women and men and to better understand those gender-differential 

patterns. Higher education institutions have been identified as gendered organizations for 

both faculty and students (Fox, Sonnert, & Nikiforova, 2011). Because women in 

entrepreneurship in higher education is an under-researched area, I have to rely on these 

fields which have a similar demographic makeup, in this case women in STEM 

disciplines. Next, I transition to a review of the literature about entrepreneurship, 

followed by an overview of the gender differences within entrepreneurship. Likewise, I 

will review the scholarship that pertains to entrepreneurship in higher education, followed 

by the factors specific to entrepreneurship students and the ways in which women 

students are different from men students.    

Women in STEM Education 

Because of dire statistics on the under-representation of women students in STEM 

disciplines, scholars have conducted significant research on the subject. Within the 

research on this topic, some scholars present studies that group all STEM disciplines 

together, while others address specific disciplines that can fall under STEM more 

broadly. After nearly 20 years of dedicated recruitment and retention efforts, women still 

only make up about 19% of engineering students (Trautvetter et al., 2011) and are 

generally found to be underrepresented both in the engineering classroom as well as in 

the engineering profession (Goodman, Cunningham, Lachapelle, Thompson, Bittinger, 

Brennan, & Delci, 2002; Hill, Corbett, & St. Rose, 2010; National Science Board, 2006). 

Similar to engineering, computer science also sees a dearth of women students. Women 

now earn 50% of the bachelor’s degrees granted in mathematics (Cheryan, et al., 2009), 
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yet only 22% of computer science graduates are women (National Science Foundation, 

2008). Women are also under-represented in entrepreneurship education, representing 

only 34% percent of graduates from 2010 to 2014 (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).  

Women are less likely than men to select a major in engineering (Cohen & 

Deterding, 2009; Trautvetter et al., 2011) and scholars have suggested strategies for 

attracting more women into the discipline. These include university outreach to PK-12 

girls and their teachers about engineering, ongoing campaigns to help the public better 

understand the work of engineers (Corbett & Hill, 2015; Goodman et al., 2002), and 

planning specific activities for admitted university students (Trautvetter et al., 2011).  

Instead of recruitment into engineering programs, others have found retention to 

be the issue with women more likely to switch out of an engineering program than men 

(Goodman et al., 2002; Griffith, 2010). Scholars have made suggestions for women 

student retention in engineering including encouraging students to use existing support 

services, mitigating students’ sense of discouragement through setting clear goals and 

expectations, basing grades on how well students meet educational goals, and developing 

grading rubrics (Goodman et al., 2002; Hill et al., 2010). Another suggested strategy is 

coupling degrees in STEM majors with majors in other fields (Corbett & Hill, 2015). In 

order to better understand the dim number of women STEM graduates, scholars have 

looked at traits of these students and their reasons for not enrolling or persisting.  

Traits of STEM Students and Their Reasons for Persistence or Attrition  

When exploring the traits common for undergraduate students who enroll in 

science and engineering programs during their first year, some themes emerge. These 

students have planned on studying engineering before entering college (Goodman et al., 
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2002) are well-qualified (Hill et al., 2010), and have high expectation, a healthy self-

confidence, solid academic preparation, and strong family support (Huang & Peng, 

2002). Women undergraduate students have expressed lower levels of confidence in their 

abilities to succeed in STEM field majors than men students (Seymour & Hewitt, 1997; 

Singh, Allen, Scheckler, & Darlington, 2007), which has been linked to stereotype threat 

(Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999).  

Persistence is an issue in gendered fields like STEM education (Goodman et al., 

2002; Griffith, 2010; Trautvetter et al., 2011), causing scholars to look at the reasons 

women do or do not persist in these programs. Themes of reasons arise that all relate to 

the climate: lack of feeling of inclusion, stereotype threat, and role models. Because of 

other similarities between entrepreneurship education and STEM education, it is possible 

there could be similar findings in entrepreneurship education were there better data 

available.   

Lack of inclusion. Inclusion has been defined as “the action or state of including 

or of being included within a group or structure” (Inclusion, n.d.). It has been found that 

women engineering students show a significant decrease in feelings of inclusion from 

their first to second year through the Longitudinal Assessment of Engineering Self-

Efficacy (LAESE) Instrument (Marra, Rodgers, Shen, & Bogue, 2009). Further, women 

STEM students indicate they perceive a “chilly climate” (Janz & Pyke, 2000; Morris & 

Daniel, 2008), or the perception of being unwelcome as a result of “being ignored, treated 

differently, or sexually harassed” (Morris & Daniel, 2008, p. 257). However, at least 

some of these women students continue to persist in their majors.  



 20 

Women students often feel marginalized during team-based activities as they are 

often assigned to routine tasks or managerial duties, while men are assigned the most 

challenging problems (Seron, Silbey, Cech, & Rubineau, 2015). This finding mirrors 

findings in STEM careers that show women are assigned more social duties while men 

are assigned more technical duties (Cech, 2013).  

Griffith (2010) found lower rates of undergraduate students persisted in programs 

at selective institutions with high numbers of graduate students and significant spending 

on STEM research. This caused the author to conjecture that much of the program focus 

is on graduate students and undergraduate students are not being recruited heavily enough 

or do not feel the program focus fits their needs (Griffith, 2010).  

Women undergraduate engineering students often experience micro-aggressions, 

which can include: having a male peer speak over or interrupt them in class, a reaction of 

surprise that a woman would be interested in engineering, hearing gendered statements 

by their professors during class, and being told women are only in the department as a 

result of affirmative action policies and not based on their talents or abilities (Camacho & 

Lord, 2011; Corbett & Hill, 2015). These micro-aggressions can lead to women students 

feeling of exclusion (Camacho & Lord, 2011). And, the presence of micro-aggressions 

can create a climate where negative stereotypes are correlated with under-performance 

relative to actual ability (Davies, Spencer, & Steele, 2005).   

These findings indicate women students feel excluded or less included, with a 

negative impact for women and for the gender diversity of programs of study not related 

to ability or potential for success. This creates an opportunity for educators to find ways 

to increase women’s feelings of inclusion and subsequent success in a broader range of 
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academic and professional pursuits. Scholars have suggested STEM departments: be 

contentious of peer culture so no one student clique dominates the way of being in the 

major (Hill et al., 2010), provide advisors who can make the climate feel more 

welcoming (Goodman et al., 2010), and provide opportunities for students to socialize 

and learn with other students in order to build community (Goodman et al., 2002; 

Trautvetter et al., 2011). Some feelings of a lack of inclusion have been attributed to 

stereotype threat (Walton & Cohen, 2007), which as previously described, can be 

prompted by micro-aggressions and lead to under-performance.  

Stereotype threat. As mentioned previously, studies have shown women in 

traditionally male-dominated majors perceive a more “chilly climate” those in 

traditionally female-dominated majors (Barbercheck, 2001; Morris & Daniel, 2008). Janz 

and Pyke (2000) found women students who described themselves as feminists perceived 

a chillier climate on their college campus than those who did not. And, Morris and Daniel 

(2008) found women students who were in more traditionally female-dominated majors 

perceived a chillier climate in their programs than women students in traditionally male-

dominated majors. While this might seem confusing on the surface, it may have to do 

with the degree to which the women in each group identify with traditional gender role 

identity as the authors attribute this to women students with higher femininity scores 

being more likely to choose traditionally female-dominated majors and those with higher 

masculinity scores to be more likely to choose a traditionally male-dominated major and 

therefore be less affected by the chilly climate (Morris & Daniel, 2008). These students 

are less affected by the stereotype threat by not having as strong of an attachment to their 

gender identity. This finding and speculation regarding its reasoning begs more research 
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in this area so that we can better understand the experiences and participation of women 

students in non-gender-traditional pursuits. Similar gendered findings show up for 

entrepreneurship students in that both men and women who express strong masculine 

gender preferences have higher entrepreneurial intentions (Gupta et al., 2009). Findings 

from these studies suggest that addressing the climate issues relative to gender identity 

conformance could reduce stereotype threat and promote participation by both women 

and men in previously gendered professional pursuits, such as STEM and 

entrepreneurship.    

Stereotype threat has also been shown to influence students in the way of visual 

images and surroundings. In a 2009 study, Cheryan et al. found that women who were 

exposed to items stereotypical to computer science were less interested in the field than 

those exposed to items not associated with the profession, which was not true for men. 

Similarly, when female students were shown a video of a conference with mostly men in 

attendance they reported less interest in attending than when shown video where equal 

numbers of men and women were in attendance (Murphy, Steele, & Gross, 2007). These 

authors cite this as compelling evidence for the power of the environment signaling who 

belongs (and who does not) and highlights the effects of stereotype threat simply through 

images typically associated with the profession, and the often subtle messages about how 

the profession is “gendered” (Cheryan et al., 2009).  

Stereotype threat additionally has been shown to influence students by verbal 

messages. When students were told that a difficult math test was designed to determine 

their math ability, the men and women students performed equally on the test. However, 

when students were told women and men typically perform equally, the women far 
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outscored the men (Good, Aronson, & Harder, 2008). These verbal cues signaled 

expectations related to gender, and produced differential results by lowering the 

performance of women relative to their ability.  

Stereotype threat also shows up for entrepreneurship students as they – both men 

and women students – see entrepreneurship as a masculine, male-typed occupational 

pursuit (Gupta et al., 2009). This reinforces the influence of stereotype threat on women 

in disciplines not traditional for women – whether STEM or entrepreneurship – and the 

opportunity to see the ways in which the space, images, and verbal messages 

communicated in entrepreneurship programs may affect the desire of women students to 

matriculate into, and persist through, the program.   

Role models. People usually seek out role models who are similar to them in 

gender (Perrone, Zanardelli, Worthington Jr., & Chartnrad, 2002; Quimby & DeSantis, 

2006; Rask & Bailey, 2010), which exacerbates the influence of stereotype threat and 

gendered professions. Griffith (2010) found having a higher number of female Ph.D. 

students in STEM fields correlates positively with the persistence of undergraduate 

female students. However, contrary to other previous studies (such as Bettinger & Long, 

2005; Minniti & Nardone, 2007), this study did not find having a larger number of female 

STEM-field faculty to have an impact on female student persistence (Griffith, 2010). The 

author speculates this could be because Ph.D. students tend to be closer in age to the 

undergraduate students and may be easier for the young women to relate to them and see 

them as role models where faculty members may seem more distant. Female role models 

have been found to help women overcome stereotype threat in predominately male 

careers and prevent them from leaving the field (Drury et al., 2011).  
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A complicating factor may be that role modeling may not just occur with the 

persons or presence of women in a traditionally masculine profession, but also how the 

physical space is configured.  In the previously described study by Cheryan et al. (2009) 

regarding space for computer science majors, the authors found items stereotypical to the 

field caused women students to be less interested. The authors concluded that the 

presence of women faculty in a department has no effect on the number of women 

entering that major since it is about the way in which the space is gendered (Cheryan at 

al., 2009). However, this would not explain the impact of Ph.D. students on 

undergraduate women student enrollment in Griffith’s (2010) study, providing an 

opportunity for further exploration of the factors involved in women’s choice of and 

persistence in fields not traditionally seen as available to them on the basis of their 

gender.   

Based on these studies, recommendations include: attending to the ways physical 

space is arranged and how welcoming it is for both women and men (Cheryan et al., 

2009), creating a departmental culture that attracts dynamic faculty who are highly 

involved with students, integrating women faculty into departmental culture, and creating 

a variety of opportunities for faculty and student interaction (Hill et al., 2010; Trautvetter 

et al., 2011). Because women in STEM in higher education is a well-studied topic and 

women are also under-represented in entrepreneurship education, this research provided 

significant insight for my study.   

These findings point to an impact of role models on women in STEM fields 

education, though with mixed results and conclusions. Because women are also 

underrepresented in entrepreneurship education, these findings can inform current 
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research of women students in entrepreneurship programs. With such confounding 

findings, it is necessary to gain a deeper understanding of women entrepreneurship 

students’ perceptions of the relative influence of role models in their matriculation and 

persistence. In order to frame entrepreneurship within higher education, it is important to 

establish the field beyond academia.   

Entrepreneurship 

The scope of entrepreneurship includes a broad range of activities related to 

recognizing and pursuing opportunities for a business or creative venture. These can 

range from “mom-and-pop” ventures like the corner café in small-town USA; to an 

internationally-known, high-growth venture such as Uber; to a society-impacting non-

profit such as a local food bank. While these entrepreneurial opportunities often have 

useful societal benefits for the challenges that face us, such as available transportation or 

access to good, healthy food, they can also have profound economic implications. 

Entrepreneurial activity is a major engine of economic growth (Kickul et al., 2008; 

Rasmussen & Sorheim, 2006) and young, entrepreneurial firms contribute more to job 

creation than older firms, both large and small (Weins & Jackson, 2014). However, the 

rate at which businesses are opening has been declining for years (Weins & Jackson, 

2014) and in order to have a vibrant economy, it is necessary to have a supply of potential 

entrepreneurs equipped to both create and pursue a variety of opportunities (Krueger & 

Brazeal, 1994). “Entrepreneurs are arguably the most important actors in our economy: 

the creators of new wealth and new jobs, the inventors of new products and services, and 

the revolutionizers of society and economy” (Cohoon, Wadhwa, & Mitchell, 2010, p. 3). 

This section will explore the literature on the characteristics and motivations of 
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entrepreneurs, the differences between women and men entrepreneurs, and the barriers 

women face in entrepreneurship. These topics are explored to shed light on entrepreneurs 

more generally and to better understand how university programs are training our future 

entrepreneurs, including how we might better understand and improve opportunities for 

under-represented populations, specifically women, in this study.  

Characteristics and Motivations of Entrepreneurs 

Entrepreneurs exhibit a variety of characteristics and motivations for starting their 

own business, from necessity to support oneself and one’s family to the realization of a 

dream that becomes a profitable business. Despite the popularity of entrepreneurship, 

little has been formally researched about the characteristics and motivations of 

entrepreneurs (Cohoon et al., 2010). However, those who are self-employed have been 

found to be more satisfied than those who work for employers (Blanchflower & Oswald, 

1998).   

According to published research, successful entrepreneurs start their first 

company in their early 40s and have one child (Cohoon et al., 2010). This demographic 

also earned undergraduate degrees, had an early interest in starting their own business, 

have a strong desire to build wealth, and have access to funding (Cohoon et al., 2010). 

Persons who received an inheritance or financial gift are more likely to own their own 

business (Blanchflower & Oswald, 1998).  

Entrepreneurs are primarily motivated by five main factors: desire to build wealth, 

desire to capitalize on a business idea, appeal of the startup culture, long-standing wish to 

own their own company, and adversity to working for someone else (Cohoon et al., 

2010). Further, entrepreneurs’ intentions are positively correlated with the perceived 
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feasibility and desirability of starting a business (Linan & Rodriquez-Cohard, 2011). 

When entrepreneurs were asked about their success, they rated their prior industry 

experiences, lessons learned from previous successes and failures, and university 

education as most important (Cohoon et al., 2010). Overall, both men and women specify 

the single largest hurdle to business ownership to be obtaining capital (Blanchflower & 

Oswald, 1998). 

Differences between Men and Women Entrepreneurs  

Women are not nearly as active in entrepreneurial ventures as they could be, and 

are one particularly understudied group of entrepreneurs (Cohoon et al., 2010). “We 

know very little about female entrepreneurs, and our ignorance of this important 

demographic is a serious blind spot in any effort to increase the total number of 

entrepreneurs participating in our economy” (Cohoon et al., 2010, p. 3). Because women 

are under-represented in this field, increasing the number of women entrepreneurs could 

have significant economic impact (Robb et al., 2014). However, not understanding 

women entrepreneurs and their critical needs could greatly hinder this effort.  

In the existing research on characteristics and motivations of entrepreneurs, 

though limited, there are some main findings that illustrate unique themes for women. In 

addition to motivations true for both women and men mentioned above, women 

entrepreneurs are additionally motivated by encouragement and a company founder’s 

efforts of recruitment into the field (Cohoon et al., 2010), as well as by the motivation to 

seek wealth creation (DeMartino & Barbato, 2003). Men tend to perceive 

entrepreneurship as more attractive and feasible than do women (Santos, Roomi, & 

Linan, 2016), but women are more likely to obtain early funding from their business 
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partners than men (Cohoon et al., 2010). Women often choose entrepreneurship because 

of unemployment, dissatisfaction with current employment, or family concerns (Jennings 

& Brush, 2013). Thebaud (2016) found that having passed up a job for lack of flexibility 

was a predictor for women becoming entrepreneurs, indicating entrepreneurship may be a 

fall back rather than a first choice for working mothers.  

Women rate their prior experiences as well as their professional and business 

networks for contributing to their entrepreneurial success even more highly than men do 

(Cohoon et al., 2010). In addition to their entrepreneurial success, men and women 

express different perceptions of potential difficulties facing entrepreneurs. Men express 

concern over the financial insecurity of a startup and the lack of available mentors, while 

women express concern with protecting their company’s intellectual capital (Cohoon et 

al., 2010).  

Men are twice as likely as women to be in the process of starting a new business 

and these aspirations are beginning much earlier than adulthood as teen boys are 30% 

more likely to aspire to be an entrepreneur than teen girls (Kickul et al., 2008). However, 

on the contrary, the American Express analysis of Census Bureau statistics found women 

are starting new businesses at a faster rate than men (Aarons-Mele, 2014). These women-

owned businesses are disproportionately in industries where median receipts are less than 

$225,000 causing concern as businesses with receipts lower than $100,000 are more 

likely to fail (Aarons-Mele, 2014). Further, women-owned businesses are usually smaller 

than men-owned businesses, regardless of whether the measure is number of employees 

or amount of revenues (Bishop & Deason, 2013; Winn, 2005). Despite contradicting 
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reports of startup rates relate to those for men, entrepreneurship is still a challenging 

endeavor for women.  

There is ample research indicating female entrepreneurs still face prejudices and 

barriers due to gender (Riebe, 2012). For instance, women entrepreneurs face barriers in 

obtaining capital as only 4% of the total small business loan funding goes to women 

(U.S. Senate Committee on Small Business and Entrepreneurship, 2014) and only 19% of 

angel funding in 2013 was granted to women (Robb, 2015), indicating women do not 

have sufficient access to startup funding. Women also comprised only 23% of the 

applicants for angel funding in 2013 (Robb, 2015) and research shows the issue is women 

are left out of the networks necessary to receive startup funding (Brush, Greene, 

Balachandra, & Davis, 2014). Women also face challenges in being awarded government 

contracts with only 2.47% going to women-owned businesses, which is well below the 

5% goal of the Women-Owned Small Business (WOSB) Procurement Program 

established in 2000 (U.S. Senate Committee on Small Business and Entrepreneurship, 

2014). It is important to explore in-depth some of the barriers women may face that 

contribute to lower participation.  

 Stereotype threat. Similar to the research related to women in STEM disciplines 

in higher education, stereotype threat also exists for women entrepreneurs. As Thebaud 

(2015) wrote, “our ideal cultural image of an entrepreneur is similar to that of a lone 

warrior, which is based on a set of stereotypically masculine traits like aggressiveness, 

independence, competitiveness and a willingness to take risks” (para. 11). This indicates 

men would be positively stereotyped, while women would be negatively stereotyped for 

successful entrepreneurial activity.  
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As compared to men, women believe they need a higher level of education in 

order to perceive themselves as competent at entrepreneurship when given a self-

assessment survey of entrepreneurial ability and activity (Thebaud, 2010). Much of this 

self-perceived competency could be due to gender stereotypes of appropriate roles for 

women (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007). Women internalize these stereotypical expectations 

and display less self-confidence in their entrepreneurial skills, which has been found to be 

related to the propensity to start a business (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007). The study, 

which utilized a survey of entrepreneurs on areas including their perceptions of their 

abilities to start a new business, also found women are less likely to be entrepreneurs than 

men (Langowitz & Minniti). The gender disparity can be mainly explained by 

perceptions, because men tend to perceive themselves in a more optimistic fashion, 

resulting in a stronger incentive to start new businesses (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007). 

Further, these personal perceptions may differ from actual personal abilities, as 

distortions in perceptions are especially common among entrepreneurs, with risk-taking 

behaviors and confidence in future success necessary components of entrepreneurial 

endeavors (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007).  

Gupta et al. (2009) found both men and women who express strong masculine 

gender preferences (such as competition, achievement, and risk-taking behaviors) to have 

higher entrepreneurial intentions. However, some of the traits regarded as important for 

entrepreneurs to possess are stereotypically feminine traits, such as: relationship-

orientation, nurturing, and caring (Gupta et al., 2009). Women identified the relationship 

between these feminine traits and entrepreneurship as significant; however, men did not 

(Gupta et al., 2009). The more masculine view of entrepreneurship may be a hindrance 
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for women, not only because women do not identify themselves as entrepreneurs, but 

also because men do not identify feminine characteristics with entrepreneurship (Gupta et 

al., 2009), leading to an invisibility in the role of entrepreneur and hindering 

opportunities for women. When addressing this stereotype threat, scholars have found 

women role models can help women overcome the issue in predominantly male careers 

and prevent them from leaving the field (Drury et al., 2011). Part of reducing the 

influences of stereotyping may also be in having female role models to provide an 

example of success as an entrepreneur.   

 Role models. Entrepreneurship students are reported to perceive a stronger 

influence of role models on their career choice than non-entrepreneurship students do 

(Muofhe & Du Toit, 2011). People usually seek out role models who are similar to them 

in gender (Perrone et al., 2002; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006; Rask & Bailey, 2010), and a 

lack of female role models has been identified as a barrier for women who want to pursue 

nontraditional careers for women (Drury et al., 2011; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006), such as 

STEM fields and entrepreneurship. This is because women entrepreneurs serve as role 

models, indicating that entrepreneurship is a field for women, and therefore reduce the 

stereotype threat (Drury et al., 2011).  

 Teen girls are much more likely to be interested in an entrepreneurial future if 

they have an entrepreneurial mother or father (Kickul et al., 2008), and other research has 

indicated having entrepreneurial peers also has an impact on the development of 

entrepreneurial intention among 15 year olds (Falck, Heblich, & Luedemann, 2012). 

These teens are the entrepreneurs of tomorrow and similar role model patterns exist for 

entrepreneurs in society.  
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Peterson and Limbu (2010) reported 60% of small business owners had parents 

who were also entrepreneurs, and “knowing other entrepreneurs is positively and 

significantly related to women’s propensity to start a business regardless of motivation” 

(Langowitz & Minniti, 2007, p. 349). This further supports Kedrosky’s (2013) finding 

that entrepreneurship is “contagious” in that persons who know an entrepreneur are more 

likely to start a business and BarNir, Watson, and Hutchins’s (2011) finding that 

exposure to role models affects women’s entrepreneurial intention.   

 Role models play an important part in encouraging female entrepreneurs by 

providing “entrepreneurial motivation, confidence, knowledge, and resources” (Lo, Sun, 

& Law, 2012, p. 45). Female role models have been found to provide nascent female 

entrepreneurs with opportunities to learn essential business skills, relationship-building 

opportunities, and psychosocial support (Bishop & Deason, 2013). Because women cite 

role models and mentors as contributors to their success, scholars have recommended 

creating clubs for women entrepreneurs and mentoring and support networks (Cohoon et 

al., 2010; Santos et al., 2016). These groups should be formed in communities and as well 

as within universities.  

Entrepreneurship in Higher Education 

Entrepreneurship has been deemed principal in higher education as it builds 

entrepreneurs to enhance economic development (Bowers et al., 2006; Morris et al., 

2013a; Rasmussen & Sorheim, 2006). In speculating the twenty-first century will prove 

to be the golden age of entrepreneurship, Morris et al. (2013a) state, “the challenge is for 

universities to keep pace with this revolution. The at-risk student becomes the one not 

properly prepared for this bold new age” (p. 17).  
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According to the Kauffman Foundation, “Entrepreneurship is one of the fastest 

growing subjects in today’s undergraduate curricula. In the past 3 decades, formal 

programs (majors, minors, and certificates) in entrepreneurship have more than 

quadrupled, from 104 in 1975 to more than 500 in 2006” (Kauffman Foundation, n.d.b, p. 

6). The majority of the estimated 3,000 institutions offering courses in entrepreneurship 

are streamlining their entrepreneurial activity into a center to include both academic and 

extracurricular programs (Morris et al., 2013a). And, there were 2,822 bachelor’s degrees 

in entrepreneurship awarded in 2014 in the United States (U.S. Department of Education, 

2016). 

University-based entrepreneurship centers are credited with the growth of 

entrepreneurship education and research that can advance economic development as they 

are the most effective vehicle for facilitating outreach (Bowers et al., 2006; Finkle, 

Kuratko, & Goldsby, 2006; Morris et al., 2013a). The average number of students 

academically involved with an entrepreneurship center is 173, with 61 of those being 

undergraduate students (Finkle et al., 2006). Research shows entrepreneurship courses 

are best taught in conjunction with an entrepreneurship center (Morris et al., 2013a), and 

centers provide role models for students in the form of instructors, club advisors, and 

community mentors.  

Because strong levels of entrepreneurial activity stimulates economic growth, 

entrepreneurship is a vital discipline to consider for the future (Kickul et al., 2008). And, 

according to scholars at the Kauffman Foundation (n.d.b.), “to neglect entrepreneurship 

or relegate it to the educational sidelines makes undergraduate learning orthogonal to the 

world it is supposed to help students learn to understand” (p. 6). Scholars now agree 
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entrepreneurship can be taught (Kuratko, 2005; Langowitz & Minniti, 2007) claiming 

personality traits are set, but the vast majority of knowledge required by entrepreneurs 

can be taught and learned (Gorman, Hanlon, & King; 1997). This debunks the old myth 

that entrepreneurs are born and not made (Kuratko, 2005; Langowitz & Minniti, 2007), 

though scholars also agree that entrepreneurship education is still maturing (Kuratko, 

2005). As entrepreneurship education continues to thrive and grow, institutions can learn 

from one another. In order to share some of these learnings, various scholars have 

explored best practices in entrepreneurship education. 

Entrepreneurship in Higher Education Best Practices  

Michael Morris, Donald Kuratko, and Jeffrey Cornwall, lauded as leading 

scholars in the field of entrepreneurship education, have identified common pathways 

that schools follow as they develop entrepreneurship programs. They found most schools 

begin with one or two courses in entrepreneurship that focus on new venture creation and 

business planning housed in the business school (Morris et al., 2013a). The typical next 

step for an institution is to create an entrepreneurship center or institute that offers a mix 

of student support programs and/or community programming (Morris et al., 2013a). 

Having a center with more activity often leads to a demand for more courses, finally 

leading the school to launch a minor, major, and/or M.B.A. concentration in 

entrepreneurship (Morris et al., 2013a). At this point, the program often grows outside of 

the business school to be more interdisciplinary and university-wide often leading the 

school to form an academic department or even school of entrepreneurship to create more 

autonomy and a stronger academic identity (Morris et al., 2013a).  
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Based on research, scholars have found entrepreneurship education should include 

interdisciplinary teams of students (Hynes, 1996; Shinnar et al., 2009) as more than half 

of non-business students have expressed an interest in taking an entrepreneurship course 

(Shinnar et al., 2009) and students can learn from the synergies created (Hynes, 1996). 

However, in order to successfully implement this type of program, faculty must allocate 

time and resources to it (Hynes, 1996) and seek funding and academic support outside the 

college of business (Shinnar et al., 2009). 

Additionally, scholars have found entrepreneurial competencies are best taught 

through real-world projects (Morris et al., 2013b, Taatila, 2010; Vanevevenhoven, 2013) 

and suggest educators should send students out of the classroom to the actual 

environments they are studying (Vanevevenhoven, 2013) as most business students learn 

best through experiential learning (Kolb, 1984). One example of this is the 

Entrepreneurship Empowerment in South Africa program in which students provide 

hands-on consulting for disadvantaged entrepreneurs for 6 weeks in the impoverished 

townships near Cape Town, South Africa. Through this program, students have 

demonstrated significant improvement in entrepreneurship competency development 

(Morris et al., 2013b). These suggestions for educators are essential as Taatila (2010) 

states, “there are no indications that the importance of entrepreneurial competencies will 

diminish in the near future” (p. 56) and most business students learn best through 

experiential learning (Kolb, 1984). 

Types of Entrepreneurship Programs  

Top scholars in the field of entrepreneurship education have identified the five 

most common structures for entrepreneurship programs: general entrepreneurship 
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programs, entrepreneurship centers or institutes, departments of management and 

entrepreneurship, departments of entrepreneurship, and schools of entrepreneurship 

(Morris et al., 2013a). A general entrepreneurship program is loosely organized and 

informal and often is a specialty within an existing program such as the department of 

management. Typically, there is a program director who also has other university duties 

(Morris et al., 2013a).  

 A university-based entrepreneurship center or institute commonly provides a 

range of programs and services. The foundation of these centers usually consists of 

courses in entrepreneurship for students as well as the broader community. The second 

most common activity of many centers is academic research as well as providing a 

number of outreach activities for the entire campus and the surrounding community. 

These activities can include incubators, hatcheries, award programs, pitch competitions, 

training, consulting, and facilitating access to funding. Entrepreneurship centers are often 

housed in the business schools (Morris et al., 2013a); however, some scholars believe the 

forward-looking universities establish the entrepreneurship center on the opposite side of 

campus to diversify the search for inventors (Feld, 2012).  

In a 2006 survey of 146 entrepreneurship centers in the United States, Finkle et al. 

reported information about centers overall as well as differences between top-ranked and 

un-ranked centers. At that time, the average center was 8.3 years old with top-ranked 

centers being 4.2 years older and the average number of students associated with the 

center being 173 (Finkle et al., 2006). Centers were found most likely to be ranked if they 

were an independent unit associated with a department. There were an average of 3.9 

Ph.D. level faculty associated with the centers and nearly half of them offered a 
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concentration in entrepreneurship. Nearly a third had a minor in entrepreneurship with a 

quarter offering a major (Finkle et al., 2006). Not surprisingly, ranked centers were found 

to have larger budgets than non-ranked centers (Finkle et al., 2006). They also found the 

typical director to have certain characteristics including age of 51.7 years, male, held a 

Ph.D., endowed chair, former entrepreneur having started 1.9 businesses and having been 

an entrepreneur for 9.9 years (Finkle et al., 2006). More than half of the centers surveyed 

had the following internal outreach programs: business plan competitions, internships, 

student clubs, and technology transfer. The most common outreach programs outside of 

the university included seminars and workshops, guest speakers, and grants.  

 In the model of a department of management and entrepreneurship, often a 

department has been adjusted to include entrepreneurship in the title because of the 

opportunity to utilize current faculty and resources (Morris et al., 2013a). This has been a 

popular model from a resource prospective because universities can leverage current 

faculty and resources and add faculty devoted to entrepreneurship as enrollment grows 

(Morris et al., 2013a). In addition to the ability to leverage faculty resources, it is also 

advantageous because it allows the opportunity to attract faculty who have cross-

disciplinary interests, gives access to existing departmental policies governing research 

resources, and gets a better buy-in by faculty outside of the discipline (Morris et al., 

2013a).  

 For institutions that have large enrollments in entrepreneurship courses, 

developing a department of entrepreneurship is a common model. This model has been 

prevalent as a way to formalize efforts in entrepreneurship and provide an academic 

home for the faculty teaching these courses. Structuring entrepreneurship as its own 
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department has both advantages and disadvantages as these departments can significantly 

advance entrepreneurship as a discipline on campus, and they can also be resisted by 

other faculty and departments (Morris et al., 2013a).  

 The final common model for entrepreneurship programs is a school of 

entrepreneurship. This model takes the greatest level of commitment and is often the 

culmination of the evolutionary process from program to department to school. It creates 

a home for entrepreneurship for the entire campus and provides an opportunity for joint 

appointments of faculty across campus. A school of entrepreneurship typically has 

dedicated courses for degree programs, all levels of entrepreneurship degrees, scholarly 

research in entrepreneurship, and a full range of internal and outreach activities and 

programs (Morris et al., 2013a). Regardless of the structure of the entrepreneurship 

program, entrepreneurship is taught in a variety of ways, typically around a usual set of 

competencies.  

Training Model/Skills Typically Taught  

Scholars at the Kauffman Foundation – a leader in research and advocacy for 

entrepreneurship education – believe entrepreneurship “is ideal for general education 

because it is a practice that applies to many fields and because it provides a revealing lens 

for studying how cultural values, social institutions, economic policies, and legal 

practices interrelate to shape human behavior” (Kauffman Foundation, n.d.b., p. 10). 

Entrepreneurship education has shown to enhance skills beyond business startup talents, 

including communication skills, leadership skills, and business literacy (Duval-Couetil, & 

Long, 2014).  
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Three common frameworks guiding the curriculum design: business plan, 

entrepreneurial process, and venture life cycle and top scholars recommend that elements 

of all three be considered (Morris et al., 2013a). Further, these scholars have identified 

common objectives of entrepreneurship courses. 

• Recognize the entrepreneurial potential that resides within each of us; 

• Appreciate the role of entrepreneurship within society, at the level of the 

organization, and in one’s personal life; 

• Understand the process nature of entrepreneurship, and ways to manage 

the process; 

• Identify the many ways in which entrepreneurship manifests itself, 

including start-up contexts, corporate contexts, social contexts, public 

sector contexts and others; 

• Develop an appreciation for opportunity, how to recognize it, and how to 

evaluate it; 

• Understand the roles and nature of value creation and innovation in 

entrepreneurship; 

• Know how to develop both a business model and a business plan; 

• Gain skills at acquiring and managing scarce financial and nonfinancial 

resource; 

• Develop capabilities related to the assessment and penetration of markets, 

including currently non-existent markets; 

• Recognize the importance of creative problem solving, trial and error, and 

ongoing adaptation when launching entrepreneurial initiatives; 
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• Understand the skills, processes, and systems necessary to achieve 

sustainable growth in new ventures; 

• Learn how to generate returns for the founders and investors in an 

entrepreneurial venture; 

• Recognize global issues and opportunities that impact successful creation 

and growth of new ventures; 

• Appreciate ethical issues that are intimately intertwined with 

entrepreneurial activities, and develop a personal framework for managing 

ethical dilemmas (Morris et al., 2013a, pp. 58-59).  

This list of common objectives provides both insight to those outside of the 

discipline, as well as provides best practices for those developing courses in the area. 

What is not captured in this list is the ways in which gender is embedded in the lessons 

and ways in which these objectives are met.  

Entrepreneurship Students  

Today’s college students have the best chance of leading an entrepreneurial 

recovery as they grew up in the digital age and have had more exposure to 

entrepreneurship than previous generations. However, they are not starting businesses at 

nearly the rate of previous generations (Harrison, 2015). For this reason, it is important to 

understand entrepreneurship students for a future pipeline of entrepreneurs.  

In an overview of the trajectory of entrepreneurship education, Kuratko (2005) 

reports it is still maturing and will face challenges and opportunities in the future, 

although gender differences are not specifically addressed in his vision. As 

entrepreneurship education continues to thrive and grow, institutions can learn from one 
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another and gender differences can be explored and managed. It is important that 

programs nurture women students to ensure the economy has future women 

entrepreneurs. As described above, women face significant challenges in participating in 

entrepreneurship as fully as the talents they may possess, making this is a critical growth 

opportunity for entrepreneurship programs in higher education. The tasks for 

entrepreneurship programs and centers is to better understand the needs of the students in 

their programs, recognize and the impact of their programs on the students, and to 

remove existing barriers.       

 As Wilson, Kickul, and Marlino (2007) stated, “In order to more fully capture the 

talents of women in new venture creation in the future, a vibrant ‘pipeline’ of potential 

entrepreneurs is required” (p. 388). There is a paucity of data documenting the number of 

women entrepreneurship students. In annual conference conversations with 

entrepreneurship educators across the United States, it would be easy to surmise there are 

profoundly fewer women students participating in entrepreneurship programs. However, 

a review of the literature reveals exceptionally few sources to either confirm or refute 

gender representation, as many studies simply do not report this demographic 

information. In one study, the research protocol simply does not request gender 

information (George Washington University Center for Entrepreneurial Excellence, 

2014). Some research does document the disparity of women entrepreneurship students 

outside of the United States (Menzies & Tartoff, 2006; Petridou et al., 2009), while other 

studies within the United States report far fewer women participants (Duval-Couetil et 

al., 2014; Peterson & Limbu, 2010). Data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System provides further backing to these statistics showing that from 2009-2014 
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only 34% of those students earning bachelor’s degrees with majors in entrepreneurship 

were women at institutions where women made up 57% of the total graduates (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016); however, these data are limited to undergraduate majors 

and fail to capture those involved in the program in other ways – pursuing a minor, active 

in the club, or participating in a pitch competition.   

Female college students show a less positive view of entrepreneurship, regardless 

of their entrepreneurship education background (Lo et al., 2012). This could prevent a 

challenge for those educators attempting to recruit these women into entrepreneurship 

programs. These next sections will explore the motivations and characteristics of 

entrepreneurship students and the role gender plays in entrepreneurship education.  

Motivations to enroll in entrepreneurship programs. Entrepreneurship 

students have reported various reasons for enrolling in entrepreneurship courses such as: 

having an interest in the subject matter (Duval-Couetil et al., 2014; Peterson & Limbu, 

2010), having a specific business idea to pursue (Duval-Couetil et al., 2014; Menzies & 

Tartoff, 2006), as a requirement for academic program (Peterson & Limbu, 2010), having 

a desire to see if they had what it takes to be an entrepreneur, or as a way to broaden their 

career prospects and choices (Duval-Couetil et al., 2014).Researchers have found that 

men and women identify different reasons for pursuing an entrepreneurship program. 

Males were more likely to desire to become an entrepreneur or have a specific idea for a 

business (Duval-Couetil et al., 2014); however, females were more likely to indicate a 

desire to acquire knowledge, develop skills, network with local businesses (Petridou et 

al., 2009); or value the courses as an additional educational credential (Duval-Couetil et 

al., 2014) or an added career prospect (Petridou et al., 2009). In addition to the reasons 
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that women students pursue an entrepreneurship program, there are also reasons that 

women students choose not to pursue an entrepreneurship program.  

Reasons for not enrolling in programs. What does research show about what 

might dissuade women from pursuing entrepreneurship programs? When asked their 

reasons for not choosing a concentration in entrepreneurship, female students have 

indicated they did not think it fit their personalities (Menzies & Tartoff, 2006), which is 

consistent with the stereotype threat literature discussed earlier in which college students 

found entrepreneurship to be a masculine, male-typed occupation (Gupta et al., 2009). 

Other studies have found female entrepreneurship students perceive lack of support, fear 

of failure, and lack of competency to be much more substantial barriers to pursuing 

entrepreneurship as a career than male students do (Shinnar, Giacom, & Janssen, 2012). 

This line of research has caused scholars to speculate women students judge themselves 

as the wrong gender for entrepreneurship and raise the issue that there are insufficient 

outstanding female entrepreneurs to serve as role models to resolve the problem (Menzies 

& Tartoff, 2006).  

 Entrepreneurship student characteristics. Once students have decided to 

participate in a university entrepreneurship program, it is important to understand the 

characteristics of these students in an attempt to tailor programs in a way to recruit and 

retain these students. Peterson and Limbu (2010) found more than half of students in an 

entrepreneurship program had parents who were entrepreneurs, while Pruett et al. (2009) 

found college students who have family members who are entrepreneurs are more likely 

to desire to start their own business. Entrepreneurship students desire to start their own 

business, with the most influential reasons for doing so being profit, independence, future 
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opportunities, and achieving a satisfying lifestyle (Peterson & Limbu, 2010). In the area 

of entrepreneurship-related topics, students have been found to be most interested in 

learning about leadership, project management, and managing teams (Duval-Couetil et 

al., 2014).  

In the studies that disaggregate the data by gender, some characteristics of 

entrepreneurship students are consistent across gender lines, while others are different for 

men and women. Male students have been found to be more interested in those topics 

most closely aligned with entrepreneurship, such as risk management, legal structures for 

ventures, intellectual property, product development, raising capital, finance, and market 

research (Duval-Couetil et al., 2014). Female students interested in entrepreneurship 

come from more theoretically-based disciplines - like philosophy (Petridou et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, women business owners who are college degree holders are more likely to 

have a liberal arts (non-business) degree than their male counterparts who are more likely 

to have a business or technical degree (Riebe, 2012). These findings have significant 

implications if we wish to encourage more women to participate, as they signify a 

challenge for entrepreneurship educators to create programs to meet the needs of students 

who have no prior business background or exposure (Petridou et al., 2009). These 

programs can provide exposure to entrepreneurship and have a tremendous influence on 

students.   

Influence of Entrepreneurship Education  

Once educators understand what kind of students are in an entrepreneurship 

program and what motivated them to pursue the program, it is important to understand 

the influence an entrepreneurship education program can have on students. Participating 
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in an entrepreneurship program positively affects high school students’ desires to start a 

business as well as their perceptions of the feasibility of starting a business (Peterman & 

Kennedy, 2003).  

For college students, entrepreneurship programs have a strong influence on 

students’ entrepreneurial intentions in the United States (Fayolle et al., 2006; Hsu et al., 

2014), South Africa (Muofhe & De Toit, 2011), Norway (Kolvereid & Moen, 1997), 

Greece (Petridou et al., 2009), and China (Lo et al., 2012). This entrepreneurial intention 

is considered an important outcome of these programs as entrepreneurship education has 

been deemed vital for future economic growth (Kickul et al., 2008).  

Further, scholars have found entrepreneurship education to have a positive 

correlation with students’ perceptions of an entrepreneurial career (Hsu et al., 2014; Lo et 

al., 2012; Packham, Jones, Miller, Pickernell, & Brychan, 2010) and assessments of their 

skills and abilities to start a business (Lo et al., 2012). Other studies have found 

entrepreneurship education to have a positive correlation with students’ perceived 

behavioral control (or their perceived ease or difficulty of starting a business) (Fayolle et 

al., 2006), while others have found there to be no significant correlation (Muofhe & Du 

Toit, 2011). For those who have found there to be no significant correlation, the 

speculation is that entrepreneurship students are given a realistic view of how difficult it 

is to start or run a business (Muofhe & Du Toit, 2011). It is not known whether this could 

be related to concepts such as stereotype threat.  

A study of M.B.A. students found that graduates who participated in the 

entrepreneurship program were three times more likely to be involved in the creation of a 

new business than those who did not participate in the entrepreneurship program and 
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11% more likely to be own their own business (Charney & Lidecap, 2000). And, students 

who have taken at least one entrepreneurship course were found to have higher 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy than those who had not taken a course in entrepreneurship 

(Duval-Couetil, Reed-Rhoads, & Haghighi, 2002).   

While the influence of entrepreneurship education is broad, there are sometimes 

differences between men and women students. Entrepreneurship courses have been found 

to have a stronger influence on male students’ desires to start a business (Packham et al., 

2010) and their entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Sanchez & Licciardello, 2012). However, 

female students have been found to benefit more from the learning experience in an 

entrepreneurship course than men do (Packham et al., 2010). In order to have more 

women students benefitting from the learning experience, scholars have begun to turn 

their attention to best practices in entrepreneurship programs.   

Attracting and Nurturing Women Students  

With an awareness of the differences that can be present among men and women 

entrepreneurship students – in their motivations for pursuing the program, characteristics, 

and outcomes of participating in the program; scholars have identified best practices in 

attracting and retaining women students. Entrepreneurship programs need to highlight 

female entrepreneurship in an attempt to change the image that entrepreneurs are only 

males, encourage that it is common for women to start businesses, and promote that 

female-owned businesses can be just as successful – if not more - as those which are 

male-owned (Lo et al., 2012). “A supportive culture for female entrepreneurship helps 

recognize the value of female entrepreneurship and approves/validates entrepreneurial 
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attempts of female students, hence improves the entrepreneurial intentions of female 

students” (Lo et al., 2012, p. 46).  

Opportunity evaluation differences between men and women can be alleviated 

and even possibly eliminated when the language associated with entrepreneurship is 

modified (Gupta, Turban, & Pareek, 2013). In order to nurture female students, programs 

should include female role models and stereotypically feminine attributes in classroom 

visits, textbooks, and case studies (Gupta et al., 2009; Gupta et al., 2013). Scholars 

indicate these women entrepreneur role models should be similar in background to the 

students in characteristics such as age, education, culture, gender, and business area 

(Gupta et al., 2009; Gupta et al., 2013; Lo et al., 2012). Because students are more likely 

to desire to be entrepreneurs if their parents are entrepreneurs (Kickul et al., 2008), there 

is a unique opportunity for university entrepreneurship programs to reach out to those 

students who do not come from entrepreneurial parents and provide role modeling for 

prospects in the field of entrepreneurship (Peterson & Limbu, 2010). 

These programs should include promotion of women-owned businesses and foster 

women-owned student startups through female business model competitions, 

entrepreneurial workshops (Lo et al., 2012) and female mentoring programs (Lo et al., 

2012; Riebe, 2012). Evidence suggests university women’s mentoring programs are 

effective at attracting successful women to serve as mentors because those types of 

programs appeal to the women’s sense of mission and desire to make the path easier for 

those behind them (Riebe, 2012) as they work to overcome negative gender stereotypes.  

While there are recommendations for female business model competitions and 

workshops, there are scholars who recommend textbook publishers pay close attention to 
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the way in which women entrepreneurship is presented. One problematic text found by 

Nelson and Duffy (2011), provides an example where a woman was having trouble 

finding a nanny so she could return to work after her pregnancy, prompting her to start a 

nanny company. This same text also indicates women usually rely on personal money for 

their startup, while men receive outside funding, and women usually have more middle 

management experience, while men have more upper management experience. The 

authors point out the ways in which this highlights women entrepreneurship as different 

from men’s and recommend careful consideration of the language and examples used in 

entrepreneurship textbooks (Nelson & Duffy, 2011).  

Other scholars also make a case for women-centered entrepreneurship education 

programs, as women entrepreneurs have distinctive needs that can best be met in a 

women-centered environment (Riebe, 2012). These centers within a university 

environment can provide training for women at a younger age, while they are degree-

seeking, and help them gain the confidence they need to and shorten the learning curve 

necessary to launch their own businesses (Riebe, 2012). In addition to serving the 

university students, these programs can additionally provide outreach activities with girls, 

also increasing the institution’s visibility in the community and enhances recruitment 

efforts, as well as providing alumnae and other women business owners professional 

development opportunities (Riebe, 2012).  

These recommendations are based on research, but have not been tested and 

proven. They are merely suggestions based on various research findings due to the 

disparities of women entrepreneurship students that scholars have found.  
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Theoretical Framework: Theory of Gendered Organizations 

In this section, I will first describe the theory of gendered organizations as set 

forth by feminist sociologist and educator, Joan Acker. Throughout my description of the 

theory, I will provide examples from the literature within higher education. I will then 

provide an overview of the critiques of Acker’s theory. Finally, I will review the 

scholarship that argues entrepreneurship is gendered. This theoretical framework was 

used to inform my interview protocol, and then interpret my findings. It helped me to 

understand the ways in which organizations are gendered and how it impacts the 

experiences of women entrepreneurship students. For instance, universities are 

organizations and gendered (Gardner, 2013), which could influence the students’ choice 

to participate in various programs, as well as their experience while participating 

(Erickson, 2012).  

Gendered Organizations  

According to Acker (2006), gendering is the:  

social construction of pervasive patterns of difference, in advantage and 

disadvantage, work and reward, emotion and sexuality, image and identity, 

between female and male, created through practical activities and representations 

that justify these patterns resulting in the social categories of women and men. 

(pp. 5-6)  

Acker theorizes the concept of gendering further in her theory of gendered organizations. 

By applying this theory, I looked for these patterns of gendering to understand the ways 

in which the program was gendered and influenced the experiences of the women 

students.  
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In the U.S. culture, “gender stands for the pervasive ordering of human activities, 

practices, and social structures in terms of differentiations between women and men. 

These activities and practices always have symbolic significance” (Acker, 1992, p. 567). 

The activities and ordering related to gender have significance within an organization and 

ignoring this ordering discounts the influence of gendering on those involved in the 

organization. Thus, by understanding gender as a social and relational concept, it can be 

used to understand relationships within organizations (Acker, 1990, 1992).  

Moreover, classical organizational theories assumed organizations were gender-

neutral, and therefore, little attention was devoted to the ways in which gender may 

influence organizations (Acker, 1990). Acker states a gendered institution means “gender 

is present in the processes, practices, images and ideologies, and distributions of power in 

the various sectors of social life” (Acker, 1992, p. 567). Most of the institutional 

structures of the United States have been developed and dominated by men, and therefore 

are symbolically interpreted from the standpoint of men in the leadership roles and 

absence of women (Acker, 1992). Because of this, organizational scholarship has been 

written by men and for men (Calas & Smircich, 1992) and assumes organizations are 

gender-neutral (Martin, 2000). Thus, organizations are implicitly masculine, despite 

claims of gender neutrality. Viewing organizations this way is problematic because it 

fails to consider the importance, experiences, or needs of women (Calas & Smircich, 

1992; Martin, 2000).   

In addition, the gendered organization assumes that the best worker aligns with 

traditional masculine gender roles and experiences. The ideal worker in an organization is 

a male worker with little outside responsibility (i.e., in the home) and therefore unlimited 
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time to devote to the organization (Acker, 1990; Williams, 2000). This perception has 

historically disadvantaged women who have traditionally taken on responsibilities within 

the home such as cooking, cleaning, and child-rearing.  

In these ways, the organization is not gender-neutral and this gendering occurs in 

at least five interacting processes (Acker, 1990). Acker (1992) referred to concrete 

activities as processes, which may be open and overt, or deeply hidden within the 

organizational processes. This gendering can prove to be problematic for women trying 

to navigate an institution that is designed from the standpoint of men (Acker, 1992). 

Further, scholars, such as Alvesson and Billing (2009), attribute the lack of recognition 

and general success of women to the gendering of organizations. The five interacting 

processes will be explored further in this section and include: the division of labor, 

behaviors, and power along the lines of gender; the construction of symbols and images 

that explain, express, and reinforce the divisions; interactions that reenact authority and 

hierarchy; the way the processes produce individual identity; and that of creating and 

conceptualizing social structures (Acker, 1990, 1992, 1999). 

 Five interacting processes. The first process is the constructions of division 

based upon gender, be it of labor, allowed behaviors, or location of work. Men are almost 

always in the highest position of power, which places women in other roles, such as 

secretarial. These divisions are often obvious to casual observers and are well-

documented (Acker, 1990, 1992). As these divisions are enacted, they emphasize 

hierarchy and separate the workplace (a masculine domain) from the rest of life (a 

feminine domain; Acker, 1999). Managers in organizations then make conscious and 

subconscious decisions that either reinforce or alter these divisions, sometimes 
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completely unaware they are helping to create these gender divisions (Acker, 1992, 

1999). These divisions also show up in academia, with more men promoted to the ranks 

of professors, and in leadership roles, while women are more likely to be in non-tenure 

track, contingent faculty positions and clerical staff (Sallee, 2012). In addition, women 

faculty are more likely to be regarded as the “mother of the department,” where she is to 

organize social events, make coffee, and create a comfortable atmosphere, tasks that 

receive minute credit in terms of career advancement and reproduce divisions of labor 

(Kantola, 2008).   

 The second process is the construction of symbols and images in the language, 

ideology, culture, and dress. These symbols serve to explain, express, justify, reinforce, 

and sometimes even glamorize gender divisions (Acker, 1990, 1992, 1999). For example, 

business leaders are often aggressive and competitive (Sallee, 2012), similar to our ideal 

cultural image of an entrepreneur (Thebaud, 2015) – traits that are not typically 

associated as feminine (Sallee, 2012; Thebaud, 2015). Within a higher education context, 

this is manifested in many ways, including language, such as masters and fellows, which 

can produce gendered images (Kantola, 2008). Another example within higher education 

is that many institutions lack policies to support work-life balance for students and/or 

faculty, therefore symbolizing what is valued and what is not (Erickson, 2012; Gardner, 

2013).  

 The third process is the interactions between women and men, women and 

women, and men and men (Acker, 1990, 1992). These interactions can reenact authority 

and subordination, and can form alliances or segregation (Acker, 1992). Policies are often 

created that reinforce this hierarchy and the presence of sexuality – men’s small role in 
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procreation, with women’s large role - helps share and reinforce the hierarchy (Acker, 

1992). Interactions in organizations, including higher education, can be gendered in the 

ways in which significant information is transmitted through male networks, which 

effectively withholds information from women (Kantola, 2008). Scholars have also found 

that higher education fosters gendered interactions because women often have heavier 

teaching and service loads than men, taking time away from research, which is valued 

more than teaching and service (Gardner, 2013; Hart, 2016; Kulis, Sicotte, & Collins, 

2002).  

 The fourth process is the way in which these practices shape individual identity 

with gendered components, such as appropriate work, clothing, behaviors, and attitudes 

(Acker, 1990, 1992). For women, this includes appropriately navigating one’s sexuality 

as it pertains to procreation and child bearing (Acker, 1990, 1992). Within academe, 

women and men faculty members may also interpret their marginal position within a 

department differently. Men may see themselves as heroes, while women may see their 

marginal position as a result of their own decisions, when in reality it is a result of the 

gendered substructure (Kantola, 2008). Conversely, men and women often attribute their 

success differently; men are more apt to credit their hard work and women, their luck 

(Valian, 1998).  

 The fifth process is that of creating and conceptualizing social structures. Gender 

is a “constitutive element in organizational logic” (Acker, 1990, p. 147) and this process 

happens as workers begin to understand the organization’s expectations and appropriate 

gendered behaviors (Acker, 1999). The organizational logic appears to be gender-neutral; 

however, it is a “gendered substructure” (p. 147) that is reproduced (Acker, 1990). This 



 54 

repetition continues to reinforce differences and power imbalances between genders and 

lead to an organization identity (Acker, 1990).  

 Gendered substructure. The aforementioned five processes are interlocking and 

work together to produce gendered organizations in the form of the “gendered 

substructure” (Acker, 1990, 1998, 2012). The substructure shows up in the arrangements 

of work, the rules regarding workplace behavior, and the interrelationship of workplace 

to home life; however, it is often invisible (Acker, 1992, 2012). By doing so, the 

requirements of workplaces that seem routine actually influence relations outside of work 

(Acker, 1999). Under the assumption that work is separate from life, women especially 

have a difficult time making their lives fit into these expectations (Acker, 1992).  

Acker (1992; 2012) further developed the concept of the gendered substructure as 

it relates to the overall theory of gendered organizations, after first introducing it in 1990. 

The gendered substructure is often invisible, but within it “gendered assumptions about 

women and men, femininity and masculinity, are embedded and reproduced, and gender 

inequalities perpetuated” (Acker, 2012, p. 215). This gendered substructure is comprised 

of three interconnecting elements: the gendered subtext, gendered organizational logic, 

and the ideal worker (Acker, 2012). These elements interact in overlapping ways to 

create the gendered substructure of an organization. 

 As previously mentioned, the organizational scholarship has historically assumed 

organizations are gender-neutral (Acker, 1990) and therefore texts for common practice 

are typically written in a similar fashion (Acker, 2012). However, the underlying subtexts 

are part of the gendered substructure, and can be embedded in organizing processes to 

include things such as the wage setting systems, design of jobs, distribution of power, 
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rules at work, and even the physical design of the workplace (Acker, 2012). One example 

of how a substructure can lead to inequity is when a woman secretary performs 

managerial tasks for a man manager, but is not rewarded for that work because it is 

outside of the scope her role (Acker, 2012; Hart, 2016).  

 Gendered organizational logic can include beliefs about equality and the ways in 

which those beliefs shape practices (Acker, 2012). As she states, “I see this idea referring 

to common understandings about how organizations are put together, the constituent 

parts, how the whole thing works” (p. 217). These beliefs or logics are communicated 

and perpetuated through books, articles, lectures, and even consultants (Acker, 2012). 

This can manifest itself in higher education in the ways that faculty work is valued. For 

instance, with the gendering processes of division and interaction at play, women often 

take on heavier loads of service and “institutional housekeeping” tasks, taking away from 

their time and effort for research and grant writing, the things most valued in many 

institutions (Bird, Litt, & Wang, 2004; Hart, 2016).  

 The ideal worker in an organization, as discussed earlier, is a male worker with 

little outside responsibility (i.e., in the home) and therefore has unlimited time to devote 

to the organization (Acker, 1990; Williams, 2000). Women still take on most of the 

responsibility in the home (Sallee, 2012), resulting in men of childbearing age to be better 

suited to meet the demands of an academic career with a tenure timeclock than women of 

childbearing age (Hart, 2016). This idea of the ideal worker can also impact faculty 

women who do not have children, but who commonly spend more time “nurturing” 

students, thereby delaying their promotion through the ranks of associate and full 

professor (Modern Language Association of America, 2009).  
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Critique of the Theory  

Acker’s (1990, 1992, 1999, 2012) theory has been widely cited and used in 

research in various fields, including higher education. However, Lester, Sallee, and Hart 

(2017) reviewed the application of Acker’s work in higher education found only three 

articles that applied the theory (Erickson, 2012; Gardner, 2013; Sallee, 2012); all cited 

above. Within the field of higher education, the theory has been marginally applied, 

despite it being widely cited (Lester et al., 2017). Other scholars have also critiqued 

Acker’s theory.     

The most widely cited critique of Acker’s work is from Britton (2000). Britton 

(2000) has critiqued the work for its stance towards organizational structures without 

empirical studies to back it up. Corley and Gioia (2011) state that theory builders should 

be anticipating the concepts in need of theory and research, which may have been 

Acker’s tactic. However, with this type of inductively-drawn theory, it is important for 

the author to express the limits of the generalizability of the theory (Whetten, 1989). The 

bigger issue is it can be difficult to test this theory empirically as gender is so engrained 

in our culture and organizations (Britton, 2010). Most studies employing Acker’s theory 

do not utilize all five tenets of the framework (Lester et al., 2017).   

Britton (2000) raises additional concern about Acker’s theory, as the theory 

argues that organizations are gendered, implying that they have been “defined, 

conceptualized, and structured in terms of a distinction between masculinity and 

femininity, and presume that will thus inevitably reproduce gendered differences” 

(Britton, 2000, p. 419). This critique is backed by Kantola (2008) who furthers it by 

saying if these organizations are gendered then it requires them to be torn down and 
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rebuilt in a very different way, arguing this means there is no way to “ungender” 

organizations. Kantola (2008) claimed Acker’s work is “essentially patriarchal and 

immutable” (p. 206).  

Britton (2000) also argued organizations could be gendered in they are 

“symbolically and ideologically described and conceived in terms of a discourse that 

draws on hegemonically-defined masculinities and femininities” (p. 420). This 

assumption is organizations have been constructed in a way that even defines these 

gender identities within the organization. Because most research in this area has been 

regarding occupations rather than organizations, it is hard to apply it to the actual 

organizations (Britton, 2000). I was careful to apply the theory to the organization rather 

than the discipline of entrepreneurship when using this theory for my study.  

When looking beyond the critiques offered by Britton, Lester et al. (2017) point 

out Acker’s theory does not allow for the “queering of organizations” (p. 25), and 

therefore look at gender as a binary. Because of this critique, and hopefully addition, to 

the theory, it was critical for me to consider this limitation as way to further adapt the 

theory.   

Despite limitations, Kantola (2008) stated that scholars can still use Acker’s 

processes as empirical tools. Interestingly, as previously noted, while there are many 

citations of Acker to show organizations are gendered, few scholars actually apply the 

theory to their research (Dye & Mills, 2012; Lester et al., 2017). Those scholars who do 

apply Acker’s theory tend to focus on just one or two tenets of the theory and not use it in 

its entirety (Lester et al., 2017). In order to address this critique, I was careful to apply all 
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of the tenets of the theory to my study and considered implications that could be 

implemented without tearing down and rebuilding the institution. 

Entrepreneurship is Gendered 

Although the theory is less well-developed than that of Acker or others, scholars 

have looked specifically at the ways in which entrepreneurship is gendered. For example, 

Mirchandani (1999) and Thebaud (2016) pointed out it is important to look at where the 

businesses are located. More women-owned businesses are operated out of the home than 

men-owned, and further women tend to own smaller ventures than men (Mirchandani, 

1999). This phenomenon could be explained by Acker’s (1990) fourth process, under 

which a gendered identity is formed as it could be the way in which women interpret the 

appropriate work or type of business for them to own.  

Bird and Brush (2002) claim entrepreneurship is inherently male as masculinity 

pervades the process of new venture creation in that it is competitive, sequential, and 

designed to maximize profits. This is further supported by Bourne and Calas (2013) who 

claim it is not unusual to hear the term ‘women entrepreneurs,’ however it may seem 

redundant to hear ‘men entrepreneurs.’ These authors also posit women have to work 

hard at claiming a “legitimate place in the workplace and the market economy” (p. 427). 

In order to do so, they must distance themselves from the domestic side of their lives, 

thereby identifying themselves as entrepreneurs rather than as women, wives, or mothers 

(Bourne & Calas, 2013). Men or women who perceive themselves as more masculine 

have higher intentions of starting a business than those who see themselves as less 

masculine, suggesting entrepreneurship is a gendered pursuit (Gupta et al., 2013). These 

claims can also be explained by Acker’s (1990) fourth process as it additionally speaks to 
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the gendered identity that can be formed and provide women with an idea of what is 

appropriate in the identities they proclaim. These claims were important for me to 

consider as I explored the ways in which the women students identify as entrepreneurs, 

and what other identities they expressed.  

Jennings and Brush (2013) studied existing research on women entrepreneurs and 

found there are four interrelated insights to develop theory regarding gender and 

entrepreneurship: entrepreneurship is a gendered phenomenon, entrepreneurial activity is 

embedded in families, entrepreneurial activity can come from either necessity or 

opportunity, and entrepreneurs often pursue goals beyond economic gain. They argued 

entrepreneurship is a gendered phenomenon: “entrepreneurial activity occurs within – 

and is thus impacted by – systems of socially constructed and widely shared beliefs about 

the characteristics typically associated with women and men and the behaviors and roles 

deemed appropriate for members of each sex” (p. 679) and entrepreneurship is typically 

perceived and portrayed as a stereotypically masculine endeavor. Entrepreneurial activity 

for women is embedded in families in that most women entrepreneurs view their 

businesses as one aspect of their lives intertwined with others, rather than a separate 

entity (Jennings & Brush, 2013).  

Women tend to balance their economic goals with their other goals such as 

helping others, contributing to society, or their personal enjoyment (Jennings & Brush, 

2013). This research reinforces Acker’s (2012) framework related to a gendered 

substructure, particularly in an interacting way. The gendered subtext is at play with the 

organizing processes that cause women to intertwine their entrepreneurial endeavor with 

their family, responding to the subtext that has been reinforced. This intertwining also 
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demonstrates the organizational logic with women taking on both the “institutional 

housekeeping” (Bird et al., 2004) and the family housekeeping. This example also 

demonstrates the third aspect of Acker’s (2012) gendered substructures in women 

entrepreneurs act as ideal workers by intertwining their businesses and families, making 

themselves available for work in a way similar to those with no outside obligations.   

Conclusion 

As I have explored in this review, there is a broad range of literature related to 

STEM students, entrepreneurs, and entrepreneurship in higher education. The existing 

literature provides a framework for understanding factors that affect women students in 

university entrepreneurship programs, as well as pointing to some unanswered questions 

about women’s experiences.  

With women making up such a small percent of the engineering workforce and 

engineering majors in higher education (Goodman et al., 2002; Trautvetter et al., 2011), 

scholars have conducted significant research to understand women students in 

engineering and other STEM fields disciplines. Though scholars do not agree completely 

on the cause – recruitment (Cohen & Deterding, 2009) or retention (Goodman et al., 

2002; Griffith, 2010; Trautvetter et al., 2011) – drab numbers of graduates remain an 

issue. These women students were found to have planned on studying engineering before 

entering college (Goodman et al., 2002) and chose not to enter or persist for reasons such 

as program focus (Griffith, 2010), lack of feeling of inclusion (Marra et al., 2009: Morris 

& Daniel, 2008), stereotype threat (Cheryan, et al., 2009), or lack of role models (Drury 

et al., 2011).   



 61 

Men are more likely to perceive themselves capable of being an entrepreneur than 

women (Gupta et al., 2009; MacNeil, 2012; Thebaud, 2010), a phenomenon beginning 

with teen boys and girls (Kickul et al., 2008). There is a great deal of research indicating 

female entrepreneurs still face prejudices and barriers due to gender and stereotype threat 

(Langowitz & Minniti, 2007; Riebe, 2012; Steele, 2011), which can cause women to have 

a lower entrepreneurial propensity than men (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007). Further, a lack 

of women role models has been identified as a barrier for women who want to pursue 

careers that have been nontraditional for women and it is clear that enhancing the 

presence of role models will play an important part in encouraging female entrepreneurs 

(Drury et al., 2011; Quimby & DeSantis, 2006).  

Many studies have found entrepreneurship education has a positive effect on 

students’ attitudes towards entrepreneurship (Harris & Gibson, 2008; Packham et al., 

2010), desirability of starting a business (Hsu et al., 2014), and entrepreneurial self-

efficacy (Duval-Couetil et al., 2002). Over 3000 universities are now offering courses in 

entrepreneurship and the majority of them are centralizing their entrepreneurial activity 

into an entrepreneurship center (Morris et al., 2013a). There are fewer female students 

participating in programs provided by entrepreneurship programs (Duval-Couetil et al., 

2014; Menzies & Tatroff, 2006; Peterson & Limbu 2010; Petridou et al., 2009) even 

though females make up the majority of college students (Allen et al., 2008; Borzelleca, 

2012). Scholars have addressed the topics of women entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship 

education; however, the experiences of women entrepreneurship students are largely 

unaddressed in the literature. In order to increase the number of women students in these 

programs, it is important to understand women students’ motivations for participating in 
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the programs, barriers and threats related to gender and ways to recruit, nurture, and 

retain students once they have matriculated in the program. In doing so, the economy can 

seriously improve as “female entrepreneurs have untapped economic potential, and 

policymakers and relevant organizations need to empower them” (Marich, 2014, para. 4).  

This qualitative study sought to shed light on some of the unanswered questions 

about women’s experiences by interviewing women entrepreneurship students and their 

faculty members at a university site. From these data, I have identified themes that in turn 

can help enrich entrepreneurship programs in the future.  

Acker’s (1990, 1992) theory of gendered institutions served as the theoretical 

framework for this study. The theory focuses on the interacting processes that make up a 

gendered institution. By looking at the experiences of women students through this lens, 

this theory gave insight into how the gendering of higher education institutions and of 

fields of study, such as entrepreneurship, influence the experiences of women students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 63 

Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

 The purpose of this study was to understand the gendered experiences women 

students have while participating in a university entrepreneurship program. Because there 

were multiple data points that could provide insight into the phenomenon of the case, a 

case study approach was selected. This chapter will go into further detail about my 

epistemology, methodology, and specific study design and methods.  

Epistemology 

For this study, I used Acker’s (1990, 1992, 1999, 2012) theory of gendered 

organizations to guide my research, as was described in the previous chapter. In addition, 

I relied on constructionism (Crotty, 2015) as my epistemological approach for the 

research. Constructionism is the view that “all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful 

reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of 

interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within 

an essentially social context” (Crotty, 2015, p. 42) and that reality is collectively 

constructed by society (Crotty, 2015). Because of my constructionism beliefs, it was 

important for me to be open to the themes that emerged rather than be restricted by 

previous interpretations (Crotty, 2015). The viewpoint of constructionism shaped my data 

collection and analysis as I allowed for themes to emerge and set aside my personal 

beliefs or previous understandings.  

Methodological Approach and Research Design 

To reiterate, my research question was: What role does gender play in the 

academic experience of women enrolled in the entrepreneurship program at Pickwick 
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State University? To answer this question, I used a qualitative methodology, and 

specifically a case study design. A case study allows for the study of a real-life, 

contemporary setting (Yin, 2013) that is bounded by certain parameters (Creswell, 2014). 

My case was the phenomenon of women’s academic experiences embedded in the 

contemporary setting of the entrepreneurship program at Pickwick State University. A 

case study facilitates an in-depth exploration of the phenomenon and allowed me to 

obtain the complexity of the setting through multiple forms of data (Creswell, 2014) to 

triangulate and best understand the complex gendered experiences of the women 

students. This would not have been possible to capture with a quantitative methodology.  

The role of qualitative research is not to form hypotheses, but to better understand 

the phenomenon being researched. Although existing quantitative research indicates 

disparities in women’s participation in collegiate entrepreneurship programs (U.S. 

Department of Education, n.d.), little is known as to why this is the case. The benefit of a 

qualitative study, such as this one, is to explore whether, why, and how gender matters. 

As previously mentioned, the phenomenon at the center of this case study was the 

gendered experiences of women in entrepreneurship education. By collecting and 

analyzing several data sources related to the case (Stake, 2006), I was able to better 

understand the role gender plays in many aspects of the program (e.g., women’s 

experiences, faculty decisions about programming).  

Site Selection 

It was important this phenomenon be studied in a site that was unique and 

conscientiously selected. Thus, the case was embedded within a 4-year institution of 

higher education with an established entrepreneurship program in the United States. This 
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site is unique and was purposively selected because of its well-established 

entrepreneurship program that not only included academic courses, but also a center. To 

best understand women’s experiences, a more nuanced setting was important because 

entrepreneurship curricula are best taught in conjunction with an entrepreneurship center 

(Morris et al., 2013a).  

It was important for me to select a site with gatekeepers who helped me gain 

access to participants and facilitate my data collection (Creswell, 2013). In order to do 

this, I leveraged my previously established professional relationships with staff and 

faculty who facilitated access to participants and data. I communicated with these 

gatekeepers to express the amount of time I planned to spend on the site, what I would be 

doing while on site, the way in which the data would be collected and reported, and that I 

will keep the site confidential in any published reporting (Creswell, 2013). Once I 

selected and secured the research site, I worked with the professional staff at the site to 

assist me in identifying and recruiting the participants and granting me access to the other 

data sources.  

Although I had a well-articulated research process, in light of my epistemology 

and methodology, the study adapted as I got to the site and begin to collect and analyze 

data (Creswell, 2014). For example, I used semi-structured interview protocols and 

interview questions evolve as I was conducting the interviews and focus groups. 

Additionally, I arrived on campus and discovered a student entrepreneurship club 

meeting was taking place during my stay, so I also requested access to observe the event 

as a data source.   
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Data Sources 

My primary data sources were individual interviews and focus groups with 

women students enrolled in Pickwick State’s program. In order to get an in-depth 

understanding of the case, I collected four forms of data: interviews/focus groups (with 

students and program staff), direct observations (of entrepreneurship courses), and 

physical artifacts (recruitment materials, promotional materials, and the program 

website), and documents (course syllabi) (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2013).  

The individual interviews were the most important as they allowed the 

participants to share with me their experiences, the phenomenon of the case study. The 

focus groups were important as they provided a forum to validate the participants’ 

experiences with one another (Mertens, 2014). The perspectives of the center director and 

faculty were of particular relevance as the program has made some efforts to attract more 

women students that were not publicized, and therefore students were not aware of these 

efforts happening behind the scenes. Further, the faculty were able to provide some 

context for the case. Observing courses allowed me to see interactions and reactions of 

students who might not otherwise participate in the study. This allowed me to triangulate 

the data collected.  

Upon receiving IRB approval, I worked with the Center Director and other staff to 

identify potential participants as well as campus spaces convenient and private for the 

interviews and focus groups. The staff sent out my call for student participants (Appendix 

A) via email to the women students involved with the program. The email requested that 

those interested fill out a demographic survey (see Appendix B) on Qualtrics. I received 

information from the Center Director to construct the demographic survey, however 
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specifics have been retracted to protect the identity of the institution. I sent the call for 

faculty and staff participants (Appendix C) to those persons recommended by the Center 

Director.  

For the interviews, I used a purposive sample in that only participants for whom 

the phenomenon being studied occured were recruited (Mertens, 2014). I determined a 

heterogeneous group (Mertens, 2014) from the information provided on the demographic 

survey (see Appendix B). This allowed me to get variation in the sample so multiple 

perspectives were considered for the case (Creswell, 2013). Some of the ways the persons 

in the sample varied included: academic major, race or ethnicity, year in school, and level 

of involvement with the entrepreneurship program. It was important to gather various 

perspectives of the case from those more or less involved and those who have different 

experiences because of their outside commitments and identities. I interviewed 13 women 

students, each lasting 30-60 minutes. I conducted interviews until the data were saturated 

and redundant and no new themes were emerging (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Upon 

completing the interviews, I realized that three of the participants had not yet taken any 

entrepreneurship courses or attended any events. Their interviews were not used in the 

data analysis as they could not speak to the experiences of students.  

I also asked the women in the purposive sample to participate in one of two focus 

groups. Focus groups are useful because of the similarities the interviewees have, i.e., 

women students in the same entrepreneurship program, and because the participants were 

more candid with other students with whom they have had a longer relationship than with 

me (Creswell, 2013). In addition, focus groups provided a forum to validate their 

experiences with one another and they were helpful in drawing out more of the 
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participants’ point of views than in a researcher-dominated interview (Mertens, 2014). 

This allowed the students to be reminded of stories and experiences that relate to the case 

that they might not otherwise have remembered. It also provided the participants with 

peers to help them interpret the questions being asked in ways they might not interpret 

them in an individual interview. Two of the participants mentioned in the previous 

section as not having been involved with the program were the only two able to make it 

to one of the focus groups, so it was not used in data analysis. The other focus group was 

attended by four of the other participants.  

During my site visit, I also invited the Center Director and two faculty members 

to participate in individual interviews to gain their perspectives related to the research 

question (Stake, 2006). Their perspectives were of particular relevance because of 

initiatives to attract more women students that were not publicized they were able to 

explain. Additionally, by talking with faculty and program directors, I was able to 

compare their perceptions of women’s experiences with those of the women themselves. 

These interviews provided me with background and context to further explain the site in 

which the case was embedded.  

I was also complete a direct observation of two entrepreneurship classes. I 

requested access to two courses that could be considered an introduction to 

entrepreneurship, as they are foundational for entrepreneurship students. These particular 

courses did not include the interview participants; however, all participants have taken or 

will take these courses as part of their academic program. Class sessions were more 

important than other center events or activities because the students are a captive 

audience and though they select to take them, they may feel committed for the semester. 
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If students feel uncomfortable, they are more likely to complete the course, rather than 

attending one club meeting and not returning again. My observation helped me to see 

interactions and reactions of students who did not otherwise participate in the study. 

Additionally, this allowed me to observe professors in a way I was not be able to in an 

individual interview. Professors should be providing expertise, and their opinions can be 

very influential on young women who are in a crucial stage of their identity development 

(Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). During my visit, I was also able to 

observe an entrepreneurship club meeting and see students interact in this setting less 

formal than class.   

The last two data sources were physical artifacts and documents. I worked with 

the Center Director to obtain appropriate artifacts and documents. These included items 

that students observe and may make meaning of, such as recruitment materials, 

promotional materials, the website, and course syllabi. Once I determined my data 

sources, I began data collection. 

Data Collection   

I conducted the site visit during the fall semester between weeks 3 and 14 of the 

semester in an attempt to view a typical week in the classroom, after the semester was 

underway and before final projects were taking place. Before the start of each interview 

and focus group, I obtained consent from each interviewee (see Appendix D; Creswell, 

2013). Participants were informed their involvement was voluntary and their interview 

information will be kept confidential (Mertens, 2014), and no effort will be made to link 

personally-identifying information in any reported findings.  
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I emailed those selected for the study and invited them to attend both an 

individual interview and focus group and scheduled them based on their availability. For 

the individual student interviews I interviewed 13 women students, each for 30-60 

minutes. I first obtained consent, and the interviews were semi-structured, using an 

interview protocol (see Appendix E) (Creswell, 2014). I developed the interview 

questions based on existing literature and Acker’s (1990, 1992, 1999) theory of gendered 

organizations. These questions were designed to get at the individual experience of the 

program and ask about the participant’s decision to become involved with the program, 

experiences with role models and mentors in the program, attire for class and program 

activities, interest in entrepreneurship, types of business interest, and responsibilities 

outside of the program. Each participant was offered a $15 Amazon gift card for their 

participation. Interviews were audio-recorded with permission of the participants 

(Creswell, 2013).   

I completed two 90-minute focus groups made up of participants from the 

individual interviews. I conducted two focus groups to maximize the possibility that 

participants could attend one of the two options, but was only able to get six participants 

in attendance. As with the individual interviews, I obtained consent and requested 

permission to audio record the focus group. I also utilized a researcher at the institution 

who is a graduate of my Ph.D. program to assist with observation and note-taking of the 

focus groups. I used a semi-structured protocol to guide the focus group (see Appendix 

F). As with the interviews, the protocol was informed by the extant literature and Acker’s 

(1990, 1992, 1999) theory of gendered organizations. These questions were designed to 

understand the participants’ group experiences of the program and ask about leaders of 
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the program, interactions with peers, class conversation, and group work. Each 

participant was offered a $15 Amazon gift card for their participation.  

During my site visit, I completed individual interviews with the Center Director 

and two faculty in the program. These persons were identified with the help of the Center 

Director. These interviews took place in the same campus space the program provided me 

to use for the student interviews and each lasted 40-60 minutes. I obtained consent and 

asked permission to audio record the interview. The interviews were semi-structured 

using the faculty and staff interview protocol (see Appendix G) (Creswell, 2014). I 

developed the questions based on the existing literature surrounding the topic as well as 

Acker’s (1990, 1992, 1999) theory of gendered organizations. These questions were 

tailored towards the vantage point I believed the faculty and staff could offer of the case 

and varied from those asked of the student participants. The questions were designed to 

get at efforts to increase the participation of women students, the gender makeup of the 

program and variance of this across different aspects (courses enrollment, club 

participation, pitch competition applications), role models and mentors provided to the 

students, and opportunities for students to experience diversity. Additional questions also 

attempted to validate and clarify information provided by the students in the areas of 

types of student businesses owned, leaders among the students, interactions among 

students, division of student work, and class student participation. The faculty and staff 

participants were offered a $30 Amazon gift card for their participation.   

While on the site visit, I also observed a session of two different courses as a 

nonparticipant observer by watching and taking field notes from a distance (Creswell, 

2013), although my presence as a woman researcher was clearly evident. These 
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observations and notes were based on my study purpose and research question (Creswell, 

2013). I used an observational protocol (see Appendix H; Creswell, 2013) as it was key 

for me to pay attention to the classroom setting, the social environment, class activities, 

student behaviors, verbal and nonverbal communication, and things that did not happen 

(Mertens, 2006). It was also important for me to prepare my full notes immediately after 

the observation (Creswell, 2013), including any awareness I had of my impact of my 

presence as a stranger and a woman in the room. 

I collected additional data through physical artifacts and documents such as 

course syllabi and the program’s website and recruitment materials. When reviewing the 

documents, I looked for evidence of gendered images in the photos and language used. In 

order to do so, I used my document analysis protocol (see Appendix I). While reviewing 

these documents, it was important for me to note the gender makeup of the faculty and 

staff of the program versus the gender makeup of the students, as researchers have found 

that persons seek out like-gender role models (Perrone et al., 2002; Quimby & DeSantis, 

2006; Rask & Bailey, 2010).  

Data collection and analysis are simultaneous activities; however, my analysis 

after data were collected allowed me to conduct a richer, deeper understanding of the 

findings. During the entire process of data collection and analysis, I participated in the 

practice of memoing (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2014) by writing down ideas, hunches, 

and reflections as they emerged; links I found to existing literature; and reasons for 

modifications I made to the study (Heppner & Heppner, 2003). Memo writing was 

utilized throughout the study as it provided a connection between the coding and the 

completed analysis (Charmaz, 2014).  
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Data Analysis  

Prior to data analysis, I uploaded electronic recordings of the interviews and focus 

groups onto my password-protected computer. I transcribed the interviews using 

Transcribe (www.transcribe.wreally.com) and then saved the transcriptions as Word 

documents that were also stored on my password-protected computer. I also stored my 

notes from course observations with these documents and prepared my comments from 

the document review into Word documents and stored them with the rest. I will continue 

to keep all data on my password-protected computer to be preserved for 7 years and will 

be destroyed after that time. After I prepared all of the data, I began the data analysis 

process.   

Although I was not attempting to generate new theory, I adapted data analysis 

strategies from grounded theory for this case study (Charmaz, 2014; Saldana, 2016). I 

selected this approach because analytic techniques unique to case study research are 

underdeveloped, as exact methods have not been established specific to case study 

research, unlike other designs such as phenomenology, grounded theory, and narrative 

inquiry (Creswell, 2013). The data collection process involved in a case study is similar 

to grounded theory and data reduction is an aspect of both designs. Grounded theory uses 

specific approaches to reduce the data in a way that case study has not yet defined. I 

categorized the data using an inductive approach, which I will explain in more detail 

below.  

Specifically, I followed a three-step grounded theory process (Charmaz, 2014; 

Saldana, 2016). I selected this process because it is an emergent design, uses induction, 

and allowed me as a researcher to mitigate my preconceived notions about the study 
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(Heppner & Heppner, 2003). I used a constant comparative approach, continually 

reviewing, coding, and comparing data to continuously be refined. “Grounded theory 

methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing 

qualitative data” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 1). The grounded theory approach begins with 

inductive data, “invokes iterative strategies of going back and forth between data and 

analysis, uses comparative methods, and keeps you interacting and involved with your 

data and emerging analysis” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 1).  

Line by line coding was my first step, as I read each line or phrase of the 

interview transcripts and the document and observation notes and decided upon a code or 

general description, remaining open to whatever emerged from the data (Charmaz, 2014). 

During the first round of coding, it was important for me to use in vivo codes (Charmaz, 

2014; Saldana, 2016) when the participants’ words had particular meaning. In vivo codes 

help to preserve the meaning of the statement (Charmaz, 2014).  

In the next stage of coding, I identified themes to focus on and created categories 

around these core themes, or axial coding (Creswell, 2013) or focused coding (Charmaz, 

2014). This process involved analyzing the codes to find themes, patterns, and categories. 

In this stage, I sorted and analyzed all of my codes into groupings by themes and looked 

for similarities and differences. I then placed the themes into categories and sorted those 

that were large into smaller sub-categories.  

The third component of grounded coding is selective coding (Saldana, 2016). In 

this process, I described the interrelationship of the categories of themes in the case 

(Creswell, 2013). This step involved putting the codes together to decide on the story 

they tell, or the description of the case. “[Selective] codes can aid in making your 
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analysis coherent and comprehensible” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 151). To do this, I continued 

to sort my categories of themes and then determined overarching themes for those 

categories which were most prominent.  

The participants’ names have been changed to pseudonyms to protect their 

individual identities. The case write-up includes the themes identified in the analysis, or 

within-case analysis and these emergent themes were used to determine the meaning of 

the case (Creswell, 2013). These findings were then compared to existing literature for 

similarities and differences. To be consistent with case study research, I provide enough 

depth so that others may find the findings transferrable to their own settings so they can 

learn from the case (Creswell, 2013).   

Positionality 

 Qualitative designs are rooted in subjectivity and to enhance the trustworthiness 

of this study, it was vital that I identified my assumptions and positionalities. When I was 

an undergraduate business student, I studied accounting and took the majority of my 

accounting courses from women. In this regard, I was very much encouraged as a woman 

business student and do not remember experiencing stereotype threat. However, while 

working in the business world, I experienced discrimination and stereotype threat. I 

worked for a grocery chain for 4 years. The grocery industry is very male-dominated and 

I had more education (with a master’s degree) than anyone else in the corporate office. 

My education and professional ambition may have been perceived as unfeminine.   

There were several instances where I felt I was overlooked for a bonus, 

promotion, raise, or position because I was a woman. For example, all of the salaried 

corporate office employees received an annual bonus. I had been told by my supervisor, 
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who was a vice president, that my bonus would be 10% of my salary. When I received 

my bonus check, it was only 3% of my salary. I went to my supervisor and he told me he 

would check into it, but never granted me a higher bonus. That same year, a new male 

employee shared with me that he received a 10% bonus, however his employment level 

was lower than mine as I held a salaried, exempt position and was invited on the 

company trip, while he held an hourly, non-exempt position and was not invited on the 

company trip.   

I also experienced sexual harassment and inappropriate commentary about 

women on various occasions. While on a company trip in Mexico, the male employees 

commented about every woman who walked by on the beach, including our co-workers, 

and comments were made to me when I wore a swimsuit on the trip. In addition to this 

kind of experience as a woman employee, I have witnessed it in a college classroom.  

 As an educator, I have witnessed microaggressions and sexism play out in the 

classroom.  I have heard professors generically refer to entrepreneurs as “he,” and have 

watched very subtle instances of sexism. I have also witnessed a man professor making a 

whistling noise at a woman student as she arrived to class late in professional attire, 

having told him she would be late because of a job interview. It has occurred to me that 

some of this may have gone on in my undergraduate courses and I may have been less 

aware of it at that time, but have been able to witness it from a different perspective as a 

university administrator.    

 I currently work for the University of Missouri System as the Entrepreneurial 

Programs Manager and work directly with undergraduate students. I previously worked 

as the Assistant Director of the Edward Jones Center for Entrepreneurship at Drury 
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University. In both of these roles, I identify as an entrepreneurship educator. When I held 

my position at Drury, I finally felt like I had found my career calling. I had never thought 

much about entrepreneurship, but then realized both of my parents are and have been 

entrepreneurs and I was raised with an entrepreneurial mindset. At that time, I began 

plans to launch a business, which I still have. In finding my career calling and then 

pursuing my Ph.D., I began to develop an interest in women students in entrepreneurship 

education.  

This topic is important to me because I watch these subtle issues of 

microaggressions and sexism that could lead to stereotype threat and I continue to see a 

dearth of women participation in programs and it seems unrelated to their capabilities. As 

a woman, I would like to see more women participating in entrepreneurship programs.   

Trustworthiness 

 In order to ensure the trustworthiness of my study, I practiced various measures to 

ensure confirmability, credibility, transferability, and dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). I more specifically describe these measures in this section.  

Confirmability and Credibility 

In addition to my statement of positionality, throughout the process, I participated 

in reflexivity. Reflexivity required that I acknowledge my biases, values, and experiences 

as they related to my research question (Creswell, 2013) by keeping a journal. I also 

included information about my past experiences with the participants and setting and the 

ways these experiences may have shaped the interpretations I made about the case 

(Creswell, 2014). I identified any bias I brought to the study, participated in self-

reflection, and presented information that ran counter to the themes I found (Creswell, 
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2014). In addition, I selected an institution with which I am not involved to maintain 

more objectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Of course, qualitative work, by its nature is not 

objective, but mitigating some bias was important and being reflective and selecting an 

unfamiliar site helped.   

I involved a peer reviewer (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to assist with my focus groups 

to ensure that my observations were honest. I also participated in debriefing (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). I debriefed with an individual not involved in my study, an outside mentor, 

for the purpose of keeping me honest, testing working theories in my mind, and allowing 

me to clear my mind of any feelings that may have clouded my judgment (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). My dissertation committee chairs also served as additional resources to 

debrief with throughout the process. I furthermore conducted member checks, inviting 

interviewees to review transcripts and make additions or subtractions to the data collected 

(Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mertens, 2014).  

Transferability and Dependability 

The findings section of the case study includes a description of the case that 

includes thick descriptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mertens, 2014) of the time, place, 

context, and culture of the setting. This will allow my readers to determine the 

transferability of my findings to their own contexts (Mertens, 2014).  

In addition to enhancing confirmability, credibility, and transferability, 

triangulation to ensure the themes were consistent across various participants and types of 

data also contributes to the dependability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Related to dependability, I also remained consistent across the interviews with regard to 

procedure. However, because the design was emergent, it was not exactly the same for 
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each participant. Although I implemented these measures to enhance neutrality 

credibility, transferability, and dependability, there are still limitations with any study.  

Limitations 

 Like any research study, this study has limitations. My timeline and limited 

resources for the scope of this project limited it to a single embedded case study, which 

could restrict the transferability for readers (Creswell, 2013). The timeline of my project 

allowed only one visit to the case site, which limited my ability to observe the program 

for a prolonged period of time. As such, I missed some nuances of the program. Because 

I was an outside researcher and my topic could seem controversial in that it could reflect 

poorly on the program should gender biases emerge, participants may have been hesitant 

to share openly with me (Creswell, 2013). This could have caused faculty or even 

students to try to make their program look good and sway their answers in a more 

positive fashion than their authentic lived experiences. Further, should students 

experience discrimination in their programs, they may not have the developmental 

sophistication to fully articulate the oppression they experience (Evans et al., 2010). It is 

also possible that a particularly outspoken individual with strong beliefs could have 

embellished on their own experiences so as to make gender roles appear more prevalent 

than they actually were. These scenarios could limit the understanding of the overall 

influence gender and gendering, which was the focus of my study. Finally, because I 

interviewed current students and faculty and staff, I only captured a snapshot in time that 

may not reflect the past or future students’ experiences.  
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Summary 

This qualitative case study was designed to explore the experiences of women in 

entrepreneurship education and was conducted at a 4-year institution of higher education 

with a well-established entrepreneurship program. I collected four forms of data: 

interviews/focus groups (with students and program staff), direct observations (of 

entrepreneurship courses), physical artifacts (recruitment materials, promotional 

materials, and the website), and documents (course syllabi) (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2013). 

I adapted data analysis strategies from grounded theory for the case study following a 

three-step grounded theory process: line-by-line coding, axial coding, and selective 

coding (Charmaz, 2014; Saldana, 2016). Through the analysis of the data, a detailed 

description of the case emerged and I arrived at transferable themes that others can learn 

from the case (Creswell, 2013).  
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Chapter 4 

FINDINGS 

 This chapter reports the findings of my study. First I describe the case including 

the participants involved in the study. Then, I describe the themes that emerged from 

analysis of the interview transcripts, document review notes, and site visit observation 

notes. The participants’ voices are retold through direct quotes in order to explore the 

relevant themes. The three themes that emerged were: The Struggle is Real, Super 

Women, and Relationships.   

Pickwick State University’s Entrepreneurship Program 

 My case was the phenomenon of women’s academic experiences embedded in the 

contemporary setting of the entrepreneurship program at Pickwick State University, often 

referred to by the students as “Pickwick.” The program included an entrepreneurship 

center (Center) and academic coursework, including an academic major, through the 

business school. This major was only offered in conjunction with a second business-

related major. There were also some other courses that could be considered 

entrepreneurship offered through various departments, such as social product innovation 

and design thinking in the honors college.  

Organizational Structure and Demographics 

Director Cannon served as the director of the Center at the time of my site visit. In 

addition to Director Cannon, a woman, there were two men faculty members teaching 

entrepreneurship through the business school and heavily involved with the Center: 

Professor Owens, M.B.A. and Professor Smith, Ph.D. Professor Owens had previously 

served as the Director of the Center. There were also other faculty in different 
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departments who were teaching entrepreneurship courses like those listed previously. The 

Center employed a man Entrepreneur-in-Residence, a woman Graduate Assistant, and 

several women student workers. These personnel numbers are slightly lower than 

national averages in 2006 which found entrepreneurship centers to have 3.9 faculty 

members holding Ph.D.s, 1.5 faculty members with M.B.A.s, 2.8 full-time staff members, 

and 1.3 part-time staff members (Finkle et al., 2006).  

At the time of my site visit, 59% of the undergraduate students enrolled at 

Pickwick State were women. Within the business school, where the entrepreneurship 

major was housed, women comprised 39% of the students and 31% of the declared 

majors in entrepreneurship. Exact demographics on enrolled students in the 

entrepreneurship courses were not available; however, based on my course observations 

and instructor reports, the enrollment was similar to that of the business school with only 

30-40% of the students being women. In the student entrepreneurship club, 33% of the 

active members and 25% of the club’s leaders were women. In the most recent pitch 

competition sponsored by the Club, 17% of the participants were women.   

Center Programming  

The Center provided programing for student entrepreneurs, including a business 

model pitch competition where students could pitch alongside community members, 

workshops to prepare students for regional and statewide pitch competitions, and events 

in partnership with a regional organization that provided support to women entrepreneurs. 

The Center provided one-on-one mentoring to better prepare students before sending 

them to regional and national pitch competitions. As defined in Chapter 1, a pitch 

competition is a competition in which participants present or “pitch” their business plan 



 83 

or business model for prize money. These competitions give students an opportunity to 

present their idea in front of an audience and get feedback on their ideas from expert 

judges and attendees. Beyond the competitions, the Center also had an ICorps site, a 

National Science Foundation (NSF) funded educational program designed to provide 

participants an opportunity to explore the transition of their ideas into the marketplace. 

Specifically tailored with the women students in mind, the Center partnered alongside a 

statewide foundation with a mission of achieving equality and empowerment for women 

to provide opportunities for women students to connect with women entrepreneurs from 

outside the University.  

Entrepreneurship Club  

 The Center staff oversaw and advised the student entrepreneurship club, which 

included 24 student members, eight of whom were women. The president, Brittany, was 

one of those eight women, and stated she was having a hard time finding women who 

would like to fill leadership roles for the organization. The club held biweekly meetings 

that included a guest speaker entrepreneur and time for members to collaborate on 

entrepreneurial projects. Additionally, the club sponsored an annual idea pitch 

competition and provided members with an opportunity to work on projects for a local 

company. Although there were multiple opportunities to learn and engage throughout the 

year, the idea pitch competition was the culminating event, serving as the only club-

sponsored formal opportunity to present ideas and gather feedback. By design, the 

president of the club had a position as a student worker in the Center, which provided 

year-to-year continuity of the club leadership and an opportunity for the faculty and staff 

advisors to provide oversight of the club. The club was an important aspect of the 
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Center’s offerings as it provided an opportunity for students to collaborate on projects, 

take on leadership positions, and form relationships with peer role models and friends.  

Academic Offerings 

The academic portion of the program included entrepreneurship coursework that 

could be used toward an interdisciplinary entrepreneurship certificate or an academic 

major. The semester I visited, the program offered one section of an introduction to 

entrepreneurship course, one section of a business plan course, and two sections of 

another mid-level course that could have been considered an introduction to 

entrepreneurship.  

The Participants 

 I interviewed 13 participants and was able to use the transcripts from the 10 

women who had been involved with the program and could speak to their experiences. 

The below tables provide demographic data that is helpful in putting their individual 

experiences into perspective.  

Table 1 
 
Participant Demographics  
 

Pseudonym Year Age Race Major Center 
Employee 

Owns a 
Business 

 
Brittany 

 
4 

 
22 

 
White 

 
Management and 

Marketing 
 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

Courtney 2 19 White Entrepreneurship 
and Finance 

 

No No 

Elizabeth 5 24 Hispanic 
White 

 

General Business No No 

Emily 4 26 White HR and Marketing 
 

Yes Yes 
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Gabrielle 5 21 White Liberal Studies 
 

Yes No 

Georgia 3 28 White Journalism 
 

Yes Yes 

Jessica 2 19 White Entrepreneurship 
and Management 

 

No No 

Nicole 3 20 White Marketing and 
Entrepreneurship 

 

No Yes 

Olivia 4 21 White Manufacturing 
 

No No 

Samantha 3 20 Black General Business Yes Yes 
 
Table 2 
 
Participant Participation and Business Demographics  
 
Pseudonym Taken a Course In the Club Business Interests 
 
Brittany 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Clothing resale, high heel shoes, bakery, 
social business 
 

Courtney No Yes Food related, automotive 
 

Elizabeth Yes No Clothing store, fashion-related 
 

Emily No No YouTube channel, art business, event 
space, cider mill, jewelry making, farm 
 

Gabrielle Yes No Clothing resale, coffee shop passport, 
making clothes 
 

Georgia No No Biography writing 
 

Jessica Yes Yes Bridal alterations, activism and ministry 
 

Nicole Yes No Bridal alterations, personal stylist, 
interior designer  
 

Olivia No Yes Environmental organization, not-for-
profit, manufacturing 
 

Samantha No Yes Event space, bakery, public relations firm 
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The Struggle is Real 

 The first theme that emerged in the data was that of the struggle is real. All but 

three of the participants described multiple instances of things that related to the struggle 

of being a woman in the program, or a woman in entrepreneurship in general. For most of 

the women in this study, the struggles, such as an apprehension to studying 

entrepreneurship, having to prove oneself, being treated differently than the men, and 

feeling isolated, were salient aspects of their experiences. Below, I explore the various 

ways that their identities as women manifested and led to challenges for them.  

Entrepreneurship Apprehension and Isolation  

One of the participants verbalized her apprehension and hesitancy to studying 

entrepreneurship because of its perceived difficult nature. Courtney stated, “it kinda 

makes me nervous to be an entrepreneurship major because what happens if I don’t get a 

job? Or, like what happens if I don’t think of this idea or start a product?” (Individual 

Interview). Courtney then indicated her awareness of the gender difference by saying “I 

don’t feel like people expect you to want to be an entrepreneur if you are a woman.” She 

shared that others respond to her differently because she is a woman. Men are told, “oh, 

wow, you’re so smart, wow.” compared to women who hear, “wow, what are you gonna 

do with that? Or, like, do you have a second major?” (Individual Interview).  

Courtney later spoke of her awareness of and frustration with the lack of women 

peers involved in entrepreneurship and said she thought women honestly believed they 

could not “do it” and start businesses, unlike her many men friends who believed they 

could. She perceived that assumptions about women entrepreneurs and experiences like 
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hers contributed to the difficulty in getting more women involved in the program. She did 

not think any promotions of the program would have greatly changed this.    

Maybe they (the program) could do a little bit more advertising and getting people 

out there. But, I feel like it’s just a mental thing where people are like, “oh that’s 

cool, but it’s not for me.” Or, “that’s scary because there is so much work it’s not 

like this standard path,” which is the biggest thing. (Individual Interview) 

The participants were interested in connecting with other women who shared 

similar interests. However, being in this man-dominated field, they found it hard to find 

like-minded women friends. Although they found it easy to find men friends with similar 

interests with whom they could discuss, it was difficult to find women friends who shared 

this interest in starting a business. As a result of this lack of women, Courtney said she 

just felt more comfortable with the men students because they had “been there” and had 

started businesses and therefore had experience in something she wanted to do.    

Courtney found it frustrating that women thought they could not start a business 

or that it is something they could not do and stated, “I don’t know if that’s because they 

didn’t have the environment that I had or something” (Individual Interview). Elizabeth 

also voiced this awareness and attributed much of it to risk-taking. 

So, if they (men) have an idea they’re gonna just go with it. Whereas I think 

females kind of second guess themselves and they’re less of a risk-taker in 

entrepreneurship. That’s kind of the name of the game, calculated risk and risk 

taking. And, I think males tend to go more that route with it. They don’t really 

think things completely all the way through and they don’t really think about the 

consequences. (Individual Interview) 



 88 

Masculine Ecosystem  

During the semester of my study, there were four entrepreneurship courses 

offered and all were taught by the two men professors – Professor Smith and Professor 

Owens. One participant stated a keen awareness of this and believed it created a climate 

that advantaged men. “I think because the professor is male, it makes it a lot easier for the 

male students to voice their opinions or concerns regarding the class” (Elizabeth, 

Individual Interview). Other student participants reported that men tended to dominate 

the conversation in class and club meetings and that they spoke with such confidence as 

if everyone else in the class agreed with them. When I observed the classes, I noticed the 

women appeared more hesitant to speak up as they would look up and nod, but not say 

anything. In one class, multiple women approached the professor to ask him questions, 

but they did so one-on-one before and after class, as well as during the break, whereas the 

men spoke up more during class. Further, the women speculated that the men students 

speak with such confidence because their ideas are validated, and even if not validated, 

they are not disputed.  

 Beyond the campus, the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem in the local 

community is mostly man-dominated as was reported to me by multiple students and 

faculty members. Based on an analysis of the print brochure including photographs of 

judges for a recent regional pitch competition, there were 39 men judges and 15 women 

judges, with the pitch participants being 65 men and 37 women. Professor Owens 

indicated that most of the women in the local entrepreneurial ecosystem were in support 

roles in organizations that helped entrepreneurs such as business incubators, accelerators, 

or non-profits designed to help startups and build the ecosystem. It is unknown if women 
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entrepreneurs were in other places in the community, as they were not participating in the 

ecosystem of the support organizations. Students and faculty were aware of the lack of 

women. Brittany said, “through entrepreneurship and networking at community 

entrepreneurial events it seems there are more men there than women” (Individual 

Interview). Similarly, Professor Smith said, “when you go to like the (non-profit support 

organization) events and such, it’s predominately men; boys club kind of situation” 

(Individual Interview).  

 This lack of women made it challenging for the students or their professors to 

locate women role models and mentors for the students. Professor Owens was aware of 

this and had tried to find more women role models, especially in high tech 

entrepreneurship. Brittany stated that this disparity of men entrepreneurs in the ecosystem 

caused her to have many more men in her entrepreneurial network to leverage when 

selecting guest speakers for the Entrepreneurship Club. When I asked Brittany about the 

guest speakers for the Entrepreneurship Club, she described them as entrepreneurs from 

the local community, alumni, or alumnae with an interesting story to tell. I further asked 

if these speakers were predominately men or women, to which she said, “it’s 

predominately men. If I think about…” She then paused reflectively and looked down 

and seemed newly aware of this, then with more hesitant and nervous-sounding speech 

she said, “I never really thought about it, but we haven’t had any speakers this year and 

last year we didn’t have any female speakers as well. So, it’s predominately men.” As she 

went on to discuss the reason for the lack of women in her network, she interjected, “that 

obviously should change, I should invite females, which I’m really kind of in awe that 

there’s not one person to come this past year” (Individual Interview). She shifted in her 
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seat during this conversation and her face dropped as if she felt guilty for her recent 

awareness of something she should have realized before then.  

 In addition to the local and regional entrepreneurial ecosystem, popular media 

typically highlight men as entrepreneurs. Courtney described the lack of famous women 

entrepreneurs and those who do exist are often overlooked and overpowered by their men 

counterparts.  

When you see people who have started businesses, you see Mark Cuban and 

Kevin O’Leary and those are big players. And, Barbara Corcoran, they’re in there 

too, but they’re almost overlooked. You don’t see TV shows just on Barbara 

Corcoran and them. Just from examples, the environment, that’s what you see. So, 

that’s not really a thing. 

Courtney mentioned some of the “sharks” on the popular television show Shark 

Tank. On this television show, the panel of “sharks” is almost always comprised of four 

men and one woman as they typically include only one of the two regular women sharks 

at a time – Lori Greiner or Barbara Corcoran. When guest “sharks” are brought in, they 

are almost always high profile men such as Ashton Kutcher, Chris Sacca, or Troy Carter. 

During the first season, the show typically highlighted twice as many men participants 

who received twice as much airtime as women. Women almost never referred to 

themselves as “entrepreneurs” on the show, when the men almost always did (Wheadon 

& Duval-Couetil, under review). 

Need to Compensate  

 Half of the participants reported on the feeling of the need to compensate for 

being a woman. Because they are treated differently from the men, they believed they had 
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to “make up” for being a woman and do things “just right.” Samantha, who is a Black 

woman, described the need to always work harder than the men, “you always have to 

give 110% when sometimes it’s only required that you give 80%” (Individual Interview). 

The intersection of Samantha’s race and gender likely contributed to her need to work 

harder, which she acknowledged. However, White participants also shared similar views 

on the need to act and dress “just right” as women. During the focus group, while the 

other participants nodded, Elizabeth stated,  

I just feel like females have more responsibility being in the business world, 

because, like she was saying, I feel like I have to prove something that I can hang 

with the boys. But, at the same time, I don’t wanna be too aggressive or have too 

much of that front because then I’ll be perceived as like the bitch essentially. So, 

it’s hard trying to find that happy medium.  

Jessica joined the conversation, saying that she was concerned about impression 

management as it related to appearance.  

I think that’s on an actual appearance level, and like what you were saying. Am I 

gonna come across confident, confident in who I am, but not pushy and 

overbearing or self-centered. And, I want to come across strong in my femininity, 

but I also don’t want to come across whimsically female and not able to handle 

this task. So, it’s always like a balance of everything (Jessica, Focus Group).  

The students reported that they had to dress nicely to be taken seriously and prove 

themselves. Jessica returned to the discussion of appearance during her individual 

interview, “I try to at least present myself as pulled together, so I’m not an absolute hot 

mess in case I do run into someone who I want to network with.” Courtney reported 
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something similar saying, “I like to make myself presentable, you never know who 

you’re gonna encounter” (Individual Interview).  

During the focus group, Samantha discussed feeling concerned about how she 

would be perceived based on physical appearance and first impression, such as a 

handshake. She shared that men had it easier than women, as they only needed to be 

concerned about which pants to wear. She had to be concerned about whether to wear a 

dress, skirt, or pants, and how that choice may have been perceived by an interviewer. 

She further stated that it might have been different depending on whether the interviewer 

was a man or a woman because with a woman she also had to measure up to the 

appropriate dress relative to what the woman interviewer was wearing. Meanwhile, 

Jessica and Nicole provided positive, affirming body language by nodding while 

Samantha described this.    

The women reported that they dressed nicely, nicer than the way that the men in 

the program dressed. Olivia stated, “it usually looks like girls put more effort into it” 

(Individual Interview). Samantha described the attire of men and women, stating that it 

appeared women put more effort into their dress and appearance than the men did. “I love 

seeing ladies come with like jeans and blazers and heels. I think that’s really cute and 

casual, but it’s still more dressed up than guys who may have on basketball shorts and 

jeans and t-shirts” (Individual Interview). Samantha offered a potential explanation for 

this difference that women might have been more fashion-oriented, however she also 

went on to state, “I think women in general are more conscious of other people’s 

opinions.”  
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However, Georgia and Courtney reported that men and women did not dress 

differently and that both wore business casual or business professional attire. Likewise, in 

my classroom observations, I did not notice differences in levels of dressiness between 

men and women, with the majority of the students dressing very casually. However, this 

may have been different in settings like pitch competitions or other center activities. 

Because entrepreneurship is a man-dominated field, the participants also 

described that they not only had to compete with men, but they had to compete with other 

women as well. During the focus group Samantha stated,  

Not only do you have something to prove to the males, you have something to 

prove to the other females. Because it’s like, yeah we’re all in the same boat, 

we’re all doing this together. But, it’s like we’re also in competition with each 

other because it’s not that many of us and somebody has to be the best because 

this male interviewer may think something more of you than he does of me. So, 

it’s not only women are in competition with the men, they’re in competition with 

the other women, even though it’s not that many women to compete with. 

Elizabeth responded, “I have to be aggressive enough to do just as well as the males that 

are in the business world, but not so aggressive that I turn off the females.”  

During the focus group, Elizabeth also reported that she noticed women in her 

classes said things in a questioning tone, as if they needed the confirmation.  

Like they’re unsure of themselves, even though really in the back of their head I 

can tell they know they’re sure about what they’re saying. But, they’re coming off 

as unsure because they want confirmation that they’re right. But, males aren’t 

afraid of that confirmation of I’m right (Focus Group).  
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As Elizabeth described this, Samantha rolled her eyes and said “yep” and Nicole 

said “that’s a good point” after Elizabeth’s description.  

Many of the participants reported that men’s interactions with each another 

tended to be more casual and playful than those among women and between men and 

women. Nicole attributed this to “their defense mechanism so they look cool” (Focus 

Group). However, Jessica countered, “I don’t know if they even care about what they 

look like though. I feel like guys just kind of do what they want because they know that 

no one is going to stop them.” During the focus group, the participants often described 

this type of interaction as “bro.” When asked to define, Elizabeth said, 

Bro is just like that relationship where it’s that in between of that casual 

acquaintance and your friend. So, for most guys it’s like yeah this dude’s in my 

class, but like you would think they are friends, but they actually don’t hang out 

outside that class or anything. So, they’re very casual. It’s another level of being 

casual with someone, another level of an acquaintance.  

Jessica followed with, “it’s the friendship without the relationship.”  

Elizabeth reflected that men could switch between playful and serious and were 

still able to get the work done, which was not as true for the women students. She stated,  

Like they’re very casual when talking about things. But, then like, when they go 

to do the presentation, it’s like ok, then they flip a switch, alright now it’s time for 

business, but the second it’s done, they’re joking around and it’s back to playtime. 

But, playtime for them is also productive because it’s very like lighthearted. 

Whereas females, we’re like alright it’s time to get this done, let’s focus. Whereas 
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for them, if they don’t focus, somehow they still get it done. And, like in half the 

time it seems like (Focus Group).  

Jessica expressed her uncertainty as to why men would switch demeanors quickly. “I 

can’t tell if they know how to play that role really well, or if they’re still developing into 

that role and not quite there yet. Transitional mode” (Focus Group).  

 The casual relationship and switching between “bro” and not were issues for some 

of the women who felt it was not something they knew how to do. Nicole, when 

describing a group she was a part of in her entrepreneurship course, said, “they get into 

their bro setting again, so they go back to being really casual and I’m like I don’t know 

how to do this whole casual thing” (Focus Group). To which Jessica explained as an 

adaptation that women go through when interacting with men peers, “I think that’s almost 

probably we adapt so much, because I think if you don’t accept the bro way of doing 

things, you’ll be excluded” (Focus Group).   

 Elizabeth expanded on this concept of adaptation and said it had recently been 

brought to her attention that her voice was higher when she spoke to other women than it 

was when she spoke to men as if this was a way of adapting from inter-gender 

interactions to intra-gender interactions. To this statement, Jessica said “oh, that’s true” in 

a way that represented that she too felt she changed her voice tone when speaking to 

women versus men. During this conversation, Samantha seemed uncomfortable and 

annoyed as was evidenced by her eye roll.  

While many students commented on the varying interactions among men and 

women, Gabrielle and Emily both reported that their observation was that the men 

interacted with the women in a similar way that they interacted with one another.   



 96 

Devaluation  

The women students described that their ideas were often subtly devalued by their 

men peers. Samantha told a story of a time in class when she was in a group with four 

men. The group had a short time to come up with an idea to pitch and everyone 

contributed to the group plan. However, when it was time to present to the class, one of 

the men asked to pitch and then pitched something completely different than what the 

group had discussed. The other men went along with it, and she remembered asking 

herself, “what is there for me to do?” The experience left her feeling isolated and 

devalued. For participants, devaluing took many forms. For example, Gabrielle reported 

very subtle instances of being devalued by others’ body language, which she described 

as, “subtle, body language sending a message that maybe you’re not as invited or your 

idea wouldn’t be as valued” (Individual Interview).   

Women felt devalued when they were left out of men’s conversations in class or 

in club activities. When describing working on a group project in a group with men, 

Nicole stated, “when they talk to each other about the project, they’ll often talk amongst 

themselves and then I’ll be sitting over here and I’ll try to put my input in and it’s kinda 

like ‘hello’” (Focus Group). When asked to explain why women may have been left out, 

Jessica said men just “don’t care.”  

Women also experienced feeling devalued because they chose women’s 

entrepreneurship as an endeavor. Courtney reported frustration with the gender 

differences and the feeling that things were different for women and men, that they were 

treated differently, like women could not handle men’s entrepreneurship. In referencing a 



 97 

regional pitch competition for women called Dolphin Tank that is part of a program by 

Springboard Enterprises, she stated,  

It made me so mad, and it makes (colleague) mad as well because it’s called 

Dolphin Tank because it’s for women. Why isn’t it called Shark Tank? And, it’s 

not like oh they can’t call it Shark Tank because it’s a legal thing. It’s not that. It’s 

because Dolphin Tank is for women. There are not men that can be in this 

conversation. It’s like the baby version so that women can get adjusted. I don’t 

know. I think that’s stupid (Individual Interview).  

Participants anticipated that they would continue to feel devalued beyond their 

college years. When discussing life beyond college, Jessica reported the struggle for 

women entrepreneurs. “I think that’s gonna become more apparent for us as we actually 

go on and begin to do what we want to do because I think that a woman with an idea 

doesn’t have the same punch as a man with an idea.” When asked to clarify, she stated  

The same punch, the same impact. And, I don’t think people take it as seriously. 

But, I also think that women have a better connection with the world around 

them; they’re more globally aware and often they’re the ones to see the problems. 

So, I think there’s definitely a gap there as far as what could happen. (Individual 

Interview)  

Unlike the experiences of other participants who identified the role gender played 

in how they were expected to behave and how their identities as women made them 

invisible, Brittany did not report any struggles unique to being a woman in the program.  
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I haven’t had many challenges with that. But, I think that I am willing to ask for 

help and willing to meet with people. So, I think that’s really helped me get to the 

point where I am, as far as with my involvement (Individual Interview). 

Emily reported seeing women and men as equals and she did not identify any differences 

in her experiences when she compared them to men in her program. She said, “I’ve 

worked with men and women and to me they’re equals. So, I don’t see us as anyone 

different. So, I can’t say” (Individual Interview). Nicole said that Pickwick did a good job 

of gender equality and she had not had any experiences different from her men peers, in 

contradiction to some of her previously mentioned statements regarding differences in the 

interactions among men and women.  

Jessica had previously reported some areas of struggle, she also stated that things 

seem to be improving for women and it was a changing landscape.  

I think that women with ideas are starting to really take that step and move 

forward. And, as that becomes more apparent, more people are respecting that. 

You know, it’s the women with the ideas who are actually getting in the news and 

making a difference. And, the ones that are expanding….I think there have been 

more women innovators in the past couple years who have come into the 

spotlight. And, that’s starting to allow other people, women, to have the 

confidence to make that step and also men to kind of respect them a little bit more 

(Individual Interview).  

Samantha, who had also been very vocal about the struggles she faced, also had a 

positive outlook as she stated, “being a female in a male-dominated area is empowering” 

(Individual Interview).  
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 Super Women 

Student participants, as well as faculty participants, reported experiences that 

suggested that women students were, and needed to be, “super women.” Similar to the 

Merriam-Webster definition of a super woman, “an exceptional woman; especially a 

woman who succeeds in having a career and raising a family” (Superwoman, 2017), 

these students were successful and performed very well in this man-dominated area. This 

showed up in multiple ways, including in their academics, jobs, leadership roles, and 

within their families.  

Work Hard in School   

Participants previously described feeling devalued by men during group work. 

Some also reported other frustrations with group work with men. They shared that men 

often did not do the work or left the bulk of the group responsibility to women. During 

the focus group, Elizabeth stated that men were often in charge of the strategy or vision 

of a group project, but it was the women who took on the details and logistics of it all. 

Women tended to be faster to get to work on a group project. As Elizabeth described, 

they spent a few minutes greeting one another, and then got right to work delegating tasks 

and creating a timeline for the work.  

Courtney told a story of a man classmate.  

One kid does not turn his stuff in at all on time. This is like three times, so I don’t 

give him any work to do because I don’t trust him. He is doing one thing and I’ve 

had to text him all week and be like ‘this is due on Tuesday.’ Cause that 

happened.” 

As she described her role in the group, I asked if she was designated the team leader by  
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her professor or her peers. She said,  

By the peers. Everyone was put in their group and it was OK you guys have to 

choose who’s gonna be the team lead. And, I was like I’m gonna do it. That’s 

what I’ve done my whole life. I’ve been this way my whole life. So, I’ll do it 

(Individual Interview).  

 Brittany said she had a group member who would offer to help and then ask her to 

do the task. If he did do it, it would be done late, not well, or not at all. So, she would just 

take over the project and do the work herself. “I’m the type of person who just likes to do 

it myself, so I would kind of take it over” (Individual Interview).  

 During the focus group, Nicole told of a group she was in at the time in which she 

would take over the responsibilities, “I think women are in general more contentious and 

thinking about all those millions of things all at once. So, when you’re in a group with 

guys, you tend to. I tend to take over a lot of the responsibilities.” She went on to tell of 

the way she thought that women took on all of the responsibilities.  

I think in general what I’m getting at is that in a lot of group projects when you’re 

with guys and girls, the girl often ends up doing the editing and the writing and 

the communications side of things, and the organizational things, which kind of 

sounds like everything. And, I don’t know, that’s just been my experience and 

maybe I kind of want to control those things. But, especially like editing or 

writing, I find that girls do a lot of it.  

As Nicole told this story, Jessica fiddled with her hands and Elizabeth bit her lip, 

both seeming uncomfortable and anxious to also speak of their experiences. I followed 

this story with the question, “so, what do males do?” To which Nicole repeated, “what do 
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males do?”. Samantha immediately answered, “when I find out, I’ll let you know. No, 

I’m kidding.” Multiple participants laughed in response.  

As the conversation in the focus group continued, Elizabeth shared specific stories 

about group work. One description she gave was about a time when a man student  

just literally did nothing and just expected us to do it and get it done. And, it was 

just the most frustrating thing, I was just like ‘ugh.’ But, then towards the end he 

was like, ‘oh, but I want to have an opinion about something.’ And, I was like, oh, 

I just wrote these ten pages, so you don’t get an opinion anymore. Presentation is 

tomorrow, you’re done.  

Samantha further explained this type of scenario.  

I think the thing is with guys, if you're in a group and you present your idea, 

they're like ok I gave my two cents, I don't have to do anything because I know 

the girls are gonna do it. I know that you're gonna get it done, I know that you're 

concerned with your grade, I know that you're concerned with this, I know that 

you're concerned with that, so you're gonna do it whether supposed to be the 

leader or not. 

 Consistent with the women’s experiences of setting high expectations for 

themselves and for working hard, Professor Smith described that although women 

students were much less likely to speak up in class, when he specifically called on 

women, they were much more well-prepared and “rich” in their responses than the men 

students. In describing a particular student, “she won’t raise her hand, but if I call on her, 

she’ll engage immediately” (Individual Interview). He speculates this may be because 
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they perceived that he had “given permission,” as once he had called on a woman 

student, other women students would begin to speak up.  

 Professor Smith also said, “my experience so far has been that the females have 

been much stronger business owners and business entrepreneurs than the men have.” 

When asked if this was reflected in their grades, he said, “oh yeah, their grades reflect it. 

Their passion for what it is that they’re doing and their drive and determination are 

different.” I observed this as well. The students had been assigned a presentation in class. 

The women in the class presented carefully crafted scripts, thought-out responses, and 

presented within the assigned timeframe. They appeared much more prepared than the 

men in class who appeared more casual and less focused, often running over time for 

their presentations. Because the entrepreneurship major could only be pursued in 

conjunction with another major, those women who were pursuing the major were super 

women by taking on this extra work.  

Highly Responsible 

 The participants all reported having multiple responsibilities in their lives, 

including coursework, jobs, campus leadership, and family. Several of the participants 

were currently running their own businesses, which took up time beyond their university 

commitments. The women were very involved in campus leadership, including working 

as a sound technician for campus ministry, to serving on the campus judiciary board, to 

mentoring first year students for the honors’ college, and holding an officer position for 

the society of women engineers. The students also took heavy course loads.  

 Many of the students worked both on campus and off campus, sometimes 

working two jobs off campus. Many of the participants worked in the entrepreneurship 
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center on campus, as well as off campus locations such as a catering company, sewing 

and alterations, a yarn shop, in a law firm, a restaurant, an outlet mall, babysitting, and 

doing freelance design work.   

Although there were fewer women than men involved in the program, those who 

were involved took on leadership roles. When describing her peer, Brittany, Samantha 

said, “she’s like a prime example of a student leader, what you would expect out of a 

student leader…I mean, she’s pretty great” (Focus Group) and Professor Smith described 

her as a “star entrepreneur.” While fewer women compete in the pitch competitions, 

Professor Owens said that those who did were high performers and more likely to win.  

The women students who are successful in the program were grateful for and took 

advantage of the resources provided. Brittany said she was not afraid to ask for help, 

which had served her well. She also stated that many of her women peers did not take 

advantage of the resources provided.  

Relationships 

 All participants spoke of things that represented the theme of relationships and 

their importance for the students’ experiences. These relationships included those with 

peers, mentors and role models, and family members. Those relationships and their 

impact are explored in this section.  

Peers’ Role in Belonging  

 The participants spoke of the significance of peers and the influence those 

relationships had in their academic journey. Multiple participants reported that a peer 

encouraged them to get involved with the program. Georgia was a student worker in the 
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entrepreneurship center, only because the specific position related to her area of 

expertise. She told of how she became involved in other events put on by the program.  

The entrepreneurship club does a pitch competition once a year and Brittany runs 

it. So, I had an idea for a business that I had been tossing around for a while. I 

heard her talking about the competition and that she needed more people to sign 

up for it. I was like, “I’ll do it. I have a pitch. I can make it into a three-minute 

pitch” (Individual Interview).  

Georgia went on to tell me that not only did she decide to compete, but she won third 

place, which inspired her to keep going and launch her business.  

Courtney’s introduction to the program was through the entrepreneurship club, 

inspired by a man peer. “He was the starter for it and brought me in and then I’m meeting 

them along the way and they are really pushing me” (Individual Interview). She 

continued, saying that the people she met through the club were doing “cool things” and 

she then started showing these things to her other friends.  

Beyond getting other students involved, students were very supportive of one 

another, even when they were in competition. Both students and faculty mentioned this. 

As Samantha was describing Brittany, she said “Pickwick has student leader awards and 

things like that and every time one is mentioned or we get an email about one, I’m 

thinking ‘I wonder if someone nominated her for this.’…I mean, she’s pretty great” 

(Focus Group). Director Cannon said,  

My observation is that it’s been very positive interactions, even when they’re 

coming to a competition where in a few minutes they’re on the same page 
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competing for these positions or cash prizes that they still maintain that support 

system in their interactions (Individual Interview).  

The peer relationships in the program created a sense of belonging for the 

students. Director Cannon said,  

I think there’s a sense of camaraderie, and that sense of belonging I think, too, 

that you’re in the same boat, likeminded people; you have the same interest; 

you’re going through the same struggles, ups, and downs. So, I think they do 

connect on a very close level (Individual Interview).  

Georgia also described this sense of community by saying, 

We’re all really close. We’re all extremely supportive of each other. If somebody 

gets a win or if somebody makes a stride toward something, we are all just really 

excited for each other. And, we express that and we show that. That’s a really nice 

culture to be a part of (Individual Interview).  

A sense of belonging was established in multiple ways. For example, students felt 

they knew their entrepreneurship classmates better than some of their other classmates. 

Class provided a way for students to formally get to know each other, which was 

happening more often in entrepreneurship classes than in other classes students took. 

Nicole discussed the impact of the personal introductions in her entrepreneurship class. 

“It created excitement when everyone introduced themselves and said what they did. It 

made it more personable” (Individual Interview).  

The club also created a sense of camaraderie. Courtney described the 

entrepreneurship club as a pretty intimate group, especially after the members spent 5 

days together traveling to the national conference. She reported that this especially made 
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her very comfortable with Brittany and more able to ask her questions about courses, job 

prospects, and entrepreneurial ideas.  

Some of this special bond among the students was because of the uniqueness of 

entrepreneurship students. As Jessica said, “I think there’s a greater sense of being 

imaginative and creative that entrepreneurs bring to the table” (Individual Interview). 

This uniqueness was also discussed during the focus group when Samantha described the 

ways that her interactions with her business student peers were “different” and always 

insightful.  

I promise for every meeting business students or entrepreneurs attend, you always 

have to have some kind of pen and paper because every time you start a 

conversation, you have new ideas, ways to better your ideas, resources, people 

you can talk to to get information or to get help (Focus Group).  

Elizabeth continued, saying, “It’s always productive and it’s always helpful and useful 

talking to other entrepreneur students” (Focus Group). Courtney also echoed this and its 

value to her mentoring.  

Just being around people, everyone wants to do something cool. And, whether 

they're doing it right or they want to do it down the line, you're just talking to 

them and being around that kind of environment. And, one of my favorite things 

is you’re the combination of the five people you spend the most time with. And, if 

you're spending all this time these students who one do these crazy things and are 

always thinking about ideas, and you can just throw ideas back and forth. That's 

the kind of environment I want to be in. So, not necessarily like I'm so close with 
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all of them. But, just being around all of them and getting to know them, I feel 

like that's a huge mentorship role (Individual Interview). 

Further, Emily described her peers as very insightful and inspiring,  

Every single time that I’ve talked to anyone in the entrepreneur scene here at 

Pickwick, I’m just in awe about their vast knowledge, about everything. Because 

being an entrepreneur you kind of need to know a lot of different things. It’s kind 

of amazing to me that they just know a lot about everything. They’re very well-

rounded people. And, whenever I have conversations with them, I’m just in awe. 

I’m like this is amazing, you guys are awesome (Individual Interview).  

Peer Role Models  

Director Cannon was aware of the lack of women students in the program and the 

importance of peer role models. Although she did not hire only women to work in the 

Center, she had consciously increased the number of women student workers in the 

Center, so they could potentially serve as role models for the other students.   

I think it’s really important to have role models within an organization. So, for the 

Center to be able to attract and retain female entrepreneurs, they have to see that 

there are other role models who are in that role. So, I always make sure when I 

hire that as much as possible. Yes, I want to hire for the best person, the most 

qualified; but, we do have female students who are working with the Center who 

are involved in entrepreneurship and starting their businesses because peer-to-

peer role models are really key for other students. “OK, if she can go to school 

and start a business and really be involved, I can do it too” (Individual Interview). 
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 As a result of these class activities, club initiatives and travel, uniqueness of 

students, and peer role models working in the Center, the students had a sense of 

community that they felt was special for them. Brittany described importance of the 

relationships she had with her entrepreneurship peers,  

I’ve noticed that some of my friends who are not necessarily in the 

entrepreneurship program, not entrepreneurs; sometimes it’s hard for them to get 

it. Like “why do you stay up until one in the morning to do this? Why are you 

going to these business competitions? Why do you work on the weekends?” So, 

sometimes it’s kind of hard to relate to them. I think within my entrepreneurship 

circle, it’s nice to be like “oh, you’re working on that too, ok cool, let’s meet up 

so we can just do it together.” Kind of support, help, “what do you think about 

this?” Just sharing ideas (Individual Interview).  

Not only was this sense of community important for belonging, it also gave the students 

an increased sense of entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Courtney described this,   

It definitely just boosted my ability because you’re around all these students who 

are doing crazy things and have businesses already and you’re like ‘ok they’re 

doing it, I can do it, I have ideas.’…So, these students, they’re going to class like 

me, they’re working like me, and they’re still working on their businesses, then I 

could definitely do that too. It’s just a matter of what kind of path I want to take 

(Individual Interview).  

Georgia voiced something similar by saying, “seeing them (peers) progress through how 

an idea comes to fruition gave me a lot less fear about it; [it] made it a lot less 

intimidating” (Individual Interview). 
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An important component of the peer community for the students was the leaders, 

mentors and role models that rose up out of the group. The peer most mentioned by name 

was Brittany as she took on a significant role in the program serving as president of the 

entrepreneurship club, which came with a position as a student worker in the Center. 

During the focus group, which Brittany did not attend, the participants were speaking 

about Brittany as a leader of the program. Three of the participants spoke very favorably 

of her, while Nicole, the fourth participant, disclosed she did not know her. When 

describing the student leader, Samantha said,  

I appreciate the fact that she’s just cool, calm, and collected. And, if you need 

help you can just easily go to her and talk to her…she’s just like a junior Director 

Cannon…she presents herself as a leader, but not better than anyone else (Focus 

Group).  

As a follow-up to that, Elizabeth expressed that she had only met Brittany once, but she 

gave the, 

vibe and presence of I’m open, I’m available and she wasn’t disorganized; she 

had her stuff together. She was just very approachable. She isn’t on a pedestal, 

she doesn’t have that big head, and I think that’s part of what makes someone a 

leader.”  

Jessica then said about Brittany, “very much like a servant leader, very much focused on 

what anyone else needs. She's just there as a resource, never out of selfishness.”  

Beyond the focus group, other students mentioned Brittany in their individual 

interviews. Georgia shared that she definitely saw her as a leader. She described that this 

student leader advocated for her fellow students and “somehow finds time to meet with 
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people and to coach them.” She went on say, “Brittany doesn’t cut corners in anything 

and her presence here is really felt. And, most the students who come in through the door 

come in looking for her.”  

When asked about the student leaders of the program, Brittany did mention 

herself due to her role as president of the club. She also mentioned two other men 

students by name, but no other women students. When asked about her interactions with 

peers, she described herself as someone who connected resources, but did not always see 

the students take advantage of these resources, as was mentioned previously.   

 Brittany was considered a role model and leader at the time of my study, 

However, her leadership emerged due to role models who preceded her. She described 

her experiences as a first year student, looking up to the older entrepreneurship club 

members as “big mentors to me.” She said, “doing it in college and not letting age affect 

that, that was something that was really powerful and inspiring to me as well” (Individual 

Interview).  

In addition to seeing Brittany as a leader and role model, the participants also saw 

other peers as leaders and role models, and more importantly, commented on the 

importance of having role models of similar age. Samantha described this. “I think 

hearing from people who aren’t that much older than you, but you can see that they’ve 

done something with themselves or done something with their lives on their own really 

impacts a person” (Individual Interview). Elizabeth echoed the importance of having near 

peer role models. She described the teaching assistant in her entrepreneurship class, a 

graduate student who just finished her undergraduate degree the prior year. “She’s really 

easy to talk to; she’s really relatable. She just had that kind of ease and she’s very 
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approachable” (Individual Interview). Other similar age role models included guest 

speakers who were recent graduates of the University. For example, Courtney described a 

guest speaker who had been in the entrepreneurship club as a student “just like me” 

before he went on to found a business upon graduation.  

Faculty and Staff  

 All of the participants described some way in which a mentor or role model who 

worked for the university influenced her life. Students mentioned several of the faculty 

participants by name, including Director Cannon, Professor Owens, and Professor Smith, 

as well as other faculty and staff involved in entrepreneurship around the campus.   

 Often, the encouragement from faculty and staff was just the thing to get the 

students involved in the program, or to take the next step in becoming more involved. 

This would often have significant results. For example, Jessica indicated that she had 

previously attended the national student conference and taken an entrepreneurship class, 

leading her to reach out to Director Cannon. “So, I spoke to Director Cannon and she 

really encouraged me to go ahead and go through with it. So, I added my double major 

(of entrepreneurship)” (Individual Interview).  

 Participants discussed how faculty and staff members encouraged them to take the 

next step for their business ideas. Georgia, who became involved due to Brittany’s 

encouragement to participate in a competition, described Professor Owens’s further 

encouragement to then compete in another Center competition.  

If it weren’t for Professor Owens being so enthusiastic and encouraging and 

helping me so much with my pitch, I don’t know if I would have the courage to 

keep moving forward with this business because it’s kind of unique. And, not 
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being familiar with business at all is very intimidating to me (Individual 

Interview).  

Emily considered Professor Owens as someone who was a (positive) parental role 

for students. “He goes out of his way to make sure that they succeed in every possible 

way. He’s like a father to all of them. And, he wants to make sure everyone has what they 

need” (Individual Interview). She then continued to describe his encouragement helping 

her to see her potential and inspiring her to keep going with a project she had just set 

aside.  

It just showed me that I really need to continue on. So, I’ve been slowly working 

at it since then. Yeah, I have a lot of ideas now. It’s like this litany of ideas of 

what I should be doing with it. Before it was like nothing, now it’s like a litany of 

ideas (Individual Interview).  

Emily, like Georgia and Gabrielle, is a student who may never have been involved 

beyond her position as a student worker in the Center until she was encouraged by 

faculty, staff, and peers to launch her business.  

Sometimes the faculty and staff encouraged students to keep going, even if it was 

not related to a specific project or idea. Courtney had this experience with a faculty 

member who taught an entrepreneurship course in another department on campus.    

She has all these connections. She can definitely guide me in the right path. I’m 

not really sure what I want to do now. But, she is telling me, “you’ll figure it out, 

don’t try to rush into something just to start a project if it’s not the right project.” 

So, she’s like one of the coolest people (Individual Interview).  
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Georgia described the faculty and staff as advocates. “They’re really involved 

with the students. They advocate for everyone’s success.” She also remarked that they 

saw students’ potential. “Professor Smith, Professor Owens, and Director Cannon take 

the initiative to recognize students or your idea or your potential before you even do. So, 

I would say that’s really valuable, that’s probably their best leadership quality” 

(Individual Interview).   

In addition to encouraging the students, the faculty and staff served as resources 

for the students. During the focus group, Samantha reported that Director Cannon found 

time to come to the student club meetings, just to be there as a resource for them. Brittany 

described the willingness of Director Cannon, and Professors Smith and Owens to 

connect her to entrepreneurs in the community. Students trusted Director Cannon’s 

counsel and encouragement. I noticed this when I visited the center office; students 

would approach Director Cannon to ask her all sorts of questions and advice. I also 

observed an out of class interaction between a student and Professor Owens. He sat in the 

entry area of the Center one afternoon helping a student-run business talk through their 

current challenges. Students also approached him both before and after class, as well as 

during the break time, to ask for guidance and assistance. He took the time to visit with 

each student who approached him and I heard him offer specific ways he was willing to 

help students, such as connect them with someone in the community, take them to a 

meeting, or serve as a reference.  

Beyond encouraging the students and serving as resources, students specifically 

identified faculty and staff as role models. Emily appreciated their ability to relate to her 

as a person and to remember important aspects of her life. She shared,  
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They just like come up to you. They remember this tiny little thing about you. 

And, you’re like “you remember that, that’s so nice of you.” They just know 

everyone and want to be involved with everyone and want to make sure everyone 

is on the right track (Individual Interview).  

Emily looked up to Director Cannon as a woman and a leader. She described her,  

She is an absolute astounding leader. I wish I could have an itty bitty of her 

leadership, because she’s phenomenal. What she does for everyone in the 

program amazes me because she just has this way about her to make you feel 

comfortable. And, she makes sure that what you need to get done, it’s done. She 

has this firmness, but very sweetness about it too (Individual Interview).  

Likewise, Georgia admired Director Cannon and her leadership. “Director Cannon is also 

a wonderful mentor. Just as a woman, and as a boss. She conducts herself with a lot of 

grace and I think she really demonstrates good leadership and she’s very encouraging” 

(Individual Interview).   

Importance of Family 

 Students identified peers, faculty, and staff as important to them; many also 

described how valuable their relationships with family members have been. Many of the 

students identified parents and other relatives who were entrepreneurs and influenced 

their entrepreneurial interest and self-efficacy. For instance, Emily said, “I come from a 

family of generations of entrepreneurs and I just have that kind of blood in me” 

(Individual Interview). Other participants also described their parents as entrepreneurs, 

such as Brittany’s dad or Elizabeth’s mom. Gabrielle told of her dad’s strength coaching 

business and Samantha talked about her mother’s caregiving business. Participants even 
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mentioned siblings as powerful examples of an entrepreneurial spirt. For example, 

Jessica’s sister had her own photography business and Nicole’s brother ran an Ebay 

company.  

 Family not only played an important role in participants’ entrepreneurship and 

academic lives. Multiple participants described how they played a caretaking role for 

their family and the centrality of that in their lives. For example, Samantha had a younger 

brother who lived in town and said that she would go back and forth between his place 

and her own. “I make sure my younger brother is taken care of” (Individual Interview). 

Elizabeth babysat her three nephews regularly and described it as one of her full-time 

jobs.   

Summary 

 Three themes emerged from the analysis of the data collected for the case. The 

first theme, The Struggle is Real, related to the unique struggles that participants had in 

the masculine domain of entrepreneurship. The next theme, Super Women, described 

myriad ways that women entrepreneurship students expressed their strength, which 

sometimes manifested as hyper-responsibility and high achievement. The final theme 

explored the importance of Relationships for the women students. These relationships 

were with their peers, mentors and role models, faculty and staff, and family members. 

The next and final chapter of this dissertation will explore the data presented here through 

the lens of Acker’s (1990, 1992, 1999) theory of gendered organizations and make a case 

that this program represents a gendered organization. The chapter will conclude with 

implications for theory, research, and practice.   
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Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 I explored the research question “What role does gender play in the academic 

experience of women participating in the entrepreneurship program at Pickwick State 

University?” In order to understand the gendered experiences women students had while 

participating in a university entrepreneurship program, I conducted a case study of the 

program at Pickwick State University. This 4-year institution had an entrepreneurship 

center and academic coursework, including an academic major, through the business 

school. The data for the case included individual interviews and focus groups with 

women who have participated in the program, interviews with faculty and staff of the 

program, observations of class sessions and a club meeting, documents, and artifacts.  

 The analysis of the data resulted in the emergence of three themes. The first 

related to the unique struggles of the women students in an area dominated by men: The 

Struggle is Real. The second described the ways in which the women students took on a 

great deal of responsibility and performed well, being Super Women. The third theme 

explored the importance of Relationships to women students.   

 While the last chapter described the findings grouped into themes, this chapter 

answers the research question through the lens of Acker’s (1990, 1992, 1999) theory of 

gendered organizations. Specifically, I have taken the five interacting processes of the 

theory and described the ways that the program represented a gendered organization by 

providing examples of evidence of the five processes playing out in the case. I then list 

implications for theory based on this study. The final sections include implications for 
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research and practice, including recommendations for future studies, as well as 

recommendations for entrepreneurship educators.  

Discussion 

 In order to answer my research question through the theoretical framework of 

Acker’s theory of gendered organizations (1990, 1992, 1999), I first review the theory. 

As was discussed in Chapter 2, Acker (1992) stated that in a gendered institution, “gender 

is present in the processes, practices, images and ideologies, and distributions of power in 

the various sectors of social life” (p. 567). A gendered organization assumes the best 

worker aligns with traditional masculine gender roles and experiences making the ideal 

worker a male worker with little outside responsibility and unlimited time to devote to the 

organization (Acker, 1990; Williams, 2000). Gendering in these types of organizations 

manifests in five interacting processes: the division of labor, behaviors, and power along 

the lines of gender; the construction of symbols and images that explain, express, and 

reinforce the divisions; interactions that reenact authority and hierarchy; the way the 

processes produce individual identity; and that of creating and conceptualizing social 

structures (Acker, 1990, 1992, 1999). It was apparent that many elements of these 

processes were at work in the case. Below, I explore the processes and the ways they 

were or were not at play in the case.  

Process One: Construction of Divisions  

In a gendered organization, men are almost always in the highest position of 

power, placing women in other roles (Acker, 1990). In the formal elements of this case, 

such as the Center Director or entrepreneurship club president, this was not true as those 

roles were occupied by women, which might lead to an observer to believe that the 
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organization was not gendered. This process may be the weakest fit for the data of my 

study, simply because those formal leadership positions were held by women. However, 

men students greatly outnumbered women and participants made mention of the men 

who taught their classes. All of the entrepreneurship courses offered through the business 

school the semester of my study were taught by men, which was noted by one of the 

participants, Elizabeth, who stated, “I think because the professor is male, it makes it a lot 

easier for the male students to voice their opinions or concerns regarding the class” 

(Individual Interview). It is important to note that the prominence of men professors was 

not in a vacuum as across the campus that semester men made up 53% of the faculty, 

while making up 58% of those in higher ranks. And, the president of the student club 

noted having a hard time finding women who had a desire to fill leadership roles. That 

could have changed the gender makeup in future semesters, potentially making the 

women in leadership the semester of my study an anomaly.  

In less formal elements, such as group work in class, the women gave mixed 

reports as far as the exact roles or title they would take on for the group. However, the 

consistent theme was that the women took on the details and logistics of the group 

projects, similar to the divisions that make up the hierarchy under Acker’s (1990) theory. 

Elizabeth stated that men were often in charge of the strategy or vision of a group project 

(i.e., leadership), while women took on the logistics of making it happen (i.e., 

housekeeping). Courtney, Nicole, and Samantha all described taking over work for a man 

group member who was not completing his fair share of the project. When applying this 

theory to higher education in relation to faculty, scholars have found gendered 

interactions, reporting that women have heavier teaching and service loads than men, 
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taking time away from valued research (Gardner, 2013; Hart, 2016; Kulis, Sicotte, & 

Collins, 2002). In a similar way, the women students in my study were taking on the 

service work of the project. The theme showed repeatedly that men provided the 

guidance and ideas, while women did the work. These descriptions are much like 

Kantola’s (2008) description of the ways in which women faculty become the “mother of 

the department,” preventing their engagement in more entrepreneurial tasks, like 

visioning or networking. It would be important to explore the ways in which men may 

become free riders (a person who obtains something without effort or cost; Free rider, 

2017) with the understanding that the women will take care of the bulk of the work 

without consequences for this type of behavior.  

Another way that the construction of divisions along gender lines was evident was 

with Professor Smith, who reported that women were less likely to speak up in class until 

he called on them, at which point they have would have well-thought out things to say. 

He said it was as if he had “given them permission” to speak as other women would 

voluntarily speak up at that point. His perception reinforces the notion that women are 

submissive to authority (typically, to men) and that women follow the appropriate 

gendered division of labor.  

The theme The Struggle is Real explained women’s responses to being influenced 

by these divisions that placed men in positions of power, while women took on other 

roles. In addition to Elizabeth mentioned above, many of the women described aspects of 

the struggle to find their voices and place in the entrepreneurship program, describing 

their apprehension to pursue it and perception that peers felt like they could not “do it.” 

The struggle reinforces Acker’s (1990) notion of organizational divisions.  
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These divisions influenced the women to work hard in school and take on much 

responsibility, as was explained by the theme Super Women. This was apparent with their 

taking on the details and logistics of group projects; their instructor’s reports of them 

being stronger students and business owners than the men; and their pursuit of much 

responsibility through heavy course loads, campus leadership, and family obligations.  

Even though some participants did not recognize or experience struggle, such as 

Brittany; this finding may be partially a function of women in explicit leadership 

positions as the Center Director and student club president were both women at the time 

of my study. It could also be reflective of the level of identity development of these 

participants as women must first acknowledge prejudice and discrimination they face as 

women before they can achieve a feminist identity (Downing & Roush, 1985). Acker 

(1990, 1992, 1999) did not include this individual developmental perspective in this 

theory as the theory is explanatory of organizations, not individuals.  

Process Two: Construction of Symbols and Images  

The second process of this theory is the construction of symbols and images in the 

language, ideology, culture, and dress (Acker, 1990). Elizabeth described the way she 

adapted by changing the pitch of her voice when she spoke to other women versus men. 

This is similar to Manville’s (1997) finding that women in an Australian church changed 

speech patterns by raising their pitch when speaking in a man-dominated environment.  

Our ideal cultural image of an entrepreneur is aggressive and competitive, traits 

that are not typically associated as feminine (Sallee, 2012; Thebaud, 2015). The women 

also reported the men would speak with great confidence in class as their ideas were 

often validated, reinforcing a masculine culture for entrepreneurship. These images were 



 121 

reinforced in the program by the name of the women’s pitch competition, Dolphin Tank; 

Elizabeth highlighted this concern, perceiving the title (and images it conveyed) as a 

“baby version” of Shark Tank specifically for women who could not handle men’s 

entrepreneurship. It should be noted that this competition was part of a national effort and 

was not specific to this campus.   

Many of the women in my study reported that they dressed nicely, nicer than the 

way that the men in the program dressed, indicating that the culture of the organization 

required women to dress in a certain way, while men got to just show up in “whatever.” 

Rhoton (2011) found women in academic STEM fields to want to dress feminine, having 

been told that other people are uncomfortable with women in her field who act or dress 

like a man. The women reported an apprehension to studying entrepreneurship and a 

sense that they had to act “just right” to prove themselves in this man-dominated 

environment. The dress, the apprehension, and the need to act in a certain way represent 

the culture of the organization.  

The theme The Struggle is Real explained the manifestation of the culture and the 

women’s reactions to it. This included the women who had apprehensions about studying 

entrepreneurship, others who described isolation in the masculine ecosystem, and many 

reporting the need to compensate for being women.  

The theme, Super Women, represented the way women adapted, through taking on 

work, and dressing and acting “just right,” which created more work for them relative to 

their men counterparts. Georgia and Courtney explained the way that men and women 

dressed was similar, which could represent an element of the organization that was not 

gendered; yet, as previously discussed, other women reported dressing more nicely than 
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the men. Or, this theme could be explained that Georgia and Courtney do not interpret the 

organization to be gendered.  

Process Three: Interactions 

The third interlocking process of a gendered organization is the interactions 

between women and men, women and women, and men and men (Acker, 1990, 1992). 

These interactions can reenact authority and subordination, and can form alliances or 

segregation (Acker, 1992). In a gendered organization, these interactions all serve to 

reinforce the divisions and masculine value systems. Women experienced feeling 

devalued compared to their men peers, which reinforces masculine authority and 

feminine subordination. For instance, Samantha and Nicole both told of times when they 

were working on projects with all men who would leave them out of the conversation, 

while Gabrielle described more subtle instances of devaluation through body language. 

Jessica said that men just “don’t care” when I asked why women were left out. This is 

similar to Manville’s (1997) findings, which reported that men would tease women, thus 

reinforcing the gendered divisions.  

 The participants also described the ways that their interactions with other women 

were very different than how they viewed interactions between men. Consistent with 

Erickson (2012), they described the men’s interactions to be casual and playful between 

“bros,” doing “what they want because they know that no one is going to stop them” 

(Jessica, Focus Group). Jessica further described the way that women must adapt to the 

“bro way of doing things” so that they were not excluded, likely from being a “real” 

entrepreneur (Kantola, 2008). Contrary to the interactions among men, the women 

described their intergroup interactions as being much more serious about the work, as 
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well as supportive. Director Cannon echoed this sense of supportive interactions she 

observed among the women in the program. However, the women also described having 

to compete with other women since there were so few of them.  

 The theme The Struggle is Real explained the ways these varying interactions 

played out; women faced struggles as they navigated this man-dominated environment, 

such as being left out of group project conversations, or being cut off subtly through body 

language. Such as Samantha and Nicole’s previously mentioned descriptions of being left 

out of group project conversations, and Gabrielle’s description of being devalued through 

men’s body language.  

 The theme Relationships explained the way the women adapted to this struggle 

through their interactions by forming alliances to navigate the struggles outlined in the 

other processes, such as different ways of interacting by women and men. As previously 

mentioned, the women’s intergroup interactions were very supportive and created a sense 

of belonging. 

Gabrielle and Emily reported that the women and men had similar interactions. 

Although Gabrielle stated this, she also described feeling devalued by men’s body 

language, causing me to interpret this as a function of identity development (Downing & 

Roush, 1985) to explain her unawareness of her contradictory statements and what they 

represented.  

Process Four: Practices Shape Identity 

Acker’s (1990, 1992) fourth process is the way in which the aforementioned 

processes shape individuals’ gendered identity, such as appropriate work, clothing, 

behaviors, and attitudes. Acker proposes an analysis that considers how “advantage and 
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disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion, meaning and identity, are 

patterned through and in terms of a distinction between male and female, masculine and 

feminine” (1992, p. 146). The women in this study perceived that they had to meet 

certain expectations that were different than those men had. The women’s descriptions of 

the men being playful and then switching back to serious mode just in time for a class 

presentation is also representative of the gendered identities produced, in that women 

indicated they felt their actions were more restricted and that they were expected to be 

more serious and task-oriented compared to the men. That they saw this as a gendered 

distinction supports Acker’s notion that the differences and distinctions between men and 

women are significant identity-shaping agents.  

 Identity can be thought to be gendered when “women” or “men” are added to a 

description as a way to qualify it. The women in this study were aware that their pursuit 

of entrepreneurship was not an expected outcome for women. Bourne and Calas (2013) 

claim it is not unusual to hear the term women entrepreneurs, however it may seem 

redundant to hear men entrepreneurs. This is consistent with Wheadon and Duval-Couetil 

(under review), who found that in the first season of popular television show Shark Tank, 

women almost never referred to themselves as “entrepreneurs,” while men almost always 

did. The women were aware that others did not expect them to be entrepreneurs because 

of their gender, which they did not perceive to be the case for men. Many of their peers 

did not think they could “do it,” so they opted not to be involved with the program. This 

reinforced the notion of who is expected to participate and succeed (men) and who is not 

(women), and reproduced the gendered nature of the program. This was also evident 

when I observed women saying things in class in a questioning tone, as if they needed 
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confirmation. Although they may not have intended it, the questioning tone could be 

heard as questioning their identities as women entrepreneurs, which was not observed 

among the men. 

 More women-owned businesses are operated out of the home than men-owned, 

and women tend to own smaller ventures than men (Mirchandani, 1999), which is 

representative of women’s interpretation of what is “appropriate” work for them within 

entrepreneurship (Acker, 1990). Multiple participants described entrepreneurial career 

interests that were stereotypically feminine, representing a gendered idea of appropriate 

work or entrepreneurial pursuit, consistent with Jennings and Brush’s (2013) finding that 

women’s entrepreneurial pursuits are more likely to be in stereotypically feminine 

industries such as retail and interpersonal care. Their pursuits reflect a larger cultural 

message about what is appropriate for women. In the first season of Shark Tank, the 

majority of the women participants were framed as “mommypreneurs,” or were running a 

hobby or lifestyle business (Wheadon & Duval-Couetil, under review), similar to the 

industries chosen by many of the women in my study.  

Multiple participants felt the need to compensate for being a woman and act and 

dress “just right,” indicating that they did not see being a woman as appropriate for 

studying entrepreneurship and had to make up for it. However, Elizabeth added that this 

was a dual role, “I have to prove something that I can hang with the boys. But, at the 

same time, I don’t wanna be too aggressive or have too much of that front because then 

I’ll be perceived as like the bitch essentially. So, it’s hard trying to find that happy 

medium.” 
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The women were currently pursuing or desired to pursue ventures that were 

stereotypically feminine, such as a sewing shop, bakery, or social venture. However, 

some of the women also reported entrepreneurial endeavors or future desires that were 

stereotypically masculine. This was not as prevalent as the ventures that were 

stereotypically feminine, but may represent a way that the women were not internalizing 

the gendered organization in their entrepreneurial choices and were challenging 

traditional gender roles—or it could be that they opted to pursue masculine ventures in 

order to perform as the ideal masculine worker. 

The theme The Struggle is Real showed the struggle the women felt navigating 

the identity appropriate for entrepreneurship. This was evident through Professor Smith’s 

report that the women, while very prepared for class, were much less likely to speak up 

unless called on. It was also apparent through their feeling of needing to act “just right,” 

as well as their previously mentioned stereotypically feminine entrepreneurial interests 

and pursuits.  

The theme Super Women explained the ways that women adapted to the 

appropriate identity of women in entrepreneurship: by performing very well in their work 

and taking on much responsibility. Far from being gender neutral, it is clear that in this 

setting, the women in this study saw a distinct relationship between their identity as 

women and the appropriate roles or expectations in an entrepreneurship program, from 

classroom behavior to the seriousness with which their ventures were considered to a 

constant awareness of navigating men in the environment.  
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Process Five: Creating and Conceptualizing Social Structures 

The fifth process is that of creating and conceptualizing social structures that 

emerge as workers begin to understand the organization’s expectations and appropriate 

gendered behaviors (Acker, 1990). This becomes recursive and self-replicating as women 

and men merely play out the roles they internalized were assigned to them. This process 

was evident throughout the themes, with the women feeling apprehensive to study 

entrepreneurship and recognizing their lack of peers as women think they cannot “do it,” 

to the recognition of a deficiency of women in the broader ecosystem representing a 

shortage of role models for the students.  

Further, the women in the local ecosystem often had support roles, signaling to 

the women that they were there to “support” or “mother” the entrepreneurs, not be them. 

The professor’s awareness of this and attempts to find women entrepreneurs to speak to 

his class represents the organization’s desire to become less gendered, but the local 

ecosystem was also gendered, making this difficult. It was also evident in their 

assignment of roles within groups as the women often took on the “support” and 

“mothering” roles, while the men the “leader” and “fathering” roles.  

Without having asked questions to get at their identity development, it is hard to 

interpret these behaviors. It appears that they are recreating these social structures, but 

because of their age and what is unknown about their stage of identity development 

(Downing & Roush, 1985), it is hard to know how much of this was related to Acker’s 

(1990) theory.  

The theme The Struggle is Real showed the way that the women navigated these 

social structures as they expressed apprehension to studying entrepreneurship and 
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reported a man-dominated ecosystem with women in support roles. They also took on 

more work, making their journey through the program more challenging.  

They coped with this social structure by being Super Women and performing 

stronger than the men as was evidenced by both their stories as well as their professors 

reporting that they worked harder and performed better than the men students. These five 

processes are interlocking and work together to produce gendered organizations in the 

form of the “gendered substructure” (Acker, 1990, 1998, 2012), which I explore next.  

Gendered Substructure 

A gendered substructure can show up in the arrangements of work, the rules 

regarding workplace behavior, and the interrelationship of workplace to home life 

(Acker, 1992, 2012). The gendered substructure is often invisible, but within it “gendered 

assumptions about women and men, femininity and masculinity, are embedded and 

reproduced, and gender inequalities perpetuated” (Acker, 2012, p. 215). It was apparent 

in this case through most of the themes. The participants’ descriptions of the importance 

of family and their caretaking role shows the interrelationship of workplace and home life 

that the students were juggling. This is a repetition of process one where women take on 

details and logistics in home life and academic life.  

In order to make it in this gendered substructure, the women had to work very 

hard. They did this, probably unconsciously (Wood, 2009), or in Acker’s (1990, 1992) 

words in an “invisible” way, to overcome the fact that they were women in a man’s 

environment. Professor Smith said that the women students were much stronger business 

owners, entrepreneurs, and students than the men. I also observed the women being much 

more prepared for their class presentations than the men. They also took on multiple 
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responsibilities in their lives, including coursework, jobs, campus leadership; along with 

family.  

There is a lack of awareness of this substructure, so invisible that Brittany had not 

realized that all of the guest speakers she had invited to speak at club meetings were men 

and that Professor Smith had not thought about the fact that most of his students were 

men. However, Jessica was aware of this substructure by saying that 

I think that’s gonna become more apparent for us as we actually go on and begin 

to do what we want to do because I think that a woman with an idea doesn’t have 

the same punch as a man with an idea. 

 These beliefs or logics in a gendered substructure are communicated and 

perpetuated through books, articles, and lectures (Acker, 2012), as was evidenced in this 

case with the course textbooks all authored by men, and the club meeting guest speakers 

also all being men. It was also evident in the prominence of men faculty and in the 

difficulty in connecting with women the local ecosystem as Brittany reported. Brittany 

also described that she had no unique struggles related to being a woman in the program 

and Emily said she saw men and women as equals and did not see anyone as different; 

however, their experiences were not consistent with most participants, and even Brittany 

gave contradictory reports. It is possible that other participants may also have seen 

women and men as equals, but also understood that they were treated differently despite 

being equal.  

 With the gendering processes of division and interaction at play, women faculty 

often take on heavier loads of service and “institutional housekeeping” tasks, taking away 

from their time and effort for research and grant writing, the things most valued in many 
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institutions (Bird, Litt, & Wang, 2004; Hart, 2016). This was similarly true for the 

women students in this case as they took on “housekeeping” tasks by overseeing the 

detail work of group projects.  

 In exploring the gendered substructure, elements of two of the themes were 

present. The theme The Struggle is Real explained the ways the women had to work very 

hard in this substructure as was reported by Professor Smith stating that the women were 

much stronger students than their men peers, and by the women who indicated the ways 

in which they took on multiple responsibilities.  

Through this hard work to become stronger students, they became Super Women 

in taking on leadership roles and doing the bulk of the group work on class projects. The 

women’s interactions with one another were very positive and worked to create a sense of 

belonging, providing a way for them to band together to cope with this substructure.  

Gendered Organization 

 This case included findings that represented each of the process of Acker’s (1990, 

1992, 1999) theory of gendered organizations. The division of labor was evident in the 

ways the women took the “housekeeping” of group projects. The masculine culture was 

evident in the ways the men spoke up with confidence, while the women spoke with 

hesitancy. The interactions among students reinforced hierarchy with the men creating a 

“bro” culture in which they could switch between playful and serious, while the women 

remained serious about their work. The identities regarding the appropriate work, 

clothing, and behaviors were evident as women dressed more nicely than the men, and 

felt the need to act “just right.” The social structures were evident as the women were 

apprehensive to study entrepreneurship. These processes acted together to create a 
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gendered substructure, which is often invisible and evident in the concept of the ideal 

worker. 

As discussed previously, the ideal worker in an organization, is a male worker 

with little outside responsibility (i.e., in the home) and therefore has unlimited time to 

devote to the organization (Acker, 1990; Williams, 2000). The women may have felt 

conflicted with their identity as a woman and their participation as a student. As 

Professor Smith described, the women did not always speak up in class, representing the 

way that it was gendered and the behavioral expectations associated within their gendered 

roles. However, he said when he would call on them they were well-prepared and 

provided much more “rich” responses, showing their over-preparation to participate in 

this man-centered environment, but waiting for permission to participate.  

The women feeling conflicted about their identities may have been about the 

femininity and the “double-bind” women faced to act like a man, but not compromise 

their femininity; thus navigating how to be an ideal worker. The current societal culture 

offered mixed messages for women about how to act, such as Sheryl Sandberg’s (2013) 

famous book Lean In, which essentially tells women to act more like men to get ahead in 

business. This work has been critiqued by scholars such as hooks (2013) who says it is 

“faux feminism” with concern that it does not address the gendering of organizations, but 

instead tells women to conform to it. This would be consistent with Acker’s (1990) 

theory which instead argues the dismantling of the gendering is needed. With such mixed 

messages, it would make sense that women would face this “double-bind” of being an 

ideal worker and a woman, as has been described by multiple scholars (Bierema, 2016; 

Reid, 2015). 



 132 

The gendered substructure is often invisible (Acker, 1990, 1992, 1999), which 

was evident in this case, shown by the lack of awareness of the overwhelming majority of 

men in the program’s ecosystem. It was apparent that a gendered substructure was at play 

here, making it an organization defined by men with women making up the exception. 

This is consistent with the vast research showing that female entrepreneurs face 

prejudices and barriers due to gender (Riebe, 2012), such as barriers obtaining startup 

funding through small business loans (U.S. Senate Committee on Small Business and 

Entrepreneurship, 2014) or angel funding (Robb, 2015) by being left out of the networks 

necessary to receive startup funding (Brush et al., 2014), representing a gendered “boys 

network” (Acker, 1990, 1992).  

Implications for Theory 

 While Acker’s (1990, 1992) theory of gendered organizations does a good job of 

explaining the way in which an organization, such as Pickwick’s entrepreneurship 

program, is gendered, there were elements of the emergent themes that were not 

adequately explained by the theory.  

Acker’s (1990) theory presents a binary concept of gender and does not account 

for other factors that could be intertwined, such as race, as Acker acknowledges in her 

2012 follow-up work. Samantha acknowledged the intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) of 

her race and gender as she described the struggles of being a woman in the very man-

dominated and gendered environment. “I think it can be discouraging just being a woman 

in any field can be hard, you always have to give 110% when sometimes it’s only 

required that you give 80%. And, I think, especially being African America, it makes it 
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just a little harder” (Samantha, Individual Interview). Crenshaw (1989) describes that this 

intersectionality theoretically “erases” Black women.  

 In a study of women faculty members applying Acker’s (1990) theory, Gardner 

(2013) found distinct gender discrimination and resource reduction issues that led to 

women leaving an organization. Gardner (2013) studied women who had left the 

gendered organization, while I studied women who were persisting in it. Acker’s (1990, 

1992, 1999) theory also does not describe what it takes for women to persist in a 

gendered organization, such as a man-dominated university entrepreneurship program as 

her theory is to provide a critique of gendered organizations and proposal that they be 

dismantled. In my study, Courtney and Brittany both described their tendency to take on 

group project leadership by saying they had been that way their whole lives. It could be 

possible that the women in this program take on stereotypically masculine traits such as 

leadership and risk-taking, making them more able to navigate it. Brittany also described 

that she used many of the resources provided and did not feel that her peers did the same. 

This leads me to question if this contributed to her success in the program.  

Acker’s (1990) theory does describe the interactions between women and women, 

women and men, and men and men, and the ways in which these interactions work to 

produce and reinforce the gendered organization. However, the theory falls short of 

explaining the importance of relationships for women when navigating a gendered 

organization. My study provides significant empirical evidence of the importance of 

relationships to women in gendered organizations as were demonstrated throughout the 

theme Relationships. This was supported in many ways, such as Courtney describing a 

man peer’s encouragement that got her involved in the entrepreneurship club, or 
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Samantha and Elizabeth’s descriptions of being inspired and supported by their peers. 

Further, Courtney reported that this sense of belonging gave her an increased sense of her 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy, and multiple students described support of faculty, such as 

Georgia who described Professor Owens’s encouragement with her business.  

While the relationships among women peers were of great importance, as were 

the relationships with women role models and mentors, the relationships with men peers 

and role models and mentors were also significant in increasing the sense of belonging 

and self-efficacy of the women students. These findings were consistent with other 

literature; BarNir, Watson, and Hutchins (2011) found that exposure to role models 

affects specifically women’s entrepreneurial intention, and women rate their networks for 

contributing to their entrepreneurial success more highly than men do (Cohoon et al., 

2010). Further, role models have been found to play an important part in encouraging 

female entrepreneurs by providing “entrepreneurial motivation, confidence, knowledge, 

and resources” (Lo et al., 2012, p. 45).   

 In each of the themes, I had negative cases that were contradictory to the other 

findings. These were not at all explained by Acker’s (1990) theory. That could be 

because they are counter to the theory. Or, it could be because the theory needs to 

encompass additional elements to further describe the invisibility of the gendered 

substructure and reason for that. One explanation could be that this is a way that women 

maintain their femininity within this masculine context so that they do not face the 

double-edged sword of being perceived as aggressive and a bitch, as it is tempered with 

interests that are not in competition with men. This reinforces the social construction of 

gender. Another explanation could be described by Downing and Roush’s (1985) model 
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of feminist identity under which women in stage one, passive acceptance, are either 

unaware or in denial of the discrimination against them.  

 There were three women who did not report anything that related to the theme 

The Struggle is Real: Olivia, Catherine, and Georgia. These women were also not able to 

come to a focus group, so there is a possibility that the sense of camaraderie around the 

topics of discussion specifically brought out those answers from the participants. Though 

there were women not in attendance who did speak to things related to that theme in their 

individual interviews.  

Implications for Research 

This study also leaves implications for both research and practice. The purpose of 

this study was to understand the gendered experiences of women entrepreneurship 

students. There are several implications for research out of this study and multiple future 

studies that could be conducted to further understand entrepreneurship programs.  

First of all, this study should be replicated in both similar and different institutions 

to determine the transferability of the themes. This would help to understand how much 

of the findings were specific to Pickwick’s program versus to women entrepreneurship 

students more generally. The study could also be replicated in an entrepreneurship 

training program outside of academia to determine how specific the findings are to 

university entrepreneurship programs versus women’s entrepreneurship training 

programs. This could help identify the larger concept of the gendering of the 

organization. The program is actually part of a much larger organization (the university) 

and universities have been found to be gendered organizations (Erickson, 2012). 
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The study should also be replicated using men students to determine how specific 

some of the findings are to women students rather than entrepreneurship students more 

generally. Of particular interest is the impact of mentors and role models as I found them 

to be of significant importance to women students, similar to findings of Bishop and 

Deason (2013) who found women entrepreneurs to perceive mentors to enhance their 

business experiences. Unanswered is whether this is only true of women, or of women 

and men.   

Future research should further tease out the idea of race and gender and the 

intersectionality of the two in the experiences of women students. The participants in this 

study were predominately White and those who did not identify as White reported 

specific instances of stereotype threat. Because those findings are similar to the themes, it 

appears they are related to gender, but more research is needed to confirm this finding. 

Kollinger and Minniti’s (2006) study found that Black entrepreneurs are more likely to 

launch a new business, but less likely to succeed with the business, indicating racial 

disparaties in entrepreneurship. Crenshaw’s (1989) theory of intersectionality could be 

applied to understand the impact of both. Additionally, other aspects of identity could be 

considered, as social class, as Harvey (2005) explored.  

A future study could look at a program that is not tied to an entrepreneurship 

center. I selected this type of program as top scholars indicate that entrepreneurship 

courses are best taught in conjunction with a center (Morris, et al., 2013). However, a 

study of a program without a center could help further the body of knowledge of whether 

there is a stronger organizational structure when a program is tied to a center. This would 

help to understand whether the organizational structure of the center is part of a larger 
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organizational structure since Erickson (2012) found the universities are gendered 

organizations. Further, university centers and institutes have been found to represent 

disjointed governance (Mallon, 2004), indicating a disconnect of organizational culture 

that could be present in a center different from the university as a whole.   

A future study should also be conducted under the lens of Downing and Roush’s 

(1985) theory of identity development to understand the impact of identity development 

on the women’s reported experiences related to a gendered organization. Acker’s (1990, 

1992) theory is of organizations and the way that they reinforce gender. However, the 

theory is not of individual persons and the ways in which they may interpret the 

gendering of the organization when in the various stages of the identity development. 

Kowalski-Braun (2014) found level of identity development (Downing & Roush, 1985) 

to impact the leadership practice of women higher education administrators.  

Implications for Practice 

While this study left many unanswered questions, leading to implications for 

future research, it also answered many questions, providing implications for practice. 

This leads to practices that could be implemented by educators to address the influences 

of a gendered organization on women students. The fact that I did this study may have 

added to development and awareness on this campus. Brittany and Professor Smith both 

expressed a newfound realization of the gendered issues in the program. Brittany said she 

had not realized that all of the guest speakers for the entrepreneurship club had been men, 

while Professor Smith said he had not previously noticed that the students in his class 

were very disproportionately men. Both of them expressed a new desire to implement 
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changes to address this. Based on my findings, I have developed suggestions for 

educators overseeing similar programs.  

Programmatic Considerations 

 In attempting to dismantle a gendered organization, leaders of university 

entrepreneurship programs should consider some of the programmatic planning, design, 

and hiring decisions. The entrepreneurship major at Pickwick State required students to 

additionally complete another business major. There was not available statistical data on 

the commonality of this arrangement across other universities, but from my professional 

relationships with educators from across the country and abroad, I do not think this is a 

common arrangement. In fact, the National Survey of Entrepreneurship Education 

conducted by George Washington University and the Kauffman Foundation does not 

even ask about this designation, leading me to believe those scholars do not even find it 

common enough to warrant a survey question. This type of arrangement could further the 

struggle for women students who are already trying to juggle so much to be super 

women. It could actually serve as a deterrent and educators should carefully consider the 

impact of this type of arrangement before this type of curricular decision.  

 When designing criteria for pitch competitions, think about how the venture 

pitches are being evaluated and what is being valued. Oftentimes, the judging criteria 

value the scalability of the business and fail to value the small business that has a 

seamless plan and could launch immediately. As some scholars have found, valuing the 

strength and viability of the plan, rather than the high-growth potential (if it ever 

launched), causes more women to place in competitions (E. Blair, personal 

communication, November 6, 2015).  
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 Director Cannon told of her targeted efforts to hire women students to work in the 

Center, providing role models for other women students. She felt this was having an 

impact on both the recruitment of other women students, as well as the sense of 

belonging of students, which can lead to higher retention. This is important for educators 

to keep in mind when staffing programs. Further, having a woman Center Director had an 

impact on the students as the women expressed how much they admired Director 

Cannon. These types of efforts will help the program reach the tipping point of becoming 

less gendered.   

Highlight Women Entrepreneurs 

As I found, women entrepreneurs are underrepresented. The participants reported 

this to be true in their courses, the entrepreneurship club, program participation, the local 

ecosystem, and even nationally. The lack of women role models for these students may 

have been part of the problem as they were interpreting appropriate roles for themselves 

as Jessica stated that women with an idea did not have the same “punch” as men with an 

idea. In order to help mitigate the women students’ idea that entrepreneurship is not for 

them, it is important to provide women entrepreneurs as role models. This can be done by 

highlighting women entrepreneurs as class examples, using course materials that feature 

women entrepreneurs, and recruiting women entrepreneurs to come in as guest speakers. 

It is important to ensure that some of these women are in stereotypically masculine 

ventures to highlight that women do not have to be in feminine ventures to be women 

entrepreneurs. It is also important to ensure that some of these women are of similar age 

to the students as the participants in my study reported the significance of similar age role 

models. These suggestions are similar to those of other scholars: encourage that it is 
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common for women to start businesses and that women-owned ventures can be just as 

successful as men-owned (Lo et al., 2012), and highlight women role models in 

classroom visits, textbooks, and case studies (Gupta et al., 2009; Gupta et al., 2013).  

Professor Owens’ indication that the women in the local entrepreneurial 

ecosystem were in support roles and not making up the entrepreneurs, leaves open the 

question as to whether there are other women entrepreneurs locally who are not 

participating in the ecosystem. If this is the case, it would be important to invite those 

women to participate and understand how they can best be nurtured as they will then 

provide role models and mentors for the women students in the university program.   

Vary The Roles 

Multiple participants indicated that they often took on the majority of the work in 

group class projects. Additionally, many of the participants also told of dressing more 

nicely than their men peers. In order to change the way that women operate in this 

gendered organization in things like taking on the “housekeeping” roles in group work 

and dressing more nicely than the men, vary the roles.  

This could be done by assigning specific roles and tasks when assigning group 

work in class as has been recommended by Oakley, Felder, Brent, and Elhajj (2004) in 

the context of engineering to ensure that women do not leave the discipline. Another 

tactic is to provide a metric for checking in, ensuring that the students are graded based 

on their work towards the project, not on their peers’ work. Create diverse teams with 

equal numbers of women and men students so that the women do not have to be 

outnumbered and adapt to the “bro” way of doing things, as was also recommended by 

Oakley et al. (2004) in the context of engineering education, and Felder and Brent (2001) 
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in relation to students who are underrepresented in the discipline. Godwin, Stevens, and 

Brenner (2006) found that mixed-sex entrepreneurial teams helped women persist in this 

man-dominated arena. Educators can also dictate how students should dress for class, 

specifically having “professional” days instructing the students to dress a particular way, 

and thereby leveling the dress code.  

Incentivize the Usage of Resources 

Brittany discussed her usage of resources and desire to get her peers to do the 

same. This leaves open the idea that some women may have left the program because 

they did not utilize the resources and therefore were not successful. It is unclear from this 

study whether the women did not know about the resources, did not use the resources 

they knew about, or did not think it was appropriate for them to use them. However, 

clearly a disconnect existed between the women’s participation and their use of 

resources. To address this, programs should incentivize students to take advantage of the 

resources provided, either through a passport program or class credit.  

A passport program would include a document listing all of the entrepreneurial 

resources available to students. Students would be required to visit a certain percentage of 

the resources in order to be entered into a drawing or given some sort of prize. Faculty 

members could also require students to visit with various resources to earn class credit. 

Stephens and Townsend (2013) recommend the use of incentives to improve the success 

of disadvantaged college students, citing research from Cameron’s (2001) meta-analysis 

of intrinsic motivation literature. Successful strategies from this sector indicate this may 

be successful in entrepreneurship education.  
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Highlight Relationships 

One thing that Pickwick State is doing very well is providing opportunities for 

relationships for the students. This is something that other programs can learn from as it 

was greatly affecting the women students’ entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Programs should 

model this by providing peer role models and opportunities for interaction, as well as 

encouraging collaboration and group work among students as Bean (2005) stressed the 

importance of students’ within group relationships for retention. Further, the women in 

my study stressed the importance of role models of similar age and their part in helping 

the women build their own self-efficacy, believing they too could “do it.” In addition, 

programs should provide access to outside role models and mentors for the students as 

Bishop and Deason (2013) found women entrepreneurs to perceive mentors to enhance 

their business experiences.  

Further, program faculty and staff should nurture students and make themselves 

available to mentor the students. They should also take note that the faculty and staff of 

Pickwick’s program took great concern in their students, not only their entrepreneurial 

endeavors, but also their other endeavors. This provided the students with a sense of 

belonging and desire to persist. Educators should encourage women as much as possible. 

Recruit women to participate in the program by encouraging them to sign up. Further 

encourage women to become more involved in programs and opportunities and take the 

next step with their ventures. As was evidenced by examples such as Georgia and 

Emily’s descriptions of the way that Professor Owen’s encouragement got them to move 

forward with their ventures. These recommendations are further backed by Freeman, 

Anderman, and Jensen’s (2007) finding that students’ perceptions of their professors’ 
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warmth, openness, and encouragement to have a positive impact on their class-level sense 

of belonging.  

It is also important to consider these recommendations not only for the women in 

the program, but for recruiting efforts as well. Relationships proved to be very effective 

in recruiting women into the program in my study. This was true of relationships with 

both faculty and staff. As Jessica told of Director Cannon’s encouragement leading her to 

add the double major of entrepreneurship, or Brittany’s description of a man peer’s 

encouragement leading her to become involved in the program as a freshman.  

Conclusion 

 My study explored the experiences of women students in a university program at 

a 4-year institution using the Acker’s (1990, 1992, 1999) theory of gendered 

organizations as a framework. The findings of my study included three themes: The 

Struggle is Real, Superwomen, and Relationships. By examining these themes through 

the lens of Acker’s (1990, 1992) theory, it was evident that this entrepreneurship program 

was a gendered organization. In order to address this at Pickwick and in similar 

programs, educators should level the playing field in ways they can manipulate by 

varying the roles for students, dig hard to find women mentors and role models for the 

students, and encourage relationships among the students and between students and 

program faculty and staff. Most immediately these steps can help women persist in a 

man-centered environment, and when they reach the tipping point, lead to an organization 

that is no longer gendered. 
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT EMAIL FOR STUDENTS 

RECRUITMENT EMAIL - STUDENTS 
  
Dear Entrepreneurship Student: 
 
I am a Ph.D. Candidate at the University of Missouri conducting research on the 
experience of being a woman involved with the entrepreneurship program at Pickwick 
State University. My study is titled The Role of Gender in Entrepreneurship Education. I 
hope the findings from this study may result in better understanding the overall 
experience of being a woman in entrepreneurship education.  
 
I am inviting all women students involved with the program to participate in this study. If 
you would like to participate, please complete the demographic survey here: 
https://missouri.qualtrics.com  
or by visiting bitly.com 
 
From all interested participants, I will invite approximately 10 to meet with me to discuss 
in greater detail your experiences. Submission of the attached information form indicates 
permission for the data on the form to be used in the overall study. Involvement will 
consist of a one-on-one discussion regarding your experiences that will take about 60 
minutes as well as a focus group with three to five of your peers that will last about 90 
minutes. There will be two focus groups to keep the size manageable, however you are 
just being asked to participate in one of them. At the end of the one-on-one discussion, 
you will be given a $15 Amazon gift card, and another $15 Amazon gift card at the end 
of the focus group for your participation in the study.  
 
Be assured that your responses to this e-mail, completion of the attached information 
form, and your discussion will be kept in the strictest confidence. No identifying 
information will be used in any publications or presentations that result from this 
research. All information, including any audio recordings and transcripts, will be stored 
for seven years after the data are recorded and will be destroyed thereafter.  
 
If you have questions or concerns regarding this study, please contact me at 
cochransl@umsystem.edu or 573.882.1667; you can also contact my faculty advisors Dr. 
Brad Curs (cursb@missouri.edu or 573.882.2759) or Dr. Jeni Hart (hartjl@missouri.edu 
or 573.882.8221). If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research subject, 
please contact the University of Missouri’s Campus Institutional Review Board at 
573.882.9585 or umcresearchirb@missouri.edu.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Sara L. Cochran, M.A. 
 
 

https://missouri.qualtrics.com/
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC FORM 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
 
Name:__________________________________ 
 
Email address:____________________________ 
 
Gender (check all that apply): 

 Man 
 Woman 
 Cisgender 
 Transgender 
 Gender non-conforming 
 Gender queer 
 Other_________________ 

 
 
Race/Ethnicity (check all that apply): 

 African American 
 American Indian/Alaskan Native 
 Asian 
 Hispanic 
 Native Hawaiian  
 White 
 Non-Resident International 
 Prefer not to answer 
 Other:___________________ 

 
 
Age:__________________________ 
 
 
Year in college:__________________ 
 
 
Academic major(s):_____________________________________________________ 
 
 
Academic minor(s):_____________________________________________________ 
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Level of involvement with CEI (check all that apply): 
 Participated in Teen Entrepreneurship Summer Academy (TESA) before coming 

to campus [high school summer camp] 
 Member of Collegiate Entrepreneurs’ Organization (CEO) [entrepreneurship 

club] 
 Participated in the Hult Prize [social entrepreneurship competition] 
 Participated in the GVSU Idea Pitch [idea pitch competition] 
 Participated in the MWest Challenge [state pitch competition] 
 Participated in GSVU ICorps program [ICorps program] 
 Participated in Startup Weekend West Michigan [Startup Weekend] 
 Pursuing the entrepreneurship major 
 Pursuing the interdisciplinary entrepreneurship certificate 
 Have taken a class in entrepreneurship  
 Have received the Don and Diane Paton Family Entrepreneurship Scholarship, 

The Robert H & Barbara Woods Scholarship, the American Photo Marketing 
Scholarship, or the Michael and Susan Jandernoa Scholarship [a business 
scholarship] 

 Other:__________________ 
 
 
Relationship status: (check one) 

 Married 
 Committed relationship 
 Single 

 
 
Do you have a child? 

 Yes 
 One on the way 
 No 

 
 
Do you currently own a business? 

 Yes 
 No 

 
 
If yes, what is your 
business?_____________________________________________________ 
 
 
What are your plans after 
graduation?_______________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: RECRUITMENT EMAIL FOR FACULTY AND STAFF 

RECRUITMENT EMAIL – FACULTY/STAFF 
  
Dear Faculty/Staff: 
 
I am a Ph.D. Candidate at the University of Missouri conducting research on the 
experience of being a woman involved with the entrepreneurship program at Pickwick 
State University. My study is titled The Role of Gender in Entrepreneurship Education. I 
hope the findings from this study may result in better understanding the overall 
experience of being a woman in entrepreneurship education.  
 
I am inviting those faculty and staff who may be able to shed light on the case study to 
participate in this study. Involvement will consist of a one-on-one discussing regarding 
your knowledge of factors affecting my case study. At the end of your interview, you will 
be given a $30 Amazon gift card for your participation on the study.  
 
If you would like to participate, please email me at cochransl@umsystem.edu.  
 
Be assured that your responses to this e-mail and your discussion will be kept in the 
strictest confidence. No identifying information will be used in any publications or 
presentations that result from this research. All information, including any audio 
recordings and transcripts, will be stored for seven years after the data are recorded and 
will be destroyed thereafter.  
 
If you have questions or concerns regarding this study, please contact me at 
cochransl@umsystem.edu or 573.882.1667; you can also contact my faculty advisors Dr. 
Brad Curs (cursb@missouri.edu or 573.882.2759) or Dr. Jeni Hart (hartjl@missouri.edu 
or 573.882.8221). If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research subject, 
please contact the University of Missouri’s Campus Institutional Review Board at 
573.882.9585 or umcresearchirb@missouri.edu.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Sara L. Cochran, M.A. 
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APPENDIX D: CONSENT FORM TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 

CONSENT FORM TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
 
Researcher’s Name(s):  Sara L. Cochran      
Project Number:  2006684 
Project Title:  The Role of Gender in Entrepreneurship Education 
INTRODUCTION 

This consent form may contain words that you do not understand. Please ask 
the investigator or the study staff to explain any words or information that you do 
not clearly understand. 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. This research is being 
conducted in order to better understand the experiences of women students in a university 
entrepreneurship program. When you are invited to participate in research, you have the 
right to be informed about the study procedures so that you can decide whether you want 
to consent to participation. This form may contain words that you do not know.  Please 
ask the researcher to explain any words or information that you do not understand. 

You have the right to know what you will be asked to do so that you can decide 
whether or not to be in the study. Your participation is voluntary. You do not have to be 
in the study if you do not want to. You may refuse to be in the study and nothing will 
happen. If you do not want to continue to be in the study, you may stop at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 

The purpose of this research is to better understand women students’ experiences 
of participating in the university entrepreneurship program.   
 
HOW MANY PEOPLE WILL BE IN THE STUDY? 

About thirteen people will take part in this study at Pickwick State University.    
 
WHAT AM I BEING ASKED TO DO? 

Students: you will be asked to complete a demographic survey; participate in a 
one-on-one interview, lasting approximately 60 minutes; as well as a 90-minute focus 
group with three to five of your peers. There will be two focus groups to keep the size 
manageable, however you are just being asked to participate in one of them.  

Faculty and staff: you will be asked to participate in a one-on-one interview, 
lasting approximately 60 minutes.   
 
HOW LONG WILL I BE IN THE STUDY? 

Students: you will be asked to participate for 70-160 minutes in total. Faculty and 
staff: you will be asked to participate for 60 minutes. This study will take approximately 
one week to complete.  

Additionally, all participants will be given an opportunity to participate in 
member data checks. This is not a required part of the study and will happen at a later 
time once the interviews have been transcribed. This could additionally add 30-60 
minutes.  
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You can stop participating at any time without penalty. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 

The audio recordings of the interviews will be electronic and stored on the 
investigator’s password protected computer in a locked office. Information contained in 
your records may not be given to anyone unaffiliated with the study in a form that could 
identify you without your written consent, except as required by law.   
 
WHOM DO I CALL IF I HAVE QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS? 

If you have any questions regarding your rights as a participant in this research 
and/or concerns about the study, or if you feel under any pressure to enroll or to continue 
to participate in this study, you may contact the University of Missouri Campus 
Institutional Review Board (which is a group of people who review the research studies 
to protect participants’ rights) at (573) 882-9585 or umcresearchcirb@missouri.edu. 

You may ask more questions about the study at any time. For questions about the 
study or a research-related injury, contact Sara Cochran at 573.882.1667 or 
cochransl@umsystem.edu. You can also contact my faculty advisors Dr. Brad Curs 
(cursb@missouri.edu or 573.882.2759) or Dr. Jeni Hart (hartjl@missouri.edu or 
573.882.8221).   

A copy of this Informed Consent form will be given to you before you participate 
in the research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:umcresearchcirb@missouri.edu
mailto:cochransl@umsystem.edu
mailto:cursb@missouri.edu
mailto:hartjl@missouri.edu
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APPENDIX E: INDIVIDIAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

I. Thank you for participating; Introduction of the Researcher 
 

II. Overview of the project 
 

III. Consent form, review demographics form 
 

IV. Ground Rules 
We will have a discussion regarding your experience as an entrepreneurship 
student involved with the program at PSU. I would like you to talk honestly 
about your experience and articulate specific details and any stories that will 
help me to understand what it is like to be a woman in the program. 
Remember that anything you share in this interview is confidential.  

 
V. Interview Protocol 

1. May I record this discussion? (begin recording after name is spoken)  
 

2. What is your name? 
 

3. How do you define entrepreneur? 
 

4. How did you decide to become involved with the program? 
 

5. Tell me about the experiences you have had with role models and mentors 
in your program. 
 

6. How do you dress when you come to class or activities for the program?  
i. Is it similar to the way that everyone else dresses?  

ii. How did you know how to dress? 
 

7. How has the program helped you think about your interest in 
entrepreneurship?  
 

8. How has the program helped you think about your capacity or ability in 
entrepreneurship?  
 

9. Tell me about the kinds of businesses you are interested in. 
 

10. Have you started any of your own?  
i. Tell me about those.  

 
11. Tell me about your responsibilities outside of this program.  
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12. Tell me about your parents and their occupations.  
i. Would you consider them entrepreneurs?  

 
VI. Thank you: 

Should you have any other comments, concerns, or questions about this 
interview or the overall study, please feel free to contact me. Contact 
information is on the copy of the consent form you received prior to starting 
the interview.  
Give out gift card. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 168 

APPENDIX F: FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 

FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 
 

I. Thank you for participating; Introduction of researchers 
 

II. Reminder of project 
 

III. Consent form and demographics form review 
 

IV. Ground Rules 
We will have a group discussion regarding your experiences as women 
involved in the program at PSU. I would like each of you to talk honestly 
about your experiences and articulate specific details and any stories that will 
help me understand what it is like to be a woman in the program. Remember 
that anything you share in this interview is confidential and please respect the 
confidentiality of your peers. 

 
V. Focus Group Protocol 

1. May I record this discussion? (turn on recorder after names are given) 
 

2. What are your names? 
 

3. Who do you see as leaders of the entrepreneurship program in terms of 
faculty and staff?  

i. Why do you think those people are leaders?  
ii. Why would you identify those people in particular? 

 
4. Who do you see as leaders of the entrepreneurship program in terms of 

students?  
i. Why do you think those people are leaders?  
ii. Why would you identify those people in particular? 

 
5. What are interactions like with your entrepreneurship peers?  

i. Describe how men in your program interact with one 
another?  

ii. How are they different than or the same as those interactions 
among women? 

 
6. Who are the particular students in your class who dominate conversation?  

i. Why do you think that is? 
 

7. Tell me about a time you were working in a group, what kinds of tasks did 
you have to complete?  

i. Are they different than those of your male peers?  
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VII. Thank you: 
Should you have any other comments, concerns, or questions about this 
interview or the overall study, please feel free to contact me. Contact 
information is on the copy of the consent form you received prior to starting 
the interview.  
Give out gift cards. 
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APPENDIX G: FACULTY AND STAFF INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

FACULTY AND STAFF INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

I. Thank you for participating; Introduction of the Researcher 
 

II. Overview of the project 
 

III. Consent form 
 

IV. Ground Rules 
We will have a discussion regarding your perception of women students’ 
experiences involved with the program at PSU. I would like you to talk 
honestly and articulate specific details and any stories that will help me to 
understand. Remember that anything you share in this interview is 
confidential.  

 
V. Interview Protocol 

1. May I record this discussion? 
 

2. Describe your role with the program.  
 

3. What current, or past, efforts have been made to increase the number of 
women students in the program? 

 
4. What is the gender makeup of the students in the program?  

a. Does it vary from classes, to major, to other activities? 
 

5. Tell me about the role models and mentors who are provided for the 
students. 

a. Is there a formal mentoring process? 
 

6. What sort of opportunities are created to introduce students to diversity 
within entrepreneurship? 

 
7. What kinds of businesses do the students own?  

a. Are they different for women and men?  
 

8. Who serve as leaders among the students?  
a. Why do you think that is?  

 
9. How do the students interact with one another?  

a. Are there differences in the ways men and women interact with 
each other? 

b. With same gender groups?  
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10. How is group work divided among students?  
a. Why do you think that is?  

 
11. Who usually speaks up in class or at center activities?  

a. Why do you think that is?  
 

VI. Thank you: 
Should you have any other comments, concerns, or questions about this 
interview or the overall study, please feel free to contact me. Contact 
information is on the copy of the consent form you received prior to starting 
the interview.  
Give out gift card.  
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APPENDIX H: CLASS OBSERVATION PROTOCOL 

CLASS OBSERVATION PROTOCOL 
 

I. Physical environment 
 

a. Students distribution pattern in the classroom 
 

II. Instructor’s Behaviors 
 

a. Instructor’s interactions with students (e.g., who gets called on? Was there 
a time before or after class where the instructor talked informally with 
students?) 
 

b. Perceived characteristics of the instructor 
 

c. What kind of examples were given in class? 
 

d. What kind of language was used, specifically when talking about 
entrepreneurs?  

 
e. What kind of images were shown?  

 
III. Students’ Characteristics and Behaviors 
 

a. Perceived demographics of the students. 
 

b. Who is asking questions? Who gets called on? 
 

c. Characterize students’ behaviors (e.g., were students engaged in 
discussion, appear enthusiastic, disruptive behavior, respect shown to 
instructor, id they ask questions, fidgeting, posture) 

 
d. Were students more engaged at a particular point in class? If so, when and 

why? 
 

e. Describe the level of preparedness of the students and give examples why. 
 

f. Did students arrive to class on time and stay until the end? 
 

g. What did the students call the instructor? 
 

h. What types of questions did the students ask? 
 

i. How did the students interact with one another? 
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j. Did the students approach the instructor before or after class? 
 

k. How were the students dressed?  
 

l. If group work, describe (e.g., who was in a group? Who was working? 
How were roles assigned? Did the students select their own groups or 
were they assigned? Who took notes? Who reported out?)  
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APPENDIX I: DOCUMENT ANALYSIS PROTOCOL 

DOCUMENT ANALYSIS PROTOCOL 
 

I. Cues to guide analysis 
 
a. Perceived demographics of persons in photos. 

 
b. Language used to describe program and entrepreneurs. 

c. Ways in which men and women are portrayed. 

d. Who are portrayed as leaders?  

e. How are persons in the photos interacting? 

f. Why is highlighted as an entrepreneur? And for what kind of business?  
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VITA 

Sara L. Cochran was born in Dayton, Ohio on April 14, 1981 where she lived for 

six months before returning to her parents’ hometown of Cushing, Oklahoma, the 

pipeline crossroads of the world. She was raised there and graduated from Cushing High 

School in 1999. She then moved to Springfield, Missouri to attend Drury College, which 

quickly changed to Drury University, where she earned a B.A. in Accounting in 2004 and 

M.A. in Communications in 2006, also completing a double major in Arts Administration 

while pursuing her master’s degree program.  

Sara began her professional career in special events and marketing for a grocery 

chain located in Springfield, Missouri in 2006. Having worked in the registrar’s office 

during her graduate studies, as well as the admissions, payroll, and controller’s offices 

during her undergraduate studies, Sara always had a fondness for higher education. She 

returned to her alma mater in 2010 to take the position of Assistant Director of the 

Edward Jones Center for Entrepreneurship. In this role Sara planned and implemented 

conferences serving the campus and community and oversaw marketing, special events, 

and community relations. She also advised and mentored students and taught courses. It 

was in this role that Sara realized her entrepreneurial spirit and passion for 

entrepreneurship education.  

Sara moved to Columbia, Missouri in 2013 to pursue a Ph.D. in higher education 

to allow her the opportunity to more further pursue this career path. She worked as a 

graduate assistant during the coursework portion of her Ph.D. journey. In February 2016 

she returned to the work she loves as the Entrepreneurial Programs Manager for the 

University of Missouri System. In this role she is responsible for collaborating with the 
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four UM System campuses to provide entrepreneurial educational opportunities for 

faculty, staff, and students. She manages the Entrepreneurial Scholars and Interns 

Program, and developed and implemented the UM System Entrepreneurial Educator 

Summit. She additionally serves as an adjunct instructor in the Mizzou Trulaske College 

of Business teaching Principles of Entrepreneurship to undergraduate students. She 

intends to remain in entrepreneurship education working with both students and faculty 

and work to increase the number of women students in university entrepreneurship 

programs.  
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