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Introduction

In Europe, the rate of entrepreneurial activity among women stands at only 5.7%, compared
with a worldwide average of 11% (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2022). Gender gaps are
often accentuated in advanced economies where business ownership is less of a necessity and
more of an option. The European Union estimates that, by 2050, improving gender equity could
lead to a significant increase in GDP by 6.1 to 9.6% per capita amounting to €1.95 to €3.15
trillion (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2017). The United Nations 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, specifically SDG 5 Gender Equality, supports gender based practical
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solutions worldwide (United Nations, 2022). Our work contributes to Target 5.5 and is in line
with SDG 8 promoting Decent Work and Economic Growth and its Target 8.3 that encourages
policies to support job creation, growing enterprises and entrepreneurship.

Research on female entrepreneurial roles in tourism and the gender-based obstacles they
face are scarce (see Figueroa-Domecq et al., 2020a, 2020b; Freund & Hernandez-Maskivker, 2021
for exceptions; Kimbu & Ngoasong, 2016). Unfortunately, contemporary tourism sector practices
further perpetuate gender inequities where women hold low level, unstable jobs, face wage
disparities (Hutchings et al., 2020; UNWTO, 2019), and are under-represented in senior manage-
ment (Equality in Tourism, 2018). In the Spanish tourism sector specifically, little attention has
been paid to the field of gender studies, despite its impact on the Spanish economy and the
importance of women in tourism as entrepreneurs and employees (Segovia-Pérez &
Figueroa-Domecq, 2014).

For women entrepreneurs to thrive, it is important to cultivate a supportive environment
including investment support in both human and financial capital, creating opportunities for
growth, and a mixture of innovative and progressive institutional and infrastructural provisions
(Bullough et al., 2022). Importantly, equitable access to financial capital and the promotion of
practices that support women'’s businesses are required (Brush et al., 2019). The culture of the
ecosystem; however, is often rooted in non-transparent rules, practices, and norms (Brush et al.,
2019) and persistent negative stereotypes negatively impact women business owners. Such
structural barriers might be mitigated through incubators, accelerators, and business networks
when they are committed to supporting women entrepreneurs (GEM (Global Entrepreneurship
Monitor), 2022).

Barcelona is a leading tourism destination worldwide and one of the most attractive locations
for entrepreneurship in the country. While it is recognized as a city with the ability to foster
growth for women entrepreneurs in Spain (Tarr, 2019), only 3 in every 10 entrepreneurs are
women (Mastercard, 2019). This gender disparity suggests that the entrepreneurial path for
women is likely not easy. Figueroa-Domecq et al. (2020b) in a comprehensive analysis of 127
female tourism entrepreneurship related publications found that most research (52,1%) focuses
on rural contexts, only 28.3% of articles explored policy and governance, and few engaged with
critical theories. Accordingly, there is a clear gap in the scholarship exploring female entrepre-
neurship in urban environments in the Spanish tourism sector and suggesting policies which
may assist women tourism entrepreneurs.

The aim of our research is to understand the culture of the entrepreneurial ecosystem in
Barcelona and determine supports which may assist women tourism entrepreneurs. This paper
adopts a locally based perspective (Kimbu et al., 2021) focusing on Barcelona, Spain that has
been underexplored (Figueroa-Domecq et al., 2020b) and a feminist ethic of care approach
(Gilligan, 1982) to give voice to women entrepreneurs and members of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem in Barcelona. Taking up critical feminist theory responds to a gap pointed out by
Figueroa-Domecq et al. (2020b) in the tourism entrepreneurship literature, as well as responding
to calls for scholarly work to engage with reflexive, feminist politics, contributing to the scholarly
debate on feminist ethic of care (Boluk & Panse, 2022; Higgins-Desbiolles & Monga, 2021; Jamal
& Camargo, 2014; Pritchard, 2018, Carnicelli & Boluk, 2021). Accordingly, such theoretical
approaches are vital in enhancing our understandings of gendered tourism entrepreneurship
(Figueroa-Domecq et al., 2020b).

Considering the foregoing literature, this paper seeks to answer the following research
question: How does an entrepreneurial ecosystem that operates in a tourism entrepreneurship
context characterized by gendered barriers, find support through gender equity resources
and policies? To address this question, we have applied feminist theory (Gilligan, 1982;
Noddings, 2012) to analyze the qualitative data in the Barcelona context. Building on the
existing scholarship (i.e., Figueroa-Domecq et al., 2020b; Boluk &amp; Panse, 2022) and
stemming from our analysis, we have identified the specific gender barriers in the tourism
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entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona and proposed equity and policy responses required.
Based on our analysis we offer a theoretical framework that may be useful beyond our con-
text in Spain for uncovering the policy responses necessary for addressing gendered barriers
within a tourism entrepreneurial ecosystem.

The paper proceeds with a discussion of the main obstacles faced by female entrepreneurs
in the current literature and an overview of the main social policies regarding gender and
entrepreneurship in Spain. Next, the theoretical framework guiding the study a feminist ethic
of care is presented. This is followed by our methodological discussion detailing our qualitative
approach, sample profiles, and our process of employing the strategies of grounded theory in
analyzing the semi-structured interviews of female entrepreneurs and individuals committed
to Barcelona’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. A presentation of our analysis follows revealing three
main gender equity-related issues. Our findings draw attention to gender biases in the entre-
preneurial ecosystem in Barcelona that could be enhanced by employing an ethic of care and
commitment to diversification. By bringing awareness to the inequities faced by women, we
offer recommendations and policy suggestions which may support the success of women
tourism entrepreneurs in Spain. Finally, the paper draws conclusions and offers suggestions
for future research.

Literature review

Entrepreneurship is an obstacles race. The following section explores the constraints faced by
tourism female entrepreneurs in Spain, focusing on the current employment situation, their
access to financial capital, and their caring responsibilities. The next section will examine social
policies currently implemented in the Spanish economy, and the last section reframes current
conceptualizations of tourism entrepreneurship giving voice to women by introducing the
theoretical framework that guides the research a feminist ethic of care.

Exploring obstacles faced by female tourism entrepreneurs

Regardless of gender, entrepreneurs typically face obstacles when starting a business regarding
managing time, securing funds, and finding support. But several scholars have noted that such
barriers are exacerbated for female entrepreneurs and go beyond the general barriers for entre-
preneurship (Alonso-Almeida, 2013; Verheul & Thurik, 2001). The scholarship suggests women
face harder setbacks compared to men, because of their education, previous experiences, care
responsibilities, networking limitations, risk aversion, social norms, and stereotypes (i.e., Abouzahr
et al., 2018; Alonso-Almeida, 2013; Klyver & Grant, 2010; Kwapisz & Hechavarria, 2018; Verheul
& Thurik, 2001; Zhang et al., 2020). There are three main obstacles to female tourism entrepre-
neurs presented in the literature which will discuss below.

Firstly, the current employment situation in tourism presents an obstacle to female entre-
preneurship, for starting off with a weak capital base is claimed to be seriously detrimental
(Alonso-Almeida, 2013). It is commonly accepted that economic freedom is crucial for entre-
preneurship to occur (Verheul & Thurik, 2001). UNWTO (2019) reports that 54% of people
employed in tourism are women; however, women hold low level, low paying, precarious jobs
(Freund & Hernandez-Maskivker, 2021; Hutchings et al, 2020; UNWTO, 2019), and face wage
disparities earning 14.7% less than men (UNWTO, 2019). Focusing on Spain, female tourism
workers receive less than 80% of men’s average annual salaries in the sector, earning less than
51% of the average salary in Spain. Furthermore, 38% of female professionals have temporary
contracts and 36% work part time (CCOO Servicios, 2019).

Secondly, access to financial capital and the capital management of female-led entrepreneur-
ship businesses has proved to be affected by gender biases (Abouzahr et al., 2018; Verheul &
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Thurik, 2001). Indeed, female entrepreneurs obtain only 80 cents of capital for every dollar that
men receive, even if companies led by women generate 10% more cumulative revenue than
men in a 5-year period (Abouzahr et al., 2018). Women entrepreneurs in Canada, for example,
receive just 4% of venture capital funding available, in part due to gender biases against women
entrepreneurs and the types of businesses they start (Sultana & Ravanera, 2020). A lack of
gender-balance in accessing external funding hampers success and viability of their projects.
In this sense, Kwapisz and Hechavarria (2018) claim that female entrepreneurs are traditionally
assigned a role of compliance that minimizes the perception of their financial management
capabilities during the start-up process.

Thirdly, societal pressure impacts if women enter, and how they may navigate the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem while managing caring responsibilities. Care work may limit activities women
are able to engage in outside of traditional work hours which generally has more rigid schedules
and where the sexual division of work is presented with greater force (Carrasco et al., 2011). A
greater responsibility for providing care often disadvantages women in pursuing paid work and
entrepreneurship (Stroh & Reilly, 2012). Precisely, women are more likely than men to be per-
ceived to have a duty of care for both their households and children. Unfortunately, data shows
that it is much more than just a perception; in Europe 79% of women engage in household
activities every day and more than four over ten Europeans (44%) believe that the utmost
important role of women in society is to provide childcare (European Commission, 2018). Thus,
caring responsibilities may impact the capability of women to engage in networking opportu-
nities and may lead women to be more isolated in their professional lives, resulting in a reduction
of their network'’s size and effectiveness (Klyver & Grant, 2010) and play a role on the compo-
sition and the prosperity of their networks (Benschop, 2009).

A low representation of female entrepreneurs has the potential for negative impacts not
only in terms of economic impact, but also in relation to our understandings of equity and
social justice (Chambers et al., 2017; Jamal & Higham, 2021; Moreno-Alarcén, 2020). Research
suggests women excel at providing business development with a sense of understanding and
sensibility towards both service quality and employment conditions (Ahl & Marlow, 2012). Women
also place a high importance on community well-being (Tajeddini et al., 2017), and are more
likely to initiate businesses with the intention of creating wealth in their communities
(Alonso-Almeida, 2013) and making a difference (GEM, 2020). Therefore, female entrepreneurs
are important contributors to communities making broad impacts beyond just economic con-
tributions. The following section explores the social policies implemented by Spanish institutions
and the European Union to respond to the obstacles discussed.

Examining social policies in the Spanish economy

Recognition of gender inequity has historically determined women'’s participation in the Spanish
economy (Mufoz & Pérez, 2007). As such, tackling gender inequity in entrepreneurship is as
much a strategic decision as it is a question of principles (Government of Spain. High
Commissioner for Spain Nation of Entrepreneurship, 2021). While entrepreneurship is not explicitly
mentioned in the national Gender Equality law of 2007, it features regulations to achieve gender
balance (see Art.75 on the participation of women in the Boards of Directors of commercial
companies) (Law 03/2007, of March 20, 2007, on gender equality for men and women, 2007).
Gender balance in the professional field is still far from reality. For example, currently, Spain
places a strong focus on leveraging the gender wage pay gap. Thus, companies with at least
50 employees are required to register their salaries disaggregated by gender and professional
category (Law 06/2019 of March 1, 2019). Accordingly, companies are required to justify salary
disparities ensuring they are not due to gender. Importantly, only in those cases where the
average remuneration received by one sex or the other exceeds 25%, taking as a reference the
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set of paid perceptions. Notably, less than 25% differences in wages are regarded as “normal”
in Spain.

Spanish institutions have made efforts to include gender sensitive measures in entrepreneur-
ship laws by creating gender-specific development plans. For instance, the RENACE project, aims
to “initiate actions to develop, attract and retain women talent” (Spain Nation of Entrepreneurship,
2021, p. 92) through, the provision of educational and advisory support for female entrepreneurs
and, particularly, investors to increase women'’s interest in engaging in entrepreneurship. Another
project led by the Spanish Chamber of Commerce through the PAEM (the national business
support program for women) provides a range of financial services like, non-guaranteed micro-
credits, subsidies and guaranteed obtention support, as well as training and networking spaces
so women may readily access resources for entrepreneurship (Chamber of Commerce of Spain,
2022). Our key findings from our literature review and exploration of policies supporting women
entrepreneurs in Spain is captured in Table 1. The barriers recognized in the literature and
insufficient gender equity policies signal the importance in engaging with feminist theory and
enhancing provisions for SDG 5 Gender Equality and SDG 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth.

The European Commission (2021) states one of its main goals is to foster education at
all levels to support female entrepreneurs boosting their morale. The Entrepreneurship 2020
Action Plan aims to increase awareness of females in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, by
supporting business and family life. Both public institutions and several scholars continue
to understand entrepreneurship as a subject position in which men outperform women
(Vujko et al., 2019). Accordingly, in response to this, they specifically attend to the supports
required by women “to win the race”; however, we argue here we need to engage with
feminist theory and specifically an ethic of care to shift feminist debates more firmly from
the margins to the center of discussions (Boluk & Panse, 2022; Carnicelli & Boluk, 2021;
Figueroa-Domecq et al., 2020b; Pritchard, 2018). We position ourselves with feminist eco-
nomics as a transformative thought that proposes a new paradigm that places care work as
a determining aspect of social reproduction and the living conditions of the population
(Carrasco et al., 2011). For our analysis then it is critical to acknowledge that Spanish insti-
tutions and current policy seem somewhat committed to reduce gender inequities in entre-
preneurship; however, our findings reveal insufficient gender sensitivity reinforcing the
empirical importance to contribute to the debate on gender equity, and to encourage further
policy recommendations.

Table 1. Specific barriers faced by women tourism entrepreneurs and insufficient gender equity policies in Spain.

Limited Engagement with Feminist
Theory in the Tourism Entrepreneurship
Literature

Gendered Barriers Recognized in the

Tourism Entrepreneurship Literature Gender Equity Policies in Spain

Precarious role of women in tourism
may play an impeding role in their
entry into entrepreneurship

Enhanced provisions for women
entrepreneurs could support SDG5
Gender Equality & SDG8 Decent Work
& Economic Growth

Examples of limited effort responding
to gender equity:

1. Addressing the gender pay gap,

2. Salary differences of <25% are
regarded as normal

Non-supportive entrepreneurial
ecosystem for women places strain
on accessing external funding,
access to important networks
through incubators and accelerator
programs and negative stereotypes

Domestic care responsibilities impede
women’s ability to engage in
entrepreneurship. Care for women
entrepreneurs requires attention.

Limited engagement with critical
feminist theory in the literature on
women tourism entrepreneurs
(Figueroa-Domecq et al., 2020b).

Engaging with an ethic of care is
warranted to center the experiences
of women and understand the
supports required (i.e., Boluk &
Panse, 2022).

Examples of gender measures in
Spain:

RENACE Project: develops, attracts,
and retains women talent.

PAEM: Financial services i.e.,
microcredits, subsidies, training &
networking spaces

Further policy supports are required
to respond to the current
insufficient support experienced
by women in the Spanish
entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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The global backdrop, specifically the health crises brought on by COVID-19 has drawn attention
to a variety of inequities society faces. It is against this backdrop that deep reflection on care is
needed. Some have argued that society faces a crisis of care, exacerbated by neoliberal capitalism
supporting careless states and communities (Chatzidakis et al., 2021). We argue that such moments
call us to action. This view supports calls for new tourism practices to re-centering human well-being
(Boluk et al., 2019) guided by attending to relationships and showing care for others (Gilligan,
1982). As such, a feminist ethic of care may equip us with the necessary insights to re-center care
in entrepreneurial ecosystems supporting the tourism sector. In our case we use this moment to
reflect on insufficient gender and social policies in the entrepreneurial space calling for a paradigm
shift. The next section will detail the theoretical framework adopted a feminist ethic of care.

Theoretical framework: feminist ethic of care

An ethic of care is a feminist, critical theory because it profoundly challenges historically con-
structed gender normativity and power relations (Robinson, 2018). The foundations of care
theory can be traced back to Carol Gilligan's (1982) seminal book entitled In a Different Voice.
Gilligan’s (1982) work importantly drew attention to a preference for listening to and attending
to the masculine experience and a natural understanding of the male experience as the expe-
rience. With this knowing, Gilligan’s (1982) analysis has been guided by questions about voice,
relationship, and psychological processes and theory, leaning into the silenced experiences of
women. Gilligan (1982) argues

In the different voice of women lies the truth of an ethic of care, the tie between relationship and respon-
sibility, and the origins of aggression in the failure of connection (p. 173) [...] The failure to see the different
reality of women'’s lives and to hear the differences in their voices stems in part from the assumption
that there is a single mode of social experience and interpretation (p. 174).

Fundamentally, Gilligan (1982) emphasizes that care is an activity of relationship responding to
individual needs. This is further supported by Noddings (2012) who asserts “in care ethics, relation
is ontologically basic, and the caring relation is ethically (morally) basic. Every human life starts
in relation, and it is through relations that a human individual emerges” (p. 771). Importantly,
Noddings (2012) work on an ethic of care is premised on the mutual nature of care between the
individual who provides care and the individual on the receiving end of care. Robinson’s (2006)
analysis on an ethic of care argues the importance of “attentiveness to details, responsiveness to
particular others, and responsibility over the long-term” (p. 337). Contemporaneously situated
within an array of crises and driven by neoliberal ideology focusing on production and consump-
tion, demonstrating responsibility and a capacity to be attentive and responsive to the needs of
others is challenged. Importantly, an ethic of care is an approach to morality and emphasizes a
complex web of interdependence and relationship with others (Gilligan, 1982; Tronto, 1993).

Employing an ethic of care lens is particularly important in response to concerns expressed
by Pritchard (2018) regarding the limited analyses carried out in the tourism scholarship employ-
ing feminist perspectives and limited research specifically adopting an ethic of care (see Carnicelli
& Boluk, 2021; Higgins-Desbiolles & Monga, 2021; Jamal & Camargo, 2014 for exceptions).
Accordingly, our analysis here contributes to this important scholarly debate.

Methodology
Context and participants

The aim of this research is to centre the female experience in the tourism entrepreneurship
ecosystem in Barcelona, Spain to understand the culture of the entrepreneurial ecosystem
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and determine supports which may assist women tourism entrepreneurs. We also examine
the contributions of our analysis to progressing SDG 5 and SDG 8. Our choice to focus on
the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona responds to the scarcity of research on the gen-
dered experiences of urban based entrepreneurs which has not adequately reflected the
“diverse and complex experiences” of tourism entrepreneurs (Figueroa-Domecq et al., 20203,
p. 10) adopting a feminist ethic of care approach. With this in mind, we conducted 11
semi-structured interviews categorized using the work of Block et al. (2018) and Colombelli
et al. (2019) as a guiding principle. Our convenience sample consisted of 11 informants
selected on an accessibility basis from an internal university database of contacts. Besides
female entrepreneurs in the formal economy, we categorized active entrepreneurial investing
agents to obtain a cross sectional view. Specifically, interviews were carried out with a
university-based fund, an accelerator, a social venture fund and two types of investors namely
an angel network, and a corporate venture capitalist. Moreover, given the high intervention
of the government in the Spanish entrepreneurial ecosystem (Alesina & Glaeser, 2006),
Catalonia’s government funded entrepreneurial supporting institution was also included in
the study.

The interview questions were constructed based on the review of the literature and identi-
fication of the main barriers faced by female entrepreneurs. As such, we used the main barriers
as a compass to guide our study. Interviews were carried out between March and April 2020
through digital platforms, in view of the pandemic lockdown. The interviews lasted between
50 to 75min, and were recorded, transcribed, and translated into English with participants’
consent. The transcripts were coded, and informants were assigned pseudonyms to ensure
confidentiality. We classified informants as female, or male based on their affirmed gender. Table 2
shows the background of the interviewees.

Table 2. Background of the sample.

Care
responsibilities
Marital ~ and children Company Foundation
Name Gender Age Status age profile Industry Focus  Company size year
Laura Female 38 Single None University based fund Tourism 5 employees 2014
Jordi  Male 63 Married None Accelerator Transversal 6 employees 2020
Ana Female 52 Married 3 children Social Venture Fund  Transversal 60 partners 2018
(17,15 & 10)
Sara Female 51 Single 2 dependent  Business Angel Women-led 141 members 2015
parents Network startups
Pablo Male 44 Married 1 child (5) Corporate Hospitality 8 employees 2015
Venture Capital
Maria Female 41 Married 2 children Governmental Transversal 2.300 members 2010
Venture Capital
(6 &9)
Carla  Female 37 Married None Entrepreneur E-learning Solo 2018
platform entrepreneur
Luisa  Female 55 Married 2 children Entrepreneur International 7 employees 2018
Exchange
(22 & 20)
Silvia Female 34 Married 2 dependent  Entrepreneur Hospitality 6 employees 2018
parents software
Marta Female 39 Married 2 children Entrepreneur Accommodation 75 employees 2016
rentals
5&7) platform
Natalia Female 46 Married 2 children Entrepreneur Investment Solo 2009
company entrepreneur

(10 & 12)
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Analysis: strategies of grounded theory

The researchers employed strategies of constructivist grounded theory to guide the analysis
(Charmaz, 2011). Adopting this process involved engaging in a close line by line reading of the
transcripts, developing codes based on our dealings with the data including summarising,
synthesizing, and sorting our data (Charmaz, 2011). Our team recorded memos throughout our
entire process of analysing the data and we regularly met throughout the data collection and
analysis process to discuss our analysis and memos which led to the development of tentative
analytical categories. Iterative communication and analysis among the research team led to the
refinement of the categories (Charmaz, 2011) which are presented below. This process reflects
a blended analytic process leading to a “systematic rendering of data analysis” as prescribed by
Creswell (2013, p. 35). Our analysis was informed by an ethic of care lens, and as such centres
important considerations required for thinking about cultivating inclusive spaces in relation to
the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona which could have implications for inclusivity beyond
just this context. The following section will detail the three categories emerging from our
analysis.

Findings

The analysis conducted revealed three main categories. The first, : The Gender Entrepreneurship
Division, draws attention to a patriarchal ecosystem where women are often left out. The second
category, Social Conditioning, and gender norms: Reinforcing Gender Inequities, illustrates the use
of accepted sexist language, current educational biases, and the glass ceiling women entrepre-
neurs face. The final category, Entrepreneuring and the Motherhood Penalty, discusses the intricacies
of caring roles and the barriers presented for female entrepreneurs.

Hunting and caring: the Gender Entrepreneurship Division

This category refers to gendered leadership styles and instead of approaching such differences
with an appreciative and caring lens our data revealed the leadership differences between
genders were perceived negatively. Specifically, our analysis highlighted men were perceived
as strong, and women were often perceived as soft and averse to risk.

Several adjectives were used by our informants to describe the leadership styles of men including
men aim higher, they are hard sellers, ask for more money, and they are more aggressive. In contrast,
the leadership styles of women were described as sensitive, purpose-led, and values-led. Women
were recognized as more cautious than men, demonstrating care in their work, and concerned with
making a social impact. For example, one informant said this “They bring caring attitudes into the
tourism business, recognizing diverse interests within their communities” (Natalia, Entrepreneur). Our
data clearly revealed a difference in the value-led orientation of informants.

Importantly, the conduct of women and men was recognized in the data as playing an
important role in securing funds. For example, Laura (University Fund) said that “men have a
deeper voice, are more authoritative and representative in entrepreneurship.” The authority of
some male entrepreneurs, palpable in the depth of their voice seemed to serve as an advantage.
Another female informant, referred to the general way male entrepreneurs conduct themselves
and take up space in a room which contrasts the approach of women entrepreneurs and may
implicitly create disadvantages when seeking funds. She said,

We start our business differently because we are different and, when asking for funding, too. Even when
we express ourselves, we are different, if you listen to a man, his position when he speaks is much more
static, they usually spread their legs, right? They stick out their chests while explaining what they want
and are not ashamed to tell you [...] A woman always presents herself differently. Even the way we dress
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limits us sometimes, right? If you wear a blouse or high heels, you can get stared at, you can get uncom-
fortable, then [...] right? You shrink a little and you already speak differently. (Natalia, Entrepreneur)

Aside from recognizing the different conduct of men and women, the data revealed what
seemed like different expectations of genders. Specifically, the data illustrated women entre-
preneurs are pressed more in areas they are perceived to be weaker. For example, Marta shared,

The investors in front of you are usually men not women, thus you feel less empathy. The questions they
ask are different; a woman is always asked more about commitment and a man for big numbers [...]
therefore the answers [...] if the questions are already focused differently, the answers will never be the
same, right? (Marta, Entrepreneur).

Importantly, Marta referred to a difference in the types of questions women entrepreneurs
receive regarding funding. This nuance in addition to the lack of female representation and the
lack of equal opportunities for women may lead to feelings that women need to go above and
beyond to earn a seat at the table. This was explicitly recognized by Sara (Business Angel) who
stated, “as a woman you have additional pressures, you always have to demonstrate more than
a man in equal conditions” This gender division leaves minorities at the margins which was
further reinforced by Pablo (Corporate Venture) when he said this “To give you an idea: of
approximately 35 projects that | have presented to the investment committee, only 4 were led
directly by women.” Accordingly, investment is masculinized, meaning men often decide who
to grant funding to and this impacts who and how entrepreneurs ask for funding, and this
reinforces the patriarchal system favoring men.

Considering the above, our data disclosed that the gender division reinforces an unconscious
bias and, in some instances, has resulted in some women adopting male mannerisms to attempt
to be more alike their successful male peers. For example, Luisa (Entrepreneur) said some women
“feel that they should mirror men’s style to succeed.” This was reinforced by another female
entrepreneur informant who put it like this:

If I look very feminine and | go like: We want 5 million euros [...] they would say: Wait, who is this girl
and what is she doing here? | think there are many cases in political campaigns where leaders like Hillary
Clinton and Angela Merkel mimic the look dressing a lot like males (Silvia, Entrepreneur).

Moreover, Pablo (Corporate Venture) drew attention to fear in the eyes of women who pull
up a seat to the male dominated entrepreneurial ecosystem when he said, “there are fewer
female entrepreneurs or those who try, some of them transmit their insecurity to the investor.”
The notion of fear on behalf of women entrepreneurs was challenged by another informant
Sara (Business Angel) who offered “It is not a question of fear but prudence, women proceed
with caution and prudence and calculate their risk(s). Women are more responsible borrowers.”
It is important to note that different stakeholders bring in different perspectives on the topic.
For female entrepreneurs their leadership style might show prudence whereas investors might
experience this as trepidation. Our data also demonstrates the pressure on women to present
themselves in a way that is more than, greater, or better than their male counterparts. The next
category will reflect on the social conditioning occurring in the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Social conditioning and gender norms: reinforcing gender inequities

The data disclosed evidence of a gender biased ecosystem nurtured by societal gender norms
imposed from childbirth treating boys and girls differently and expecting them to conform,
with what is accepted by society. Gender norms are learned by observing others, by observing
how people behave around us and this cultivates, in turn, cultural biases. In this ecosystem,
biases impact the way women request money, and the way they are perceived by investors.
This social conditioning is built in a sexist society where stereotypes might hinder the success
of women. These unconscious biases affect both female and male views.
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Maria (Governmental Venture Capital) reflected on some unconscious biases that are common
but not discussed, “we put prejudices inside our heads that are totally educational and socially
measured, so for example, women are not visualized in power, with money and decision making.’
These statements impact funding questions creating differences depending on the gender of the
candidates from the moment the entrepreneur walks on stage. For example, the biases directed
toward women, influence questions about child-care and commitment to one’s entrepreneurial
pursuits. However, “[...] women who got into the sector was because they were ready [...] once
they got in, they are not going to come out. | believe the opposite, because | found entrepreneurs
who did not have the sufficient base or fundamentals, who were impulsive and who started in the
entrepreneurial sector when they still did not know so much, those ones are likely to leave” (Ana,
Social Venture Fund).

Due to this social conditioning, women must face the so-called ‘glass ceiling, which includes
all the taboos, biases, and prejudices that society holds locking women to prescribed pathways.
It is harder for women to get respect from investors, to consider themselves as another player
on the entrepreneurial ecosystem. For instance, Pablo (Corporate Venture) said this,

If you ask a woman, an entrepreneur, a twenty-five-year-old girl, she will tell you, yes, that she has encoun-
tered obstacles, she will tell you that there are guys who look at her as a woman and want to fuck her
[...] all this happens, because the world is still like that, isn’t it? But, in all the objective issues that we
are mentioning, no difference. Because this woman is a real leader, she'’s a gritty chick and, | would invest
blindly in her company, being a woman; it doesn't make any difference to me.

This reflection from Pablo reveals tension. On the one hand he sheds light on how women
in business are sometimes perceived to be sexual objects. While recognizing that this is not
right, and demonstrating support for women entrepreneurs, the sexiest language used here
(and throughout the interview) evidenced in the use of the word “chick” is done so with
total acceptance and may continue to create divisions and reinforce gender inequities.
Interestingly, gender inequity was challenged by another male informant, Jordi (Accelerator)
who said,

The professional investor ignores everything [...] he does not give a damn about the project, the product,
the person. What he wants, is to make money so, if he sees a product that can make money and a
leader who can take it forward, he doesn’t give a damn if they wear a skirt or a tie, okay? [...] it's a
matter of you aspiring to the final goal of wanting something. And a woman who inspires you is as
good as a man.

While Jordi drew attention to the entrepreneurial system supporting good ideas, the type
of language chosen depicting the ways gendered understandings manifests in entrepreneurs
dress (wearing skirts or ties) is important. Furthermore, noting that women could be as “good
as a man” reinforces the patriarchal ecosystem. It is this ecosystem which favors men and con-
tinues to construct gendered biased barriers for women.

The data showed the current ecosystem has an impact on the morale of women, especially
young women, as they place limitations on themselves. Self-doubt, mostly related to the viability
of their ideas was apparent in the data. In an ecosystem dominated by men, female entrepre-
neurs felt vulnerable because it was assumed that “men trust men.” An important concern shared
among our informants was that society is missing female role models in positions of responsi-
bility. Specifically, Carla (Entrepreneur) put it like this:

Role models are important as they have a lot of capacity to help women move forward and become
entrepreneurs [...] there are almost no examples, no role models, and that is because we hardly ever reach
positions of responsibility and higher decision-making.

Carla’s insights here reveal that the lack of representation of women in decision-making roles
makes it difficult for other women to realize their potential. The fear of failure and perceived
capabilities become a socio-cultural barrier for becoming a female entrepreneur. Supporting
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female role models by enhancing educational supports was shared among all our informants.
For example, Sara (Business Angel) pointed out that,

Education is fundamental because it is a narrow-mindedness to have a barrier as a woman or as a man
[...] I do think that education is the only thing that will really lead to this [...] because everything else is
artificial and then you will always find barriers.

It is important to have diversity, as diversity enriches business, diversity brings talent which
is fundamental for any company that wants to be competitive. This was reinforced by Maria
(Governmental Venture Capital) who said, “There must be women entrepreneurs, women working,
women at the top and women making decisions and taking the lead together with men and
with other types of diversity.” Accordingly, supporting diversity was deemed essential for sup-
porting an inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem. The final category centers the impact of life
choices including having a family as an additional barrier for entrepreneurs in our study.

Entrepreneuring and the motherhood penalty

Our study revealed that motherhood is one of the biggest hurdles impacting women'’s entre-
preneurial path. Respondents associated being a mother with a burden due to two main aspects:
Stereotypes about childhood and co-responsibility and values established in the ecosystem
positively associating success with long working hours. As Ana (Social Venture Fund) put it, “It
seems that the ideal entrepreneur must forget about family, lock themselves up for three years,
not talk to anyone and just dedicate themselves to doing business. So, of course, it would be
more difficult for women to make this sacrifice and not keep up with our family plans or family
obligations.”

Motherhood becomes a barrier not only due to the social constructions or lack of co- respon-
sibility but as a taken for granted assumption that is directly discriminatory. For example, all
our informants agreed that men are not asked about family obligations during their pitches,
conversely women are, and as a result, responsibility is juxtaposed with family planning, empha-
sizing normative masculine understandings of success and profit generation at all costs. Luisa
(Entrepreneur), for example, had this to say,

Many people stop their professional career in companies because they say: "Oh, now is not the time to
have children or to move forward! Or even the businesspeople who say: this girl will soon take a leave
of absence because she will have children and then she will perform less [...] There is a negative conno-
tation associated with having a family and motherhood linked to business and work and until we overcome
this, this negative connotation will affect entrepreneurs and workers.”

The assumption that motherhood can interfere with productivity forces female entrepreneurs
to choose between having a family or starting a business, on top of that due to the lack of
co-responsibility and the fact that housework or caring for the children still fall on women,
force women to decide if or what to sacrifice. Further reflecting on the motherhood dilemma,
Marta (Entrepreneur) stated, “There is a time in life when you take a decision of life and matu-
rity, to become a mother, and unfortunately if there is not co-responsibility 50-50 it is very
complicated and a barrier as at the end you don't have time to balance both.”

Our data exposes that motherhood hinders entrepreneurship as investors want to see pro-
fessionals fully dedicated to guarantee success on the capital invested. A glaring question is
why isn’t fatherhood a barrier for male entrepreneurs? If caregiving is not shared, or in other
words responsibility for the children, women continue to be linked with caring obligations and
this will continue to impact their job opportunities and success. One example illustrated was
an inability to engage in networking activities. Networking was noted as a basic activity to
connect with and build relationships with investors; however, informants noted women are
excluded due to their caring obligations.
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Men have spaces, they have more resources, meeting spaces such as clubs and so on, not only social
networks but clubs where they can network, share business experiences [...] and in the case of women,
there is a lack of these spaces and, in fact, if we look at the United States and England there are already
initiatives of clubs that are working wonderfully for women (Silvia, Entrepreneur).

The creation of intentional spaces for male entrepreneurs to network places them at an
advantage, especially given that many women felt they were not socialized to network.
Accordingly, the economic system should respond to this concern and design a framework for
equal opportunities where women'’s skills are valued and supported to reach top positions
fostering positive perceptions and increasing the visibility of female entrepreneurs.

Discussion

Women are key to achieving sustainable development and to implement the SDGs in tourism.
Yet importantly this is not women’s work exclusively. By using a feminist ethic of care lens, we
recognise the importance of relationality as a win-win strategy to break barriers. Progressing
gender equity will require all genders and changes in the institutions which govern societies
(Mathews & Nunn, 2020). Our analysis here is informed by a feminist ethic of care lens to rec-
ognize and spotlight the continued assumption that a masculine experience is the human
experience when it comes to supporting and funding tourism entrepreneurs in Spain. As our
findings reveal, gender inequities are still present in the tourism entrepreneurial ecosystem in
Barcelona, Spain. Male investors outnumber female investors, questions posed to female entre-
preneurs are different to their male counterparts, and there are gendered differences in lead-
ership styles, which are often perceived negatively. All of this may lead to insecurities felt by
women and feelings that women need to go above and beyond to earn a seat at the table.
Specifically, our data revealed implicit biases underpinning the performance and success of
male entrepreneurs in securing capital, supporting previous studies (Kwapisz & Hechavarria,
2018). Our findings hold up the view that gender biases and embedded traditional masculine
attitudes affect our understandings of what successful entrepreneurs look like (Ahl & Marlow,
2012). Table 3 conveys the gender barriers in the tourism entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona,
Spain and equity and policy responses required.

To address the key question underpinning this study: How does an entrepreneurial ecosystem
that operates in a tourism entrepreneurship context characterized by gendered barriers be
supported through gender equity resources and policies? we propose a theoretical framework
(see Figure 1). This framework will be useful beyond the Spanish context explored here, to
understand gender inequities and develop appropriate responses.

Table 3. Understanding gender barriers in the tourism entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona, Spain through equity and
policy responses.

Gender barriers in the tourism entrepreneurial

ecosystem Equity Resource Responses Policy Responses
Gendered conduct & leadership styles Women'’s Associations Reinforcement of existing policy i.e.,
shared parental leaves
Gendered expectations investment is Networking spaces for women  Improving existing policy
masculinized i.e., government subsidies for
childcare
Unconscious bias & female adoption of male Mentorship opportunities Policy Considerations:
mannerisms Consider all stakeholders affected

and include them in policy
development
Gendered biased barriers motherhood dilemma  Access to training New policy: tax subsidies for new
Social conditioning reinforcing gender inequities Education/training to combat female entrepreneurs
i.e., women should prioritize care roles
Sexist language used to reveal women as sexual Visibility of female role models
objects Shared parenting supports
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Figure 1. A framework for understanding gendered barriers in tourism entrepreneurial ecosystems and supports required.

Our data revealed evidence of social conditioning reinforcing gender inequities in the tourism
entrepreneurial space. For example, while a couple of male venture capitalists revealed their
care and allyship for, and with female entrepreneurs, the disparaging language (although this
may not have been intended) draws attention to a fissure which may further perpetuate gender
inequities. Evidently, attending to implicit biases is needed and could be addressed via a series
of educational training sessions, and dialogue with women entrepreneurs, which may begin to
repair such fissures. Gilligan (1982) reminds us that “crisis reveals character” and “crisis also
creates character” (p. 126). Accordingly, creating bridges may counterpose some of the social
conditioning reinforcing gender inequities encouraging responsibility and living in relationship
with each other.

Formal and informal factors impact the entrepreneurship ecosystem. Our analysis suggested
that informal factors such as the lack of female role models or the lack of strong networking
systems, have a high impact in determining the success of female entrepreneurs. These results
reinforce findings in the literature where females experienced a reduction of their network’s
size and effectiveness (Klyver & Grant, 2010) and impact on the composition and the prosperity
of their networks (Benschop, 2009). Women’s associations are a clear strategy for facing these
gender issues. They promote the exchange of information, experiences, and resources, while
encouraging professional and business collaboration (Freund & Hernandez-Maskivker, 2021).
Moreover, associations give visibility to female entrepreneurs, helping to create alliances among
them, providing support on a local, national, and international level. When women have spaces
where they can share their experiences and doubts with others, a more critical perception of
reality emerges. Thus, a stronger focus should be placed on cultivating informal institutions to
support female entrepreneurs in Barcelona, Spain. This finding is in line with Noguera’s (2012)
work examining the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Catalonia. The very first institutional step in
this direction is the recently inaugurated Espai Lidera, a space created by the Barcelona town
hall for women entrepreneurs (Barcelona Activa, 2022).

The Spanish entrepreneurial ecosystem is socially conditioned and reinforces gender inequities
excluding women entrepreneurs from succeeding which as identified in the final category-
Entrepreneuring Motherhood Penalty. This third category depicted the penalty women entrepre-
neurs face. Indeed, choosing motherhood encourages us to think deeply about Chodorow’s
(1978) work. Each generation plays a role in reproducing its society and given that women are
universally responsible for early childcare, sex roles are experienced and reoccur (Chodorow,
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1978). As such, we are curious how gender roles may be challenged to support women tourism
entrepreneurs. Shared parental leaves and governmental subsidies for childcare may support
women to feel they can afford to work, tax subsidies for new entrepreneurs, mentorship pro-
grams, and access to training, and educational opportunities for women may be a start and
help foster future female role models which the ecosystem would clearly benefit from. Adopting
such supports may begin to repair some of the damages created and foster a more caring and
equitable entrepreneurial ecosystem progressing SDG 5 and SDG 8.

When analyzing our data dissonances and contradictions emerge between theory and praxis.
For example, despite the Spanish government making initial efforts to achieve greater gender
equality through entrepreneurial policy, critique is needed. Although policy wise, they often
transmit positive discourses and images promoting gender equality, the reality demonstrates
that the measures in place still perpetuate the gender gap, as noted by other scholars such as
Khoo-Lattimore et al. (2019). Our analysis showed that constraints for female entrepreneurs exist
in an ecosystem that shows sexist patterns, and this misguided social pattern drives female
entrepreneurs to a ‘glass ceiling’ of non-recognition and disrespect in a male represented system.
As an example, our data revealed the casual and accepted use of sexist language. In this respect,
unconscious bias training including inclusive language modules may serve as useful in the
Spanish entrepreneurial ecosystem. The focus of these policies continues to improve gender
equality metrics but how do we know that these quantitative indicators are enough to create
effective policies directed to tackle the real constraints of female entrepreneurs?

Supported by an ethic of care including, and listening, to the voices of women entrepreneurs
will be necessary to ensure women are receiving the supports they need to succeed. Diversity
and inclusion are not necessarily synonymous. For example, if venture capitalists funded more
female entrepreneurs (enhancing the visibility of women), but the ecosystem still supported
the use of sexist language and/or shared parenting supports were not in place, it may appear
the ecosystem is more diverse, but it may not be inclusive. Furthermore, for policies to be
effective they need to be reinforced. Our analysis as illustrated in Table 3 above, revealed
opportunities to improve existing policies, consider female involvement in crafting policies, and
additional policies to support female entrepreneurs.

Critical analyses of discourses that perpetuate structures of gender inequity discrediting
female entrepreneurship are necessary. Considering gender equity concerns is particularly
important now because gender biases and embedded traditional masculine attitudes affect our
understanding of what successful entrepreneurs look like (Ahl & Marlow, 2012). It is widely
accepted that tourism entrepreneurship empowers women, particularly through the provision
of direct jobs and income-generation. This view; however, is simplistic and obeys a masculinist
framing (Cole, 2018). Income-generation is only one aspect and scholars such as Cole (2018),
stress the need to reframe conceptualizations of tourism entrepreneurship for women. Specifically,
it is important to understand how women envision entrepreneurship, its opportunities, and
limitations. This vision might not necessarily be limited to capitalistic views, currently adopted
in tourism entrepreneurship ecosystems.

We believe that the above problems should be tackled using an ethic of care approach,
giving voice to everyone, and recognizing inequalities to contribute to a more democratic and
inclusive society. It is important that policy actions link diversity with value creation and rein-
force the message of recognizing different social groups as a win-win strategy. By using a
feminist ethic of care lens, we can appreciate the value of care and relationality as mutually a
barrier or ideally a pathway for improved entrepreneurial conditions in Barcelona, Spain. It is
interesting to mention that only one of our informants is leading a social startup. Nonetheless,
in support of previous scholarly work our informants exhibited concern for the well-being of
their communities (Tajeddini et al., 2017), which was central in their businesses intending to
create community social wealth (Alonso-Almeida, 2013) and make a difference to their commu-
nities (GEM, 2020). As such, their relationship to their community was strong and played a vital
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role in their professional endeavors. Furthermore, their care for their communities demonstrated
the impacts they were keen to generate beyond economic capital. While a caring orientation
among women was noted among many of our informants, it was sometimes used in opposition
to success, as male entrepreneurs were capable of hunting and securing revenue which seemed
to secure their success.

Conclusions

The aim of our study was to examine the culture of the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona
and determine supports which may assist women tourism. Our findings draw attention to
gender biases that in our view, could be improved by employing an ethic of care, specifically
acting in relation to one another and committing to inclusion and diversification. It is 2022,
and although equity advancements have been made, our findings illustrate that a gender
division exists based on social conditioning, and the motherhood penalty which serve as
barriers to female participation in the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Barcelona. Our study
compliments previous works noting the low representation of female entrepreneurs and its
potential for negative impacts in relation to our understandings of equity and social justice
(Chambers et al., 2017; Jamal & Higham, 2021; Moreno-Alarcén, 2020). Our findings reinforce
Figueroa-Domecq et al. (2020b) claim that entrepreneurship is not gender neutral in the tour-
ism industry.

While varied efforts by tourism stakeholders are currently underway in Spain to progress the
SDGs, there is still a long road ahead with a rather slow speed of change. Clearly, advancing
SDG 5, Gender Equality and SDG 8, Decent Work and Economic Growth, will require work from
all genders in the entrepreneurial ecosystem in a more strategic way with a clear commitment
to inclusivity. Furthermore, we note that the current pandemic landscape has exacerbated
challenges for women and scholars alert that the post-COVID phase places even greater chal-
lenges (Jamal & Higham, 2021).

Our findings contribute to scarce attention to the field of gender studies in Spain and to
the urgent need to translate the awareness of gender inequity into practical solutions (Chambers
et al., 2017; Figueroa-Domecq et al., 2018; Khoo-Lattimore et al., 2019; Segovia-Pérez et al.,
2019). This situation of gender biases unfortunately is not only present in Spain or solely affects
the tourism and hospitality sector but is also similar in other countries and sectors (Hutchings
et al., 2020). Our data revealed implicit biases that support the performance and success of
male entrepreneurs in securing capital, evidence of social conditioning and informal factors
such as the lack of female role models and the lack of a strong networking systems. Furthermore,
our analysis reconfirmed the motherhood penalty is real. Our data clearly showed a difference
in the value-led orientation of informants and what seemed like different expectations of gen-
ders. Specifically, the data illustrated women entrepreneurs are pressed more in areas they are
perceived to be weaker. We position ourselves with Cole (2018) who stresses the need to reframe
conceptualizations of tourism entrepreneurship for women. In this way, the findings of our
study contribute to the limited tourism scholarship adopting feminist perspectives, in this case
adding to the scholarly debate on feminist ethic of care (Higgins-Desbiolles & Monga, 2021;
Jamal & Camargo, 2014; Pritchard, 2018, Carnicelli & Boluk, 2021).

If we aim to provide inclusive tourism models stakeholder collaboration is crucial. Sustainable
development progress can only be attained by means of strong partnerships and cooperation,
at the local, regional, national, and global level, placing people and the planet at the center
(UN, 2022). With this goal in mind tourism and hospitality must commit to a range of tourism’s
entrepreneurial stakeholders. Firstly, from a public administration perspective, there is a strong
focus on attaining diversity; however, diversity is mostly understood by policymakers in absolute
numbers. It is usually measured through numerical ratios of gender equality (for example, 40/60).
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Success in this sense is attained by “increasing the number of female entrepreneurs.” While this
is an initial step, we must go one step further. Diversity does not warrant inclusivity; thus, it
is fundamental to listen to the voices of female entrepreneurs and females in the entrepreneurial
ecosystem. Insufficient efforts have been made in this sense in Barcelona.

Secondly, in our view, tourism universities should work closely with female entrepreneurs to
increase the visibility of women as role models. Most students of tourism and hospitality in
Barcelona are women, yet female role models are scarce. Most of the higher educational insti-
tutions in Barcelona are fostering entrepreneurship, though they are replicating gendered dis-
courses. Training related to unconscious biases, mentorship, and support with funding access
should be offered. Not only to young entrepreneurs but to the ecosystem. Higher education
has a privileged position as a hub, interconnecting different stakeholders. Transformational
entrepreneurs, business angels, venture capitalists, accelerators with inclusive values are greatly
needed in the tourism and hospitality industry to reinforce change. Higher Education should
be committed to advancing a just society by being the catalysts for positive social change
themselves and to help enable others to achieve societal impact.

We are aware that this study is not without limitations, and our experience conducting it
provides us with insights regarding future lines of research. This study is based in Barcelona,
further research is needed to fully understand the entrepreneurial ecosystems in other locations,
therefore we call for more qualitative research in different regional settings in Spain and abroad.
Further research could explore the perspectives of corporate females who considered entrepre-
neurship but did not pursue entrepreneurship to improve understandings of constraints.
Furthermore, our study was conducted before the onset of COVID-19, as such it would be
interesting to explore how the ecosystem has been shaped by the pandemic attending to recent
literature claiming that the pandemic has exacerbated gender inequality and a lack of female
empowerment (Moreno-Alarcén, 2020).
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