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Abstract Women are under-represented in successful
entrepreneurial ecosystems and the creation of women-
only entrepreneurial networks has been a widespread
policy response. We examine the entrepreneurial eco-
system construct and suggest that it, and the role net-
works play in entrepreneurial ecosystems, can be
analysed in terms of Bourdieu’s socio-analysis as field,
habitus and capital. Specifically, we develop the notion
of gender capital as the skill set associated with femi-
ninity or from simply being recognized as feminine. We
apply this to the development of women’s entrepreneur-
ial networks as a gender capital enhancing initiative.
Using data from qualitative interviews with network
coordinators and women entrepreneurs, we reflect on
the extent to which formally established women-only
networks generate gender capital for their members and
improve their ability to participate in the entrepreneurial
ecosystem. The paper concludes by drawing out the
implications of our analysis for theory, entrepreneurial
practice and economic development policy.

Keywords Entrepreneurial ecosystems . Networks .

Bourdieu . Habitus . Field . Gender capital .Women
entrepreneurs
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1 Introduction

A healthy inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem requires
four domain conditions to become established and de-
velop: density, as in the number and proportion of
individuals engaged in entrepreneurship; fluidity, in-
cluding population flux, labour market change and firm
growth; connectivity, reflected in the existence of deal
making and other networks; and diversity of opportunity
(Stangeler and Bell-Masterson 2015). In all four do-
mains, women’s entrepreneurial activity is underrepre-
sented: the relative share of women in and entering into
entrepreneurship is lower than of men (Motoyama et al.
2014); women are leaving employment in STEM-based
industries, due to a hostile environment, gender bias and
glass wall/ceiling effects, reducing their potential entre-
preneurial contribution (Hewlett 2014); where networks
exist, they are not gender inclusive and women do not
participate (Watkins 2015; Boyde 2017); and women
are significantly under-represented in what is still a
highly masculinized domain (Ahl 2006). From both a
liberal feminist standpoint, which in the broader tradi-
tion of Post-Enlightenment liberalism argues that wom-
en are equal to men and entitled to equal legal and
political standing and social and economic opportunity
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(Graham 1994), and an entrepreneurial ecosystems per-
spective, it has been argued that access to networks can
improve women’s contribution to and participation in
entrepreneurial ecosystems. We put this argument under
scrutiny, drawing on Bourdieu’s (2005) theory of em-
bodied practice, and in particular on his concepts of
field, habitus and capital, which has received increasing
attention in entrepreneurship (Spigel 2015). While this
is most immediately relevant to connectivity as a do-
main condition for the development of entrepreneurial
ecosystems, the development of effective networks has
also the potential to affect the other domain conditions,
by improving the quantity of entrepreneurial activity
(density), enhancing entrepreneurial activity (which will
support fluidity) and, in the case of female entrepreneur-
ship in particular, legitimise entrepreneurship as a career
choice (diversity of opportunity).

Our starting point is that a persistent gender bias
exists in both entrepreneurship discourse and economic
development policy (Ahl 2006; Ahl and Nelson 2015).
This perpetuates hetero-normative assumptions that
women are failed or reluctant entrepreneurial subjects,
who have not been socialised appropriately to compete
in a man’s world and require ‘fixing’ by specific policy
interventions to provide them with the tools and skills to
do so (Ahl and Marlow 2012; Ely and Meyerson 2000).
One such example has been the establishment of
women-only networks by economic development agen-
cies, as a catalyst to the development of an entrepreneur-
ial culture in an entrepreneurial ecosystem (Fritsch
2011). This is predicated on a positive view of networks
as sites of gender capital creation and accumulation
designed to empower women and provide them with
agency that has the potential to disrupt the status quo in
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Huppatz 2012). However,
on the basis of our analysis, we identify a tension
between this view and the argument that these women-
only networks may perpetuate the ghettoization of
women which limits their legitimacy as entrepreneurial
actors (Feng 2015).

Our aim is to investigate the extent to which these
formal women-only networks improve women’s access
to, and participation, in entrepreneurial ecosystems. We
make four contributions in this paper. First, we deepen
understanding of the concept of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem, which is currently contested, lacking
both a commonly agreed definition and generally
accepted characterizations. Second, we integrate the
networks and entrepreneurial ecosystems literatures.

Notwithstanding the references to strong social
networks in some of the entrepreneurial ecosystems
literature there has been limited systematic discussion
of networks and they are not a key building block in
somemodels (Spigel 2015). Third, we apply the concept
of gender capital (Huppatz 2012, 2014; Ross-Smith and
Huppatz 2010) to conceptualize women-only entrepre-
neurial networks as potential sites of gender capital
creation. Fourth, we contribute to discussions of policy
development and argue that initiatives to establish
women-only networks have been ineffective: rather than
generating gender capital in these networks, women
have been placed in ghettos where due to an inability
to access sufficient economic, social, cultural and
symbolic capital their credibility as entrepreneurs is
impeded.

The paper is structured as follows: In the following
section, we examine the entrepreneurial ecosystem con-
struct, as the localized operation of complex entrepre-
neurial processes, and suggest that it can be analysed in
terms of Bourdieu’s socio-analysis as field, habitus and
capital. In the next section, we develop the notion of
gender capital as the gender advantage that is derived
from a skill set associated with femininity or from
simply being recognized as feminine (Ross-Smith and
Huppatz 2010). This is a feminist extension and elabo-
ration of Bourdieu’s concept of capital that we apply to
the development of women’s entrepreneurial networks
as an intended gender capital enhancing initiative. We
then present our research design including the data
collection and analysis protocols used. Drawing on data
from in-depth, qualitative interviews with network co-
ordinators and women entrepreneurs, we summarise and
reflect on the extent to which formally established
women-only networks generate gender capital for their
members improving their ability to participate in the
entrepreneurial ecosystem. The paper concludes by
drawing out the implications of our analysis for theory,
entrepreneurial practice and economic development
policy.

2 The entrepreneurial ecosystem as a field

Conventional wisdom suggests that the entrepreneurial
ecosystems’ literature is only 5 years old (Stam 2015).
However, the concept, if not the exact name, has de-
monstrable antecedents in the industrial clusters, inno-
vation systems and learning regions literatures (Spigel
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and Harrison 2017). All are based on the argument that
economic development is a result of the localized oper-
ation of complex entrepreneurial processes, and that not
all regional economies will have entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems that function at the same level. Much of the con-
temporary interest in entrepreneurial ecosystems is prac-
tice-led, not theory-driven and lacks a commonly agreed
definition and characterization. As a result, there is
considerable diversity in the number and type of ele-
ments identified as core to the construct (Spigel 2015;
Stam 2015).

This suggests that, as currently used, the concept’s
flexibility may be less of a strength and more a chaotic
conception, which ‘arbitrarily divides the indivisible
and/or lumps together the unrelated and the inessential’
(Sayer 1992, p. 138). The construct of the ‘entrepreneur-
ial ecosystem’ as commonly used shows many of the
characteristics of a chaotic conception. First, its usage is
tautological, in that entrepreneurial ecosystems are de-
fined as those demonstrating successful entrepreneur-
ship, and where successful entrepreneurship is apparent
there is deemed to be a strong entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem. Second, it presents a list of factors and characteris-
tics with no reasoning of cause and effect or of how they
cohere. Third, there is confusion over the appropriate
level of analysis, whether at city, region or nation or as
some non-spatial unit such as the corporation, sector or
global production system (Stam 2015). The complex
category of the ‘entrepreneurial ecosystem’ has three
distinctive aspects: first, the role of (social) context in
allowing and restricting entrepreneurship (Welter 2011);
second, the influence of the external business environ-
ment on the entrepreneur rather than the enterprise
(Spigel 2015) and third, the role of entrepreneurs in
creating, maintaining and developing the ecosystem
and not just responding to its pressures and opportuni-
ties (Spigel and Harrison 2017).

It is on this basis that we identify the entrepreneurial
ecosystem as a field in Bourdieu’s terms. At the core of
Bourdieu’s (2005) theory of embodied practice are the
three closely interrelated concepts of field (a social arena
in which people manoeuvre and struggle in pursuit of
desirable resources), habitus (dispositions: lasting ac-
quired schemes of perception, thought and action) and
capital (the resources acquired (or not) in developing
habitus) (Fig. 1). For Bourdieu, fields are arenas for
strategic decision-making in which interactions, trans-
actions and events take place and actors struggle and/or
succeed by agreeing to follow ‘the rules of the game’

(Bourdieu andWacquant 1992). As actors learn the rules
of the game by participating in the field, they develop a
sense of the field and their position in it. This habitus
comprises the socialised norms and tendencies that
guide actors’ thinking and behaviour.

Access to and acquisition of capital motivates the
practice of actors in the field and underpins the field’s
structuring principles and relations, not least because the
value of capital conferred leads to different hierarchies.
For Bourdieu, capital takes a number of forms, and
actors can compete for economic capital as well as the
more intangible, non-financial social and cultural
capital. As defined by Bourdieu (1986) economic cap-
ital refers to sums of money or assets put to productive
use. Social capital is accrued through networks of in-
fluence or support based on group membership (family,
social and professional networks). Cultural capital is
closely related to economic capital (it takes time and
resources to accrue) and can be embodied in an actor
through speech, behaviour and dress; objectified
through books and artistic objects and institutionalised
in the form of educational qualifications. Each of these
types of capital can take on the role of symbolic capital,
the form that capital takes when it is misrecognised not
as capital but as an innate property of an actor, socially
legitimized as power, influence, prestige and honour
(Tatli et al. 2014; Terjesen and Elam 2009).

In examining women entrepreneurs’ participation in
formal networks, we focus on socialized and contextu-
alized actors and their specific habitus, including their
dispositions of how ‘to be and to do’ (how to think and
how to act) as entrepreneurs. These are acquired through
their relationship to the field and the incorporation of its
particular logic (Bourdieu 2007):

The specific habitus, which is demanded of the
new entrants [to the field] as a condition of entry,
is nothing other than a specific mode of thought
… In reality what the new entrant must bring to
the game is not the habitus that is tacitly or explic-
itly demanded there, but a habitus that is practi-
cally compatible or sufficiently close, and above
all malleable and capable of being converted into
the required habitus (Bourdieu 2006, p. 99–100).

Our interest is in how actors are obliged to acquire
the sens practique to function in an entrepreneurial
ecosystem, how they learn to play the rules of the game
(that is, the narratives and justifications of value in the
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field) and how economic behaviour socially recognized
as rational arises out of practice (Bourdieu 2005). The
entrepreneurial ecosystems literature highlights how this
might be effected through, for example, mentoring, role
models, networking and socialization events, both self-
generated and institutionally provided. We focus on one
such initiative, the creation of women-only entrepre-
neurial networks as an instrument of regional entrepre-
neurship policy.

3 Networks and gender capital in entrepreneurial
ecosystems

3.1 Networks

The nature of the networks in which entrepreneurs are
embedded, the positions they occupy and the patterns of
their relationships in them influences their access to
significant others and to the resources they need. Net-
works can be either formal or informal (Ibarra 1992).
Formal networks can be more beneficial to their mem-
bers than informal ones because they are more likely to
include more weak ties and structural holes (Watson
2011). Informal networks primarily comprise business
contacts, family and personal relationships. Formal net-
works include professional relationships with accoun-
tants, banks, lawyers and trade associations (Littunen

2000), and are formal arrangements between indepen-
dent businesses to enhance the success of their members
and promote regional economic development (Besser
and Miller 2011). We focus on those networks
established by economic development agencies to stim-
ulate networking and hence entrepreneurial activity, and
examine the process and perceived outcomes of belong-
ing to a network, that is ‘the actual behaviour of people
developing, entering, maintaining, altering and leaving
social networks’ (Benschop 2009, 221).

Gender affects social capital accumulation (Palgi and
Moore 2004), women have less social capital than men
(Eagly and Carli 2007) and women in networks face a
credibility problem in that they do not or cannot invest
in building their own social capital—they ‘don’t play
the game’ (Burt 1998). From a social exchange theory
perspective (Thibaut and Kelley 1959), men in networks
view women as less attractive exchange partners than
other men. As effective networking is based on reci-
procity, helping now to get help in the future (Kaplan
1984), women are systemically disadvantaged. Further-
more, there is some evidence to suggest that, at least in
terms of informal networks, women’s networks com-
prise mainly women and men’s men: in male dominated
networks, women have less legitimacy and influence
and therefore benefit less from participation (Moore
1988). Collectively, these features confirm that women
are neither numerous enough nor have access to enough

field - social arena in which
people manoeuvre for
posi�on and resources

habitus - disposi�ons:
las�ng acquired schemes of
percep�on, thought, ac�on

capital - the resources
acquired in developing

habitus

Habitus manifests the structure of the field and capital determines the posi�on. The field
mediates between habitus and prac�ce in the forma�on and expression of self around an
internalised and usually accurate sense of social des�ny.

Fig. 1 Bourdieu’s theory of
embodied practice
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economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital to force
a redefinition of the requirements of the field (Corson
and Costen 2001). It is in view of this that attention has
shifted to the concept of gender capital.

3.2 Gender capital

For Bourdieu, capital is a resource that defines how
opportunities are enabled or constrained for individuals
in a given field. Some feminist scholars have suggested
broadening Bourdieu’s notion of capital to include gen-
der as embodied cultural capital (McCall 1992; Illouz
1997; Lovell 2000; Reay 1997; 2004; Skeggs 2004).
They draw on Bourdieu’s (1986) argument that embod-
ied cultural capital takes the form of long-lasting dispo-
sitions of the mind and body possessed through, for
example, processes of sel f- improvement or
socialisation, to assert that gendered dispositions may
also act as capital. If gender is cultural capital, then
femininity is culturally learned. Consequently, gender
capital is a capital that is available to men and women
(Huppatz and Goodwin 2013). It comprises the ‘knowl-
edge, resources and aspects of identity available—with-
in a given context—that permit access to regime-
specific gendered identities’ (Bridges 2009, p. 92).
Much of it is, however, context specific and individuals
employ different aspects of self in different settings to
negotiate differently gendered identities: ‘gender capital
attempts to foreground the independent effect of context
on the relative valuations of gendered presentations of
self’ (Bridges 2009, 92). Gender capital may empower
women and provide them with a form of agency to
develop and sustain their careers (Huppatz 2009). It
can be used by women who have acquired position in
a field as a form of agency to disrupt it. In certain
situations, these women draw on their feminine dispo-
sitions to navigate the boundaries of a field established
by men (Ross-Smith and Huppatz 2010). In the case of
the entrepreneurial ecosystemwomen can draw on these
dispositions to negotiate its boundaries and cause dis-
ruption. However, the outcomes in practice, as we will
show below, are not transformative. They do not chal-
lenge the power regimes that dominate the field but
merely ‘tweak at the edges’ in ways that are tactical
rather than strategic (Skeggs 1997). Gender capital does
not compensate for women’s insufficient economic, po-
litical, social and symbolic capital to ‘force a redefini-
tion of the implicit—that is White male—requirements
of the field’ (Corson and Costen 2001, 18). This has

important implications for women’s networking as
women have less social capital than men and face prob-
lems in accumulating it, due to credibility issues in
networks preventing them from ‘playing the game’.
Accordingly, we question the conceptualization of
women-only entrepreneurial networks as sites of gender
capital creation and accumulation designed to empower
women and provide them with agency to disrupt the
status quo in entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Women-only entrepreneurial networks have been
established to provide opportunities for participants to
talk to other women, to reduce their sense of isolation, to
enhance their gender capital (and their confidence in it)
and to increase their field positions and thus their cred-
ibility. As such, they represent an effort to address the
practices of symbolic domination, a multifaceted pro-
cess in which subordinate groups become socialized in
‘ideological meanings and values that legitimate pre-
vailing status hierarchies and naturalize the… privileges
of those who occupy dominant positions in the socio-
economic hierarchy’ (Üstüner and Thompson 2012,
802; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). For Bourdieu
(1990), a necessary precondition for the practice of
symbolic domination is that members of a subordinated
group—for example, women entrepreneurs—believe
that their lifestyle practices are inherently inferior to
those of the dominant agents in the field. The extent to
which networks address this and support women as
agents to access and adopt powerful positions in the
entrepreneurial ecosystems field, in the eyes of both
network coordinators and women entrepreneurs, is ad-
dressed in the remainder of the paper.

4 Research design and process

4.1 Research design

Methodologically, we have adopted a gender-aware per-
spective that challenges the notion of female essential-
ism and assumptions of shared subordination (Sprague
2016) In shifting attention away from a ‘gender as
variable’ approach, underpinned by an individualistic
focus and objectivist epistemology in which male-
female comparisons dominate, to one in which external
social and contextual influences are emphasized, this
enables interrogations of how social orders are gendered
and the mechanisms by which this gendering is recon-
structed. This is consistent with a standpoint feminist
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epistemology (Haraway 1998), employing in-depth in-
terviews to reveal and illuminate the meaning of entre-
preneurship through women’s experiences, giving
‘voice’ to these as intrinsically worthy of attention in
their own right. By employing in-depth interviews, we
encouraged participants to provide detailed accounts of
their own experiences in what are essentially ‘guided’
conversations (Rubin and Rubin 2005) as we sought to
discover how they described and structured their world.

4.2 Research site and context

This study was undertaken in a peripheral European
region where entrepreneurship in general, and female
entrepreneurship in particular, is low (Hart et al. 2013).
In the early 2000s, a new entrepreneurship strategy was
initiated by the regional development agency. As part of
this, an increase in the number of women engaging in
entrepreneurship was specifically targeted through ini-
tiatives aimed at improving not only the low levels of
entrepreneurial activity but also the quality of start-ups
by women. Specifically, the development of formal,
women-only business networks to promote networking
and to offer support to those starting their own ventures
was actively encouraged (Invest NI 2003).

4.3 Sampling and data collection

Data were collected from a purposive sample compris-
ing the coordinators of women-only networks (n = 6)
and mixed networks (n = 5) and 17 women entrepre-
neurs: nascent entrepreneurs in business for under
3 years (n = 8), and more experienced entrepreneurs in
business for 3 years or more (n = 9) (see Appendix
Table 2). In the absence of an opportunity to conduct a
real-time longitudinal study (Benschop 2009), we chose
to use these two categories to explore if women’s knowl-
edge and understanding of the rules of the game and
their behavior changed as a result of being engaged in
the field for longer. We used a topic guide in the inter-
views both to cover the themes to be explored while
remaining flexible enough to allow unanticipated issues
to emerge and to encourage participants to provide
detailed accounts of their own experiences. Preliminary
themes which we explored with the women entrepre-
neurs included their motivations for participating in
formal business networks, women-only, mixed-gender
or both; their expectations and experiences of participa-
tion; their behaviours, especially regarding the initiation,

development and maintenance of contacts and relation-
ships; and the potential and actual benefits which they
perceived to accrue from network participation, and
whether or not these differ in relation to women-only
and mixed-gender networks. With the network orga-
nisers, we aimed to ascertain their understanding as to
why the network had been established; its aims and
objectives and if these had been met; its structure and
relationships with other networks; target membership;
services provided for the network members; and their
perception of potential and actual benefits of gained by
their members. Each interview lasted up to 2 h and with
permission were tape-recorded and transcribed, produc-
ing rich narratives which were interrogated to develop
greater understanding of how women interpreted and
negotiated their way around the entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem and learnt to play the rules of the game.

4.4 Data analysis

We adopted a reflexive critical methodology that specif-
ically challenges the normative (Stead and Hamilton
2018), focuses on the context in which the micro-
practices of everyday life are embedded (Alvesson and
Deetz 2000) and foregrounds the relationship between
those who are dominant and those who are not (Calàs
et al. 2009). The data analysis process (Table 1) was a
recursive rather than a linear process, and the resulting
theoretical dimensions (Corley and Gioia 2004; Maitlis
and Lawrence 2007) were then used to structure the
discussion of the findings.

5 Findings

We have structured the presentation of the findings
according to three themes identified from the literature
review, each of which is discussed in detail and illus-
trated with fragments of the narrative. In representing
the data, we use direct quotes to exemplify the percep-
tions and experiences of the participants or to highlight
or illustrate a particular finding (Marshall and Rossman
1995).

5.1 Entrepreneurial ecosystem

The emergence of initiatives to address the underrepre-
sentation of women in entrepreneurial ecosystems, such
as institutionally provided networks whose aim is to
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support the acquisition of a particular entrepreneurial
logic (Spigel 2015), was highlighted by the coordinators
of the women-only networks; ‘we aim to support wom-
en going into business and that’s our strategy to this day
essentially’ (W4) and ‘to help women develop business
opportunities to break down barriers’ (W2). However,
the coordinators of the mixed networks considered
themselves as facilitators between agents in different
field positions in the entrepreneurial ecosystem; ‘One
of my roles, is basically to take them by the hand and
introduce them to someone key’ (M1) and ‘I try to
position people with others who are able to help
them—important players’ (M6). The disparity between
the different roles played by the coordinators was
summed up by B6: ‘I’ve seen a couple of opportunities
where (women-only network) could have been bro-
kered’. As well as brokering opportunities, the coordi-
nators of the mixed networks observed the exercise of

Table 1 Data analysis process

Stage Process of
analysis

Level of
analysis

Description of
analysis

1 Familiarization
with data and
initial insight
into data

Read for
content

The first stage
involved reading
and then re-reading
to familiarize
content ourselves
with the material.

2 Immersion Comprehend
and
manage
data

The second stage
involved the
identification of
broad categories of
themes through a
process of
open-coding. Each
transcript was then
coded, which
resulted in relevant
segments of text
being highlighted
and then organized
into relevant
clusters.

3 Categorization Identification
of key
themes

In the third stage,
emergent themes
were developed in
order to develop
tentative links
between the
transcripts in terms
of Bourdieu’s
theory of practice

4 Association and
pattern
recognition

Constant
compari-
son
analysis

Next, we integrated
related data drawn
from the different
transcripts from
entrepreneurs and
network managers.
This involved
taking one piece of
data and comparing
it with all the others
that might be
similar or different
to develop
conceptualizations
of the possible
relations between
various pieces of
data.

5 Interpretation and
representation

Writing up of
data

In terms of our key
research aim, three
aggregate
theoretical
dimensions
emerged:
entrepreneurial

Table 1 (continued)

Stage Process of
analysis

Level of
analysis

Description of
analysis

ecosystem, network
dynamics and
gender capital. The
subsequent
outcomes identified
the core meaning of
the data, remaining
faithful to the
perspectives of the
respondents, but
within wider social
and theoretical
constructs (Shaw
1999).

6 Explanation and
abstraction

Contribution
to theory
develop-
ment

The final stage
involved
re-contextualizing,
or putting the new
knowledge about
the phenomena and
relations back into
the context of how
others have
articulated the
evolving
knowledge. This
process also
identified new
research avenues
and potentially
interesting topics
for further inquiry.
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personalized agency: ‘recognition, status, and network-
ing…, it’s the status and access to others, access to
decision makers’ (M4), which was reinforced by the
entrepreneurs: ‘I joined (mixed network) as I knew it
would have the movers and shakers (R9)’. This illus-
trates that entrepreneurial activity in ecosystems is a
function of interdependencies between players and their
respective field positions (Stam 2015). An important
aspect of this is for agents to determine who occupies
the key field positions. This was most evident among
members of the mixed networks; ‘you know who’s the
head, who’s the committee, who’s the proactive people
so you are aware of them’ (R5) and ‘you have all these
old members who know each other—it’s like starting a
new school, you have to negotiate who you are and who
they are’ (R3).

One of the unique challenges facing women as they
launch businesses is the patriarchal nature of the entre-
preneurship domain. The lack of fit between women’s
ascribed femininity and the embedded masculinity of
entrepreneurship was acknowledged by the women en-
trepreneurs: ‘entrepreneurship is still a man’s world’
(B5), ‘it is very much a man’s environment … and
you have to break into that and as a woman it’s very
much pushing your way through’ (R1). Also evident
was the way in which the entrepreneurs obtained a
thorough understanding of the habitus, which allowed
them to take the appropriate action in any given situa-
tion. In our research, the more established entrepreneurs
had a greater sense of how to play the game with
members of mixed networks having an even more de-
veloped understanding. For instance, the coordinators of
mixed networks noted ‘they’re much keener to learn
because they feel it’s a man’s world’ (M5); ‘It’s a mas-
sive game and … it’s predominately controlled by men
and you have to think and learn how to think like men’
(R4); ‘So you have to go into a mixed group basically to
learn how to play the game’ (R2). It appears that the
women in the mixed networks deliberately sought to
imitate the practices of men to increase their own field
positions.

5.2 Entrepreneurial networks

The formal networks were social arenas, in which wom-
en entrepreneurs could become acculturated into the
field and learn its values, rules and dynamics, and also
acted as a legitimizing device (Stuart et al. 1999). This
was apparent particularly in the mixed networks, ‘the

network has a credible name, in terms of improving the
profile of a small business’ (M1). From the entrepre-
neurs’ perspective ‘an awful lot of my business is about
credibility… I need to be part of [mixed group]’ (R2).
Despite the overall aim of women-only networks being
to increase women’s engagement with entrepreneurship,
their coordinators observed, ‘it is not really about their
businesses. These are more support groups…’ (W1) and
‘they’re all very busy ladies, and I think they see the
network as a good opportunity to sit down for a bit of a
chat and a bit of a catch-up…’(W6). Unsurprisingly, the
women-only networks appeared to be associated with
negative connotations: BI know friends of mine refer to
it (the network) as ‘your WI meeting’ (R5) or ‘The
women’s network, it sounds a bit WI doesn’t it…?’^
(B7) . For some women, ‘we don’t want to get tagged
with belonging to XXX (women-only group), we want
to belong to YYY (mixed, more established group)’
(B2), highlighting that being part of a particular gender
grouping can actually reduce legitimacy and the accrual
of symbolic capital (Feng 2015).

For our participants ‘women-only networks are a
stepping stone [to mixed groups]’ (R9), which is sup-
ported by the coordinators of mixed networks ‘once
they become established and more confident they need
to be in a mixed group to be dealing with men…’ (M2)
and by the coordinators of the women-only networks,
‘We always encourage our women to use (women-only
network) as a way of spring boarding themselves into
other networks such as (mixed network)’ (W1). This
suggests a hierarchy of networks, with the women-only
networks positioned lower, with a greater emphasis on
social capital accumulation, and the mixed networks
positioned higher, having a more strategic orientation
including interaction with the key players in the entre-
preneurial ecosystem.

Women’s networking tends to be centred at the inter-
section of work, family and social life (Ibarra 1992; Foss
2010). Thus, women can be disadvantaged due to their
domestic responsibilities and lack of engagement with
male oriented networking activities which often exclude
women: ‘women can easily eliminate themselves from
business opportunities as they tend to rush off home to
family afterwards, while men retire to the bar which is
where a lot of the main networking is conducted’ (M6).
The entrepreneurs also referred to their inability to pen-
etrate the ‘old boys club’: ‘I’ve been annoyed that other
businesses have got bigger because they play golf …I
just have to accept that the way it is in this particular
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network’ (R8) and ‘They go golfing every Saturday and
rugbymatches on Friday and the pub—that’s where’s all
the networking is done….women don’t get the chance
or the opportunity’ (R3).

5.3 Gender capital and capital conversion

Network membership alone is insufficient for capital
acquisition and conversion; indeed the women had to
engage in ‘gamesmanship’ to stimulate capital conver-
sion. However, as the coordinator of a mixed network
observed, ‘women’s contribution in networks is very
interesting—they are part of networks, but don’t neces-
sarily contribute….’ (M4). This was reinforced by par-
ticipants of the women-only networks: ‘it wouldn’t oc-
cur to me to be going searching for sales’ (R6); ‘I
suppose my answer should be I’m in it for lots of sales
but I’m there for a bit of craic (enjoyment)’ (R9). These
sentiments were supported by observations from the
network coordinators: ‘women haven’t got the same
push as men’ (W3) and they ‘need to be more business
focused rather than relations focused’ (W5). Given our
focus on how individuals do gender, we are highlighting
entrepreneurs’ subjectivities and perceptions in this
analysis. In the network coordinators’ responses (in
terms of what they think men do and women do), we
see their expectations, considerations and perceptions
about what men and women do, not their subjectivities.
In many respects the coordinators’ responses are more
stereotypical than the women’s and are extremely essen-
tialist in that they perceive that women do not have the
same push or ambition. As potential boundary-spanning
players in the field and sources of legitimacy for their
members, network coordinators’ subjective understand-
ing of their role and positioning within the field remains
an important avenue for further research.

Other constraints on capital conversion reflected
common assumptions underpinning the association of
particular network characteristics with men and women
in comparison with each other (Foss 2010). Members of
the women-only networks appeared less strategic in
their networking activities ‘I find the women’s network
quite relaxed, there’s no pressure’ (R5). On the other
hand, in mixed networks ‘its business—men are very
much hunters—hunting out business’ (R4). Although
women-only members may not regard their networks as
a place to develop business, they certainly saw their
importance in the accrual of social capital: ‘I think when
you are in business on your own it is reassuring to talk to

other people…because you do get a bit isolated’ (R7),
and ‘it’s just a relief to talk to other women. The women
only thing, I suppose it like being part of a sisterhood
type of thing’ (B4). However, due to their more en-
hanced habitus, the more established women entrepre-
neurs and those in mixed networks were frustrated with
social capital accrual only: ‘A sense of not being taken
seriously if you are not going there to sell’ (R9).

Despite being willing to engage in ‘gamesmanship’,
our research revealed that gender, specifically female
gender, has a particular influence on capital accumula-
tion and subsequent conversion. This was moderated by
the hegemonic masculinity associated with entrepre-
neurship, which promotes the leading and dominant
social positions of men and masculine scripts of behav-
iours. Even the venue of the mixed networks reinforced
the hierarchical gender order: ‘The very fact that they
have it held in the Reform Club , puts a very different
spin on it’ (R5). Indeed, androcentrism was evident with
the masculinised form of habitus, associated with male
gender capital, more readily converted into the symbolic
capital associated with entrepreneurship: ‘Because a
man is taken more seriously when it comes to entrepre-
neurship and that’s all there is to it!’ (B8) and ‘…there is
no overt sexism but a sense of not getting taken serious-
ly but because I am woman I must be there for a bit of
craic’ (R8). Women themselves played a role in rein-
forcing this hierarchical gender order: ‘A lot of people
would automatically assume because he’s a man he
would know more and a lot of women do women a
disservice by taking that approach as well’ (R3).

Due to the disparity between women’s ascribed fem-
ininity and the masculine ethos underpinning entrepre-
neurial ecosystems the women tended to want to blend
in with the dominant position. This was particularly
evident amongst the more established and mixed-
networkmembers, reflecting their more established hab-
itus. However, it was also recognized that in trying to
blend in with the (male) dominant order, women stood
out from their ascribed social grouping: ‘There would be
one or two women with a male mentality and who do
business like a man and they are unpopular in the female
world but respected in the male world and very, very
successful because they are ruthless and can be single
minded but they don’t help women’ (R4). Others felt
that being visible as a result of their femininity was
advantageous: ‘I find that there are advantages in being
a woman. [A] guy will always introduce you to other
people and I think some women aren’t as good at that;
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maybe it’s a bit territorial as well’ (R2). This demon-
strates that the masculine biases embedded in the entre-
preneurial ecosystem discourse means that ascribed
characteristics like gender inherently shape how capital
is accumulated and converted.

6 Discussion

Place-based theories of entrepreneurship and innovation
emphasize the role of dense social networks and their
key actors, including mentors and network creators and
brokers. The emerging entrepreneurial ecosystems liter-
ature similarly emphasizes the role of social networks as
a key component in a functioning ecosystem (Spigel
2015), membership of which conveys legitimacy (De
Clercq and Voronov 2009) and access to resources.
However, these networks are deeply embedded in wider
social, political and economic contexts and power rela-
tions and access to them is not homogeneous. Some
entrepreneurs or would-be entrepreneurs may have dif-
ficulty in accessing the ecosystem on the basis of, for
example, gender, age, ethnicity or disability,
compromising their ability to gain a thorough under-
standing the rules of the game. In essence, this habitus
represents the legitimation of entrepreneurs and their
participation in the ecosystem: as players they know
the right action to take in any given situation. As our
findings demonstrate, awareness of habitus was not
universal but varied systematically. Established women
entrepreneurs (with stronger positions in social net-
works) and members of mixed networks (with the great-
er legitimacy that conferred) exhibited a greater sense of
how to play the game than nascent entrepreneurs and
members of women-only networks. Their sense of hab-
itus was more developed and so they felt obliged to learn
the field rules to be considered credible players able to
function in the entrepreneurial ecosystem. These female
entrepreneurs demonstrated a willingness to fit in and
were ‘malleable and capable of being converted into the
required habitus’ (Bourdieu 2006, 99–100). Thus, the
field’s power dynamics placed the onus on the women
to fit in and to learn its rules of engagement, rather than
to challenge them (Ahl and Marlow 2012).

For nascent entrepreneurs and members of women-
only networks the situation was different. Here, network
membership appears to reinforce marginalization and
the lack of legitimacy. As part of an entrepreneurial
ecosystem’s infrastructure, women-only networks may

provide access to (women) peer mentors and role
models and offer opportunities for mutual support and
confidence building, as a crucible for entrepreneurial
identity formation (Harrison et al. 2016). However, this
is insufficient to develop habitus. If established women
entrepreneurs andmembers of mixed networks, in learn-
ing and conforming to, rather than challenging, the field
rules remain marginalized in a masculinist ecosystem
environment, nascent entrepreneurs and members of
women-only networks are doubly marginalized in nei-
ther learning and playing by the field rules nor building
legitimacy outside their networks.

This analysis has implications for our understanding
of the process by which women acquire or do not
acquire capital in entrepreneurial ecosystems. To date,
cultural capital has received limited attention in the
entrepreneurship literature, despite its strong connec-
tions to the generation of economic capital and as a
source of legitimacy (Pret et al. 2015). We contribute
to this literature in identifying gender capital, a form of
embodied cultural capital, as an extension of Bourdieu’s
theory of capital. Further, we have demonstrated aspects
of the way in which gender capital as feminine skills and
feminine appearance and sexuality may influence
women’s participation in entrepreneurial ecosystems.
For Bourdieu ((1986), 47–49) embodied cultural capital
takes the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind
and body and may be possessed through processes of
‘self-improvement’ or socialization. Much of the gender
capital literature, as suggested above, emphasizes its
agentic potential in helping women negotiate the bound-
aries of the field.

This interpretation, however, is tempered by recog-
nizing that gender is an elusive force in social space
(McCall 1992). While the structures of gender normalcy
in society offer a limited form of capital for girls,
through institutionalization as symbolic capital they
provide masculine power for boys (Skeggs 1997,
2004). Debating how to address these structures raises
the danger of false equivalency and care needs to be
taken not to hurt the prospect of equality for women.
Celebrating the feminine itself is not enough to ade-
quately negate male privilege and preferencing of the
masculine in society. Until society values the feminine
on a par with the masculine, girls and women will
remain disadvantaged in business, industry, politics
and entrepreneurship. Even though gender may be ‘an
asymmetrical form of capital’ (Huppatz and Goodwin
2013, 295), as embodied cultural capital it offers the
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possibility of bridging the agency-structure divide
(Fig. 2), a long-standing concern to researchers in small
business and entrepreneurship research (Gorton 2000).

Cultural capital comprises cultural artefacts, an ob-
jectified state existing in reproductions of the cultural
creations of society; institutions, which structure and
reproduce a community’s way of life; and embodied
capital, in the form of durable dispositions in the mind
and body (Bourdieu 1986). As a bridge between agency
and structure, cultural capital recognizes that struc-
tures—families, classes, gender, ethnicity, institutions,
networks and the gene pool—impact on individuals,
and individuals have certain preferences, resources, sen-
timents and personalities which in turn impact on their
contribution to society. If gender is a distinct form of
cultural capital, it helps explain how gender inequality
and privilege operate and potentially provides a basis for
empowering women, giving them a sense of agency
with the capacity to disrupt the field. Specifically, this
perspective moves beyond the dichotomization of
choice and force in accounting for gendered segregation
in entrepreneurial practice. The agency of entrepreneurs,
women and men, is a ‘complex interaction of habitus,
resources and social spaces’ and gendered entrepreneur-
ial segregation is ‘the result of choices that occur within
gendered and classed limits’ (Huppatz and Goodwin
2013, 305).

Our findings also have implications for the wider
influence of gender on capital accumulation and con-
version. Gender capital is convertible and can be used to

acquire social capital and economic capital. However,
this acquisition may be moderated by the hegemonic
masculinity, which takes different shapes in different
fields (Bridges 2009). By exploring gender capital as a
framework for future research in entrepreneurship, we
expose the prevailing theoretical duality of a liberating
emancipatory agenda of formalized women-only net-
works that simultaneously co-exist in the context of
institutional constraints regarding who or what is recog-
nized as an entrepreneurial actor in the entrepreneurial
ecosystem (McRobbie 2009; Rindova et al. 2009). Rel-
atively little work has focused on unpicking the ‘layers
of ideological obscuration’ (Martin 1990, 343) which
surround women-only networks, elevating them to a
panacea solution to contemporary socio economic prob-
lems. Although negative female gender capital can be
countered by amassing other types of capital (Djerf-
Pierre 2005) including symbolic capital, our study sug-
gests otherwise. Membership of women-only networks
conjured up negative connotations such as ‘knitting
circles and women’s groups’, with a detrimental impact
on the accrual of symbolic capital and the building of
legitimacy.

Our findings indicate that more research is required
on the social psychology of entrepreneurship in a
Bourdieusian framework of fields, habitus and disposi-
tions. First, as this study is based on the lived experi-
ences of a particular group of women entrepreneurs in a
particular context at a particular point in time, there is a
need for replication studies in other contexts. Second, as

Agency Structures

Cultural [Gender]Capital
Preferences
Resources
Sen�ment
Personality

Families
Gender, Class,
Ethnicity
Ins�tu�ons
Networks
Gene pool

Embodied
Objec�fied

Ins�tu�onalised

Fig. 2 Agency and structure and
the bridging role of cultural
capital (adapted from O’Hara
2008)
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a cross-sectional snapshot of field, habitus and capital
this research needs to be complemented by studies that
address the dynamics of how women’s field position has
evolved or could evolve, which is important for the
development of effective policies. Third, while we have
identified the role of glass ceilings, glass walls and
maternal walls in shaping women’s economic position-
ing, additional work could explore how to integrate this
into a post-Bourdieusian framework. Fourth, our re-
search on the subjectivities of women’s experiences as
network members should be matched by a similar anal-
ysis of the subjective understandings that network coor-
dinators have of their boundary spanning role in the
field. Fifth, gender capital is not restricted to women
and exploring all dimensions—male/ masculine and
female/ feminine—will provide a more holistic under-
standing of the entrepreneurial process. Sixth, this will
support a deeper analysis of the manner in which as-
cribed characteristics, such as gender, inherently shape
how capital is accumulated and converted in entrepre-
neurial ecosystems. Seventh, further exploration of the
concept of gender capital in advancing debate over the
efficacy and emancipatory potential of women-only net-
works in the face of the masculinized bias informing the
foundations of entrepreneurial discourse, is required
also (Calàs et al. 2009). Finally, our analysis and dis-
cussion touches on, but does not resolve, the tensions
that run through feminist post-Bourdieusian theorizing
as a whole, between liberal feminism and radical femi-
nism, particularly as they relate to policy prescriptions.
These tensions will have to be addressed in future ap-
propriations of post-Bourdieusian scholarship in
entrepreneurship.

7 Conclusion

Our aim in this research was to investigate the extent to
which formal women-only networks established by pol-
icy initiatives improved women’s access to and partici-
pation in entrepreneurial ecosystems. However, we ar-
gue that, as currently conceptualized, the entrepreneurial
ecosystem is a chaotic conception that describes rather
than explains to a more complex category underpinned
by analytical rigor (Sayer 1992). Chaotic conceptions
are imbued with meaning that changes with the interests
and purposes of those using it, that is, they are abstrac-
tions that function actively to carry out real ideological
work, disguising interests and inequalities. As such, it is

striking that the entrepreneurial ecosystems literature
does not engage with contemporary debates about gen-
der. Even though it emphasizes the entrepreneur, this
entrepreneur is portrayed as disembodied, sex-less and
gender-less in a literature that is as hetero-normative and
gender blind as any other body of entrepreneurial
discourse.

Through the narratives of the masculinity of entre-
preneurship that are co-produced and perpetuated
through the actions and behaviours of the participants
in, and facilitators of, networks, we have demonstrated
that challenges for women still remain in entrepreneurial
ecosystems. In this respect, women-only networks, a
key policy intervention in a number of jurisdictions
(OECD 2004; EU 2015), are particularly problematic.
They focus, in Bourdieu’s terms, on the accrual of social
capital and, to a lesser extent, of some cultural capital
through training and education. There is less emphasis,
however, on acquiring economic capital through the
generation of business opportunities. Mixed-network
coordinators and participants tended to stress strategic
issues over operational ones, and there is some evidence
of symbolic capital creation. While network participa-
tion appears to be associated with more awareness of the
importance for women entrepreneurs to acquire fuller
understanding of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and its
dynamics, the socialized norms and tendencies that
guide thinking and behaviour remain gendered. There
is, therefore, little evidence of the established hetero-
normative orthodoxy being challenged, limited sugges-
tion that gender capital is being developed and only
occasional reference to women behaving differently
and on their own terms. Indeed, these women-only and
mixed networks appear to reinforce the established view
that to be successful in the field (the entrepreneurial
ecosystem) women have to learn to play according to
the dominant rules.

Rather than generating gender capital, entrepreneurs
in women-only entrepreneurial networks are in a situa-
tion where they are unable to access sufficient econom-
ic, social, cultural and symbolic capital, restricting their
ability to establish credibility as field players. As a
result, their isolation and underrepresentation in the
entrepreneurial ecosystem continues. Instead of address-
ing this problem, as was intended, the creation of formal
women-only networks has reinforced and reproduced
the embedded masculinity of the entrepreneurship do-
main. Policy initiatives to establish women-only net-
works have been largely ineffective. We suggest that
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this policy is re-considered as it is inappropriate to
design and introduce initiatives, which do not address
deeper structural issues inherent within the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem. Based on the assumption that the
entrepreneurial ecosystem was a level playing field,
women-only networks were established to helping
women negotiate its boundaries and disrupt the ecosys-
tem. However, instead of being sites of gender capital
creation and accumulation to empower women and
provide them with agency (Corson and Costen 2001),
the networks became ghettos for women, where the
other players were women and the stakes were not as
high. Accordingly, the dominant field actors (men en-
trepreneurs) did not deem the networks as credible nor
as sites to accrue economic capital. In fact, they served
to reproduce the idea that women are a problem to be
fixed, perpetuating the binary distinction between men
and women (Feng 2015).

Addressing these issues will require a re-
examination of both the process and content of

policy interventions. In terms of process, our re-
search suggests that separatist women-only solu-
tions have limited efficacy and should be
reconsidered; equally, however, non-gendered pro-
vision will have to be designed carefully to avoid
the perpetuation of men’s structural advantage. In
terms of content, policy makers will need to focus
on addressing the processes underlining the pro-
duction of capital in the negotiation of status
games in entrepreneurial ecosystems: in working
with both women and men entrepreneurs to devel-
op effective capital-building, habitus-enhancing
and field-positioning strategies, the full expression
of the concept of gender capital within a wider
understanding of gender fluidity as constructed and
negotiated provides a valuable starting point.
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Appendix

Table 2 Details of respondents

Women entrepreneur
respondents

Business owner Network
type

Business

B1 Nascent Women
only

Exhibition/conference stand manufacturer

B2 Nascent Women
only

Inward investor facilitator/talent
management

B3 Nascent Mixed Training and consultancy—health and
well-being

B4 Nascent Mixed Life coach

B5 Nascent Mixed Event’s organizer

B6 Nascent Women
only

Tea and coffee importer

B7 Nascent Women
only

Project management

B8 Nascent Mixed Life insurance

R1 Established Women
only

Designer—hospitality
and leisure industry

R2 Established Mixed Designer—hospitality and leisure industry

R3 Established Mixed Finance

R4 Established Mixed Event’s organizer

R5 Established Mixed Insurance broker

R6 Established Women
only

Virtual office services

R7 Established Beautician (chain of shops)
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