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Abstract 
There is a massive gender gap in the tech startup industry. 1% of the CTOs at venture-backed 
companies in Europe are women and only 1% of the venture capital in Sweden is given to all-female 
founding teams. The author believes that gender equality should improve because of the fundamental 
right to have equal opportunities, but also because it could benefit the industry. Research indicates that 
gender equality, for example, can lead to increased profitability. This thesis is a qualitative study aiming to 
understand the effects of the industry gender gap by investigating how women in the industry perceive 
gender inequality. The study will answer to what extent gender equality is seen as a problem, what 
barriers female tech entrepreneurs face and present some explanations for the gender gap.  

The foundation for the results and discussion sections is a literature review on entrepreneurship and 
gender and semi-structured qualitative interviews. The interviews were carried out with women who had 
worked in the tech startup industry in Stockholm. A total of 12 respondents with various professions and 
degrees of technical skills were interviewed. They worked or had worked as founders, investors or at 
incubators.  

Throughout the analysis, two distinct views on the extent of the problem were identified. Some women 
perceived the gender gap as mainly unproblematic and their gender as beneficial yet insignificant. These 
respondents have been labeled the Positive Gender Neutral (PGN) group. They stated that their gender 
was more advantageous than impeding. Being a minority makes one stand out, which can be beneficial. 
The other group of respondents raised that this visibility can be both advantageous and tiring. This group 
has been labeled the Structure Acknowledging (SA) group. They expressed that there are layers of 
gender inequality in addition to the gender discrepancy. They stated that there are significant barriers to 
female entrepreneurs and wished to decrease gender inequality. Both groups expressed that there are 
certain barriers to women, although the PGN group tended to view the barriers as relating to individual 
women and the SA group to structures in the industry and society. Some expressed that women have 
internal barriers such as a lack of confidence and unwillingness to take risk. Some structural barriers 
expressed were the male entrepreneurial norm and male domination of the industry, including a ”bro 
culture” and homosociality. The two distinct views on gender inequality can be seen as coping strategies 
for succeeding in a male-dominated environment. That could be an indication that there is a strong male 
norm in the industry. Many raised rhetoric such as master suppression techniques or excluding 
entrepreneurial language as barriers. The respondents furthermore also often explained the gender gap 
with women being attracted to other industries or lacked tech entrepreneur role models.  

Finally, comparing the results to previous research, all respondents have a high gender awareness level, 
in particular, the respondents in the SA group. Gender awareness can lead to change. Thus, hopefully, 
there is a positive trend of gender awareness in the industry, which this thesis hopes to contribute to. 
 
Key-words 
Gender, Gender equality, Gender gap, Tech, Startups, Entrepreneurship, Perceptions, Venture capital, 
Norms, Gender blind, Gender awareness, Stockholm 
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Sammanfattning 
Det finns ett stort könsgap i tech startup-industrin. 1% av CTOs på företag backade av riskkapital i 
Europa är kvinnor och endast 1% av riskkapitalet i Sverige ges till helt kvinnliga grundarteam. Författaren 
anser att jämställdheten bör förbättras dels på grund av den grundläggande rättigheten att ha lika 
möjligheter, dels för att det kan gynna industrin. Forskning tyder på att jämställdhet till exempel kan leda 
till ökad lönsamhet. Denna avhandling är en kvalitativ studie som syftar till att förstå effekterna av 
industrins könsdiskrepans genom att undersöka hur kvinnor i branschen upplever ojämställdhet. Studien 
ämnar besvara till vilken utsträckning jämställdhet ses som ett problem, vilka hinder som kvinnliga 
teknikföretagare står inför och presenterar några förklaringar för könsskillnaden. Grunden för resultaten 
och diskussionen är en litteraturstudie om entreprenörskap och kön samt halvstrukturerade kvalitativa 
intervjuer. Intervjuerna genomfördes med kvinnor som arbetat i tech startup-industrin i Stockholm. 
Sammanlagt tolv respondenter med olika yrken och grader av tekniska färdigheter intervjuades. De 
arbetade eller hade arbetat som grundare, investerare eller på inkubatorer. 

I analysen identifierades två olika synsätt på problemets omfattning. Vissa kvinnor upplevde 
könsskillnaden som huvudsakligen oproblematisk och deras kön som fördelaktigt men likväl obetydligt. 
Dessa respondenter har benämnts den positiva könsneutrala gruppen (PGN). Att vara en minoritet gör att 
man sticker ut, vilket kan vara fördelaktigt. Den andra gruppen av svarande hävdade att denna synlighet 
kan vara både fördelaktig och tröttsam. Denna grupp har benämnts den strukturerkännande gruppen 
(SA). De uttryckte att det finns ojämställdhet utöver könsgapet. De uppgav att det finns betydande hinder 
för kvinnliga entreprenörer och att de ville minska könens ojämlikhet. Båda grupperna gav uttryck för att 
det finns vissa hinder för kvinnor, även om PGN-gruppen tenderade att se hindren i relation till andra 
kvinnor medan SA-gruppen nämnde samhälleliga strukturer. Några uttryckte att kvinnor har interna hinder 
som brist på självförtroende och ovillighet att ta risk. Några strukturella hinder som uttrycktes var den 
manliga entreprenörsnormen och den manliga dominansen i branschen, inklusive en "grabbig” kultur och 
homosocialitet. De två distinkta föreställningarna om jämställdhet mellan könen kan ses som strategier för 
att lyckas i en manligt dominerad miljö, vilket kan kopplas till att det finns en stark manlig norm i 
branschen. Andra hinder som lyftes var härskartekniker, manligt entreprenörsspråk och brist på 
förebilder. 

Slutligen visar en jämförelse av resultaten med tidigare forskning att respondenterna har en hög 
könsmedvetenhetsnivå, i synnerhet SA-gruppen. Könsmedvetenhet kan leda till förändring. Således finns 
det förhoppningsvis en positiv utveckling av könsmedvetenhet inom branschen, som denna avhandling 
hoppas bidra till. 

Nyckelord 

Genus, Kön, Jämställdhet, Könsgap, Tech, Teknik, Startups, Entreprenörskap, Uppfattningar, Riskkapital, 
Normer, Könsblindhet, Könsmedvetenhet, Stockholm  



Foreword 
 
Dear reader, conducting this research has been of great joy for me. I hope that it will provide 
you with new insights. I furthermore hope that this work can spark change, even just a little. My 
wish is that the future will see a decrease in gender inequality in the tech industry and an 
increase in the number of female tech entrepreneurs. Enjoy the read! 
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background

1.1.1 The Tech Startup Industry

A startup is defined primarily by its age as well as its ability to scale and grow.
A startup is founded with the premise of expansion and growth and usually
ceases to be a startup after 5-10 years. In addition, startups could be said to
solve problems with innovative solutions. (Robehmed, 2013)

”Tech” lacks a ubiquitous definition. Tech Nation defines a digital tech com-
pany as mainly earning revenues from a digital technical source. (Heath, 2017)
The general definition of tech is occasionally so broad that companies such as
co-working space provider WeWork (Heath, 2017) and salad chain Sweetgreen
(Guzzetta, 2016) could be classified as tech companies. The investor and former
Twitter engineer Alex Payne defines a tech company as selling a product which
solves problems using applications of science and technology. (Heath, 2017)

The author and the sponsor of this thesis view tech companies as having a
technological, innovative core. Tech in this context primarily refers to high
technology, including ICT, electronics and other hardware. In this study, tech
excludes life sciences. However, the vague general definition of tech is important
to keep in mind throughout the study; there may not be exact shared meanings
between the author, interviewees and other researchers.

In this thesis, the tech startup industry refers to tech startups as well as compa-
nies and organizations who primary work with tech startups in some way. This
includes investors of di�erent sorts, such as angel investors and venture capital
(VC) funds, as well as other actors such as incubators.

An angel investor is an a�uent individual who invests in startups and en-
trepreneurs at early stages. (Ganti, 2019) Venture capital funds are investment
funds which make high risk, high reward investments in startups at an early-
stage or expansion-stage, usually at later stages than angel investors. (Chen,
2018) Both angel investors and venture capital funds receive equity and some-
times board seats in the companies and often help the startups along the way
with other things than finances, such as knowledge and contacts. Incubators
assist early-stage startups in their development by helping them with e.g. con-
tacts, working space and knowledge. (Kenton, 2018)

Stockholm has one of the leading tech startup industries in Europe and the
world. For example, the city has fostered the second most $1 billion companies
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per capita after Silicon Valley. (Trajkovska, 2019) Thus, there are naturally also
high investments in tech startups in the region. For example, Nordic startups
attracted Ä2.7 billon in the past five years and the Swedish Private Equity
Venture Capital Association state a potential room for larger venture capital
funds in the region. (Potential for Nordic VC markets – double in size?, SVCA)

1.1.2 The Industry Gender Gap

Studies show that gender diversity may increase firm performance (Noland et
al., 2016). Moreover, others have shown a strong correlation between female
leadership and profitability (Kotiranta, Kovalainen Rouvinen, 2010). A BCG
study indicated that women led startups on average had more than twice as
much revenues per investment as male led (Abouzahr et al., 2019).

Despite that, the tech startup industry is heavily male dominated. An Atomico
report shows a sombre picture of the gender diversity in the industry in Europe
and Sweden. (The State of European Tech 2018, 2018) In Sweden, only 25% of
the participants at tech related events are women. Moreover, in 2018 only 6%
of CEOs and 1% of CTOs at VC backed European tech companies were women.
93% of all capital in the European tech industry goes to all-male founding
teams, who account for 85% of all deals. Nevertheless, 76% of the founders or
startup employees believe that their company culture is inclusive. The view
on whether the industry is inclusive di�ers, with a majority of men perceiving
it as such, whereas only 37% of women agree. In the Nordics, 39% of women
in the industry state that they have experienced discrimination. There are
various forms of discrimination occurring, but gender discrimination is the most
commonly mentioned.

In 2016, 42% of Swedish women compared to 52% of Swedish men could imagine
founding a company. Moreover, 46% of women compared to 61% of men thought
that they have what it takes to do so. (Framtidens företagare, 2016) In 2015,
30% of companies in Sweden were owned by women. However, women often
work part time with their companies. In addition, female entrepreneurs have
higher education. (Färre kvinnor än män driver företag, 2017)

There is also a discrepancy between the genders in terms of industries. The
Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth conducted a study of en-
trepreneurial ambitions. The results indicated that significantly more women
are interested in starting businesses in Health and Social Care whereas signif-
icantly more men are interested in starting IT and Computer Science related
businesses. In general, men and women seem to want to found companies in in-
dustries in which their gender is overrepresented. (Framtidens företagare, 2016)
One often starts a company in an industry in which one has experience and
knowledge. Women often start companies in industries that are seen as low-
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growth. In 2012, over 60% of the companies in cultural and personal services
as well as health and social care and social services were lead by women. Less
than 20% of the companies in ICT, finance and insurance and energy and en-
vironment, production, transportation and construction were lead by women in
2012. (8 år med kvinnors företagande, 2015)

Companies founded by teams of only women receive 1% of the venture capital
in Sweden. (Olsson Je�rey, 2019) Moreover, governmental resources were to
a greater extent given to men than women. 1,4 billion SEK compared to 116
million SEK of governmental support was given to men vs women during 2009-
2011. (8 år med kvinnors företagande, 2015)

The author of this thesis has worked in the startup industry and has seen the
gender gap first hand. Given the discrepancies between the genders in terms of
founding tech companies and receiving funding, she finds the problem important.

1.2 Research Questions

This study is based on an assumption that there is an acknowledged gender
gap in the industry, among entrepreneurs, investors and others. The follow-
ing research questions were formulated in order to understand the first hand
experiences of the gender gap and inequality by women in the industry.

• Main Research Question: What perceptions of gender inequality can
be found among women in the tech startup industry?

• Sub Research Question 1: To what extent is the gender gap seen as
problematic?

• Sub Research Question 2: What barriers do female tech entrepreneurs
face?

• Sub Research Question 3: What explanations for the gender gap can
be identified?

1.3 Aim

This study aims to increase the understanding of the extent of gender inequality
in the startup ecosystem in Stockholm. More specifically, the aim is to increase
the understanding of the barriers hindering potential or current female tech
founders, by understanding their perceptions of gender inequality. That could
increase the understanding of why women leave the industry, face di�culties to
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succeed or are discouraged to become tech entrepreneurs. Hopefully, the results
can be utilized to eliminate some of the barriers women in the industry face.

1.4 Research Contribution

There is limited research on entrepreneurship and gender in a technical context.
This thesis aims to present the issue of gender inequality within the tech and
startup world from the first hand perspective of women in the industry. It
provides the perspectives of women within various positions and backgrounds,
all having a given geography and industry in common. Thus, this study provides
a multifaceted view of gender related issues in Stockholm’s tech startup world.

1.5 Delimitations

The study aims as above mentioned to comprehend the obstacles for female tech
entrepreneurs in Stockholm, Sweden. In order to get a first hand understanding
of the potential issues, all interviewees were women with a knowledge about tech
and startups in Stockholm. All are currently working in Stockholm, with the
exception of one who is based in the United States, but who has had a carrier in
tech in Stockholm. The study is focused on entrepreneurs in tech. However, in
some cases, people from closely related fields with insights into the tech world
have contributed.

1.6 Limitations

There might be a selection bias among the interviewees. For example, when se-
lecting interviewees there was likely a skewness towards entrepreneurs who have
had some success. Furthermore, the group was seemingly socio-economically
quite homogeneous. Moreover, the problem was only studied from the perspec-
tive of those experiencing it first hand; it does not include the perspectives of
men or other gender identities. The number of interviewees is too limited to
be able to draw any quantitative conclusions. Finally, the study might not be
generalizable outside of Stockholm or Sweden.

1.7 Outline

The outline of the thesis is as follows. Section 2 provides the theoretical frame-
work of gender and organizations as well as previous research on gender and
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entrepreneurship. Section 3 covers the methodology, including methodological
considerations, the research process, research design and ethical and sustainabil-
ity considerations. Section 4 presents trends and patterns in the empirical data
illustrated through quotes. Section 5 compares this study to previous research,
discusses the implications of the results and contemplates on the limitations of
the study. Finally, section 6 concludes the report by answering to the research
questions.
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2 Theoretical Context

This section aims to provide the reader with the theoretical background that
forms the foundation for the thesis. Firstly, concepts within gender studies will
be explained. In the second section, previous research on entrepreneurship and
gender will be outlined.

2.1 Gender and Gender Equality

This section covers concepts within gender studies, especially within the inter-
section of gender and organizational studies.

2.1.1 Definition of Gender and Gender Equality

Gender refers to the male or female, in particular when considering social and
cultural rather than biological di�erences. (Oxford Dictionaries, Gender) Gen-
der is seen as socially constructed and refers to social attributes and relationships
related to being male or female. (UN, Concepts and definitions)

The United Nations and the Swedish Gender Equality Ministry (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten)
define gender and gender equality as having the same rights, responsibilities and
opportunities regardless of one’s gender. (Concepts and definitions, UN; Vad
är jämställdhet?, 2019) Gender equality does not imply that men and women
should aspire to be the same, but that the previously mentioned criteria are
fulfilled. (UN, Concepts and definitions) Moreover, gender equality refers to
more than an equal gender distribution; it relates to observing di�erences in
attitudes, norms, values and ideals that shape the living conditions for men and
women. (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, Vad är jämställdhet?, 2019)

2.1.2 Gender as a Process

Several gender studies researchers use the term ”doing gender” to highlight their
view that gender is continuously created within certain contexts and interactions
between people. The construction of gender creates notions of and assigns values
to the masculine and feminine, where the masculine is typically regarded as of
higher value. (Wahl et al, 2011)

Scott (1986) argues that gender is a process which creates social relations, which
in turn are based on perceptions of the di�erences between the genders. (Wahl

10



et al, 2011) The gendering process has four components: symbolic representa-
tions of the masculine and feminine, normative concepts used to interpret the
symbols, the continuously changing aspect of gender, and that identities are
created through activities and cultural representations. (Scott, 1986; Wahl et
al, 2011)

Acker (1999) builds on Scott’s (1986) work on gender as a process. (Wahl et
al, 2011) She identifies four ways of recognizing the meanings of gender in an
organization:

• Daily practices such as recruiting, work processes and working hours.

• Symbols used to explain, legitimize or criticize the current gender divi-
sions. These are built into organizational processes and can e.g. be per-
ceptions of the organization or expectations of the behaviors of a worker
of a particular gender.

• Interactions between people, including aspects such as power dynamics,
decision making and alliances.

• Factors related to one’s identity such as understanding of certain situa-
tions, how one sees oneself and how to socially interact with others.

(Acker, 1999; Wahl et al, 2011)

2.1.3 Gender in Organizations

Hirdman (1988) defines gender systems as dynamical structures such as networks
or processes which through di�erent interrelations give rise to regularities and
e�ects. These systems are characterized by a dichotomy, i.e. a separation of
the feminine and the masculine, and a hierarchy, where men are the norm, the
masculine has a higher value and a superior power position. Hirdman argues
that the current gender system forms a foundation for people’s thoughts and
actions. It produces a sort of gender contract which shapes the relationship
between the genders and creates a balance, but thus also can result in conflicts
and power strategies.

Acker (1990) and Moss Kanter (1977) criticize the view on organizations as
gender neutral. In their opinion, not only are organizations dominated by men,
but organizational structures are masculine. The structures are formed from
male ideals and experiences and contribute to gender segregation within the
organizations. (Acker, 1990) Moss Kanter (1977) argues that structures rather
than individuals that are the core of the gender inequality in organizations.
Women are either at doing relatively unimportant tasks the bottom or are tokens
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at the top. Her model explains men and women’s situations in organizations as
seen by di�erences in opportunities, power and gender distribution. People with
little power often tend to limit their ambitions and undermine their competence.
Acker and Van Houten (1974) add to this by suggesting that gender di�erences in
an organization are created by the way that organizational structures contribute
to men’s power positions and superiority in organizations.

Moss Kanter (1977) moreover suggests a model for explaining the situations
of men and women in organizations. The three pillars of this model are: op-
portunities, power and quantity. Regarding opportunities, one’s engagement is
a�ected by one’s possibilities to move and develop in hierarchical organizations.
The power aspect relates to one’s ability to do things, get resources and act
e�ciently to fulfill one’s goals. Quantity refers to whether one belongs to a
majority group and to the number of people or men in the organization. Kanter
believes that people with few opportunities often undervalue their competence,
limit their ambitions and have lower expectations on promotions. They have
di�culties relating to those with more power in the organization e.g. managers.
The opposite is common for those with greater opportunities in the organiza-
tion. Thus, opportunistic structures can become self-fulfilling prophecies in the
organization.

Within organizations, there are di�erent ways in which processes are gendered.
One is gender segregation, which can be horizontal, vertical or internal. Hori-
zontal gender segregation is when men and women work in di�erent industries,
organizations or with di�erent tasks. Vertical segregation refers to hierarchies;
women’s professions, positions and tasks are often seen as less important or are
placed lower in the hierarchy. Internal segregation is when men and women with
the same o�cial position e.g. are given di�erent tasks. (Wahl et al., 2011) A
gender structure can be expressed in three ways: 1. discrepancy in the number
of men and women, 2. segregation between the genders in terms of e.g. tasks,
positions, 3. hierarchical gap between the genders in terms of influence and
power. (Wahl, 2003)

Being a minority has three structural e�ects. The first is visibility; that women
in high positions become more visible and receive more attention than men in
the same positions. This can cause pressure. The second is contrasting, that
the presence of a minority makes the majority more attentive to their common
traits. Contrasting thus exaggerates the di�erences between the majority and
the minority. The third is assimilation. Since the minority is small, there
tend to be more generalizations about the minority than the majority. Thus,
the minority might be more at risk of being judged based on stereotypes and
generalizations. (Kanter, 1977)
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2.1.4 Women’s strategies

There is research on how women behave as a form of coping mechanism within
male dominated environments. Ethelberg (1985) defines three personality strate-
gies for women to deal with male dominance:

• Repression: A woman with this strategy is unwilling to admit to
male dominance and thus interacts with men in a way that renders
the male dominance invisible. Moreover, it validates both the woman
and men by highlighting positive femininity as well as masculinity.

• Overly conforming: Overly adapting to the female ideal may result
in low self esteem and thus passiveness and dependency. Women with
this strategy can become subordinate.

• Revolting: This strategy makes male dominance visible through
protest or by the women becoming dominant. This strategy can be
seen as problematic by others.

Wahl (2003) has inspired by Ethelberg defined four strategies based on her study
of female Swedish engineers and economists:

• The Gender Neutral Strategy: Gender is seen as irrelevant and
is made invisible and unproblematized. The gap between self esteem
and male dominance is eliminated.

• The Relative View Strategy: Male dominance is seen as related
to only the percentage of men and women.

• The Contextual Strategy: Seeing structures as the reason for
discrimination. Can describe and explain the male dominance. Ex-
planations of discrimination are related the outside world rather than
internal factors.

• The Positive Strategy: Seeing and highlighting the positive as-
pects of being a woman.

That women adapt to di�erent strategies illustrates the diversity of behaviors
and experiences that women have. There is not a homogeneous reaction to male
dominance among all women. (Ethelberg, 1985)

Meyerson and Scully (1995) introduce the concept of ”tempered radicals”, which
are individuals with the ambiguous stance of identifying as members of two occa-
sionally contradictory groups. An example can be a woman identifying with fem-
inist theories while working in an organization that promotes male behaviour.
Tempered radicals struggle with the tension between their two identities, which
can cause separatism, surrender to the norm as well as spark change.
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There are advantages to the ambivalence, for example having insights into both
the mainstream (e.g. a male dominated organization) and the outsider perspec-
tive (e.g. being a woman). The challenges to the ambivalence can be to be seen
as a hypocrite and not having a ”true” identity. Tempered radicals could assim-
ilate to the mainstream to reduce the di�culties of being seen as hypocritical,
thus conforming to the dominant behavioural patterns. Moreover, tempered
radicals can feel isolated, since they do not truly fit into any one group, which
can also push them away from the outsider perspective. The ambivalence can
also cause negative feelings such as guilt and self-doubt. (Meyerson and Scully,
1995)

Due to their ambivalent stance, tempered radicals can be advocates for or crit-
ics of both the status quo and radical change. Tempered radicals can create
change primarily in two ways: by what Meyerson and Scully call small wins and
local, spontaneous, authentic actions. Small wins refers to solving problems of
a manageble size, which can then snowball into more small wins. However, with
this approach, one can lose sight of larger issues or fail to solve urgent problems.
Another, less strategic, approach for change is the local, spontaneous, authentic
actions, for example setting an example by not conforming but rather behaving
in an authentic manner. (Meyerson and Scully, 1995)

Moreover, the increased visibility and surveillance of belonging to a minority
group can push women to assimilate into various stereotypical roles, typically
or non-typically feminine. If one does not meet the standard for a certain norm,
one can be excluded or be forced to change. (Lewis and Simpson, 2011)

2.1.5 Discrimination

Wahl (2003) distinguishes between direct and indirect discrimination. Indirect
discrimination relates to when one indicates di�erent treatment without explic-
itly stating that one is discriminated. Direct discrimination is when explicitly
stating that one has been discriminated.

Wahl (2003) studied how a group of Swedish female engineers and economists
perceived their work situations. In her study, 57% of women had experienced
positive treatment because of their gender, most of them expressing that this is
something happening commonly. The most common positive treatment was to
receive more attention, which also results in being more remembered. Another
common special treatment was in social situations, for example by being placed
next to important people or by being met more politely.

Wahl explains this positive treatment by the following structures:

• The minority situation: Receiving attention, being remembered and be-
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coming a symbol or token were found to be results of a minority situation.

• Female subordination: This causes positive reactions since expectations
are often negative and also creates a willingness to help.

• Gender relations: Power relations and gender expectations can cause
clearer expectations of women in social situations.

• Gender equality ideology: This can cause women to become symbols for
women.

• Ideas about womanhood: There is a belief that women and men are more
di�erent than they actually are.

• Not being seen as a threat: Some women expressed that they received
positive treatment mostly in the beginning of their careers.

2.1.6 Tokenism and Visibility

Watkins, Simmons and Umphress (2018) define tokens as members of a numeri-
cally underrepresented social group. Tokenism occurs because of the minority’s
higher visibility, for example in terms of their di�erent physical features, includ-
ing gender, compared to the majority group. Humans often have negative biases
to those that are di�erent to themselves, which can result in stereotyping or ex-
aggerating di�erences between groups. Being stereotyped implies getting others’
assumptions of one projected onto oneself. (Watkins, Simmons and Umphress,
2018)

Being a token can cause pressure to perform, since one stands out and thus
can become more heavily scrutinized. (Watkins, Simmons and Umphress, 2018)
Members of the female minority group will be judged against the dominating
male norm. (Lewis and Simpson, 2011) Moreover, the exaggerated di�erences
between the majority and the minority can result in feelings of isolation. Women
who are tokenized are likely to perceive the gender inequality in their organiza-
tion as more negative. (Watkins, Simmons and Umphress, 2018)

Lewis and Simpson (2011) build on Kanter’s (1977) work. They argue that
increasing the number of women in the organization reduces the disadvantages
related to tokenism. Being less of a minority, women become less visible and
can be seen more as individuals and less as representatives for their gender.
There is research suggesting that senior women are especially prone to wanting
to be seen for their individual performances and abilities over symbolizing their
gender group. Thus, they may view themselves as di�erent to and distance
themselves from other women. (Lewis and Simpson, 2011)
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2.1.7 Homosociality

The relationship between organizational culture and men can according to Hearn
(2002) be divided into four dimensions. First is the assumption that organiza-
tional cultures are men’s cultures. Within most organizations, male domination
and masculinity are normalized to the extent that the culture is seen as gender
neutral, which for example can render men’s power invisible. Secondly, some
specific cultures are particularly dominated by men, such as entrepreneurial
culture. The third dimension is the invisibility of male dominated cultural con-
texts. For example, there may be an inexplicit expression of heterosexuality
within the organization. Fourth, by deconstructing the relationship between
men and organizational culture, the awareness of marginalized masculinities
within the organizational culture can increase. (Hearn, 2002; Wahl et al., 2011)

Homosociality is the concept of men surrounding themselves with men and
choosing other men for important positions and assignments. For men, ho-
mosociality results in an automatic a�liation with a high value group (that of
men) and that they will receive traditional rights due to their gender. There
is an implicit superiority to masculinity, which may be seen as an ideal within
the group and the organizational culture. This ideal may be built from the
interactions of the men in the group. Women are often excluded, in particular
to positions of power, as a result of homosociality. (Wahl et al., 2011)

2.2 Women and Entrepreneurship

This section outlines research on gender and overall entrepreneurship. There is
limited research on gender and entrepreneurship in technical contexts.

2.2.1 Strategies by female entrepreneurs

Lewis (2006) conducted a study of business owners, based on e-mails from an
entrepreneurial networks as well as interviews with female business owners. She
identified that there are female entrepreneurs who remain silent on gender issues.
These female business owners regard entrepreneurship as gender neutral. Lewis
describes these women as refusing to accept that they are gendered actors and
as believing that gender is no longer an issue in the industry.

Lewis’ (2006) results indicate that not only do some female entrepreneurs view
entrepreneurship as gender neutral; some actively hide the genderered nature
of entrepreneurship. They implicitly emphasize their similarity to the majority
of entrepreneurs, who are men. Lewis thus presents a gender blind group who
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refuses to accept the di�erences between the genders in entrepreneurial opportu-
nities. She interprets this as a strategy by the entrepreneurs to secure privilege
by adopting to normality and thereby rendering their womanhood invisible. The
gender neutral view therefore contributes to hiding those female entrepreneurs’
deviations from the male entrepreneurial norm.

Lewis interprets some of the gender denying female entrepreneurs as being angry
with and having to distance themselves from the behaviours of other women.
Finally, Lewis interprets the gender silencing as a strategy to be seen as a serious
business person.

Stead (2015) proposes five ways of belonging, which she sees as ways of under-
standing female entrepreneurs and the gendered assumptions of entrepreneur-
ship. These are described in detail below.

By proxy: Performing belonging by proxy refers to accessing entrepreneurship
through a male partner. The inclusion into the entrepreneurial community and
the sense of belonging is through the male partner and the female entrepreneur
is subjected to a more secondary role. Thus, this strategy reinforces traditional
gender roles of the woman as subordinate and can strengthen the view of en-
trepreneurship as masculine.

Concealment: This refers to female entrepreneurs concealing their gender or
their business identity. For example, female entrepreneurs could render their
femininity less visible in order to better fit to the male norm and entrepreneurial
ideal. This strategy may result in legitimization, but reinforces the male en-
trepreneurial norm.

Modelling the norm: This notion refers to women who reproduce the en-
trepreneurial norms. In contrast to the concealment strategy, modelling the
norm refers to regarding female entrepreneurship as inadequate. It includes ap-
proaches that can be interpreted as blaming or encouraging women to change,
a ’fix the woman’ approach.

Tempered disruption: While tempered radicals aim to cause change by
changing patterns of behaviour, the main aim of tempered disruption is to be-
long. Tempered disruption refers to challenging the status quo, but only in
a tempered way. For example, female business owners challenge the notions of
women as homemakers. However, if they are entrepreneurs in areas that conform
with the female gender norm, such as within care taking, they are moderately
and not strongly disrupting the entrepreneurial gender norms.

Identity-switching: This refers to women invoking di�erent identities in di�er-
ent contexts, in a way that is beneficial and enhancing rather than constraining.
An example would be to in certain contexts enhance one’s identity as a woman,
whereas in other contexts one benefits more from being seen as technical and
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therefore highlights one’s engineering identity.

2.2.2 Perceived Barriers to Entrepreneurship

There are several studies indicating that women abstain from becoming en-
trepreneurs due to internal barriers such as fear or self-view. There are indica-
tions that men and women perceive the barriers to found a company di�erently,
at least in certain nations. Shinnar, Giacomin,and Janssen (2012) suggest that
in China, the US and Belgium, women think of lack of support as a more sig-
nificant barrier than men in the same nations. In the US and Belgium, the
same research suggests that women perceive their own lack of competence and
fear of failure more significantly as obstacles than comparable men.(Shinnar,
Giacomin,and Janssen, 2012)

Subjective perceptual variables can explain a large part of the entrepreneurial
gender gap. Women are more likely to start businesses if they believe that they
have the right qualities and skills. These perceptions are formed by stereo-
types about gender. (Langowitz and Minniti, 2007) Thébaud’s (2010) research
indicates that women both are less likely to see themselves as able to be en-
trepreneurs but also believe they need a higher competence level to succeed
than similar men. This suggests that the gender gap in entrepreneurship can
be explained to significant extent by the di�erences in self-assessment between
men and women.

That women would be more risk-averse is a commonly held view. It has been
suggested that women in Germany abstain from starting businesses due to a
stronger fear of failure than men. (Wagner, 2007) Langowitz and Minniti (2007)
however state that perception of oneself and environmental variables outweigh
risk aversion as an explanation for the lesser propensity of female entrepreneurs.

2.2.3 Entrepreneurial Discourse and Norms

Using popular culture, Ahl and Marlow exemplify how women are discursively
reduced to a traditional female homemaking role, rather than business part-
ners. Moreover, media often portrays female entrepreneurs not by highlighting
business aspects but rather traditionally feminine aspects such as the female en-
trepreneur’s clothing, home or children. These representations of women reduce
the legitimacy of women as entrepreneurial agents (Ahl and Marlow, 2012).

Entrepreneurship is arguable masculinely gendered, perhaps both because tra-
ditionally entrepreneurs have been male but also because female entrepreneurs
have been rendered invisible (Ahl, 2002). Ahl (2002) highlights the masculinity
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in entrepreneurial discourse. The norm of successful entrepreneurs is mascu-
line and entrepreneurial concepts are often gendered. Ahl (2002) compared
traditionally masculine words with characteristics of entrepreneurs and saw an
overlap of traits that characterize entrepreneurs with words that are commonly
seen as masculine.

Ahl (2002) argues that female entrepreneurs are compared to a male model
and that female entrepreneurs are often seen as di�erent to male entrepreneurs.
Entrepreneurship research was originally based on men and Ahl argues that
women entrepreneurs from the start have been viewed as an anomaly from the
male entrepreneurial norm of an individualist, self-made high achiever. Female
entrepreneurs are often viewed in three ways: either by her di�erences to men
being highlighted while her similarities ignored, by being portrayed as unusual or
by highlighting feminine aspects such as motherhood, which leave the dominant
model of masculine entrepreneurial discourse unchanged (Ahl, 2002).

Lindgren (2008) proposes that high status industries such as technology are
often seen as more masculine. There is a hierarchy between masculinely and
femininly perceived industries or professions. Moreover, both entrepreneurship,
technology and leadership are gender marked as masculine. There are however
di�erences in women’s entrepreneurship across industries. Finally, often women
need men to legitimize their businesses, e.g. through male mentors or board
members. (Lindgren, 2008)

2.2.4 Types of Firms and Access to Capital

Research suggests that women are over represented in labor intensive industries.
Since women are more commonly founding companies in low capital intensive
industries, some of the funding gap between the genders might be explained by
industry or company type. (Klapper and Parker, 2011)

BarNir (2012) researches the reasons for starting technologically innovative new
ventures (TINV). The results suggest that male entrepreneurs to a greater extent
are motivated by financial motivations and status, whereas women to a greater
extent start businesses for improving work-life balance. (BarNir, 2012) Other
studies such as Wahl’s indicate that women become entrepreneurs either in order
to balance work and life/family or because of a lack to grow within their current
employment, i.e. that want to better utilize their capacity. However, those types
of companies may be small without global or major growth ambitions, often with
a spouse. (Wahl, 2003)

Startups function as an economical means for men whereas it has more of a
social function for women. Self-realization was found to be a characteristic of
men only, and it is overall a reason for starting TINV. It was seen that women
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seeking wealth are likely to start firms in other fields than innovative technology.
Furthermore, men and women have di�erent access to human capital, in part
because women have more career interruptions. That results in women being
more generalists and men more specialized. Women will thus have more di�-
culty getting access to so called specific human capital. Moreover, TINV often
require funding, which is more di�cult to obtain for women. (BarNir, 2012)

There are suggestions that the gender gap in funding is a result of the gender bias
in the questions posed at entrepreneurs. Men were asked “promotion-focused”
questions whereas women were asked “prevention-focused” questions, the latter
type hindering the ability to receive funding. Since women have di�culties
receiving funding, they also have di�culties growing large businesses. (Kanze
et al., 2018)
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3 Methodology

3.1 Introduction to the research project

The author has worked with tech startups and thus first hand seen the gender
gap especially within funding teams and boards. Thus, she was interested in
understanding the problem and talked with David Sonnek, the CEO of the VC
Industrifonden, who shared a similar research aim. The research questions and
focus have been defined in collaboration throughout the research process.

3.2 Methodological Considerations

Feminist and gender theories are based on the assumption that people of di�er-
ent genders have di�erent experiences. This research is thus conducted within
a social constructivist paradigm. The paradigmic view on people’s realities is
that they are composed through subjective meanings, communication and and
complex patterns of actions and interactions. A feature of social constructivism
is that seemingly objective things are in fact shaped by subjective things like
discourses. There are subjective and shared meanings to things and knowledge
and perceptions are known through people’s experiences. This implies that
there is no single reality or truth. (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008)

An implication of this is that the data collected in the research process is not
only seen at face value, but interpreted based on other variables as well. Not
only the research subjects’ actual words are taken into consideration, but how
they were expressed and how the research subject’s experiences may have shaped
them. (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008)

Connected to the social constructivist paradigm is hermeneutics, i.e. interpret-
ing and understanding. Within the paradigmic view of reality being shaped
by subjective factors and experiences, the researcher needs to understand and
interpret the meanings and intentions behind the research subject’s answers.
(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008)

The closely related humanistic inquiry is an approach based on the same assump-
tions that humans construct di�erent realities. It emphasizes that the researcher
cannot be distanced from the studied phenomenon, and thus will influence the
choices in the research design such as the choice of data and methodology. An-
other implication is that the research inquiry is a social construction, created in
the interaction between the subjective researcher and the studied phenomenon.
Knowledge as a result is constructed rather than discovered. The researcher
should aim at constructing a complex description of this phenomenon. More-
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over, there is no clear cause and e�ect. (Hirschman, 1986)

An e�ect of the paradigm choice is that the researcher herself has her own sub-
jective interpretations which can lead to biased interpretations. It is impossible
to truly interpret the actual experienced realities of the interviewees.

3.3 Research Design

The research was executed in a mostly inductive way. First, a literature review
was conducted to comprehend theory and previous research. This literature re-
view was the basis of the interview questions. Then semi-structured interviews
were held until a satiation in terms of the discrepancy between interviewees’
responses was reached. The questions were general in character and after the in-
terviews were held, they were analyzed. Based on the findings, a more thorough
literature review was conducted and then the topic of the thesis was narrowed
down. The following figure shows the process in a chronological matter:

Figure 1: Timeline
2019

January February March April May

Literature Review Pre-study

Interviews

Interview Analysis

Literature Review Main study

Writing

3.4 Literature Review

First a literature review pre-study was conducted, primarily on theories within
gender and organization and previous research on women and entrepreneur-
ship. From the pre-study, interview questions and initial research questions
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were formed. After the interviews, a narrower and more focused literature re-
view main study was conducted.

3.4.1 Pre-study

The pre-study was conducted mostly by searching in Google Scholar and Web of
Science looking at some combination of the following key words: “gender equal-
ity”, “gender”, “women”, “gender gap” “entrepreneurship”, “venture capital”,
“tech startup”, “tech”, “organisation” (one of the first three combined with one
of the last five).

Det ordnar sig (Wahl et al., 2011), co-authored by my research supervisor Char-
lotte Holgersson, formed the basis of the literature review on gender and orga-
nization theories. Relevant references from Det ordnar sig were included in the
review.

3.4.2 Main study

In the main study, some additional topics were covered compared to in the
pre-study, based on the empirical results:

• Coping strategies by women in male dominated environments.

• Indirect and direct discrimination

3.5 Interviews

11 interviews with a total of 12 people were conducted within a span of 5 weeks
with women in the tech startup industry. All had at some point worked in
Stockholm and there was a mix of founders, investors and those with expe-
rience from other parts of the industry such as incubators. The interviewees
were selected mostly through the sponsor company’s network, but some were
found through Google or LinkedIn searches for women in the industry (example
search words, in Swedish: ”female entrepreneur Stockholm”). Some interviews
were setup through introductions over email. If neither the author nor anyone
at Industrifonden knew the potential interviewee, they were directly messaged
on LinkedIn or email by the author. In the first contacts, the potential inter-
viewees were informed briefly about the study and that it aimed to understand
gender inequality in the industry, especially in relation to the gender gap of tech
startup founders. Approximately two thirds of all respondents replied and one
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third were eventually interviewed. A couple of highly desired respondents were
unavailable for interviews. These women had either raised large sums of VC,
founded investment funds or worked as angel investors.

The interviews ranged between 30-60 minutes and 9 were conducted face to
face (F2F), one on Skype and one on the phone. One interview was conducted
with two people. The interviews were transcribed in relation to the interview
occasion. All except one interview were recorded. Notes were taken during all
interview sessions. All interviews except one were conducted in Swedish. The
other one was conducted in English. Table 1 provides more details about all
interviews.

Table 1: Interviews

Interviewee Date Length Location
1. Angel Investor; Ex-CTO/CPO 2019-02-01 49 min F2F
2. VC 2019-02-05 45 min F2F
3. CEO of Investment Fund, Head of an Incubator
+Coordinator and at the same Incubator 2019-02-06 61 min F2F
4. Marketing at VC 2019-02-22 42 min F2F
5. CEO, Founder of Hardware Startup 2019-02-28 49 min Skype
6. Co-founder 2019-03-01 34 min Phone
7. Founder/CEO of social investment fund 2019-03-04 51 min F2F
8. Ex-CTO of startup 2019-03-04 57 min F2F
9. Co-Founder of tech startup and business within startup ecosystem 2019-03-06 50 min F2F
10. Ex-CEO, Co-Founder 2019-03-06 30 min F2F
11. Ex-VC, COO at tech startup 2019-03-06 40 min F2F

The interview questions were semi open ended and focused on the interviewee’s
first hand experiences as well as their thoughts on the industry in general. Three
main topics were covered, related to the research questions: 1. The gender
discrepancy in the industry and how the interviewee has experienced/perceived
that, 2. The interviewee’s thoughts on what barriers female tech entrepreneurs
face, 3. Their explanation for the low number of female tech entrepreneurs.

The interviews began with a short introduction where the respondents described
their background and how they started working in the tech startup industry or
why they decided to found a company. The respondents then elaborated what
is needed for a startup to succeed.

The main part of the interview, focused on gender and tech entrepreneurship,
consisted of the following main questions (translated from Swedish):
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• ”What is your perception of the gender distribution in the industry? How
is that demonstrated?”

• ”Why do you think fewer women found tech companies?”

• ”Have you as a female entrepreneurs experienced any barriers or hinders?”
/ ”Do you think female entrepreneurs experience any barriers or hinders?”

• ”Do you think female tech entrepreneurs and their businesses are judged
equally to male tech entrepreneurs and businesses started by men?”

Follow up questions were asked depending on the content of the respondents’
replies.

3.6 Analysis

After all interviews had been conducted, the verbatim transcripts were printed
and analyzed into various themes using highlighting markers. These themes
were based on the literature review and on the what the researcher perceived
as the most commonly mentioned themes during the interviews. These themes
were based on the research questions. Then the same procedure was carried out
again to categorize responses into sub categories for each sub research question.

3.7 Discussion on Research Design and Methods Used

Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) advice to substitute the traditional concepts
of validity, reliability and generalizability for more suitable concepts for studies
based on relativist ontology and subjectivist epistemology. Since this research is
based on those ontological and epidemiological assumptions, the notions used to
evaluate the research conducted in this study are based on Lincoln and Guba’s
(1985) ’trustworthiness’ concept. (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008)

3.7.1 Credibility

Credibility relates to the researcher’s familiarity with the topic, the strength of
the logical links between empirical results and conclusions, as well as whether
other researchers can agree with the claims. (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008;
Lincoln and Guba, 1985) The researcher’s familiarity with the topic is based on
her background in the tech startup industry as well as her work with a female
network and gender equality consultancy. Moreover, there are studies, such as
Wahl’s, showing similar coping mechanisms as those that are presented in the
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study. Research within entrepreneurship and gender indicate similar barriers to
women as found in this study. That indicates that other researchers may agree
with the claims made in this thesis.

3.7.2 Transferability

Transferability concerns establishing connections from this study to previous
research and finding similarities to other research. (Eriksson and Kovalainen,
2008; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) That was done in various phases of the research.
Firstly, the data collection in this study was based on a thorough literature
review. Secondly, in the data analysis phase, inspiration was drawn from results
of similar studies. Moreover, in the analysis and discussion sections of this thesis,
links between the study and previous research are established and similarities
and di�erences are highlighted.

3.7.3 Dependability

Dependability concerns building trust for the research by presenting informa-
tion that it has been conducted in a logical and documented manner. (Eriksson
and Kovalainen, 2008; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) The research was conducted in
a planned manner, with distinct but occasionally overlapping phases. For more
information on the research design, see section 3.3. Throughout the research
process, documentation was continuously carried out. All interviews were doc-
umented in recordings and/or transcripts. During the data analysis, every step
was documented.

3.7.4 Confirmability

Conformability means to link findings, analysis and conclusions to data in an
intelligible way. Thus, the reader is shown that the empirical results and inter-
pretations are not imagination. (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Lincoln and
Guba, 1985) The author aims to present the empirical results in section 4 in a
manner that renders the connection to the research questions understandable,
as well as link the results and interpretations to previous research.

3.8 Ethical Considerations

The interviews were voluntary and the interviewees were informed that the
interviews would be used solely for this thesis. They were also informed about
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the confidentiality and anonymity of their identities. The interviewees were
given the option to be recorded or not. Furthermore, they were asked to express
their opinions on the way they were being portrayed, e.g. quotes and their titles,
before publication.

3.9 Sustainable Development

Gender equality is defined as a sustainability goal by the United Nations. More
specifically, their fifth Sustainable Development Goal is to ”[a]chieve gender
equality and empower all women and girls” (Gender equality and women’s em-
powerment). Since the research aim of this thesis to understand and hopefully
contribute to eliminating gender inequalities, the thesis is intrinsically related to
social sustainable development. The research is not directly connected to, but
also does not counteract, economic sustainability. Although the link between
the thesis and economic sustainability is weaker than for social sustainability,
perhaps the research can contribute to economic sustainable development due
to the positive e�ects between business performance and gender equality, as ex-
plained in the introduction. Environmental sustainability is not considered for
this thesis, since that is unrelated to the scope and topic.
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4 Results and Analysis

Among the interviewees, there is agreement that there is a gender gap in the
industry. Most interviewees explicitly stated that there is a gender gap in the
industry and no one said that they thought there was not a gender gap. However,
views vary on the extent to which that is problematic. There are two distinct
views on the extent of the problem. One explicitly acknowledges that there are
barriers to women in the industry, related to structures. Those holding this
view will be called The Structure Acknowledging Group (SA). The interviewees
with the other view mostly think of womanhood as an advantage and state an
indi�erence towards gender. Those with that view will be called The Positive
Gender Neutral Group (PGN). The names of the two groups are inspired by the
strategy framework presented by Wahl (2003), which in turn is based on that
by Ethelberg (1985).

The former view was expressed by 8 women (in 7 interviews). This latter point
of view was expressed by 4 women, 3 of which were founders as well as current
or former CEOs of their companies.

First, the extent to which respondents see the gender gap as problematic will be
presented, since that describes the two groups of respondents. Secondly, their
views on the barriers to female tech entrepreneurs. Finally, their explanations
for the industry gender gap will be presented. The views on those topics di�ered
between the SA and the PGN groups.

4.1 The Problematization of Gender Equality

The results presented in this section aim to answer Sub Research Question 1:
”To what extent is the gender gap seen as problematic?”

4.1.1 The Positive Gender Neutral Group

This view was expressed by a total of 4 interviewees. This group expressed
similar ideas to Wahl’s (2003) gender neutral strategy, i.e. indi�erence towards
gender and a denial of gender related problems. Moreover, all of them expressed
that their gender was an advantage rather than a disadvantage, which is simi-
lar to Wahl’s positive strategy. Thus, this group simultaneously had a gender
neutral and positive view on womanhood. The respondents in this group were
either co-founders of startups or had executive roles at startups.

Most respondents in the Positive Gender Neutral (PGN) group are aware of
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the industry’s gender discrepancy and do in certain ways want to help girls or
other women. For example, some gave the examples of being role models or
acknowledging the importance of supporting each other.

”I will gladly come to the university and talk. I love to help young
girls.”

(Respondent 10)

”There are too few girls. Everyone would benefit from a better
distribution.”

(Respondent 5)

”Of course I think it’s an important matter.”

(Respondent 6)

The quotes above illustrate that the respondents in the PGN group are not
against other women or against gender inequality. However, they do not see the
gender gap as significantly problematic and view being a woman in the industry
as mainly an advantage.

Positivity and Advantage

All 4 women in the PGN group expressed that their gender was an advantage
rather than a disadvantage. They mostly spoke about personal experiences, but
also about women having advantages in general.

””The few investments made in women usually become more
profitable. As long as the company has the same ambition and the
same preconditions, I do not think that there is any di�erence be-
tween boys and girls. Then it is rather an advantage I would say.”

(Respondent 5)

They mentioned benefits such as receiving attention, being remembered and
being invited to beneficial contexts. The respondents also indicated they had
chosen to see their gender as an advantage. The following quote summarizes
the view on womanhood as beneficial as well as the attitude of choosing to see
it as such.
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”I get a huge push forward from this. Sometimes you feel like
you’re filling up a quota, but then you have to make the best of it.”

(Respondent 6)

Despite sometimes feeling like she is invited in order to fill up a quota, the
respondent decides to make the best of the situation since it can be beneficial
for her. For example, being a young female tech entrepreneur opens doors to
situations for which she could be considered young and inexperienced.

Some of the respondents said that they never think of the fact that they were
the sole women in some contexts. They seem to view being a minority in a
matter of fact manner. This is illustrated by the following quote, where the
respondent seems to objectively reflect on her minority situation.

”I never think like that. I was the only girl, but I never think like
that. It has never been like that. I see nothing negative about it. For
me, it was positive.”

(Respondent 10)

This respondent also highlights the attention she has received as a female leader.
Expressing receiving positive attention is representative for the women in the
PGN group.

Gender Neutrality

The respondents in the Positive Gender Neutral Group explicitly and implicitly
stated that gender is unimportant. Some stated that they had never been
treated di�erently because of their gender.

”I often hear that people find it di�cult to raise capital, but based
on my personal experience, I can’t say that I have been discriminated
negatively.”

(Respondent 6)

When asked whether she thinks it is di�erently di�cult for men and women to
get capital.

”Not in principle. I have never even thought about my gender
when I have worked.”
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(Respondent 5)

Although the respondents could acknowledge the gender gap, they did not view
gender inequality as a significant problem. For example, they stated that they
had not experienced gender related impediments.

”No, I’m not thinking about obstacles. I have not experienced it.”

(Respondent 10)

One respondent elaborated on that by stating her meritocratic view on the
industry, when asked about how she notices the gender distribution in the in-
dustry.

”To be honest, I don’t think so much about it, because I see peo-
ple as the same. It doesn’t matter if they’re men or women. I think
your capability is what determines if you’re successful or not, not
what kind of gender you are.”

(Respondent 11)

These quotes suggest that the respondents have an attitude of not wanting to
see the gender discrepancy as a problem. Some of the respondents pointed out
that they think general diversity is more important than gender equality.

”I think it’s important for Sweden to move away from the gender
equality discussion into overall diversity instead.”

(Respondent 11)

”The most important thing is to have a large number of person-
ality types in a company. [...] All these things are needed, di�erent
backgrounds and interests. That type of diversity that is most impor-
tant in order for a team to work well. Then maybe you have other
kinds of agendas, gender or LGBTQ, etc. [...] It’s about tolerance.”

(Respondent 6)

These respondents explicitly acknowledge the advantages to having diverse per-
spectives in the team. However, they seem to believe that other perspectives
such as personalities or age add more than gender.
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Highlighting di�erence to other women

Some of the interviewees had an unfavorable, occasionally derogatory attitude
towards women who raise gender related issues. Three respondents mentioned
other women pitying themselves or seeing themselves as victims. Two of the
respondents used the Swedish expression for playing the victim card (”o�er-
kofta”). The quote below illustrates the view by some respondents that instead
of making a deal of one’s gender and wallowing in self-pity, one should make it
into an advantage.

”Gender doesn’t matter so much, but rather you can spin it to
an advantage. Instead of playing the victim card, see it as an ad-
vantage. You can gain access to more events, get PR.”

(Respondent 5)

Another respondent touches on the subject of women seeing themselves as vic-
tims, when she describes her view on the sexual harassment accusations of a
manager she knows in the industry.

”When someone says loudly that something happened, do you lis-
ten to that person or do you look for proof that something happened?
Yes, there are somethings happening in society that we need to talk
about, that people get sexually assaulted and raped. But it also ended
up in a crying contest and who can be the loudest saying that some
creepy guy walking behind me on the street. Things ended up being
ridiculous posting on social media.”

(Respondent 11)

Her use of the expression ”crying contest” and criticism of some women’s com-
munication creates an impression that she too is critical of women playing the
victim card.

Some respondents were in other ways critical of other women’s attitudes to
gender inequality. One respondent was critical of how women in her opinion are
hypocritical about how they want to be treated.

”There are some mismanaged expectations, that might create some
of the co called issues, by some women saying they want to be treated
equally, but what they actually mean is ’we want special advantages
because we’re women to make it easier for us’.”
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(Respondent 11)

She for example thinks that some women are o�ended when they are talked to
like men talk to their male colleagues. She is critical of women being treated
di�erently, for example thinking it is ”bullshit” with prizes for women since if an
entrepreneur is good enough, they can compete on equal terms with the men.

Another respondent juxtaposed her criticism of the problematization of being a
woman with an expression that this view cannot be openly expressed.

”‘What’s the problem, sorry?’ It’s positive because then you stand
out. But you can’t say that.”

(Respondent 10)

Both the above quotes suggest that the attitude in the Positive Gender Neutral
Group is that the gender gap is not problematic.

Several of the respondents also highlighted the need for women to shake nega-
tivity o� and move forward.

”One becomes good at forgetting bad things and focusing ahead.
You will come across scums bags so concentrate on the future. Be
like a Teflon boiler and push ahead.”

(Respondent 10)

”Us girls are supposed to be so good. We must think ahead and
focus on the future.”

(Respondent 10)

4.1.2 The Structure Acknowledging Group

The other group of respondents acknowledged gender inequality as undesirable
and problematic. They will be called the Structure Acknowledging (SA) group.
This group expressed similar views as in Wahl’s (2003) contextual strategy.
They identified structures in society and the industry as contributing to gender
inequality. Discrimination and hinders were expressed as related to the outside
world rather than internal factors in women.
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That these respondents acknowledged structural problems relating to gender
equality was seen by them doing at least two of the following:

• Explicitly stating that gender inequality is a problem

• Giving examples of hands-on, concrete measures they undertake to in-
crease the number of women or to help women in the industry

• The number of and ways they express hinders to women in the industry,
seen more explicitly in Section 4.2.

Several of the respondents in this group were investors. Some had experience
from incubators and other parts of the startup ecosystem. Two were tech en-
trepreneurs. A couple had a technical background. The SA group consists of 8,
from 7 interviews.

Explicitly stating problems

Most of the respondents expressed their view on gender inequality as problem-
atic directly, by explicitly stating that the male dominance in the industry has
negative e�ects on women in the industry. The view that women face more
obstacles than men was typical for this group of respondents.

The quote below summarize several of the impediments that women face - lack
of confidence in their abilities, being questioned and having doubts.

”You meet this lack of faith all the time and work in an uphill
struggle.”

(Respondent 1)

Like in the quote above, the following quote states clearly that the respondent
believes that women face obstacles.

”The team dynamics in my startup was very coloured by the fact
that I was the only girl.”

(Respondent 8)

Some other examples are the incubator explaining that they have geographical
diversity but that the lack of female founded companies is problematic and a
VC stating that she thinks women experience a glass ceiling. Thus, several
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respondents explicitly stated that they think there are problems relating to the
gender inequality of the industry, however in somewhat di�erent ways.

Diversity was also raised as important within this group. In contrast to the PGN
group, diversity was not raised as important at the expense of acknowledging
the importance of gender equality.

”I am not so fond of how we talk about how to get more women
into the tech industry, and that is truly important, but I would rather
talk about the bigger question, for one to understand that it is not
about how to get a particular gender but rather get di�erent perspec-
tives and not be so narrow-minded.”

Respondent 4

About the gender discrepancy in the industry.

On the question of whether they believe that female tech entrepreneurs and their
businesses are judged and evaluated di�erently to men’s, several respondents
replied with a clear yes.

”Yes, I absolutely think so!”

(Respondent 2)

This sentence is almost identical to the responses of a couple of other respon-
dents.

Active Measures

Most of the interviewees in the SA group were actively working either to increase
the number of women in the industry or helping women currently working in
the industry. Several expressed explicitly that action is needed.

Some respondents were going an extra mile in their current work positions to find
female founders. That illustrates the extent to which they view the importance
of increasing the female representation in the industry.

”I notice internally that I get more cases with female founders
because I am a woman, than my male colleagues get. One looks for
those who you can identify with. I am more eager to catch female
founders, and I am more aware of the problem than my male col-
leagues.”
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(Respondent 2)

A respondent working with communication at a VC stated a similar view -
moving outside of one’s network to find the women, in her case for example for
panels or in recruitment. Like in the quote above, she states that finding female
entrepreneurs does take some extra e�ort.

”You have to go outside your networks and put in more time.
[...] There shouldn’t just be five men talking without us, instead you
should get more perspectives. You have to think about it all the time.”

(Respondent 4)

An incubator was in addition to going an extra mile for gender equality scruti-
nizing their entire organization and processes.

”Our way of making this change was to launch this project almost
three years ago. [...] We felt that we wanted to look at our goals,
our own operations, our processes.”

(Respondents 3)

What is di�erent with this example is that this is an action on an organizational
level, as opposed to individuals working more solitary for gender equality.

The above examples are illustrative for how the investors and other parts of the
startup ecosystem seem to take initiative to increase the number of women. Also
the two tech entrepreneurs in the SA group stated the importance of helping
and supporting other female entrepreneurs.

”I clearly prioritize to help other female entrepreneurs, because I
know they need more help.”

(Respondent 9)

Gender as Advantage

Several respondents in the SA group raised the advantages that can come from
standing out as a woman. An illustrative example is this quote from a female
VC who thinks it makes her stand out and opens doors.
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”You get to hear some strange stu�, but overall, it is an advan-
tage to be a woman because you stand out and can use it to market
yourself. For my part, it has been quite positive, and I also try to
see it that way.”

(Respondent 2)

Thus, the view on being a woman in the industry is not expressed by the re-
spondents in a purely negative matter. Visibility and standing out as a woman
will be discussed more in section 4.2.
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4.2 Barriers to Female Tech Entrepreneurs

The results presented in this section relate to Sub Research Question 2: ”What
barriers do female tech entrepreneurs face?”

The PGN group mainly expressed discrimination indirectly, i.e. they could talk
about situations when they or others were di�erently treated without explicitly
stating discrimination. Also, although they sometimes did acknowledge di�er-
ent treatment, they were more reluctant to seeing any negative e�ects of their
di�erent treatment. This is in line with their gender neutral or positive view
on their gender. The SA group explicitly stated discrimination in various ways,
relating to structures rather than women themselves.

4.2.1 Male Domination of Industry

Male domination of the industry was the most frequently mentioned problem
category by both groups. Some factors were mentioned by both groups, but
many of the problems raised by the SA were not mentioned at all by PGN. Some
problems raised by both groups were macho culture, unconscious biases and
that men promote similar men. Many respondents in the SA group mentioned
exclusion from male networks.

Discrimination and biases

Several respondents especially in the SA group expressed that investors are
biased. The two quotes below are from investors. The first respondent held
a common view of how the lack of female investors results in a funding gap,
where male founded businesses receive most of the capital. She uniquely also
emphasizes the intersectionality aspect of discrimination:

”If you are a woman and not born in Sweden, you have very little
chance of getting capital. There is clear discrimination in the finan-
cial system.”

(Respondent 7, SA)

She states that discrimination does occur in relation to funding, especially if
one is a non-Swedish woman. Another investor also expresses investor biases.
She thinks that without the knowledge of the gender of the entrepreneurs, they
might be judged di�erently when applying for funding. This view was expressed
by a couple of other respondents as well.
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”I think there are many biases that one reads into the person run-
ning this company and how they will to develop it forward. About
how much one is willing to invest, how much risk one is willing to
take.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

Being biased towards women for family or pregnancy related reasons was ex-
pressed by several respondents. The following quote illustrates this sharply by
describing the norms about women, family and technology that the respondent
thinks of as a foundation for the biases.

Asked if female entrepreneurs are judged di�erently:

”Yes, based on what I hear. One does not believe as much in
female entrepreneurs. ’Will this woman become pregnant in the fu-
ture? What does the family situation look like?’ In investors’ term
sheets, it is not taken into account to be away and give birth to chil-
dren. They are written on male terms.”

(Respondent 9, SA)

Within the PGN group, raising the topic of unconscious biases was more rare.
However, one respondent expressed it:

”It’s important to be more aware of unconscious biases and go-
ing out of the way to look for di�erent kinds of businesses with huge
potential, in markets that’s not targetet to white dudes for example.”

(Respondent 11, PGN)

Thus, also this respondent highlights that male investors are biased.

Male networks and promotions

Several respondents expressed that they think men often promote men, for
example by encouraging others to go in their footsteps or by promoting similar
younger men.

”People say that these old bosses are going to die out, but I see
how they nurture young guys to go the same way.”

(Respondent 1, SA)
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”There is a lot of unconscious bias when people choose what to
invest in. [...] In Silicon Valley, most of the VCs are grey haired
men who went to Stanford. What they invest in are young guys who
look like them, that also went to Stanford.”

(Respondent 11, PGN)

”I believe there is a glass ceiling, that men recruit men. They see
younger versions of themselves and promote them.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

Several respondent in the SA group had experienced exclusion from male net-
works or contexts. Throughout the interviews, it was common in the SA group
to highlight the importance of women helping each other. The following quote
highlights that as well as gives an example of exclusion from male networks and
contexts.

”Stockholm is not that big and there are a lot of men and net-
works that have each others’ backs. And it is di�cult to enter as a
woman, for real. It is important that the female entrepreneurs and
investors have each others’ backs.”

(Respondent 9, SA)

The VC also expressed that she thinks women are excluded from male arenas.

”I think they experience obstacles in their networks, that they do
not know as many as male entrepreneurs do. Because you may spend
more time with women and fewer women have high positions in this
world. Then you get fewer intros to everyone from mentors, board
members, and investors. Therefore, you do not enter the rooms you
have to sit in.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

Another example was a female entrepreneur who thinks female investors are
more prone to helping female entrepreneurs. Regarding founding teams, the
female ex-CTO felt excluded by her male co-founders.

”There were two guys and I and the guys sticked together through
thick and thin. So it was a very lonely work.”
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(Respondent 8, SA)

Although some of the respondents in the PGN group were the only woman in
an otherwise male founding team, they did not express similar experiences.

Lack of power and less important work

Within the SA group, a couple of respondents expressed that men and women
tend to have di�erent tasks, which are di�erently valued in the organizations.
Both horizontal, vertical and internal gender segregation were mentioned. It
was raised that men and women may have both di�erent titles and tasks.

”If it’s a guy maybe you say that he works with business devel-
opment and a girl with communication but that can be exactly the
same thing. Then you have to think, what status do you give the
person rather than what is the task.”

(Respondents 3, SA)

”If you look overall, we are fairly evenly distributed, but it easily
turns into that what men do is important. Though there is no evi-
dence for that. In a board on the website, there were only men but
why did the women not appear on the website? [...] It was the men
who had the ’good’ jobs.”

(Respondents 3, SA)

The above quote states that men and women not only have di�erent tasks but
also that those tasks are valued di�erently, with the tasks or roles that are
dominated by men being seen as more important. The quote below also shows
the view that the work women do is less valued. She gives an example of a
woman who raised capital for the company, then was not seen as so valuable.

”When it comes to a decision about money, then you want to
clear her away and then her contribution was not so important. [...]
Somewhere, the girls are encouraged to do things that are not so im-
portant, such as being the face outwards.”

(Respondent 1, SA)

A commonly expressed view was that women can become spokeswomen or sym-
bols at the expense of doing important work. The quote above explicitly states
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that it can be at the expense of power and that women also need to prove and
back up their performances more than men. Tokenism and visibility will be
more discussed.

Culture

Several respondents, both in the SA and the PGN groups, expressed that the
industry culture can be macho.

”Think it is very important that you work with your team culture
so you do not end up in a situation where you’re, say, 8 guys who
are very ’bro’, macho.”

(Respondent 6, PGN)

Other respondents used similar words (e.g. ”grabbigt”) to describe the culture
as macho, a bro culture or boys’ club. In addition to the views by several that
the culture can be macho, a VC expressed that she does not experience the
industry culture as such. Nevertheless, she thinks that some men want others
to perceive the industry in a way that highlights traditionally male virtues.

”When it comes to investors, I think there is a misconception
about what it means to work with a venture company. Think many
believe that it is more financial and a tough culture, ’banking style’,
that you work many hours. It is not true, but there are men in the
industry who want to maintain such a myth about how it is.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

Thus, it may not even be the actual culture that is undesirable for women.
However, the idea that there is a certain culture could make the industry seem
undesirable to work in for women.

4.2.2 Visibility

Most respondents mentioned visibility and standing out as a woman. Both
groups raised the advantage of standing out as a woman in the industry. The
disadvantages of visibility such as becoming a token were explicitly expressed
solely by the Structural Acknowledging group.

Advantages
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Being a woman can both give one individual attention or be branding for the
business. It was a commonly expressed view that being a woman can open
doors and have positive e�ects. For example, startups with a female founder
often receive a lot of attention, which works as marketing and can give access
to investor meetings.

Several respondents spoke from personal experience of the advantages in terms
of standing out that they have had.

”I am taken in contexts where I actually am probably the youngest
and least experienced person. [...] I get a lot of positive things. Get
to learn from more senior people, get good mentors. The same with
interviews, have gotten a lot of PR and end up on lists.”

(Respondent 6, PGN)

”One can use it to market oneself - for example, getting invited
to panels.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

In addition to the the personal advantages it can have, some respondents high-
lighted the positive e�ects female founders can have on their business. For
example, the business and not just the founder can get more positive attention.
Some mentioned that investors may be more keen on taking meetings or that it
can have other benefits.

”I believe having a woman in the team gives legitimacy.”

(Respondent 8, SA)

Thus, respondents expressed several benefits of being a woman in the industry,
in terms of standing out as a female investor, entrepreneur or as a business with
a female founder.

Downsides

Several downsides were raised in the SA group, such as that female founders
may get too much capital or become tokens. Furthermore, it was said that
although some women are visible, they may lack actual power and influence.
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”It is not certain that it is entirely positive if you are that woman
who is a tech entrepreneur. It may even feel like ’why should I be-
come a symbol for women in tech?’”

(Respondent 7, SA)

Moreover, several respondents said that successful women will be present in
many contexts. The quote below exemplifies that view and that women often
are judged harshly.

”One risk is that as a woman you become a role model to be lifted
up in all contexts [...] She will be present everywhere and everyone
is pulling and she should represent her gender.”

(Respondents 3, SA)

The visibility and willingness to put women forward does not necessarily trans-
late into power, as expressed by some respondents in the SA group.

”As mixed teams, I think you have a damn advantage in this
marketing aspect that I talked about, that you can really market the
female founder while the male founder has access to networks and
the other.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

The above quote highlights that although female founders work as an advantage
in terms of marketing of the business, male founders have an advantage for
example getting meetings with investors. Also within teams, women could have
less power, although there is a will for her to be visible.

”It is easy in a company that you want the girl to be a figurehead
who can raise capital or talk to people or be an o�cial spokesperson.
But she is rarely the one who is allowed to have power about how
things are going for the company.”

(Respondent 1, SA)

The lack of power was experienced by another respondent in the SA group who
had been part of a founding team with men.
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The incubator expressed that female founders may get too much funding, pos-
sibly sometimes because of gender equality bonus. The view that women may
get too many benefits due to high visibility is also highlighted with the example
below.

Sometime the visibility can have other negative e�ects, for example when getting
too much attention or when attention does not translate into tangible benefits.

”You get a lot of shit if you don’t have female entrepreneurs and
investors on stage. That has led to some female entrepreneurs pitch-
ing too early.”

(Respondent 1, SA)

”But it can also be tedious for female tech entrepreneurs, that
they get a lot of visibility in the media while the investments are ab-
sent.”

(Respondent 9, SA)

The view on visibility as tiring was expressed by several respondents in the SA
group. Moreover, some expressed that entrepreneurs who are present at events
and in media could risk being seen as taking focus from core business.

The downside of visibility was not explicitly mentioned in the PGN group,
although it was highlighted indirectly by one of the interviewees.

”There is such a focus on me as a person if I am CEO”

(Respondent 10, PGN)

The respondent implied that this was a reason for her stepping down from the
position as CEO of her business. However, she did not explicitly say that the
visibility of being a woman was negative.

Thus, the view on visibility as purely or primarily positive was shared among
all respondents in the PGN group, whereas the SA group had a more nuanced
view of it leading to both benefits and downsides.
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4.2.3 Internal Factors

Internal factors refer to personal impediments relating to the individual en-
trepreneur rather than external barriers or structures.

Adaptation to Male Behaviour

The need or patterns of women in the industry to adapt to a male behavioural
norm was solely raised by the Structure Acknowledging group.

Several respondents raised either that women adapt to male behaviour or that
they have gotten used to and become indi�erent to it. For example, the incu-
bator thought that women at engineering programs may have adopted a male
behaviour. Furthermore, a couple of respondents in the SA group said that
they had become so used to working with men that they did not notice some
behaviours by men.

”I wish I could look at the tech industry with clear eyes from the
outside, but I suspect that I am so blind [hemmablind] to it.”

(Respondent 8, SA)

The respondent thinks she is blind to certain behaviours and says that she has
developed ways to cooperate with men. Another respondent expressed a similar
view.

”I have been so long in this industry that I do not think I react so
strongly on being treated di�erently, because I have become so used
to it.”

(Respondent 9, SA)

These quotes illustrate some women in the SA group acknowledging that they
adapt to male behaviours and norms. Yet, despite stating that they are blind
to di�erent treatment and believing that they have adapted to the male norm,
they explicitly state barriers and discrimination in other parts of the interviews.

No one in the PGN group stated that they had adapted but some expressed an
attitude that girls and women need to adapt. This is illustrated by the following
quotes. The first highlights a view that women need to adapt to the male norm,
but cannot act exactly like the men.
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”You have to stay away from some stu� - for example don’t get
drunk at work. How much respect you have then?”

(Respondent 10, PGN)

The second quote explicitly states that women should communicate and act in
a more normatively masculine way.

”Train girls in being daring and becoming a little more like guys
in how they communicate.”

(Respondent 5, PGN)

The view that women should change and adapt was more present in the PGN
than SA group, whereas some respondents in the SA group acknowledged that
they had adapted to male norms and behaviours. However, they did not express
that as desirable.

Need for thick skin

The need to have thick skin was also raised by both groups, although a higher
proportion of the PGN than the SA. However, the attitudes between the groups
were di�erent. Some SA respondents expressed that perhaps successful female
entrepreneurs have had to have thick skin, but that was not expressed as desir-
able.

In relation to di�culties of raising capital, one respondent said that women can
have an advantage of their gender, perhaps given that they can brush negativity
o�.

”There have been many female entrepreneurs around me who had
di�culties raising capital. But then there are some who have gotten
an advantage as well. [...] It suppose it is also how much you just
brush it o� and move on.”

(Respondent 9, SA)

The same view that perhaps only the women who can work through the adver-
sities they face become successful is also illustrated by the quote below.

”It may be the other side of the tunnel. That if you are able to
take all the slaps and are in charge of the company and it goes well,
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you might get more respect.”

(Respondent 1, SA)

The PGN who expressed views about the importance of having thick skin were
rather than encouraging women to brush things o�.

”We must think ahead and drive forward. Don’t have such hard
demands on yourself, dare to test.”

(Respondent 10, PGN)

”Be like a teflon pan”

(Respondent 10, PGN)

Thus, respondents in both the SA and the PGN groups expressed the benefits to
or even necessity of having thick skin in order to succeed in the industry. Nev-
ertheless the attitudes were di�erent, with the SA respondents contemplating
on how it seemed to be a necessity for success, whereas the PGN respondents
were encouraging women to have thick skin.

Validation from and consideration of others

A couple of respondents raised that they think women want validation, e.g. by
considering others’ opinions or by being dutiful to oneself or others.

”It is something that girls have within themselves to a greater
extent, perhaps partly because they are more questioned, but also be-
cause they are more dependent on what others think about them.”

(Respondent 1, SA)

”We know that women are very dutiful”

(Respondents 3, SA)

These quotes indicate that women could consider others or other factors than
themselves, such as what is expected of them, which may limit their behaviour
or how much work they put into their businesses.
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4.2.4 Rhetorics and Communication

Master suppression techniques, that women tend to underestimate and men
overestimate and derogatory comments were all mentioned by both groups.
Some things that were mentioned by the SA but not the PGN group were:
excluding masculine language, stealing of ideas, being challenged for one’s com-
petence, receiving low credit for one’s work and being questioned for one’s knowl-
edge of tech.

Master suppression techniques

Respondents of both groups expressed both first hand experiences of not be-
ing listened to or being exposed to master suppression techniques or that they
thought other women were exposed to those kinds of behaviours. Several respon-
dents expressed being belittled. Some respondents expressed that it happened
that men talked over women. One expressed that in relation to her founding
team. Although respondents gave examples of master suppression techniques,
none explicitly mentioned the word ”master suppression techniques”.

”In my team, there was a guy who sort of made a point of talking
over me.”

(Respondent 8, SA)

Another example is that sometimes female entrepreneurs pitching are inter-
rupted.

”But sometimes you are there because you are a girl and you are
interrupted or not listened to.”

(Respondent 1, SA)

The respondent also said that although it is tiring to continuosly have to speak
up when being interrupted. Several respondents expressed being belittled them-
selves or thinking that female entrepreneurs get belittled (a couple of respon-
dents used the Swedish expression ”lilla gumman”). A founder of a social en-
terprise vividly expressed being subjected to master suppression techniques,
especially in relation to working with social entrepreneurship, which may be
more normatively feminine.

”There is a great risk that e.g. coaches pat women more on the
head than men, especially if she has a more social idea. That you
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get diminished as a woman. I’ve been through that myself [...]. This
with mansplaining really exists.”

(Respondent 7, SA)

Thus, master suppression techniques, especially belittling and interrupting women,
seems to be widespread, especially since it was raised by respondents in both
the SA and PGN groups.

Not getting credit for one’s work

A couple of respondents in the SA group also expressed others stealing their
ideas, taking credit for their work and not giving them enough credit for the
work they performed.

”To do the job, then you are welcome. To make the decisions,
then you are not as welcome. And then there are the problems you
have are that when you present an idea and someone else says this
idea and then everyone else believes that it is that person’s idea.

(Respondent 1, SA)

”They gladly took credit for what I did but otherwise I wasn’t re-
ally part of the team. When I came up with and delivered the core
technology, we had a presentation the day after and I realized that
all the material I sent over [...] had just been incorporated into the
presentation. I would not talk about anything but rather it was taken
for granted that I was done with my job. Then there are countless
times when I said something and was laughed at. Then someone else
says the same thing a few months later and then I say ’that’s what
I said several months ago’ and then it becomes awkward. Then they
say another thing I said several months ago and then I remark on it
again. It is like they refused to verbalize that the work was done by
me, as if it insulted them too much to say it.”

(Respondent 8, SA)

The above quotes illustrate that the respondents felt accepted to work hard,
but were not acknowledged for this hard work or for their knowledge. Both
of the quoted respondents have worked as CTOs and are probably the most
technical out of all respondents interviewed for this study. It is an interesting
contemplation that perhaps idea stealing and lack of recognition for knowledge
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is more common if the women have traditionally masculine roles such as being
responsible for technology.

Di�erent or derogatory comments

The view that juries may be scared of posing as hard questions to female en-
trepreneurs as male, perhaps out of fear that they will respond negatively, was
expressed by some respondents. This quote illustrates this vividly.

”I can sometimes feel that there is now such an awareness that
one must promote women that there will not be such constructive
feedback. [...] Women must also be able to receive constructive feed-
back that is not about going out and crying, if that is what they are
afraid of.”

(Respondents 3, SA)

The quote above was expressed in the context that both men and women can
respond negatively to feedback, but that the traditionally feminine ways (e.g.
crying) are seen in more negative light than the traditionally masculine (e.g.
being cocky).

Several respondents expressed that women in the industry could receive deroga-
tory comments relating to femininity.

”For example, I was talking to two other investors and someone
asked ’ah but you are pregnant again I see?’. And I said ’yes, that’s
right’ and another colleague said ’yes, but she is the one who closes
all deals for us ’and another said ’yes, I suppose that is how it is if
one is to give birth all the time’.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

The derogatory attitude is also illustrated by the following quote which illus-
trates that some respondents think women are sometimes treated with a di�erent
attitude than men.

”Then there may be an underlying bias, but I think you are less
belittled after the Metoo movement because people can’t really do it.
But I have heard horror stories from someone was told by a man
‘can’t you take your heels and run away somewhere else and do some-
thing else’ but it doesn’t work to say that now.”
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(Respondent 4, SA)

The respondent above highlights the positive e�ects of movements such as
Metoo.

Female underestimation, Male exaggeration

In pitch competitions or when seeking investments, women could be more prone
to underestimating their needs compared to men. Several respondents believed
men exaggerate more than women, as illustrated by the following quote.

”Maybe place 150% weight to what a girl says and 50% to what
a guy says. Then maybe there will be a more fair assessment of the
companies.”

(Respondent 5, PGN)

The above quote illustrates some respondents’ view that female entrepreneurs
communicate lower ambitions than male founders. This behaviour can also
translate into the amount funding the entrepreneurs ask for.

”For example, we distribute verification means where companies
can get money [...] where we then noticed that women are applying
for less and men are applying for more money for the same activi-
ties. [...] So it could result in a huge di�erence.”

(Respondents 3, SA)

The respondents above standardized the grants more.

Some respondents expressed that they think VCs and female entrepreneurs
should be aware of this pattern. Then VCs can make more informed decisions
and not reject female founders for not expressing as high ambitions. Moreover,
female founders can increase their confidence in exaggerating more than they
would normally do.

4.2.5 Norms, Misconceptions and Stereotypes

Norms was a frequently mentioned theme among the Structure Acknowledging
group. It was not explicitly mentioned by the Positive Gender Neutral group.
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However, some respondents in the PGN group sometimes hinted about norms
without explicitly stating them, as exemplified by the quote below:

”From the school age - support girls in daring more and getting
across that guys do this, girls do this.”

(Respondent 5, PGN)

In the rest of the section on Norms, Misconceptions and Stereotypes, all quotes
are from respondents of the SA group.

Skepticism when diverging from female norm

Some respondents in the SA group expressed that they experienced a skepticism
towards ”strong” women.

”All the men I meet say ’How lovely with a strong woman’ but
then when there is a situation where I without saying ’you are stupid’
makes him feel stupid, then it is not that fun anymore.”

(Respondent 1)

The above quote illustrates the view that men claim that they want women to
be strong but that when women are that and it a�ects men negatively, they are
displeased. The ambiguous stance towards forceful women by men is expressed
also in the quote below.

”I heard people think girls are too bad at thinking big and being
cocky [...] So I’ve said ’let us be cockier and talk about our grand vi-
sion’. [...] But I see clearly in their eyes that when we go for it, and
maybe not even as hard as male entrepreneurs, they are skeptical.”

(Respondent 9)

The respondent experiences skepticism from men when she and other women are
forceful, due to the men being unaccustomed to that behaviour. This indicates
a reluctance from men when women diverge from the female norm.

Tech norms

Skepticism of or surprising attitudes towards one’s technical competence was
expressed by the two women who had worked as CTOs. One described how
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people expect her to talk about gender equality or conform to traditionally
female roles such as teaching rather than developing technology. Both the quotes
from the ex-CTOs illustrate that their technical competence was questioned or
surprising.

”You know what the surroundings want you to do and the sur-
roundings often do not feel that you as a girl are very capable. [...]
The worst thing I experienced was a really pompous middle-aged man
at Vinnova. [...] We talked afterward and he asked who I was and I
said I worked at a startup. He said: ’Do YOU have a startup?’ And
I said I was the CTO. He said, ”Are YOU CTO?”. [...] If you meet
resistance again and again then you finally start to question whether
you really should be CTO at a startup.”

(Respondent 8)

”We were in a booth in the exhibition hall and it was so exhaust-
ing [...]. I had a sea of people who wanted to talk and [...] people
said: ’we just want to hear you talk’. They just thought it was awe-
some that I knew these things.”

(Respondent 1)

Some other respondents also mentioned that they think women are more reluc-
tant to start tech companies if they lack technical knowledge and a few believed
that non-technical founders have a disadvantage. The examples seem to indicate
that several respondents have experienced that technology is seen as masculine
and that technical women break the norm.

Entrepreneurial norm and language

Several respondents said that norms have a great impact on female entrepreneurs.
Some stated it without much elaboration and others gave specific examples such
as the one below.

”The events I see around me, they look exactly the same. Invi-
tations, banner, some panel discussion, same time of day. [...] You
have about the same criteria for getting into the incubators, have
the same thinking about what is a good startup. You talk a lot about
what it takes to become a good entrepreneur, it’s about the same.”

(Respondents 3)
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These respondents explain that the processes in the industry and their workplace
are often fixed. Since the processes are working, there is little room or need to
question the norms and the way things are done. However, these respondents
believe that unless things are done di�erently, the gender discrepancy will stay
be approximately unchanged.

Moreover, several respondents stated that the entrepreneurial norm is masculine.
For example, the quotes below illustrate the view that investors compare female
entrepreneurs to a masculine norm.

”Venture capitalists assume that if you are to succeed in a startup
then you should have these characteristics and they are very male-
dependent.”

(Respondents 3)

”Partly that one has the man as the norm in a pitch context and
expects entrepreneurs to exaggerate and say that they should con-
quer the world. [...] I, as a woman [...], might want to express a
more truthful picture, but then one takes a more masculine norm
and thinks that if a woman does not pull it as far, then maybe there
is not so much potential.”

(Respondent 9)

The quotes above show that these respondents think that the criteria for receiv-
ing capital are masculine. The latter quote illustrates how women can be seen
as having less potential since they deviate from the male norm.

Some respondents mentioned that women in the industry do adapt to the mas-
culine norm.

”Think there are women who choose to take a part of themselves
and put it aside and embrace and confirm the existing norm. It’s
easier.”

(Respondents 3)

The quote implies that women adapting to the male norm do that at a cost,
in this case by being unable to be fully themselves. The adaptation to the
male norm by some women in the industry was implicitly stated by some other
respondents too.
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Not allowed to be mediocre

Several respondents implied that it is di�cult to succeed as a woman in the
industry unless one is exceptional. That is, women who are not remarkable have
di�culties succeeding to the same extent as men who deliver equal performances.

”Women are rarely allowed be mediocre and still do this.”

(Respondents 3)

The quote above states that mediocre women rarely succeed in the industry. It
is implied that mediocre men are more accepted. The quotes below illustrates
that more explicitly.

”Sometimes I can feel that a man can stand and be a bit dopey
[flummig] and not have a great pitch. If there is a woman who does
not have a good pitch then it is like this ’she has no structure and
she must get better at this’. A man can get away with more.”

(Respondent 4)

”It’s not just about someone who is perhaps 10 times better than
her male colleague succeeding, but it’s about being judged in the same
way.”

(Respondent 1)

Like the other respondents, the above quote expresses a critical attitude to the
di�culties of getting similar opportunities to succeed only if one is exceptional.
As opposed to the situation for men, it might more di�cult for women who are
not top performers.

Family related norms

Several respondent express that norms related to femininity, such as being family
oriented and care takers, hinder women.

”Also I see on entrepreneurial friends that it is di�cult to get
everything [the life puzzle] together, the female in particular.”

(Respondent 2)
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”There must be favorable conditions before they come to us, for
researchers and students, especially researchers, in terms of e.g. how
pregnancy a�ects their carrier pathway.”

(Respondents 3)

”When you yourself and many friends have children, you see that
automatically women step down and work part time and are home
longer. This is where you as a father should take responsibility and
also take time o�. This is where the wage gap and lower pensions
begin.”

(Respondent 4)

The respondents indicate that e.g. di�culties of the life puzzle of having a com-
pany and children impede female entrepreneurs, due to women being pregnant
and often taking more care of the children than their fathers.
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4.3 Explanations for the Gender Gap

The results presented in this section relate to Sub Research Question 3: ”What
explanations for the gender gap can be identified?” This section presents state-
ments by the respondents about why there is a gender gap, in particular a lack
of female tech entrepreneurs.

4.3.1 Other industries and businesses

Many respondents expressed the lack of knowledge about female markets and
products among male investors as well as women starting businesses in non-
technical industries. A commonly raised explanation, within both the SA and
PGN groups, was that women tend to start businesses in other industries than
tech, such as health care or beauty. The quote below illustrates the view by
some respondents that the primary reason for the industry gender gap is that
women start other types of businesses.

”Venture capital with male partners may not have as much un-
derstanding of female areas, whether it is baby food or makeup or
clothing.”

(Respondent 5, PGN)

Several respondents raised that male investors often do not realize the potential
of female targeted products.

”Women build companies to a greater extent in categories in
which they have insight. There are gigantic markets [...] but there
is a gap. If male investors who are not so interested in that industry
get such a case, it will be more di�cult to convince them since they
do not understand the market.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

The quote above summarizes the common view that women found companies
in markets they know about, which male investors may lack interest in. Some
respondents also thought that men do not understand the use of products that
have a female user base.

We need to be better when it comes to a female target group for
technological innovations, that when there is an idea that is aimed at
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a female target group, that we then also understand what potential
it has.”

(Respondents 3, SA)

Only one respondent expressed that she believes that male investors have higher
faith in women’s competences in stereotypical female areas, as expressed below.

”I think there is an acceptance that girls should start companies
in horseback riding or pedagogy or take care of the elderly at home
or beauty. I know that is so. [...] Then you get investors who do not
question you, but think ’yes yes, you are competent in that’.”

(Respondent 8, SA)

Nevertheless, she too stated that male investors may lack interest and insight
in those areas, leading to not closing deals. Several other respondents expressed
that the lack of understanding for feminine products and customers can translate
into a funding gap for female founded businesses.

”If you look at girls who want to do something in a female area
then I have heard horror examples of male investors who said ’I don’t
have knowledge about this’ and opt out of it. ’This I must go home
and ask my wife about’.”

(Respondent 9, SA)

An investor thought that male investors do not network within the niches where
many women start businesses and have less understanding of those businesses.

”I believe that they [male investors] do not move in those net-
works and that they [female entrepreneurs] work in industries that I
as a woman have greater understanding and interest for. [...] Typical
industries are e-commerce, the beauty industry, parts of marketing,
and healthcare.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

Some respondents thought women have lower confidence to found technical com-
panies if they lack technical knowledge. The view that women are not starting
tech companies because of an active choice or lack or interest also came up, in
the PGN group.
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”Think they might not be interested in tech.”

(Respondent 10, PGN)

Moreover, the quote below illustrates an example of a perceived feminine in-
dustry - health care - and the respondent’s view that women lack interest in
founding tech companies.

”If you ask why women do not start tech companies, you can ask
the opposite, why do men not start a healthcare company? Or why
do women rather start a healthcare company? [...] I do not think
women are forced to doctorate in any subject. And if it is not coer-
cion, then it must be a choice, an active, own choice.”

(Respondent 6, PGN)

4.3.2 Tech and entrepreneurial language

Several respondents expressed that communication about tech and entrepreneur-
ship can be perceived as excluding. Language can for example fail to attract
women. An example is the quote below where the respondent contemplates on
the definition of tech and tech entrepreneurship.

”You have to think a little about the definition of tech because
today few build companies without anything technical and digital, so
what’s tech? [...] Are the gaming companies tech companies? [...]
Is an algae producer a tech company?”

(Respondent 7, SA)

She thus suggests that perhaps there are few female tech entrepreneurs because
of how we define a tech entrepreneur. Changing wordings or definitions can
open up for the inclusion of more women, as shown by the same respondent
avoiding the use of the word entrepreneurship due to its connotations.

”When we want to reach out to female entrepreneurs, we even al-
most try to avoid the word entrepreneur, because we feel that women
can see themselves as business owners but the entrepreneurial word
is so linked to serial entrepreneurs and these innovative people. We
notice that many women back o� from that.”
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(Respondent 7, SA)

The incubator had also started to think about the connotations of language.
For example, they started to host events with themes that were more inclusive
to women and had feminine connotations.

4.3.3 Risk aversion and low confidence

That women are more prone to risk aversion, low confidence and an inclination
for security were presented as barriers to entrepreneurship. Several respondents
connected the inherently high risk of starting a company with female risk aver-
sion to explain the low representation of women.

”Think you have to work on two fronts. First, inspire girls to
dare. It’s scary and a big risk. [...] Must work early to get girls to
believe in themselves. Must build up a go-getter attitude and risk-
taking skills.”

(Respondent 5)

”In hardcore technology plus entrepreneurship with high risk, then
you get a gender distribution skewed towards men.”

(Respondent 6, PGN)

The quote above illustrates that the respondent like the many others perceive
women as more risk averse than men, but she also implies that technology is
masculinly marked. Other respondents connect the risk to family, as illustrated
below.

”I believe that women are a little less willing to take risk and
I think it is about quite quickly after graduating starting to think
about family. To settle down without a salary and high uncertainties
ahead, think fewer women are willing to do that.”

(Respondent 2, SA)

”For the woman, it is more risky to become an entrepreneur than
for a guy, if the woman considers having children. [...] The girls are
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a bit more like ’first, I must have a job, security, career, family’. [...]
The guys just go with it.”

(Respondent 7, SA)

The above quote both illustrate the view that women are more prone to wanting
security and suggests that family can be a barrier to entrepreneurship. The
respondent was one of few suggesting that women not only are more risk averse
but also face higher risk.

Other respondents indicated that women need to become more risk taking and
self confident.

”Don’t lose the match before you even tried girls. Train girls in
being daring.”

(Respondent 5, PGN)

Below is a quote expressing that if women initiatives are needed to help build
self confidence, women may be poorly equipped to succeed in the industry.

”If you need that to get in, maybe it’s not a place you should be
in the first place.”

(Respondent 11, PGN)

It was also raised that insecurities may be higher if one does not have a technical
background.

”The view is that unless I have deep technical knowledge then I
cannot start a tech company.”

(Respondent 9, SA)

Some of the SA group respondents raised their how their own insecurities had
hindered them from starting companies, exemplified by the quote below.

”I was too cowardly in some way. [...] Still, I don’t really dare
to. [...] There is something with the security there.”

(Respondent 1, SA)
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One other respondent said that she had started a communication agency when
she felt secure that she would get clients. Another expressed that she would
not have started her business unless she had enrolled in an entrepreneurship
program o�ering knowledge and a network.

4.3.4 Lack of Role Models

There is consensus that the gender discrepancy in the industry translated into
a lack of role models. Many respondents believe that role models are important
to inspire potential female tech entrepreneurs. All interviewees in the Positive
Gender Neutral Group raised lack of role models as an explanation for the
gender gap and as a factor that can increase the number of women in tech.

”There are no good idols and role models, so I think it is im-
portant to show o� many types of companies, entrepreneurs and
founders because then more people understand that it is a possible
journey for them.”

(Respondent 6, PGN)

”I hear from many girls saying that since you are a manager,
then I can also become a manager.”

(Respondent 10, PGN)

Several respondents highlighted the importance to not only present female role
models for women but also in situations with men, for example having female
participants on stage or in panels at events that are attended by both genders.

”Many male role models are put forward. I believe that if you
want to change one, you have to highlight the female role models.
[...] But also I can think that there is a lot of event by women for
women and that you need to invite the men, because they are the
ones who need to understand. [...] Why can’t you have a fully fe-
male panel sometime where the men are in the audience?”

(Respondent 4, SA)

”What I believe in more than these women initiatives is having
more role models. If you see that someone else can do it, you become
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more confident that you also can do it.”

(Respondent 11, PGN)

4.3.5 Recruitment channels

A couple of respondents gave examples of how recruitment channels can result in
gender discrepancies in teams. One respondent said that startups often recruit
based on personal networks.

”If you are just a bunch of people from the same friend group
who are quite similar, then you do not have the same network. [...]
And you will recruit a lot through friends in the beginning.”

(Respondent 6, PGN)

Although she did not connect this example to gender equality in particular, the
respondent explicitly states how personal networks can limit team diversity. The
following quote also indicates an awareness of how certain recruitment methods
can contribute to homogeneity.

”Not only post the job post where only 25 year old white guys will
see it.”

(Respondent 11, PGN)

The respondent said that she tries to post job openings in channels where she
knows that women will see them.

””We need to put more focus on getting teams to recruit with a
higher gender equality when they are to grow.”

(Respondents 3, SA)
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5 Discussion

5.1 Summary of Results

5.1.1 Problematization of gender equality

There were two distinct views on the extent to which gender equality is a prob-
lem. The first group of respondents viewed gender as primarily an advantage.
They also had a mainly meritocratic view on the industry, stating that there are
few or no barriers connected to gender or that gender is not an issue. They did
not state that they had been negatively discriminated. Some highlighted their
di�erences to other women by either being critical of how other women raise
gender related issues as problematic. Also, a couple of the respondents implied
that women should behave di�erently. This group of respondents is called the
Positive Gender Neutral (PGN) group.

The other group of respondents, the Structure Acknowledging (SA) group,
stated that there is an issue of gender inequality in the industry. The im-
portance they placed on the issue was seen by many who were taking measures
to reduce the barriers for women in the industry. Although some conveyed the
possible advantage to womanhood, they did so in a more ambivalent way than
the PGN group.

5.1.2 Barriers to Female Tech Entrepreneurs

The male domination of the industry was one of the most commonly mentioned
barriers to female tech entrepreneurs. Some women have faced discrimination
and several pointed out that investors have unconscious biases. Several respon-
dents in the SA group had first hand experience of exclusion from male networks
and expressed things that indicate homosociality, such that men promote men.
Moreover, respondents within both groups hinted at homosociality for example
when expressing how recruitment in startups can lead to homogenous teams.
Several respondents described an existing or desired illusion of ”bro culture” in
the industry. Finally, the male dominance is illustrated by some SA respondents
believing that the work women do is often less valued.

Women stand out as a minority in the industry. This leads to high visibility and
many respondents claim that this is an advantage opening doors and making
them easily remembered. Whereas the PGN group mainly thought of that as
beneficial, several of the SA respondents raised downsides with the visibility.
For example, that attention can be tiring or that women may get attention but
in reality lack power.
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Several respondents raised barriers that are less visible and rather related to
internal factors. In the SA group, several respondents said that some women
adapt to male behaviour, as exemplified by some respondents claiming to have
adapted and accept a certain behaviour working in the industry. Moreover, the
replies of several SA respondents suggested the tiring e�ect of certain comments
and behaviours by men, but some mentioned that women who manage to shake
it o� could more easily succeed. Whereas adapting to male behaviour and the
need to have thick skin were viewed as undesirable in the SA group, some PGN
respondents were implicitly encouraging of women doing so.

Based on the respondents’ replies, master suppression techniques seem widespread
in the industry. Several in the SA group gave examples of when they had been
exposed to master suppression techniques. They had been belittled, interrupted
or not gotten credit. Some respondents had received derogatory comments,
sometimes connected to their gender. A couple in the PGN group seemed aware
of master suppression techniques but did not say that they had experienced it.
Despite mentioning it as a hinder, the fact that some respondents in the PGN
group encourage to shake things o� suggests that they too have experienced
things related to master suppression techniques or received derogatory com-
ments. The final rhetorical barrier that was declared, by both SA and PGN,
was that women tend to under estimate and men exaggerate, for example when
raising capital.

Another barrier that was conveyed is the masculine norm in the tech startup
industry. Only the SA group explicitly mentioned norms as a concept. Several
respondents reflected on the female norms, for example being a caretaker or not
being allowed to be mediocre. Some respondents conveyed what can happen
when women diverge from that norm, for example receiving skepticism as a
”strong” or a technical woman. Moreover, several stated or suggested that the
entrepreneurial norm is masculine.

5.1.3 Explanations for the Gender Gap

Many respondents explained the low number of female tech entrepreneurs with
women starting businesses in other industries or creating female targeted prod-
ucts. Respondents within both groups stated both that women start businesses
in other industries, and that male investors lack knowledge for female prod-
ucts and markets. Some in the SA group raised the excluding nature of en-
trepreneurial and tech languages.

Several respondents conveyed their belief that women are more risk averse or
have lower confidence, thus being less inclined to found companies. Some in the
SA group spoke from personal experiences of being reluctant to start a business
due to the lack of security. A couple illustrated how others can make you doubt
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yourself. In the PGN group, some respondents highlighted that women need to
believe more in themselves.

Respondents within both groups believe that the lack of role models translates
into less women founding tech companies. It was commonly expressed that
there is a lack of or need for more role models. Moreover, a couple stated that
the those female role models need to be seen in contexts where men too are
included.

5.2 Strategies of Women in the Industry

Much of the empirical results of this study are in line with the coping strategies
that other researchers have found studying female entrepreneurs and women
in tech. This section will elaborate on the characteristics of the two groups -
PGN and SA - described in the empirical section and compare them to previous
research on women’s strategies in male dominated contexts.

5.2.1 The Positive Gender Neutral Strategy

The characteristics of the Positive Gender Neutral group were blindness to gen-
der, viewing womanhood as mainly advantageous and distancing themselves
from other women.

1. Gender blindness

The Positive Gender Neutral group behaves similarly to Wahl’s (2003) gender
neutral strategy since they view gender as irrelevant and unproblematized. The
view of gender as irrelevant was seen for example by respondents stating that
gender does not matter, expressing a meritocratic view on the industry and
stating that they had not been discriminated.

The gender neutral characteristics of the PGN group were similar to the gender
blind female business owners in Lewis’ (2006) study. Like them, the PGN re-
spondents regarded entrepreneurship as gender neutral, for example by stating
that they believe men and women have the same entrepreneurial opportunities.
They also believe that gender is not a highly relevant issue. This is seen by their
view on the extent to which gender is problematic, by them explicitly stating so
or by highlighting the importance of overall diversity instead of gender equality.

Rendering one’s femininity less visible can make one deviate less from the male
norms and ideals of the industry (Lewis, 2006; Stead, 2015), thus being a cop-
ing strategy in a male dominated environment. In Wahl’s (2003) study, the
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women adopting the gender neutral strategy made gender invisible. Viewing
and acting on gender as unproblematic can be argued to render gender invis-
ible. More concrete examples of when respondents in the PGN group made
gender invisible are: highlighting the relative importance of other types of di-
versity compared to gender equality and avoiding initiatives for women. They
thus distance themselves from the gender equality question and hide the gen-
dered nature of entrepreneurship, in line with Lewis’ (2006) gender blind group.
The respondents in the PGN group thus seem to conceal their gender, one of
the ways of belonging suggested by Stead (2015).

2. Gender as an advantage

The attitudes expressed by the respondents of the PGN group coincides with
Wahl’s (2003) positive strategy, such as seeing and highlighting the positive
aspects of being a woman. In the positive strategy, women create a positive
image as a contrast to the societal structures and barriers (Wahl, 2003). This
image reflects di�erences in terms of culture as well as power between men and
women. The respondents in the PGN group, as in Wahl’s (2003) study, highlight
the advantages of being a woman in the male dominated context and do not
recognize female subordination. Perhaps they avoid viewing themselves as what
Wahl (2003) mentions as being ”the other”.

3. Attitudes to other women

The women in the PGN group distance themselves from some other women,
mostly by implying that there are di�erences between themselves and non-
entrepreneurial women or women outside the industry. Lewis (2006) describes
how the gender blind entrepreneurs in her study adopted to normality to hide
deviations from the male entrepreneurial norm. The women in the PGN group
seem to deviate little from the male norm. For example, they have to a large
extent rendered gender invisible. To certain degrees, they distance themselves
from women who deviate more from the male norm. This is seen by some of
the respondents encouraging women to behave in a way that conforms more
with male norm, for example saying women should shake derogatory comments
o� and be more confident. Thus, respondents expressing those views indicate,
in line with Stead’s (2015) modelling the norms way of belonging, that women
rather than structures should change. Some of the PGN respondents thus have
a ’fix the women’ (Stead, 2015) attitude. That attitude suggests a chasm be-
tween the norm conforming behaviour of the women in the PGN group and the
behaviour of ”other” women.

Another way some respondents distance themselves from other women is by
expressing a derogatory attitude, for example towards women raising gender in-
equality as problematic or women acknowledging the existence of gender related
barriers. Similarly, some women in the gender blind group in Lewis’s (2006)
study distanced themselves from the behaviours of other women, for example
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blaming other women for behaving in ways they considered inappropriate.

5.2.2 The Structure Acknowledging Strategy

This group had a high awareness of concepts within gender studies and struc-
tural barriers to women. In addition to awareness, they expressed a willingness
to decrease gender inequality.

1. High awareness

The respondents in the SA group showed high awareness of gender related is-
sues. Most had multifaceted views on gender, stating it has some advantages
while being aware of the downsides of being a woman. For example, many re-
spondents showed awareness of unconscious biases. Some were aware of how
entrepreneurial discourse can be excluding. Some indicated awareness of power
structures by for example stating that women’s work is often less valued or that
women may become powerless tokens. Many showed awareness of the use of
master suppression techniques and of the existence of homosociality. Further-
more, a couple of respondents elaborated that perhaps successful women need to
have thick skin. Many respondents directly or indirectly described the e�ect of
female and family norms and male entrepreneurial norms. Several respondents
explicitly used the word ”norms”.

Several respondents showed awareness of women’s coping strategies in male
dominated environments, although they did not explicitly mention it as a con-
cept. Some were aware of having adapted to a male norm themselves or stated
that other women may do so. They thus expressed awareness of concepts similar
to Stead’s (2015) concealment strategy.

2. Structures rather than individuals

The high awareness of barriers for women indicates that the respondents in
the SA group view gender inequality as a structural problem. For example,
respondents of the SA group were in general aware of structural barriers such
as norms, homosociality, power dynamics and biases. They thus see structures
as reasons for discrimination and gave examples of male dominance. In line
with Wahl’s (2003) contextual strategy, their explanations of discrimination
are related to outside world rather than the shortcomings of individual women.
Whereas respondents in the PGN group for example suggest that women should
adapt to the current entrepreneurial norm and behaviour, the SA group shows
awareness of those norms and behaviours but criticize that women should have
to adapt. Some of the SA respondents explicitly state that one should be able
to succeed even if one deviates from the norm.
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Nevertheless, to a certain extent, they do focus on the individual. For example,
the importance of role models, which concerns individuals rather than struc-
tures, was expressed by several SA respondents.

3. Working for change

Although probably unaware of it, the women in the SA group have an ambivalent
stance. They are aware of issues relating to gender inequality, but are also
working in a male dominated industry in mostly male dominated organizations.
Therefore, they could be seen as tempered radicals (Meyerson and Scully, 1995).
Nothing the women said suggests that they su�er from the hypocritical feeling
that can come with the ambiguous stance described by Meyerson and Scully
(1995).

Many of the SA respondents are undertaking active measures to decrease barri-
ers for women in the industry. Meyerson and Scully (1995) state that tempered
radicals can spark change and challenge the status quo. Several of the SA re-
spondents create change in so called small wins (Meyerson and Scully, 1995),
i.e. by attacking small, managable problems that hopefully can add up to larger
change. For example, one respondent started a female networking group and
another actively networks to find female founders. A VC had developed a frame-
work for concealing the gender of board member candidates. Some organizations
were actively changing their language or adapting the themes of their events to
be more including to women. Other respondents were sparking change through
local, spontaneous, authentic actions (Meyerson and Scully, 1995). This refers
to less strategic actions and is exemplified by some respondents prioritizing
helping other female entrepreneurs or speaking up if being subjected to master
suppression techniques.

5.2.3 Di�erentiation from previous research

The characteristics of the PGN and SA groups deviated little from similar groups
and strategies described in previous research. However, some strategies found
by other researchers were only implied or even absent in this study. Stead’s
(2015) tempered disruption was not identified in the empirics. Moreover, the
by proxy way of belonging (Stead, 2015) was not explicitly mentioned, although
one respondent stated the advantage of mixed teams. Approximately half of
the interviewed founders were the sole woman of an otherwise male founding
team, suggesting that they may use this strategy. The identity-switching (Stead,
2015) strategy was not explicitly identified in the study, although the author
could imagine women in both the SA and PGN groups occasionally using it.
Wahl’s (2003) relative view strategy was not explicitly identified. Nevertheless,
since the PGN group is gender blind but aware of the gender gap, some of them
may hold the view of male dominance being primarily related to the percentages

70



of the genders.

5.3 Perceptions of the Problem

5.3.1 Gender awareness

Many of the barriers that the respondents expressed can be found in research on
entrepreneurship and gender. This illustrates that the respondents in general
have a high awareness and knowledge level, especially the SA group. The re-
spondents acknowledged the existence of the gender gap and in general had an
idea of which industries women and men are represented in. Their view of where
women and men entrepreneurs are represented roughly coincides with e.g. that
of Tillväxtverket (8 år med kvinnors företagande, 2015). Moreover, respondents
within both groups showed awareness of the importance and potential benefits
of having multiple perspectives in a team. This is seen by the SA group placing
importance on gender equality, as well as members of both groups stating that
they value diversity.

Both groups of respondents mentioned internal, individual barriers such as
women having lower confidence or being more risk averse. Studies indicate
that women may be impeded to entrepreneurship by fear of failure and per-
ceived lack of competence and support (Shinnar, Giacomin and Janssen, 2012;
Wagner, 2007). Research suggests that women perceive that they need to have
a higher compentence level than men in order to start companies (Shinnar,
Giacomin and Janssen, 2012; Thébaud, 2010).

Moreover, many respondents showed awareness of biases. Within both groups,
unconscious biases were mentioned. Some gave concrete examples of biases and
stereotypes leading to di�erent behaviours of female and male entrepreneurs,
which has been shown in studies (Kanze et al., 2018). Moreover, respondents
showed awareness of the potentially excluding e�ects of the - in some respon-
dents’ words - macho industry culture.

Although not mentioning the word homosociality, respondents of both groups
indicated how homosociality can lead to more promotions or recruitment of
men. Most respondents were also aware of the existence of master suppression
techniques. In addition, some respondents showed consciousness of tokenism. In
line with findings by Watkins, Simmons and Umphress (2018), some respondents
suggested that being a minority can lead to feelings of isolation and to being
stereotyped.

Many respondents were norm aware. Within the SA groups norms were several
times explicitly mentioned. Most respondents showed awareness of norms on
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a general level, for example talking about the female family norm. Some are
more conscious and show understanding of how they themselves adapt to male
norms. Some even use similar language to e.g. Ahl (2002), explicitly stating
that the entrepreneurial ideal and norm is male. Thus, they are aware of how
concepts within entrepreneurship and tech are gendered.

Connecting the respondents’ answers to entrepreneurial and gender research
illustrates that the respondents are highly aware. Overall, respondents expressed
barriers and explanations that are commonly mentioned in research. Thus, they
seem to be well-informed and knowledgeable about the gender related problems
in their industry. Moreover, many implicitly and explicitly showed awareness of
concepts within gender studies, such as norms, biases and homosociality.

5.3.2 Awareness and change

A governmental o�cial report on the view on gender equality among business
leaders indicates that most business leaders, regardless of gender, nowadays are
relatively aware of gender inequality (Holgersson et al., 2014). The report illus-
trates similar deviating perceptions among female business leaders on the extent
of the problem, as found in this study. Most, but not all, of the interviewed
female business leaders view gender inequality as problematic (Holgersson et
al., 2014).

The report furthermore shows how gender awareness has changed over time.
Similar reports were done in 1994 and 2003. In 1994, women themselves were
seen as the cause of the problem, whereas in 2013, male business leaders did not
view women as having shortcomings. Rather some point to structural societal
factors as the root of the problem. In 20 years, there thus seems to have been
a shift in attitudes; gender inequality is now more recognized and desired to
be eliminated. In 1994, there seemed to be misconceptions about women as
inadequate and a lack willingness to work with gender equality. The view on
how to decrease gender inequalities was generally that women should change and
adapt. On the other hand, in 2013, the view had changed. This is exemplified
by male business leaders recognizing the importance of gender equality and
viewing themselves as responsible for working with the issue. The business
leaders highlight the importance of political initiatives, changes in organizational
processes and of corporate leadership driving change. (Holgersson et al., 2014)

The indications that gender awareness has increased over time is interesting for a
variety of reasons. Firstly, it may di�erentiate the results in this study from older
research on the perception of gender equality. Secondly, knowing that awareness
about gender inequality has increased gives an opportunity to investigate the
correlation between awareness and change. Thirdly, the increased awareness
of the respondents in this study may be an indication of positive change in
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the industry. However, this depends on whether an increased gender awareness
leads to a decrease in gender inequality.

Since the first government report on business leaders’ view on gender equal-
ity, there has been an increase in female managers (Holgersson et al., 2014).
This suggests that gender inequality awareness could be positively correlated
with a decrease in gender inequality. For example, increased gender awareness
can spark change through action. (Bierema, 2003) Nevertheless, gender con-
sciousness inherently refers to understanding the di�erent experiences of the
genders, which therefore could lead to highlighting di�erences between men and
women. Gender awareness initiatives may have a side e�ect of legitimizing so-
cial constructions of gender and strengthening the predominant gender notions
(Söderman and Löf, 2008).

To conclude, the increasing gender awareness in society as a whole and the tech
startup industry will hopefully lead to decreased gender inequality. However, for
gender awareness to lead to successful changes, the author of this thesis believes
that the focus should be on making structures, processes and organizations more
including, rather than focusing on the characteristics of women that di�er from
those of men.

5.4 Implications and Applications

5.4.1 Implications for the tech startup industry

What do the findings suggest about the initial question that sparked the interest
for this thesis - why are there so few female tech entrepreneurs? Analyzing
the perceptions of gender inequality among women in the industry has lead
to several insights. The barriers that the interviewed women express suggest
that female tech entrepreneurs and other women in the industry experience
more impediments than men. That could make it more challenging for female
entrepreneurs to succeed, or make talented women quit. Furthermore, perhaps
the knowledge of those barriers discourage women from entering the industry.

Moreover, the existence of the coping strategies, especially seen by the Positive
Gender Neutral group, indicates that there is a strong male norm in the industry.
The strategies suggest that some women have to find ways to work within the
male dominated environment. Assuming that gender awareness is a requirement
for change in the industry, a gender blind view may lead to unchanged levels
of gender inequality. Moreover, instead of changing structures, it can lead to
initiatives that suggest that women should fit into those structures. That may
result in exclusion of those deviating strongly from the norm.
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Finally, the results of this thesis suggest various explainations for the low num-
ber of female tech entrepreneurs. These explanations include women being
more risk averse, not believing in themselves, being unattracted by the male
entrepreneurial and technical norms and language, and starting companies in
other industries.

5.4.2 Applications

Hopefully, this thesis can lead to insights that can increase the number women
in the tech startup industry. The aim is that the insights will lead to an in-
creased awareness of the gender inequality and the barriers facing women in the
industry. Hopefully, that can make actors at di�erent stages, such as investors
and incubators, initiate change. One way of doing so it to oversee their own
processes and the gender equality of their organizations. Moreover, there are
examples of active measures that people have taken to increase gender equality,
as seen especially in section 4.1.2. These can be used as inspiration for active
measures that both individuals and organizations can undertake.

5.5 Limitations and Weaknesses

There may have been a selection bias among the interviewees. Firstly, the
respondents were to a large extent found using personal networks. Secondly,
successful entrepreneurs were probably overrepresented due to them being more
visible in e.g. media and therefore found using internet searches. Although the
group included women of di�erent professions, they were in addition to their
gender a seemingly homogeneous group in terms of socio-economic background,
ethnicity and age (the age gap within the respondent group was approximately
15 years). It would have been interesting to interview women with more diverse
backgrounds and entrepreneurs that had experienced a higher degree of failure.
Moreover, the low percentage of female tech entrepreneurs made it di�cult to
find high tech entrepreneurs to interview. Thus, women whose companies did
not exactly conform with the definition of tech set out in the beginning of the
thesis were interviewed.

There may furthermore be limitations relating to the author’s biases. This study
was conducted from a feminist viewpoint and with a knowledge of feminist
theory. Those perspectives provide certain perspectives on the respondents’
answers. Moreover, the author has worked in the tech startup industry and
may have brought preconceptions of the industry into the study. The biases
may have lead the author to be more receptive to certain concepts, and less
attentive to others. Finally, since this is a qualitative study which was mostly
conducted face to face, the interviews were inevitably shaped by the moods of
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and connection between the respondent and the researcher.

5.6 Suggestions for Further Studies

Interviewing female entrepreneurs in non-technical fields, students or others who
have not yet set their foot in the tech startup industry would o�er an interesting
outsider perspective. That could provide more insight into the perceptions of
the industry and tech entrepreneurship. It may deepen the understanding of
why few women consider becoming tech entrepreneurs. As stated in the Lim-
itations section, interviewing female tech entrepreneurs who have experienced
more setbacks would provide a deepened understanding of the barriers they
face. Moreover, to get a more well-rounded understanding of how people in the
industry perceive the gender equality problem, women with more diverse back-
grounds could be interviewed. That would add an intersectionality perspective.
Finally, it would be interesting to understand the perceptions of men in the
industry, similarly to the study by Holgersson et al. (2014).

The view on the extent of the problem as well as the barriers are mainly shaped
by first or second hand experiences. In contrast, the explainations for the gender
gap is of a more speculatory nature. Thus, additional studies could be carried
out focusing on women’s reluctance to start tech companies, rather than focusing
on the barriers they face while in the industry.

5.7 Contributions

The research contribution of this thesis is primarily in two areas. Previous re-
search, such as that by Lewis (2006) and Stead (2015), is often focused on the
gender blind groups. This study, on the other hand, gives a detailed picture of
a group of women with high awareness of gender related issues. Therefore, this
study o�ers the perspective of gender aware women in an entrepreneurial con-
text. It also o�ers an additional perspective to Wahl (2003) on coping strategies
in a Swedish male dominated context. This study could furthermore be used in
a comparative way, in order to add to the research by for example Holgersson
et al. (2014) on how perceptions on gender equality has changed over time.

Moreover, many studies on entrepreneurship and gender aim to investigate the
causes of the gender gap and the actual barriers facing women. Although this
study does describe barriers that women experience, the focus is on their per-
ception of the problem rather than the extent to which those problems are
”true”. Hence, this study adds to the entrepreneurship research by o�ering the
perspectives of women in the industry.
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6 Conclusions

6.1 Answers to Research Questions

6.1.1 Answer to Main Research Question

What perceptions of gender inequality can be found among women in the tech
startup industry?

As the multitude of perspectives in this study indicates, it is important to keep
in mind there is no one experience of being a woman. Thus, the perceptions
of gender inequality greatly varies, especially whether gender inequality is per-
ceived as problematic. Some respondents express that they do not perceive the
gender inequality in other ways than being a numerical minority, except that it
leads to increased attention and recognition. Others give many examples of bar-
riers that women in the industry face. For them, gender inequality is perceived
in more ways than being in a minority or positively standing out. They per-
ceive gender inequality as women in the industry having di�erent opportunities
or power than the men. Despite the extent to which they view gender inequality
as an issue, respondents are aware of the gender gap and perceive that there are
are fewer female than male entrepreneurs. The respondents also have di�erent
explanations for the reason for the gender gap, perceiving the issues as relating
to women and to societal structures.

6.1.2 Answer to Sub Research Question 1

To what extent is the gender gap seen as problematic?

The extent to which the gender gap is seen as problematic di�ers. Primarily
there were two distinct views on the extent of the problem. The respondents
with the first view recognize that there is a gender gap, but they do not ex-
press that as problematic. Some are skeptical towards women raising gender
inequality as a problem. They see the industry as meritocratic and are mostly
blind to gender. This is primarily based on they themselves not perceiving that
their gender has been an impediment to their carrier. Ambiguously, they in
addition to being gender blind highlight that being a woman can be made into
an advantage. The respondents of this group have an attitude of wanting to
primarily view being a woman as beneficial rather than an impediment. Since
they do not view gender equality as a pressing issue, some of the respondents
stated the importance of overall diversity.

Others recognize gender inequality as problematic. Although they may not feel

76



impeded themselves, they recognize that there are barriers to women in the
industry. These respondents wish that there were fewer barriers and hinders
for women. They think it is problematic that women have less power and
opportunities or have to adapt to male contexts. They generally express a
wish to increase the number of female entrepreneurs. They think of gender
equality as important, and thus recognizes that the gender gap is problematic.
Many think of it as so important that they take active measures to improve
gender equality in the industry. However, the respondents are more focused on
removing the barriers for women in the industry than reducing the numerical
gender discrepancy. Finally, it should be stated that several of these respondents
did express that there can be advantages, such as standing out, to being a woman
in the industry.

6.1.3 Answer to Sub Research Question 2

What barriers do female tech entrepreneurs face?

It can be concluded from the study that there are significant barriers facing
women in the industry. Not all respondents think the barriers have impeded
their carriers, but a vast majority of the respondents express that there are some
barriers. That there are barriers facing female entrepreneurs is furthermore
supported by only one advantage to being a woman being coming up in the
interviews - getting visibility and standing out. This can be compared to the
numerous barriers that are described below.

Many respondents expressed that the industry is male dominated. This leads to
barriers for female entrepreneurs such as discrimination and unconscious biases
among investors. Many express that male investors do not understand or see
the full potential of products targeted towards women. Moreover, women could
be excluded from male networks or feel excluded by the industry’s perceived
macho culture. Women’s work could be seen as less valuable and they may lack
power. Moreover, the visibility resulting from being a minority can both be an
advantage and a barrier. Visibility has downsides, such as being tiring or female
entrepreneurs becoming symbolic tokens without much power.

That male entrepreneurial and technical norms are masculine seem to have
e�ects on women. Women may adapt to male norms and behaviours, being
unable to be fully themselves. That there is a male norm in the tech startup
industry is suggested by the existence of coping strategies, such as some women
hiding gender and adapting to the male norm. Those not using this strategy
may perceive the barriers more strongly, as indicated by the SA group expressing
a larger number of barriers than the PGN group. Some women expressed that
they can meet scepticism, both when being feminine or when diverging from
female norm. Furthermore, women may be included or get attention only when
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being exceptional.

There are barriers female entrepreneurs and other women in the industry re-
lating to social interactions and rhetoric. Examples include master suppression
techniques, not getting credit for one’s work and others stealing one’s ideas.
Moreover, women may to a larger extent underestimate and men exaggerate
in for example pitches, which can lead to funding discrepancies. That is be-
cause investors being used to a male norm might see less potential in female
entrepreneurs if they communicate di�erently.

The barriers can have di�erent e�ects. Being excluded from networks, being
stereotyped or being treated di�erently can give female entrepreneurs direct
disadvantages. Furthermore, it can be tiring with high visibility, exposure to
master suppression techniques and adapting to the male norm. Not getting
credit or having di�culties raising funding can be discouraging.

6.1.4 Answer to Sub Research Question 3

What explanations for the gender gap can be identified?

The barriers and the perceptions of the problem are mainly based on first hand
experiences by the respondents. Therefore, in contrast to the empirical results
used to answer the first and second sub research questions, the explainations
for the gender gap are of a more speculatory nature.

A common explanation for the gender gap is that women start businesses in
other industries than tech. Potential causes for that could be limited networks
or societal norms. For example, recruiting teams through networks fosters ho-
mogeneity. To a certain extent, investors are recruited through networks, but
it may be especially true for startups. Moreover, firms may continue to be
male dominated due to homosociality. Furthermore, the masculine marked en-
trepreneurial and technical norms could be discouraging, unattractive and ex-
cluding. It may lead to women not being able to picture themselves as tech
entrepreneurs. For example, the entrepreneurial language may not resonate
with as well with women as with men. Respondents also expressed factors that
relate more to individual women than structures, such as women being more
risk averse, having lower confidence and lacking relatable role models.
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Ethelberg, E. (1985). Självkänsla kontra realitet. Tidskrift För Genusvetenskap, (1),
4-15. Retrieved April 8, 2019.
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