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Introduction
Women are underrepresented in entrepreneurship and innovation, although more 
women than men in EU Member States now have a tertiary education.1 Gender equal
ity is a key European value (European Commission, 2025a), and gender diversity 
would bring a necessary variety of perspectives and experiences to small businesses 
and research and innovation ecosystems, which drive the European economy. Gender 
inequality and the lack of gender diversity in these sectors are therefore systemic 
problems for the European market, as well as for democracy, society, and culture 
(European Commission, 2025b). The lack of gender equality and diversity requires sys
tematic and complex solutions. These solutions must be based on research that un
covers the root causes. This chapter is based on an analysis of semi-structured inter
views conducted in 10 European countries with experts from the health, green, and 
digital sectors and with representatives of the target groups identified in the Quadru
ple Helix framework (representatives of universities and research institutions, non- 
profit organisations supporting women’s entrepreneurship, businesses, and policy 
makers) on gendered barriers, opportunities, and good practices in entrepreneurship 
and innovation.

Previous research has identified key challenges to gender equality in entre
preneurship and innovation, including the very definition of entrepreneurship and 
innovation and wider structural inequalities in the labour market. However, entre
preneurship and innovation are still widely regarded as individual activities, primar
ily undertaken by people who exhibit masculine characteristics (Ahl, 2006; Marlow, 
Martinez-Dy, 2018). Conversely, feminist research emphasises the importance of con

� In the second quarter of 2024, women represented 47% of all entrepreneurs and 51% of the self- 
employed in EU Member States, while only 37% of entrepreneurs with employees were women 
[Eurostat, 2023]. In terms of gender horizontal segregation, women make up 68% of PhD graduates in 
education and 60% in health and welfare. However, they represent only 21% of graduates in ICT and 
27% of graduates in engineering, manufacturing, and construction. Although there is an overall gen
der balance among PhD graduates, as women make up 48% of all PhD graduates in EU Member States, 
women account for only 22% of researchers in the business and economic sector, 25% of self- 
employed in science, engineering, and ICT professionals, and 9% of inventors in EU Member States 
(European Commission, 2024).
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sidering a broader context, such as the situation in the household and caring respon
sibilities, and adopting an intersectional approach to research on entrepreneurs 
(Romero, Valdez, 2016; Christensen et al., 2024). Furthermore, the attempts to define 
the products of entrepreneurship and innovation must shift towards more social and 
‘real-life’ solutions to everyday challenges and move away from a predominantly 
technical and economic focus. Entrepreneurship also needs to be understood in the 
context of the availability of standard employment contracts, as well as the availabil
ity of work-care arrangements in the wider labour market. Attention should also be 
paid to informal entrepreneurs and false self-employed and to the division of work 
and care roles within enterprises and households involved in entrepreneurship and 
innovation (Marlow, Martinez Dy, 2018). More and better data are needed.

Drawing on theories of structural inequality, entrepreneurial agency, and strate
gic approaches to gender equality and employing a qualitative methodology, this 
chapter identifies the barriers, opportunities, and best practices for achieving gender 
equality in entrepreneurship and innovation across 10 European countries. We find 
that the main barriers to gender equality in entrepreneurship and innovation are re
lated to gender stereotypes in the cultural and social environment and on the labour 
market. However, current identified good practices mostly focus on fixing the num
bers or institutions, with a notable lack of good practices and systematic efforts to fix 
institutionalised knowledge and practices through knowledge of the cultural construc
tion of gender and its intersections with other categories of (dis)advantage. Fixing the 
culture and our everyday practices would be an important leap forward, which 
would require more long-term support and resources.

Structural inequality, entrepreneurial agency, 
positionality, and the theory of gendered 
innovations
Mainstream entrepreneurship theory and policy overlook the social structures that 
shape entrepreneurial opportunities, portraying entrepreneurship as an individual 
activity based on agency and meritocracy (Ahl, 2006; Ahl, Marlow, 2019). Based on this 
assumption, entrepreneurship itself is seen as a means of overcoming disadvantage. 
However, this approach ignores the fact that social structures cannot be overcome by 
individual action (Ahl, Marlow, 2019). Because the entrepreneurship norm is domi
nated by well-educated, urban, white, Anglo-American or European males, entre
preneurship is therefore normatively male (Ahl, 2006). Those who reflect this norm 
tend to have greater access to privileges such as elite education, managerial experi
ence, personal wealth, powerful social networks, and attributions of masculinity. All 
of these serve to enact entrepreneurial agency. Conversely, the further individuals 
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and groups are from the norm — i.e. how less urban, white, male, and wealthy they 
are — the more marginalised they become (Ahl, 2006; Marlow, Martinez Dy, 2018). 
Stereotypically female attributes, such as caregiving, do not align with stereotypically 
masculine attributes of leadership, such as assertiveness and dominance (Bullough 
et al., 2022). At the same time, it is assumed that social and financial disadvantage can 
be overcome through a combination of innovative opportunities and hard work, sug
gesting that entrepreneurship is characterised by the removal of constraints (Rindova, 
Barry, Ketchen, 2009), such as discrimination by employers in employment relation
ships. Similarly, structural conditions in the labour market can act as a motivation for 
entering self-employment. For example, the lack of flexible forms of employment to 
help people reconcile caregiving responsibilities and paid work often leads them to 
pursue self-employment as the only viable option. This type of necessity-driven moti
vation more frequently results in the acceptance of precarious working conditions, 
such as false self-employment (Hughes, 2003).

The gender stereotypes surrounding entrepreneurship and innovation pose an 
economic and cultural problem. Previous research has demonstrated the benefits of 
gender diversity for innovation and entrepreneurship (Nilsen, Bloch, Schiebinger, 
2018). Nielsen, Bloch, and Schiebinger (2018) suggest gender diversity should be 
achieved in three areas: (1) in teams focusing on the equal representation of women; 
(2) in methods; and (3) in the questions we ask and the priorities we set for research, 
innovation, and entrepreneurship. They also emphasise that other types of diversity, 
including age, class, ethnicity, and nationality, would benefit the economy and society 
(Nielsen, Bloch, Schiebinger, 2018, p. 732). Therefore, they advocate for an intersec
tional approach.

Intersectionality theory has emerged as an approach to understanding the inter
action between different categories of inequality, such as race, gender, class, and sex
uality (Crenshaw, 1991; Hancock, 2016; Nash, 2008), as opposed to conducting separate 
analyses of women, ethnic minorities, and so on. This approach captures the social 
location of an entrepreneur in a more complex way than focusing solely on gender or 
other categories (Romero, Valdez, 2016). The social location of an entrepreneur and 
the context in which they pursue the processes of entrepreneurship and innovation 
give rise to the concept of social positionality (Essers, Benschop, 2009; Marlow, Marti
nez-Dy, 2018). According to Anthias (2013), positionality is defined as the space that 
lies at the intersection of structure (social position/social effects) and agency (meaning 
and practice). Entrepreneurial agency is the result of the interaction between social 
structures (i.e. systems of relationships between social positions) and culture (i.e. be
lief systems and ideologies, such as stereotypes and media images). Positionality high
lights how these concepts, particularly access to resources, are impacted by the inter
action between social structure and culture. Martinez Dy (2020) employs the concept 
of positionality to analyse how entrepreneurship is embedded in a structural context 
and culture that shape lived experiences, opportunities, and behaviour. Cultural con
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text and intersectional perspectives are critically important elements of entrepreneur
ship research (Marlow, Martinez Dy, 2018).

The theory of gendered innovations and three strategic 
approaches to gender equality

How can gendered, intersectional, and contextual inequalities be captured theoreti
cally? As outlined in Chapter 1 of this volume, Gendered Innovations (2020) is a trans
atlantic project developed jointly by Stanford University and the EU Commission’s Di
rectorate-General for Research and Innovation (DG Research) to answer this question. 
Led by Londa Schiebinger, the project has been closely linked to Europe’s ambitions 
since the inception of the EU to be a global leader in technology and innovation. It has 
addressed three strategic approaches taken by universities and research institutions 
in recent decades to create a gender-inclusive innovation and entrepreneurship strat
egy. These three approaches represent specific concepts, methods, and strategies.

The first approach, called ‘fix the numbers’, focuses on increasing the participa
tion of women and underrepresented groups in existing structures and addressing 
statistical underrepresentation. With a focus on individual-level strategies and educa
tion (Burkinshaw, White, 2017; Kabeer, Natalli, 2013), this approach has evolved into a 
model of ‘business feminism’ based on rational and economic arguments for gender 
equality. It includes calls for more training and education in entrepreneurship for 
women or specific groups of women, such as women with a migration background, to 
address their underrepresentation. It is therefore sometimes referred to as ‘fixing the 
women’ (Foss et al., 2019). While this approach may help women to develop the spe
cific skills they need, it cannot overcome wider structural inequality. It has been 
criticised for its focus on individual solutions and for not addressing systems of disad
vantage, such as legislation, market regulation, taxation, and other policy-related 
areas (Foss et al., 2019), which involve the use of different regulations for different 
groups or have a differential impact on groups in different positions. Furthermore, by 
emphasising the need for women to acquire more knowledge and skills, it perpetuates 
the stereotype that women are inherently not sufficiently able to pursue entre
preneurship and innovation or certain aspects of it.

The second approach addresses structures that are unfriendly to women and fam
ilies, calling for changes to institutions and services (Recalde, Vesterlund, 2020). The 
‘fix the institutions’ approach promotes inclusive equality in careers by implementing 
structural changes within organisations, such as gender quotas and gender equality 
plans. This approach recognises the social experiences of women and other groups 
and is associated with standpoint/societal feminism. It has the potential, for example, 
to institutionalise support for a work-life balance or mechanisms for increasing the 
representation of women in decision-making within specific organisations, using tools 
such as action plans for gender equality. While this approach has an equalising poten
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tial in that it removes barriers, for example, for women with caring responsibilities, it 
has recently been criticised. Having an action plan for gender equality does not auto
matically mean that the barriers faced by disadvantaged and vulnerable groups are 
removed (Linkova, Mergaert, 2021).

The third approach focuses on excellence in science and technology by integrat
ing sex, gender, and intersectional analyses into research. This approach emphasises 
that gender is a cultural construction. The ‘fix the knowledge’ approach aims to pro
mote the gender dimension in research evaluation and improve knowledge by using 
gender-disaggregated data and analysis and intersectional analysis (Nielsen, Bloch, 
Schiebinger, 2018; Nielsen et al., 2025). It has the potential to capture the interconnec
tions between systems of disadvantage through rigorous, evidence-based analysis. 
However, as it is specifically focused on research and research funding institutions, it 
is somewhat limited in its application to the wider area of entrepreneurship and inno
vation.

The GILL project introduces a fourth approach: ‘fix the culture’. This would repre
sent a significant advancement, shifting the focus from limited economic and techni
cal perspectives of innovation to more social and practical real-life solutions. It would 
also entail long-term efforts to dismantle the masculine norms of entrepreneurship 
and the stereotypes surrounding the roles of women and men in paid work and fam
ily life. This approach aims to transform practices and norms to dismantle structural 
inequality and increase gender sensitivity (see Chapters 1 and 6 of this volume).

Data and methodology
To take a more holistic approach to entrepreneurship and innovation and to move 
beyond individual experiences, we chose expert interviews as a suitable method for 
answering our research question about the main barriers and opportunities for 
women in entrepreneurship and innovation. Our analysis is based on 36 semi- 
structured interviews with experts in entrepreneurship, innovation, and women’s 
support collected in 2023, in 10 European countries (Belgium, the Czech Republic, Den
mark, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Romania, Spain and the United Kingdom). The 
36 experts represented all four areas of the quadruple helix: academia (12), govern
ment (4), industry (10), and citizens/NGOs (10). The experts included representatives 
of entrepreneurship support programmes, university programmes and NGOs support
ing women in innovation and entrepreneurship, gender studies experts, policy
makers, and officials at ministries. Informed consent was obtained from all partici
pants, and the interviews were anonymised. Participants were recruited using the 
snowball technique by interviewers, and the average interview duration was 
one hour. The interviews were based on a common interview guide focused on bar
riers, opportunities, and good practices for gender equality in entrepreneurship and 
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innovation. Common analysis summary templates were completed for each interview. 
The analysis employed the ‘structural reading’ approach outlined by Erel (2007), fo
cusing on the impact of social structures on individuals and institutions. During the 
analysis, uniform analytical templates were used for each interview, and the barriers, 
opportunities, and good practices discussed were coded according to the strategic ap
proaches to gender equality: fix the numbers, fix the institution, fix the knowledge, 
and fix the culture. The following findings section is divided into two analytical parts. 
First, we discuss the identified barriers and opportunities, followed by an analysis of 
the good practices. Finally, we present our conclusions and ideas for further research

Barriers and opportunities for gender equality 
in entrepreneurship and innovation
Barriers and risks

Experts mentioned culture, values, and gendered norms as the most significant bar
riers to gender equality in entrepreneurship and innovation. Thus, the main barriers 
were those related to gender stereotypes and expectations, the differential behaviour 
expected of women and men, and the values expressed in language and unconscious 
biases. Experts also spoke about prejudice and gender-insensitive language, as well as 
androcentrism, whereby masculine characteristics are seen as the norm against 
which women are measured. Some experts also mentioned the intersection of per
sonal characteristics such as gender, race or ethnicity, and education, which reinforce 
and multiply the disadvantages women face in the labour market, entrepreneurship, 
innovation, and society at large, including private life. Gender stereotypes, gender 
norms, gender bias in assessing individual and business capabilities, and homosocial 
practices excluding women and other minorities were similarly identified as the main 
barriers in the reports, recent research publications, and grey literature in selected 
EU countries (Christensen et al., 2024).

Specifically, digital transformation experts described biases against women in 
male-dominated industries, such as engineering, and stereotypes about women’s lack 
of technical or leadership skills. These prejudices can lead to discrimination in fund
ing, hiring, partnerships, and recognition. They also pointed out that innovation de
velopers are predominantly white men, and that gender and racial stereotypes are 
replicated in the development and use of digital technologies and AI. This manifests 
itself in language, job descriptions that suit men, and a narrow definition of innova
tion as purely technical. Consequently, experts observe low confidence among women 
entrepreneurs in ICT, the underrepresentation of women in IT start-ups, and poorer 
access to finance for women to support their businesses and innovation projects.
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Experts working in business support and innovation, as well as supporting 
women entrepreneurs, mentioned the male bias in entrepreneurship and innovation. 
They said that entrepreneurship focuses too much on economic growth, financial 
gain, risk, and competition — values that are not traditionally associated with femi
ninity in Western culture. This can lead to women’s entrepreneurship being perceived 
as inferior, less successful, and less prestigious than men’s, as it often does not priori
tise these values. Other experts also mentioned the lack of systematic support for 
women-led enterprises (e.g. start-ups) or the lack of promotion of women in entre
preneurship and innovation specifically. Furthermore, with regard to gender stereo
types and male bias in entrepreneurship and innovation, the experts identified the 
issue that women (especially those with a migration background) are often treated as 
exceptions to the rule. This occurs both informally, when they are often in a token 
position in various situations, and formally, when various support mechanisms are 
designed solely for women, thereby perpetuating the stereotype that women require 
special support (for examples of these formal and informal inequalities, see Chapter 2).

Another barrier is the lack of gender sensitivity and willingness to address gender 
inequality at different levels. On the one hand, men were found to have lower gender 
sensitivity than women concerning the structural causes of gender inequalities, and 
men were found to be less willing to engage with these topics. On the other hand, 
there was also a reluctance to discuss gender equality with some groups, such as stu
dents, expressing the view that the issue has already been widely discussed without 
significant progress being made.

The interviews also revealed that socialisation plays a significant role in perpetu
ating the false belief among women that they are incapable of learning and perform
ing difficult tasks, such as excelling in IT and other traditionally masculine fields. 
From a very early age, we are exposed to gender stereotypes embedded in social insti
tutions, according to which we act and judge others. Socialisation was identified as 
the cause of the low percentage of women in male-dominated fields of study such as 
IT, technology, and science (STEM subjects) and the cause of gender segregation in the 
labour market in general.

Both horizontal and vertical gender segregation were identified as strong barriers 
that are present not only in the education system, but also in the labour market and 
the wider economy. Women are disadvantaged not only in the areas in which they 
work, but also because they are underrepresented in decision-making and leadership 
positions at the business and political levels, and because important decisions are 
made without considering women’s life experiences. Overall, gender segregation in 
the labour market and business is driven by gender stereotypes, socialisation, the iso
lation of women in highly masculine environments, a lack of networks and access to 
men’s clubs.

Some experts, particularly those specialising in entrepreneurship, have 
highlighted women’s lower willingness to take risks, e.g. when considering loans. 
Those focusing on supporting women in male-dominated fields highlight women’s 
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lower self-confidence and their belief that they cannot succeed in certain fields. In 
this context, the lack of mentors and role models who can demonstrate to women that 
they can succeed in traditionally male-dominated fields was discussed.

Barriers related to policies for balancing work and family life and the gender di
vision of labour at home were mentioned. In particular, it was noted that women are 
expected to take on a greater share of caring responsibilities, which often leads them 
to reduce their working hours. If they refuse, they are criticised for being bad moth
ers. It was also acknowledged that family and social policy frameworks, such as the 
conditions and support for maternity and parental and paternity leave affect families’ 
real lives and can reproduce gender stereotypes. Discrimination against women with 
children in the labour market was noticed, particularly in access to male-dominated 
fields such as ICT.

An important barrier is the lack of political will and commitment to promoting 
gender equality and diversity. It was emphasised that politicians do not perceive the 
issue of gender equality as crucial. Furthermore, where political representatives and 
stakeholders are already making efforts to promote gender equality and diversity, 
change is too slow. The underrepresentation of women in politics was also identified 
as a problem.

The experts interviewed identified a lack of support for women entrepreneurs 
and innovators as an important barrier. This includes a lack of infrastructure and 
support for women entering male-dominated fields, a lack of inclusive programmes, 
and a lack of support from their own families. Almost all the experts had experience 
with grant funding (often from the EU, national grant competitions, etc.) for projects 
and activities that promote gender equality. They know that a key barrier for women 
entrepreneurs, as well as for various support organisations and projects is the lack of 
access to finance, microfinance, and other types of funding. However, when they do 
find and successfully obtain funding to address this it is usually short-term, which 
makes it impossible to implement long-term activities or sustain long-term support 
for gender equality issues after the project ends.

Experts generally agree that the most significant barriers are related to culture, 
where gender stereotypes prevail and men and women are expected to perform dif
ferent activities and demonstrate different levels of commitment at home and in the 
workplace. This also influences the actions, strategies, and opportunities that experts 
consider important for strengthening gender equality and promoting gender di
versity.

Opportunities

The most frequently mentioned opportunity was the need for cultural change, such as 
the use of female role models. There was also a strong call for gender awareness- 
raising activities, campaigns, and training programmes, etc., at different levels and 
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for different actors, such as workplace management, men, and people working in dif
ferent support and funding structures. Benefits have also been seen in promoting gen
der diversity at the organisational level (e.g. companies and universities). The experts 
representing citizens called for opportunities to be created for underrepresented 
groups to network, share experiences, and talk openly about challenges and for in
creasing communication and the sharing of results. Some experts saw these measures 
as an opportunity for entrepreneurship and innovation. An interviewee from the digi
tal industry in Romania pointed out: ‘Having more women in this field also means 
that digital products will be better adapted to female markets and buyers.’

Another step that could help to remove barriers would be to introduce policies 
that directly promote the inclusion of women in innovation. Various measures have 
been suggested, including gender quotas in political and economic decision-making 
processes. It is important to note that the level of debate surrounding gender quotas 
varies between countries. While gender quotas are widely implemented in politics 
and business in many countries, in others, such as Spain and the Czech Republic, the 
debate on gender quotas still leads to tensions and discussions about compromising 
meritocracy. Other concrete measures mentioned include positive action, equality cer
tificates, the promotion of inclusive practices, and gender mainstreaming in strategic 
and equality plans. European gender equality policies are considered a valuable start
ing point for effecting change at the national, company, and local levels and for trans
forming the gender order in society. The requirement for all institutions applying for 
EU-funded projects to have a gender equality plan, for example, has been highly val
ued as an impetus for change in many universities and research institutions. Includ
ing gender diversity in research teams and gender equality in research content as 
project evaluation criteria is also an effective way of increasing the representation of 
women and the attention given to gender equality in innovation.

The interviewed experts agreed with the development of support systems for 
women entrepreneurs, such as mentoring programmes, networking opportunities 
and initiatives to build self-esteem, and the inclusive leadership model. These systems 
should be available at all stages of an entrepreneurial career, not just for start-ups. 
Digital skills were also identified as a very important area where these measures 
would be beneficial. The experts also identified the following as valuable measures: 
focusing on the younger generation and supporting them to start new ventures and 
innovations; supporting women to enter non-traditional fields of study and start ca
reers in the STEM and ICT sectors through talent retention measures, social media, 
and role models. In addition to networking and educational and training support, fi
nancial support was identified as an important development opportunity. The experts 
called for financial resources, such as micro-credits, to be targeted at women and 
other underrepresented groups.

A key area for improvement that was discussed was work-life balance, including 
the need to normalise the idea of women combining paid work and care and of men 
providing care.
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The very definition of innovation was also discussed and challenged in relation to 
the cultural context. A more innovative perspective on what innovation is was also 
considered a new opportunity for increasing gender equality. For a long time, innova
tion has been understood as more technical and taking place in the private sphere. 
However, women predominate in public sector employment, and innovation can also 
be non-technical – for example, social innovation.

The expert interviews identified obstacles and risks to achieving gender equality in entre
preneurship and innovation, as summarized in Table 3.1. These challenges stem from a 
gendered culture that shapes our fundamental understanding of who can innovate and 
how. Overcoming these hurdles and fostering gender equality, according to the experts, 
primarily involves dismantling gender stereotypes related to abilities, interests, and la
bour division, as well as creating opportunities for women through changes in the en
trepreneurial and innovative landscape. The next section will delve into good practices 
for achieving gender equality in innovation and entrepreneurship, as highlighted by 
these experts.

Good practices
During the interviews, we asked the experts to identify good practices for achieving 
gender equality in entrepreneurship and innovation that they have been part of or that 
they know about in their area. Based on the 36 expert interviews, 41 good practices 

Table 3.1: A summary of key barriers and opportunities.

Barriers and risks Opportunities

Gender stereotypes 
Gendered socialisation 
Gendered values 
Masculine bias 
Gendered norms 
Low self-confidence of women 
Low willingness to take risks 
Gendered policies 
Horizontal and vertical gender 
segregation 
Lack of access to finance 
Sexual harassment 
Violence against women 
(Unsystematic) Support for 
equality

Awareness-raising activities 
Financial resources 
Mentoring 
Role models 
Sharing experiences 
Networking 
Support systems for women 
Work-life balance support 
Gender equality policies (quotas) 
Promotion of gender diversity 
Redefinition of gendered concepts of innovation, 
entrepreneurship 
Cultural change

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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were collected. These good practices can be categorised based on three strategic ap
proaches to gender equality: fix the numbers, fix the institutions, and fix the knowledge 
(see Table 3.2). However, it is important to recognise that all three levels of analysis are 
necessary; therefore, the three levels are not hierarchical, they are all interrelated. For 
example, efforts to increase women’s participation will not be successful without inte
grating methods of sex and gender analysis into knowledge production (Schiebinger 
et al., 2010). None of the good practices collected focused on fixing the culture.

Fix the numbers

Among the good practices mentioned, 29 can be summarised in the category ‘fix the 
numbers’. These good practices mostly focus on training and the empowerment of 
women in terms of supporting women’s self-confidence, developing specific skills, es
pecially those that will help them to succeed in business, providing a safe space for 
the discussion and exchange of experiences, including between junior and senior en
trepreneurs, etc. These good practices also focus on the representation of women, 
mostly in occupations or fields where women are underrepresented.

These good practices included the following activities:
– Organising events, meetings, etc., of women (entrepreneurs, academics, women 

in IT, etc.), either with other women with similar life experiences or with women 
in senior positions who can provide women in the early career stage with advice 
on how to develop their careers. These meetings are therefore also based on the 
method of working with female role models. The main objective of the events and 
meetings is to support and share knowledge for women, while raising awareness 
of the successes and challenges that women face in specific fields.

– Communication campaigns aimed at presenting women in leadership positions as 
role models to encourage other women to work in masculinised fields and leader
ship positions.

– Competitions and training programmes focusing on providing women with spe
cific skills to improve and expand their businesses.

– Good practices devoted to networking, that is, not just on meeting but on targeted 
networking – for example, between businesswomen and investors. One good 
practice focuses on networking between immigrant women and potential employ
ers with the aim of increasing the representation of women with immigrant back
grounds in professional occupations.

– Specific projects at the company level or projects realised by NGOs aimed at in
creasing the number of women (who are underrepresented), usually in masculi
nised fields, such as IT.
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Fix the institution

This type of fix focuses on institutions and organisations where changes should take 
place to promote gender equality (Recalde, Vesterlund, 2020). Nine good practices 
were identified focusing on changing structures and policies, aiming at breaking 
down structural barriers in institutions, mainly workplaces. Since 2010, the European 
Commission has moved towards promoting gender equality at the institutional level 
in funding projects, encouraging research organisations and universities to imple
ment multi-annual action plans to address institutional barriers, such as in recruit
ment, promotion and retention policies, management and research evaluation stand
ards, and work-life balance policies. In line with this development, six of the nine 
good practices were identified by experts in the field of higher education, as the focus 
of the good practices was mainly on academic institutions setting up gender equality 
committees, and developing gender equality strategies and plans.

Good practices included the following activities:
– Gender equality plans and gender equality policies and quotas for the underrep

resented gender. These activities aim to increase the number of women in certain 
positions within the institution, such as women in senior management, as well as 
to promote gender diversity and strengthen gender equality in other areas of the 
organisations, such as work-life balance policies.

– Some good practices focused on specific groups, identifying their needs and de
signing and developing policies and activities to improve their working condi
tions. One example is a good practice focusing on immigrant women in agricul
ture in Italy, which also adopts an intersectional perspective.

These good practices aimed to improve working conditions and motivate companies 
to employ women with caring responsibilities, for example, thus adapting working 
conditions for this specific group of workers and increasing the number of people in 
vulnerable positions in the labour market. These good practices focus not only on im
proving the situation of a specific group, but also on institutional change within pri
vate companies or universities. For example, a good practice might focus on creating 
gender commissions or associations that identify key issues in promoting gender 
equality and diversity and propose ways to address these issues. Within private com
panies, this may take the form of a specific HR measure aimed at a particular group 
of workers (e.g. carers).

Fix the knowledge

There are also 3 good practices that fall into the category of ‘embedding knowledge’ 
or ‘gendered innovation’, which promotes excellence in science and technology by in
tegrating sex, gender and intersectional analysis into research. Of these 3 practices, 2 

50 Alena Křížková, Marie Pospíšilová and Markéta Švarcová



were identified by experts from academia, and 1 by an expert from the government. 
These specific and complex projects require many human and financial resources, as 
well as a significant knowledge base, and are therefore better suited to government 
and university actors.

In this category, 2 good practices focused on tackling male bias and promoting 
gender equality in grant competitions and application assessment procedures. Na
tional Foundations for applied research in Italy and Czechia encourage gender equal
ity by requiring that submitted applications have a gender-balanced team, by evaluat
ing the impact of the project and its results on men and women, and by generally 
introducing gender equality as a criterion in the evaluation of research projects.

And 1 good practice in this category comes from Coventry University in the UK, 
where research has focused on improving knowledge of health inequalities, particu
larly those relating to preterm birth. The project uses an intersectional analysis, col
lecting data from various participants at the intersection of gender, race and eth
nicity.

The missing focus on fixing the culture

Although the experts identified various barriers to gender equality that are rooted in 
stereotypically gendered understandings of entrepreneurship and innovation, as well 
as in practices and normative structures that reproduce gender inequalities, the good 
practices identified did not predominantly focus on dismantling these root causes. 
Their focus was primarily on the provision of training and other measures aimed at 
changing individual women’s behaviour to increase their representation, as well as 
changing institutions. Therefore, what is still missing and needed to truly dismantle 
the root causes of the barriers identified is the transversal fix focused on the culture, 
requiring contextual methods, the fourth fix suggested by the GILL project (see Chap
ter 1 and 6 of this volume).

Table 3.2: The specific content of the good practice strategic approaches.

Fix the Numbers (��) Fix the Institutions (�) Fix the knowledge (�)

– Training
– Networking
– Role models
– Mentoring
– Increasing the interest/ 

participation of specific 
groups

– Gender equality plans
– Gender equality policies
– Quotas
– Improving and adapting 

working conditions (e.g. 
work-family needs)

– Promoting gender 
equality in grant 
applications

– Improving knowledge by 
collecting and analysing 
intersectional data

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Conclusions and further research
This chapter aimed to identify the barriers, opportunities, and good practices for gen
der equality in entrepreneurship and innovation, as seen by experts from various 
quadruple helix areas (academia, citizens, industry, and government). The prevailing 
view among experts in the 10 European countries is that the main barriers are related 
to the cultural and social environment, where men and women are subject to stereo
types and expected to fulfil different roles and demonstrate different levels of com
mitment to family life and the workplace. This also influences the actions, strategies, 
and opportunities that the experts consider important for strengthening gender 
equality and promoting gender diversity. The main problems identified by the experts 
are gender-stereotypical cultural beliefs and norms, masculine bias, gender segrega
tion, a lack of funding and microfinance, a lack of policies to support work-life bal
ance, and a lack of political will and empirical evidence to discuss working conditions 
and remove barriers. These findings are consistent with previous research emphasis
ing the role of the male norm in entrepreneurship, the importance of the cultural con
text, and the need for access to resources, resulting from social structures and culture 
(Christensen et al., 2024; Marlow, Martinez Dy, 2018; Martinez Dy, 2020). The opportu
nities for change in the direction of greater gender equality identified in the inter
views largely correspond to these barriers and highlight the role of key actors, such 
as the EU, in setting standards that can be disseminated further to the national, local, 
and organisational levels.

In terms of efforts to overcome existing barriers, projects that focus on increasing 
the number of women in underrepresented fields, occupations, and management po
sitions predominate. These projects tend to focus on the individual skills of women, 
an approach that has been criticised in feminist literature (Ahl, 2006; Marlow, Marti
nez-Dy, 2018) as reproducing the stereotypes about women having insufficient skills. 
However, we also identified a group of good practices aimed at fixing institutional 
structures of inequality, primarily in academia and the public sector, but also in some 
companies. These practices aimed to make working conditions more compatible with 
caring responsibilities and combat male and racial bias. These good practices, as well 
as the good practices focusing on increasing the number of women with a migrant 
background, demonstrate that intersectional approaches are needed to plan and im
plement effective action in favour of gender equality and diversity. Only 3 of the col
lected good practices focused on addressing knowledge gaps by introducing gender- 
sensitive criteria in research.

There is a paradoxical relationship between the barriers identified and the good 
practices collected: the barriers and opportunities indicate that a change in the cul
ture is needed; however, the identified good practices mostly focus on fixing the num
bers and the knowledge of women individually. There is still a lack of good practices 
and systematic efforts to fix institutionalised knowledge and practices through knowl
edge of the cultural construction of gender and its intersections with other categories 
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of (dis)advantage. Therefore, we call for initiatives aimed at a fourth fix as developed 
by the GILL project: to fix the culture of entrepreneurship and innovation (see chap
ter 1 of this volume). This would mean challenging gender stereotypes such as the 
norm of the male entrepreneur and female carer. This could be done by changing the 
practices that disadvantage women and other specific groups in access to their life 
choices and careers, including increasing the representation of underrepresented 
groups and changing institutional structures and practices.

The context for the implementation of good practices is also very important, as 
their successful implementation depends on the cultural context of society, the will
ingness of key stakeholders to address inequalities, and the financial and human re
sources available, which determine the sustainability of implemented activities. Over
coming culture-based barriers is the main challenge to achieving gender equality in 
entrepreneurship and innovation. To this end, a stable and sustainable institutional 
structure is needed to support gender equality (as also shown in Chapter 7 of this vol
ume on lessons learnt), including sufficient human capacity and funding. We found 
that organisations conducting good practices and activities for gender equality in en
trepreneurship and innovation do not have stable, long-term funding but are depen
dent on short-term project funding. This significantly limits the actions that can be 
planned and implemented to short-term planning. However, a profound and lasting 
change in institutional structures and culture takes a long time and requires many 
iterations, as well as monitoring and evaluation (as demonstrated in Chapter 6 of this 
book on gender-responsive methods). Activities to increase the participation of under
represented groups are very important, but a more long-term approach should be 
adopted (see Chapter 7). There should always be further objectives, even if equal par
ticipation is achieved. Further objectives and future research should focus on 
strengthening institutional and knowledge-based solutions, as well as addressing cul
tural issues (Bullough et al., 2022) and securing stable resources for long-term actions.

The research presented here is limited by the small number of experts in each EU 
country. Therefore, we were not able to analyse their accounts based on the specific 
country context. Further research should focus on the diversity of cultural contexts 
within individual countries or regions, providing a more in-depth picture of cultural 
barriers and opportunities. At the same time, we must broaden our perspective on 
gender. To this end, Marlow and Martinez Dy (2018) suggest thinking about gender 
broadly, researching masculinities and family dynamics in the workplace and home, 
and incorporating discussions around sexuality, gender identity, migration status, 
race, and class.
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