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Abstract 

The number of women entrepreneurs has increased significantly over the past years. However, 
literature suggests that women from STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) 
fields are inadequately represented in this growing trend. Meanwhile, the circumstances which 
cause this underrepresentation have not yet been sufficiently analyzed. To help fill this gap, this 
paper focuses on women’s entrepreneurship in specific educational and country contexts, 
acknowledging that relations between these factors play a crucial role in entrepreneurship. By 
means of an explorative approach, 21 interviews with seven STEM educated women entrepreneurs 
from Denmark, Latvia and Turkey have been conducted and analyzed with a qualitative content 
analysis. The results show the main motivations, challenges, and support sources for the women 
entrepreneurs, and provide important advice for future women entrepreneurs as well as for policy 
makers to increase the number of STEM educated women on the national level. 



2 
 

 
Keywords: women entrepreneurs, STEM, context, Denmark, Latvia, Turkey 

INTRODUCTION 

In 2014, the European Commission published a report about women entrepreneurs in Europe, 
which revealed that only 29% of 40.6 million examined entrepreneurs were women (European 
Commission 2014). These numbers appear to be in line with Ahl’s (2006) argument that 
entrepreneurship is a long-standing male-dominated field. In addition to a general lack of women 
in entrepreneurial activities, literature suggests that women entrepreneurs especially lack 
representation within the fields of Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) 
(Aidis et al. 2016; Baughan et al. 2006; Dautzenberg 2012; Hampton et al. 2009; Marlow and 
McAdam 2012; Reynolds et al. 2004; Verheul and Thurik 2001; Wilson and Tagg 2010). Although 
the number of women entrepreneurs has increased in recent years (Allen and Langowitz 2011; 
Kelley et al. 2011; Lee and Marvel 2014; Minniti et al. 2005), most companies run by women, 
focus on non-STEM related areas (Carter et al. 2001; Hampton et al. 2009; Marlow and McAdam 
2011; Martin et al. 2015).  
 
Only about 5% to 15% of technology entrepreneurs in Europe are currently women (Marlow and 
McAdam 2015; Walby et al. 2009; Wynarczyk and Marlow 2010) while experts argue that women 
entrepreneurs in STEM-related fields are of high importance for the economic growth and social 
status enhancement of countries (Aidis et al. 2016; Baughan et al. 2006; Dilli and Westerhuis 2018; 
Hampton et al. 2009; Marlow and McAdam 2012; Reynolds et al. 2004; Verheul and Thurik 2001; 
Wilson and Tagg 2010). In addition, technology-based firms play an important role due to their 
emphasis on R&D, which furthers innovation and benefits local job markets and regional 
development (Dautzenberg (2012). Díaz-García et al. (2013) highlight the importance of having a 
gender diverse team to attract employees and to support a company’s innovation ability. The 
contrast between the low participation rates of women in entrepreneurial activities, and the obvious 
benefits this could bring to countries, raises the question of why the levels of engagement are low. 
 
Although there is already a great body of research on women’s entrepreneurship (see e.g., Ahl 
2006; Aidis et al. 2016; Alsos et al. 2013; Baltrušaitytė-Axelson et al. 2008; Becker-Blease and 
Sohl 2007; Benzing et al. 2009; Bianco et al. 2017; Coleman et al. 2019; Dean et al. 2019; Guzman 
and Kacperczyk 2019; Foss et al. 2019; Maden 2015; Manolova et al. 2008; Marlow and McAdam 
2015; Petterson et al. 2017; Roos 2019; Shinnar et al. 2012; Tegtmeier et al. 2016; Tegtmeier and 
Kurczewska 2017) and several studies on women’s participation in STEM (Beede et al. 2011; 
Heilbronner 2013; Simon et al. 2017), only recently the field of women’s entrepreneurship in 
STEM starts to emerge (see e.g. Birkner 2019; Demiralp et al. 2018; Dilli and Westerhuis 2018; 
Dautzenberg 2012; Hampton et al. 2009; Joshi et al. 2017; Lee and Marvel 2014; Neumeyer and 
Santos 2019; Poggesi et al. 2019; Sullivan 2016; Xie and Lv 2016; Xie and Lv 2017). While first 
research projects on this matter are in place (e.g., Schnittker et al. 2018 related to Germany), only 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Maria_Diaz-Garcia2
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one report was found to be studying women entrepreneurs with an education in STEM in the 
country specific contexts of Denmark, Latvia or Turkey (European Commission 2008). 
 
To fill this gap and to acknowledge the importance of context for entrepreneurial activity (Boettke 
and Coyne 2009; Welter 2012), this explorative research aims to analyze STEM educated women 
entrepreneurs in the country contexts of Denmark – part of the Nordic welfare model, Latvia – a 
transition economy, and Turkey – a country with a considerably high gender gap. In Denmark, 
Latvia, and Turkey, the percentage of women entrepreneurs are at 28%, 40%, and 15% respectively 
(European Commission 2014). Motivations, challenges, and support opportunities for women to 
start their own businesses in STEM will be analyzed and suggestions will be provided for future 
entrepreneurs and policy makers in the respective countries.  
 
 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN CONTEXT 
 
To explore entrepreneurship, the context in which entrepreneurial activity emerges needs to be 
considered as it plays a central role (Boettke and Coyne 2009; Welter 2012). The context can be a 
liability and an asset at the same time (Welter 2012). While context sets limits to entrepreneurial 
actions, it also provides the entrepreneur with opportunities. The influence of the context works in 
two-ways: While it influences entrepreneurial activities, entrepreneurs are also actors that can 
influence the context (Welter 2012). 
 
 Entrepreneurship is a social action and it is impacted by many factors at once (Jack and Anderson 
2002). Welter and Kolb, in their studies on the Post-Soviet transition economy and women’s 
entrepreneurship development, suggest that an increasing number of entrepreneurs are influenced 
by the environment (Welter and Kolb 2006). Welter defined institutional, social, historical and 
time contexts as the main factors that influence and create entrepreneurial opportunities (Welter 
2011).  
 
In a broader study, Yousafzai et al. (2015) analysed the effects of regulatory institutions, the 
entrepreneurship environment and social norms in 92 countries, based on data provided by the 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). The results of their study reveal that different 
institutions and people’s entrepreneurial awareness have both direct and indirect effects on the 
emergence of women entrepreneurs in a country. New technological breakthroughs, changes in 
regulations, societal standards, and cultural and moral boundaries (Anderson and Smith 2007; 
Steyaert and Hjorth 2006; Smallbone and Welter 2009) are also influencing the in-country 
environment and, thus, the emergence of entrepreneurship. Moreover, according to Levie et al. 
(2015), healthy entrepreneurship policies need to consider country-specific factors, such as the 
economy, cultural norms, gender, and education. 
 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0266242612449096
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Entrepreneurship should not be seen as an isolated process (Jack and Anderson 2002). Social 
interactions between different people, genders, and cultures are found to be generally important 
factors for entrepreneurship. Cultural values can also influence men’s and women’s 
entrepreneurial behavior. Gender roles and consequential gender stereotypes in a specific country, 
culture, and family have a significant impact on the image of entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship 
has traditionally been a male-dominated field (Ahl 2006), with men owning more businesses than 
women (Marlow 2002; Shinnar et al. 2012). Gender roles can vary, even within different regions 
of a country, which can influence women’s perceptions of entrepreneurship, as Ettl and Welter 
(2010) reveal in their study on East and West German women entrepreneurs. Gender stereotypes 
thus constitute a significant context for the emergence of entrepreneurship among women. They 
can support or hinder women’s willingness and courage to become entrepreneurs (Heilman 1983; 
Shinnar et al. 2012). 
 
Education is of major importance in the entrepreneurial process. For instance, Arthur et al. (2012) 
show that in order to promote entrepreneurship in general, study programs need to include 
entrepreneurship related courses. Entrepreneurship programs build up entrepreneurial attitudes 
and, as the main value, build up motivation for starting one’s own business (Souitaris et al. 2007). 
Depending on the individual resources, different models are in place to offer such entrepreneurship 
education programs. In any case it is key to offer interested students a central contact point to get 
started (Licha and Brem 2018). Moreover, a study comparing entrepreneurship education and 
social norms on men and women unveiled that these have influence on the women (Feder and 
Niţu-Antonie 2017). 
 
Changes in technologies impact the recognition of new opportunities (Smallbone and Welter 
2009). New technological breakthroughs often support the growth of businesses. Other research 
on students shows that ‘entrepreneurship’ courses increased participants’ entrepreneurial self-
efficacy and the likelihood of entrepreneurship becoming a valid career option (Díaz-García and 
Jiménez-Moreno 2010). Especially women entrepreneurs with a background in science can be 
considered a predestined group to spot business potentials within a technological breakthrough. 
Hence, education in entrepreneurship and science is vital for opportunity creation. Considering the 
unique class of women entrepreneurs with STEM background, it is evident that education plays a 
crucial role in forming an entrepreneurial mindset.  
 
In this paper, we follow a recent line of research that pays specific attention to context in 
entrepreneurship (Welter 2011; Wright 2012; Zahra and Wright 2011). Our focus is on women 
entrepreneurs with STEM education and the contexts that affect this specific group of people in 
three countries, based on institutional and social norms, the gender gaps, existing stereotypes, and 
education. 
 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Maria_Diaz-Garcia2
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0266242612449096
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0266242612449096
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0266242612449096
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0266242612449096


5 
 

(STEM EDUCATED) WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS IN COUNTRY CONTEXTS 

According to the GEM (Herrington et al. 2017), Denmark takes one of the highest ranks (74.1) in 
having an entrepreneurship welcoming economy, followed by Turkey (43.7) and Latvia (43.0). 
From 14 sets of performance data, Denmark shows the highest numbers for entrepreneurship 
performance. In Latvia and Turkey, the performance numbers vary, but they are generally lower 
compared to Denmark. The most important performance indicators for all three countries include 
people’s startup skills, technology absorption, and the availability of a high growth economy and 
risk capital. 
  
A comparison of the entrepreneurship ecosystems based on the data provided by the GEM (Singer 
et al. 2015), reveals that there is a greater availability of financial resources in Denmark than in 
the other two countries. This also applies to most of the other factors of the entrepreneurship 
ecosystem. However, commercial and professional infrastructure are more developed in Latvia. 
Internal market dynamics are significantly better in Turkey. Among the studied countries, social 
and cultural norms have a comparably high impact on entrepreneurs in Turkey. 
  
Interestingly, Latvia shows good results when looking at the gender gaps (~75%) of the three 
countries. Comparing data from 2018 with the data from 2006 shows that all three countries have 
improved their gender gap situation. The Global Gender Gap report (World Economic Forum WEF 
2018) reveals that Denmark ranks 13th, and Latvia ranks 17th, while Turkey has one of the highest 
gender gaps and only ranks 130th among 149 countries. 
  
In Denmark, the female to male ratio of graduates in Science, Engineering, Manufacturing and 
Construction is 0.40 while in Latvia, the female to male ratio is 0.20. For Turkey, the female to 
male ratio is 0.59, which indicates the highest female percentage among all three countries (WEF, 
2016). 
 
People in Turkey have a more positive opinion of entrepreneurship than in Latvia (Kelley et al. 
2016). They have higher entrepreneurial intentions, perceived capabilities and lower fear of failure. 
In Turkey, entrepreneurship is considered a good career choice (72.1%) and a high social status is 
assigned to entrepreneurs (80.8%). In Latvia, this perception is more moderate (57.8%; 55.2%). 
However, the female to male ratio of entrepreneurs in Turkey is lower (0.45) in comparison with 
Latvia (0.51). In addition, expert ratings on the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Latvia are higher.  
 
Data on the distribution of women across different science disciplines in 2009 shows that women 
in Denmark are mostly active in the medical field and the humanities. In Latvia, women are most 
focused on natural sciences and agriculture, and in Turkey on technology and engineering. In 
contrast to that, fewer women in Denmark are involved in the natural sciences, as well as 
engineering and technology. In Latvia and Turkey, women are less involved in the humanities, and 
medical and social sciences (European Commission 2012). 
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Compound growth rates of women researchers, particularly in the natural sciences, technology and 
engineering fields from 2002 to 2009, show that the percentage of women in Denmark who are 
occupied in the field of natural science, decreased by 16% and even a higher decrease of 37% is 
visible in the area of technology and engineering. In Latvia, the number of women in natural 
sciences decreased only about 1% and has seen a significant increase of 30% in technology and 
engineering. In Turkey, the numbers increased by about 11% in natural sciences and 5% in 
technology and engineering (European Commission 2012). 
 
Motivations of Women Entrepreneurs 
Researchers have identified push factors that motivate women’s entrepreneurship, such as 
frustration, job dissatisfaction and boredom with previous jobs (Hisrich and Brush 1985; Sexton 
and Vesper 1982; Shapero and Sokol 1982; Sullivan 2016), as well as pull factors such as 
independence, autonomy, respect, or an increased flexibility in creating a more balanced life 
(Fierman 1990; Ivancevih et al. 1997; Taylor and Brown 1988; Sullivan 2016; Zellner 1994). 
Sullivan (2016) has analysed several women entrepreneurs’ life stories and found that parents had 
a major impact on the motives for becoming entrepreneurs in technology. Ettl and Welter (2010) 
support the importance of the family background, which women can draw upon for entrepreneurial 
role models. They find that entrepreneurial opportunities are captured within the family context. 
Díaz-García et al. (2013) confirm that subjective norms, entrepreneurial attitude and self-efficacy 
relate to entrepreneurial intention, which is consistent with the findings of previous studies with 
student samples (Lüthje and Franke 2003; Liñán and Santos 2007). Moreover, Ettl and Welter 
(2012) find that men and women have different goals; For example, entrepreneurial success for 
women is often connected to motherhood. 
 
Particularly for Turkey, Benzing et al. (2009) surveyed 139 men and women entrepreneurs in 
Ankara and found that their primary reasons for starting a business are to increase their income, 
obtain job security, and secure independence. Similarly, Keskin (2014) indicates that the main 
motive is to generate profits (with reference to İş ve Meslek Sahibi Kadınlar Derneği [Association 
of Business and Profession Owner Women], 2010). She also mentions other reasons such as 
starting a business as a result of the glass ceiling syndrome, realizing goals, being independent, 
and not being able to find a job (Fidan and Yılmaz 2006; Keskin 2014; Maden 2015; Tunçsiper et 
al. 2008). Furthermore, Maden (2015) emphasizes the willingness to benefit society as a 
motivation. 
 
The European Commission (2012) shows that Latvia has one of the highest proportions of women 
entrepreneurs in Europe. This is said to be caused by the vulnerable economy after the economic 
crisis in 2007, which led women to start their own businesses to generate profit (European 
Commission 2012) and due to an inability of finding a job (Baltrušaitytė-Axelson et al. 2008). 
LIDERE (2012) mentions that independence, self-realization and opportunity recognition were 
among the most significant motives. This is in line with personal fulfilment and satisfaction being 
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the most prevalent motives of women entrepreneurs (Baltrušaitytė-Axelson et al. 2008; Tegtmeier 
et al. 2016). The authors also refer to the dominant wish to combine family and work life. 
 
For Denmark, it became apparent that women entrepreneurs are more improvement-driven and 
opportunity focused compared to Latvia and Turkey. Around 80% of them named “opportunity” 
as their main motivation for entrepreneurship. In contrast, almost 70% of the Turkish women 
entrepreneurs named “necessity”. Meanwhile, both reasons were chosen equally often by the 
women entrepreneurs in Latvia, positioning the country between Denmark and Turkey (Allen et 
al. 2007). To the authors’ knowledge, no study has been conducted so far that specifically 
investigates the motivations of women entrepreneurs with STEM-related educational backgrounds 
in Denmark, Latvia or Turkey. 
 
Challenges of Women Entrepreneurs 
Although it may sound hackneyed, literature repeatedly suggests that women may perceive their 
environment to be unsuitable for entrepreneurial activities due to challenges such as a difficult 
access to resources (Shinnar et al. 2012), balancing motherhood (Green and Cohen 1995; Gopal 
and Shobha 2012) as well as experiencing a lack of support from different sources such as 
organizations or family (Heilman and Chen 2003). Some studies also suggest that a fear of failure 
and lack of competency are barriers to women’s entrepreneurship (Shinnar et al. 2012).  
 
Benzing et al. (2009) reveal the most important problems that entrepreneurs in Turkey face. This 
includes complex bureaucracy and laws regarding business registration, taxation systems, 
unreliable employees and a weak economy. The majority of challenges that women entrepreneurs 
face, are based on the traditional view of women in society (Ufuk and Ozgen 2001). Keskin (2014) 
also lists stereotypes, insufficient education, a negative family reaction, excessive workload, the 
struggle to acquire funds and general financial difficulties to be among the challenges (Maden 
2015; Kutaniş and Hancı 2004). She also acknowledges the conflict between entrepreneurs’ work 
and private life (Keskin 2014). 
 
For Latvia, LIDERE (2012) identifies a high tax policy, bureaucracy, and low purchasing capacity 
to be the main challenges of women entrepreneurs. The European Commission (2008) finds 
insufficient family support, low self-esteem, lack of business knowledge and the difficulty to 
access the male dominated network in the engineering and tech branches to be among the most 
difficult challenges. The acquisition of financial means via business support programs was 
considered a barrier due to long waiting times (LIDERE 2012). Conversely, Latvia’s institutional 
profile was found to be the most favorable in comparison with Bulgaria and Hungary (Manolova 
et al. 2008). 
 
According to Pettersson (2012), the Danish discourse on challenges for women entrepreneurs, does 
not recognize any specific challenges for women’s entrepreneurship, due to a lack of research. 
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However, Neergaard and Thrane (2009) find challenges related to maternity leave which compel 
women to find solutions to gap the bridge between family and business life. 
 
Regarding specific challenges for women with entrepreneurial intentions in STEM, Rosa and 
Dawson (2006) state that academic entrepreneurs face conflicts between work, private life and 
networks. Access to finance as well as support networks are also found to be problematic. Recent 
studies reveal that resource shortages, gender discrimination and reputation challenges negatively 
affect new venture performance of women technology entrepreneurs (Xie and Lv 2016; Xie and 
Lv 2017). Concerning the low number of women in STEM jobs, a lack of female role models, less 
flexibility, which can impact the family life, and gender stereotyping are emphasized (Beede et al. 
2011; Sullivan 2016). Lastly, Hampton et al. (2009) regard networking as a challenge that women 
face during entrepreneurial activities in the STEM disciplines while Sullivan (2016) identifies 
external perceptions and stereotypes as a hindrance for women to pursue degrees or careers in tech. 
 
Support Sources for Women Entrepreneurs 
Marlow and McAdam (2012) stress the importance of family support for women when launching 
a company in IT. Becker-Blease and Sohl (2007) examine women’s access to angel capital in the 
US, and find that fewer women seek finance from business angels and receiving on average less 
investment compared to men.  
 
For Turkey, Germir (2015) and Maden (2015) find that the KOSGEB (Small and Medium 
Enterprises Development Organization) is one of the most consulted organizations for business 
founders as it provides entrepreneurship support and training programs. Benzing et al. (2009) show 
that most female entrepreneurs expressed to seek advice from their families before founding a 
business. Organizations that support women entrepreneurs include KGSM (Prime Ministry 
General Directorate on the Status of Women), NGOs such as KAGIDER (Women Entrepreneurs 
Association of Turkey), TUSIAD (Turkish Industry and Business Association) and TOBB (The 
Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges of Turkey) as well as banks such as the Garanti 
Bank, TEB and Halkbank (Maden 2015; Toksöz 2007; Soysal 2010). 
 
For Latvia, the European Commission report (2008) concludes that the country does not have 
official policies that specifically target women. However, several mostly Europe based projects 
and initiatives exist which provide information and support for women entrepreneurs, e.g., the 
ALTUM Start Programme (OECD 2015). Moreover, organizations such as the Rural Support 
Service, the Latvian Investment and Development Agency or the Mortgage and Land bank of 
Latvia as well as friends, family, and mentoring programs (LIDERE 2012), e.g., those that are 
organized by the NGO “LIDERE” (European Commission 2012), provide support in this area. 
 
According to Pettersson (2012), Denmark does not have specific policies for supporting female 
entrepreneurs. However, the entrepreneurship environment is enriched by several networks (e.g. 
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CONNECT Denmark), specific networks for women (e.g. SPICE Women’s Entrepreneurship, 
CURIE), incubation centres, engineering clubs (e.g. IDA), and several development programs such 
as Væksthus Denmark and Venture Cup (www.startvaekst.virk.dk, www.venturecup.dk). 
Moreover, the Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority’s website (www.virksomhedsk-
vinder.dk) provides information for women entrepreneurs to start and grow their businesses and 
the Danish Foundation for Entrepreneurship supports female students to bring more women into 
entrepreneurship (European Commission 2012). For the Nordic welfare state, Ahl et al. (2015), 
observe that neo-liberal policies moved a part of the welfare state’s responsibilities to the market 
and as a result encouraged women’s entrepreneurship. 
 

METHOD AND MATERIAL 

Data Collection 

We apply a qualitative, interpretive approach which ensures to get a comprehensive view of the 
phenomenon investigated here (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2009). Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with a total of 21 women entrepreneurs from Denmark, Latvia and Turkey, who have 
an educational background in different STEM fields. The term “entrepreneur” was adopted from 
Martin et al.’s (2015) definition who states that entrepreneurs are people who create businesses 
that are beyond the initial setup phase and who are actively involved in management processes and 
own the majority of shares. Thus, two years of company existence were considered to constitute a 
business beyond the startup phase.  
 
Several social media channels as well as private email lists were used as mediums for reaching out 
to women entrepreneurs. The same number of respondents was interviewed from each country to 
ensure a high quality of the data analysis and enable country specific comparison. For a 
characterization of the sample see Table 1 in the appendix. 
 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted via face-to-face meetings (2), Skype (15) and 
telephone calls (4). All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The key topics included the 
decision-making processes in starting a business and the role of motivation and support of the 
external environment (e.g. organizations, EU programs, government) before and after setting up a 
business. Moreover, a main focus was directed towards the challenges of founding and managing 
a company for women entrepreneurs with STEM backgrounds, as well as their suggestions for 
future entrepreneurs and policy makers. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
Interview coding was conducted in the form of a content analysis (Burla et al. 2008; Mathias et al. 
2015). The combination of deductive and inductive coding procedures is based on Mayring’s 
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(2014) qualitative content analysis approach. The interviews were coded using NVivo 11. The 
coding process started with categories that were retrieved deductively from the literature. The 
interview results for each question are presented under the categories: motivations, challenges, and 
support sources. The motivations were divided into pull factors that stimulate people, and push 
factors that compel them to start their own businesses (inspired by Sullivan 2016). The challenges 
were divided into the categories institutional (external factors related to institutions and 
organizations, including challenges that occur when organizing and managing a business) and 
socio-cultural (combining challenges society poses for female entrepreneurs). Lastly, sources of 
support were separated into tangible (monetary) and intangible (nonfinancial).  
 
An overview of the categories from the interview coding can be seen in Table 2 of the appendix. 
Separate categories that entail suggestions for future female entrepreneurs and policy makers were 
created, which were derived from the interviewees’ propositions. The quotes from the transcripts 
were subsequently gathered under each suggestion category.  

RESULTS 

Motivations 

Interviewees from all three countries base their decisions on their experience and the recognition 
of opportunities, although at different levels. Turkish women with STEM education make more 
use of their competences and knowledge to start a business than others in this field. Although all 
the Danish women likewise used their expertise in founding a company, they did not specifically 
elaborate on this in the interviews. In contrast, a small number of Latvian women saw opportunities 
in other areas of entrepreneurship, thereby taking advantage of a “gap in the market“ (LD). 
  
Interestingly, Danish women entrepreneurs did not emphasize their willingness to become 
entrepreneurs as much as women from Turkey or Latvia. For the latter, the key factor was mostly 
the value of an idea or opportunity. The results show that they considered founding a business 
mostly when a promising idea was recognized. On the contrary, Turkish entrepreneurs frequently 
mentioned their personal willingness to become entrepreneurs when talking about their 
motivations. Independence in decision-making was also found to be of high importance for women 
entrepreneurs in all countries. According to one of the interviewees (TF): “It is much more fun to 
work independently, instead of under others' command”. 
 
A total of five respondents saw opportunities in social entrepreneurship, and two women from 
each country mentioned the pursuit of profit as being a motivating factor. An example for a 
motivation behind social entrepreneurship was to help children with ADHD syndrome: “Our 
vision is definitely to be able to help people” (DC). Regarding the pursuit of profit, several reasons 
were named. One is to sustain the family after the loss of one’s job: “It is because we had to survive 
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somehow, to have something for a living” (LG). Other interviewees named the motive of becoming 
rich, because they were specialists in a promising industry. 
 
Three women named self-actualization as their motivation to start their own business and four 
mentioned an improved work-life balance. “Having own business was an option for me. [..] I had 
little children. I wanted to see how they grow”, according to interviewee (LD). 
 
One Danish and one Turkish respondent believed that having their own company provides stable 
employment. Moreover, only one respondent from Denmark (DD) mentioned dealing with gender 
discrimination at work. She named the difficulty “to get to the top of Danish work life being a 
woman” as a motivation to start her business. In addition, two respondents from Turkey mentioned 
respect from their family, society and own children as one of the factors. According to (TE), 
founding an own company: ”puts you in a position in front of your family, spouse, friends, and 
everyone else”. 
 
Latvian women were more influenced by high levels of unemployment. Not being able to find a 
job which was the result of the Soviet Union’s collapse or the Financial Crisis in 2007, (LG) 
mentioned “here with our profession was nothing available”, thus, motivating her to find new 
sources of employment. 
 
Several entrepreneurs were impacted by job frustration and dissatisfaction, most respondents in 
this case were Turkish. A factor that can cause frustration is the work culture; (TG): “I realized 
that they were behaving in a very weird way and that I could not do anything about it, I left the 
company”. Talking about job satisfaction, interviewee (TE) commented: “It was not a nice 
atmosphere for a young graduate who is full of energy and wants to accomplish many things”. 
These factors resulted in unpleasant personal experiences and led to starting their own company. 
Note that none of the interviewed entrepreneurs saw boredom in their everyday job as a push factor 
for entrepreneurial activity. An overview of all motives, challenges and support structures can be 
found in table 1 below.  

Challenges 

The challenges are split into the categories institutional, organizational and socio-cultural, and vary 
among the countries. Combining motherhood with managing a business was one of the most 
frequently mentioned problems that women had to face in all countries. “You have a kid at home, 
waiting for you. You need to meet her needs. That is why it is actually a very tough life”, one of 
the entrepreneurs from Turkey (TC) explained.  
 
In general, Danish entrepreneurs did not mention as many challenges in starting an own business 
as Latvian or Turkish entrepreneurs. However, it is important to highlight that tax regulations were 
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a sensitive topic for all respondents. Females from Turkey were the only entrepreneurs who 
mentioned problems resulting from the country’s weak economy and unqualified employees. 
 
Turkish and Latvian entrepreneurs frequently mentioned problems related to gender stereotyping 
and the traditional view of women in society. Women still have to prove their abilities if they want 
to acquire a high position within a company or run a company themselves. However, none of the 
respondents had difficulties with finding female entrepreneur role models. 
 
One Turkish entrepreneur experienced a different social view on women in contrast with the other 
respondents. She stated that her willingness to be independent is rooted in her heritage: “Where I 
am from, women do not stand behind men. Quite the opposite, we are one step ahead of the men. 
That is why, I think, this region can relate to me being daring” (TC). This implies that her social 
environment and local traditions influenced her decision in founding a company. 
 
Moreover, one Latvian IT company co-founder had experienced “positive discrimination” (LB). 
Since there are not many female entrepreneurs in the IT sector, pitching ideas as a woman has 
helped her team to stand out from the crowd at startup competitions. According to her, “it is 
because there is not enough diversity. There are some things that men would never think of “. 
 
Latvian entrepreneurs faced challenges due to their lack of knowledge in business management. 
However, most of them regard it as a possibility for personal development. Furthermore, family-
life balance was an important subject for the entrepreneurs, considering that they, especially in the 
first years of their company foundation, had to work “14 or 18 hours per day” (LA). 
 
Interviewees also frequently talked about financial difficulties. This can be due to disadvantageous 
legislation for startups, as well as high taxes, even if the company was just recently founded. 
Latvian interviewees seemed most affected by financial problems, although four participants from 
other countries also experienced these difficulties. For Danish women, it was the second biggest 
challenge, because according to (DG) “it is very expensive in Denmark to start a company“. 
 
Taxation, policies and bureaucracy were mostly mentioned as challenges by Latvian entrepreneurs, 
due to “quite fuzzily formulated laws that you can interpret in many different ways” (LC) and taxes 
“changing every year” (LC), while Turkish and Danish women were quite different in their 
answers. For Turkish women, it was more problematic to deal with Turkey's complicated policy 
structure. 
 
Surprisingly, the interview results reveal that many interviewees were not willing to distinguish 
between men and women entrepreneurs: “I think it is a shame if women think that they cannot do 
it because they are a woman. [..] People do not think things like that anymore.” (DC) “I do not 
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discriminate between man and woman. Anyone who wants to start a business needs to find 
something that they are really interested in.” (TG) 

Support Sources 

The interviews made it apparent that the environments in Denmark, Latvia and Turkey are 
considered to be beneficial for entrepreneurial activities. According to the entrepreneurs with 
companies that are more than 20-years old, modern technology breakthroughs and the growth of 
the startup culture have made the process of starting a company easier. 
 
Differentiating between intangible and tangible support sources, there are several categories that 
prevail in the examined countries. Most of the mentioned support sources are intangible, such as 
business partner support, family and friends or mentoring programs. 
 
Business partners are not only useful for alleviating everyday stress, but also to complement each 
other’s skills. Therefore, some of the women invited their former mentors for starting a new 
business together. Also, “word of mouth” (DA) from customers is a valuable asset among Danish 
entrepreneurs as it helps to spread the company’s reputation and gain new customers. 
 
Besides support from parents and spouses, children are also sometimes involved in their mother's 
entrepreneurial activity. “I am really involving my kids. They see how I am developing, what I am 
doing”, one of the Latvian interviewees (LE) explained. 
 
Mainly Turkish interviewees made use of women specific entrepreneurship support programs. 
Tangible resources like investments by family and friends were more mentioned by Danish 
entrepreneurs. Governmental support sources appear to be very important for all respondents. 
Organizations that provide funds for entrepreneurs were less used by Latvian entrepreneurs 
compared to their peers. Interestingly, three entrepreneurs from Turkey and Latvia had to work to 
finance their lives while starting their own businesses whereas this was not the case at all for 
Denmark. 

Suggestions for Future Women Entrepreneurs 

Three of the interviewed entrepreneurs suggested “to work in that sector to gain some 
experiences” (TF) before starting an own company, as this will help to build an understanding of 
the company’s structure, processes and the industry itself. Moreover, it became apparent that 
during years of employment, interviewees also broadened their networks which played an 
important role in starting a company. 
 
The interviewees mentioned that the exploration of one’s own competences will help in building 
a successful business. In addition, they suggested to stay open-minded and keep up with the latest 
trends. After a promising idea is recognized, the interviewees suggested that the focus should be 
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on finding the right team and “a partner to complete her missing skills” (TE) for bringing the idea 
to life.  
 
Eight women mentioned the importance of taking risks, five suggested that more women should 
have the courage to start a company. Four recommended to keep being brave in decision making 
on a daily basis. If an entrepreneur faces problems during the foundation of her business, the 
interviewees suggested “to know all of these (funding) possibilities that Europe and other 
countries provide” (LD).  
 
Interviewees stressed the importance of networking with friends, partners, employees and 
customers, but also of establishing a good collaboration with various organizations. Media can 
help in promoting the own company and “to attract some talent” (LB) as well as keeping good 
relations with a bank (DD). 
  
Several entrepreneurs suggested, in addition to fostering one’s professional knowledge, to develop 
other business-related skills like bookkeeping, the handling of finances, marketing or human-
resource management to further their understanding of all parts of entrepreneurship. 
 
The interviewees did not mention any specific female entrepreneur with a STEM background who 
inspired them to choose their career, “because there is none” (DB). Two women from Denmark, 
two from Turkey and two from Latvia uttered that there are only a few female entrepreneurs in the 
STEM industry; Thus, not many role models are available. Nonetheless, while some entrepreneurs 
mentioned successful business owners within their family as a major inspiration, others stated that 
they found role models through “reading a lot of biographies of women in science” (LG). 
 
Several women had personal mentors, both men and women, who motivated them to become 
entrepreneurs and assisted them with advice along the way. One woman mentioned that their role 
models changed when they became mothers, and they started to look for examples of “successful 
women leaders - mothers” (LB), entrepreneurs who can combine work and family life. 
 
A lack of female examples in the STEM industries encouraged some of the interviewed 
entrepreneurs to become examples themselves. Therefore, they participate as mentors in women’s 
entrepreneurship associations or founded these organizations to support other women in business 
and STEM. Furthermore, their friends got “inspired” (DF) by their success in entrepreneurship. 
Thus, showing and increasing the number of successful role models or “examples of happy 
entrepreneurs” (DA) could be helpful in getting others engaged in entrepreneurial activities. 

Suggestions for Policy Makers 

Almost every entrepreneur supported the idea of passing laws to improve the tax environment for 
female entrepreneurs. The main problem mentioned was the high burden of taxes in the first years 
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of the company’s existence. Thus, to encourage more entrepreneurs to start businesses, 
respondents suggested a “special tax plan” (LB) to receive reductions or lower rates for small 
companies for the first 5 years or until they reach a specified turnover. Another suggestion stated 
that “bureaucracy should be reduced” (LC), to enable smaller companies to manage their 
administrative work more easily. This should also be applied to the time span over which 
organizations lend money as these are too long (LD, TA). Overall, “a law that defines startup as 
a special form of a company” (LB) was mentioned as a solution to these policy issues.  
 
Resulting from the difficulty of combining business management and motherhood, (most) women 
entrepreneurs referred to the need for more support programs for female entrepreneurs who are or 
want to become mothers, like “more non-taxable minima” (LG), “possibility to have a smoother 
lifestyle” (TB), and “women should help other women to start their own companies“ (TA). 
Moreover, women in Denmark are eligible to receive "barselspenge" (DE), a maternity allowance 
from the state unless they are not working at the company.  
 
Traditional social views on entrepreneurs especially affect Turkish women. Therefore, their 
suggestion is to use media channels to raise awareness for successful women entrepreneurs and 
provide more governmental programs that aim to engage more women in business management. 
In addition, the STEM industry should appear as a more appealing and promising career choice 
for young girls, which could contribute to increasing their numbers in the STEM disciplines. 
 
In line with the problem that “the image of the industry is not as appealing” (LB), the interviewees 
proposed that the education system should provide a more modern and advanced education 
program in STEM related classes. Another suggestion was to provide more attractive examples of 
STEM related working possibilities, because, e.g. the image of an IT person was portrayed to be 
“somebody who is very geeky” (DA). This needs to be changed to bring more women into these 
industries. Furthermore, it was mentioned that university education programs should focus on 
entrepreneurship, because “people who have an idea have no idea how to present it, how to develop 
it and how to put it into operation” (TA). 

DISCUSSION 

This study unveils the state of the entrepreneurial environment for women with an education in 
STEM based on the results of the interviewed entrepreneurs from Denmark, Latvia and Turkey. It 
shows that the motivations of women with STEM backgrounds to start businesses were often 
similar but also displayed a certain degree of variation between the analysed countries. Danes 
stated that their biggest motivators included recognizing opportunities, making use of their 
expertise, and gaining independence. Similarly, for Latvian entrepreneurs, the main motivations 
are a strong wish to become an entrepreneur, being confident in their area of expertise, recognizing 
opportunities, being independent in decision making, and having a good work-life balance. When 
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it comes to Turkey, all of the entrepreneurs had the incentive to make use of their expertise, 
combined with the willingness of becoming an entrepreneur, and recognizing opportunities. 
 
  
 
Motives Challenges Support sources 
Area of expertise 
Opportunity recognition 
Pursuit of profit 
Social entrepreneurship 
Deal with gender 
discrimination 
Independence 
Job security 
Respect 
Self-actualization 
Willingness & 
entrepreneurial intention 
Work-life balance 
Boredom 
Frustration 
Job satisfaction 
Unemployment 

Bureaucracy 
Economy 
Funds 
Networks 
Policies 
Taxation 
Education 
Employees 
Financial difficulties 
Workload 
Family life 
Gender stereotyping 
Lack of role models 
Motherhood 
Traditional view 
Unsupportive family 

Business partner 
Family and friends 
General mentoring programs 
Women specific programs 
Word of mouth 
Current employment 
Family and friends’ resources 
Government 
Organizations 

 
Table 1: Motives, challenges and support structures of women STEM entrepreneurs in Denmark, 
Latvia and Turkey 
 
These findings are not exactly consistent with Martin et al. (2015), since it becomes apparent from 
the results at hand that having limited opportunities at the workplace, or not feeling welcome, are 
not among the main motivations for the interviewed entrepreneurs. An exception has been 
identified for women from Turkey who often mentioned that having an unsatisfying job, ultimately 
created their desire to become independent. This finding indicates that job satisfaction among 
Turkish women is lower compared to their Latvian and Danish peers, which puts Turkish women 
in a different starting position when it comes to starting a company. 
 
Generally, all respondents mentioned several pull factors which triggered them to start their own 
companies. One example is the independence factor (Keskin 2014; Benzing et al. 2009), as half of 
the interviewees from each country showed a great desire to have the authority over business 
decisions. However, being respected appeared to be only important for two Turkish women, which 
emphasizes their unique position when compared to their peers. It can be argued that this result is 
caused by the difficulties Turkish women face with respect to their rights and possibilities, 
stemming from traditional views about women as well as gender stereotypes that are embedded in 
Turkish society. In contrast, gender discrimination as a motivator was mentioned only once by a 
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Danish entrepreneur who had the intrinsic goal of disrupting the negative image of business 
women, and increasing the number of women entrepreneurs with her actions. 
 
Having a strong intention to become an entrepreneur could be identified as a core motivation for 
women with a STEM background in Turkey and Latvia. This appears to be in compliance with 
Stenholm et al. (2013), who argued that this is a crucial element of being an entrepreneur. The fact 
that almost none of the Danish interviewees mentioned this intention is supported by Allen et al. 
(2007), who specify that Danish entrepreneurs are more improvement-driven and opportunity 
focused compared to Latvian and Turkish entrepreneurs.  
 
A prominent motivator for respondents of all countries was found to be the application of the 
knowledge gained in their education and experience in their specific area of expertise. This factor, 
however, was not recognized in former literature. While Turkish women mostly planned to start 
their businesses in the industries they were educated in, some Latvian women had started in 
industries which were not directly in line with their education. This difference can be explained by 
a higher failure-avoidance behavior (Shinnar et al. 2012) of Turkish women, even though many of 
the interviewed women described themselves as risk-takers. Danes also made use of their skills 
and experiences in their area of expertise. However, they did not elaborate explicitly on this fact, 
making it appear as if they perceive their know-how to be a self-evident tool for founding a 
company. 
 
This study confirmed intrinsic motivations to be more powerful for women to become 
entrepreneurs than the pursuit of profit. This finding is in line with Jayawarna et al. (2011) and 
Rosa and Dawson (2006), while it contradicts Benzing et al. (2009), the European Commission 
(2012) and Keskin (2014), who found that profit generation was the main motive for female 
entrepreneurs in STEM areas. A prominent point made by several interviewees is that the 
foundation of their own companies gave them the freedom to be with their family, thus creating a 
healthier work-life balance (Baltrušaitytė-Axelson et al. 2008). Although there is only one study 
that documented the case of social entrepreneurship (Maden 2015) and no study highlighted self-
actualization as a key factor for founding a company, several interviewed women declared that 
they had these motivations. This could indicate that women have arrived at a point where they 
wish to find fulfilment while at the same time creating something that could benefit society. In 
addition, the focus on self-actualization could be interpreted as a message that the women of today 
see themselves as more powerful and have a stronger determination to succeed. 
 
Compared to the higher number of pull factors mentioned by the interviewees, only a few push 
factors could be identified. Mostly Turkish women mentioned that one motivation for starting a 
business was the existence of conflicts at their previous workplaces or the feeling of professional 
unfulfillment. This is in accordance with the findings of Sullivan (2016) and reflects the lower job 
satisfaction of Turkish women compared to their peers. At the same time, none of the interviewees 
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stated that boredom during previous work activities served as a motivation for creating their own 
company. Even though Benzing et al. (2009) suggested that obtaining job security was among the 
primary reasons for founding a business, this did not seem to be the case for most of the STEM 
educated women in this study. Only two Latvian women mentioned that they founded their 
company because they were unable to find a job in their areas of expertise, is in accordance with 
Baltrušaitytė-Axelson et al. (2008) and Keskin (2014). 
 
As organizational challenges, Latvian women named a lack of proper skills, in particular a lack of 
knowledge concerning the foundation of businesses, leadership, and human resources. Similarly, 
Turkish women also mentioned difficulties regarding the foundation of a business, which is in line 
with Keskin (2014). In contrast, only one Dane said that founding her business was a significant 
challenge. It can be argued that this difference is a result of a more established startup culture in 
Denmark, which in turn might be the result of a more stable political and economic system when 
compared to Turkey or Latvia. Moreover, the availability of several entrepreneurship mentoring 
programs in Denmark could make the foundation of businesses easier and more accessible for 
women. 
 
According to Sullivan (2016), the problem of combining career and motherhood contributes to the 
impression that the environment is unsuitable for entrepreneurial activities. This in turn can be 
considered an obstacle for women, which could prevent them from choosing STEM careers. 
Latvian respondents seemed to have the biggest difficulties with balancing family and work life, 
followed by Turkish and Danish women. However, this relation appeared to change when 
motherhood was considered. While Turkish and Latvian women deemed other matters to be more 
pressuring, it seemed that Danish entrepreneurs perceived motherhood to be a major challenge 
when organizing a business. A reason for this could be that Danish women do not feel as threatened 
by economic or societal problems since Denmark has a more stable political and social system 
than Turkey or Latvia. As a result, Danish women can concentrate more wholeheartedly on being 
a mother and perceive this challenge to be more relevant than others. 
 
High workload connected to managing a business was identified to be a moderate challenge for 
Turkish and Latvian entrepreneurs. This was also identified by Keskin (2014) and, according to 
Sullivan (2016), is particularly prominent in STEM related jobs and can lead to negative 
consequences for family life. Similar to problems regarding the combination of career and family 
life, high workload was less often mentioned as an obstacle by Danish woman when compared to 
their Turkish and Latvian counterparts. One reason for this could be that Danish women are better 
at finding a healthy balance between their work and private lives, which enables them to better 
cope with stress and high workloads. 
 
Socio-culturally, gender stereotyping was named as the biggest challenge (Beede et al. 2011) faced 
by Turkish entrepreneurs and was to some extent also mentioned by their Latvian counterparts. 
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Sullivan’s (2016) statement that gender stereotyping is hindering women in pursuing careers in 
STEM is thus in line with their experiences. While Turkish interviewees said that discrimination 
against women was a problem, the answers of their Latvian peers appeared to change depending 
on their industry. Interestingly, one Latvian woman mentioned that she experienced a positive kind 
of discrimination, stating that being a woman in the IT industry brought her more attention and 
made her stand out positively. When it comes to the Danish respondents, only one of them 
mentioned stereotyping to be a challenge. This contrast could indicate that Denmark is more 
suitable for female entrepreneurs, since a devaluation of women by men is not as deeply rooted in 
society as in Turkey. However, some Danish women also mentioned that they did not get promoted 
as quickly as men, which is an example for the glass-ceiling syndrome (Keskin 2014) and makes 
the previous statement debatable. One woman from Turkey and one from Latvia declared that the 
traditional view of women’s role in society was a challenge. This was also analysed by Benzing et 
al. (2009). In addition, several Turkish participants uttered that the ingrained perception that 
women should only be mothers and housewives significantly hinders women to start a business. It 
appears that challenges based on stereotypes and discrimination are most prevalent in Turkey, 
followed by Latvia and Denmark. 
 
The last category of challenges is connected to external factors related to institutions and national 
politics. Vaguely formulated and unstable policies are seen as an obstacle (Benzing et al. 2009). 
In this study, particularly Latvian women had an unclear vision of their home country so that they 
could not make predictions about the future. Similarly, Turkish women pointed out unsystematic 
domestic policies, and unreached trade agreements, which further complicate business for 
internationally operating companies. In contrast, Danish entrepreneurs did not appear to be 
impacted by similar challenges. To explain these differences, it can be argued that, due to their 
membership in the European Union, Latvia and Denmark are embedded in a more stable political 
system which positively influences the business environment for entrepreneurs. At the same time, 
Latvia might still be suffering from its unstable past since they have been a part of the Soviet Union 
and only became an independent country in 1990, which means that Latvia had a shorter period of 
time to develop a stable economy, unlike Denmark. Turkey has experienced major uncertainties 
regarding its political situation over the last years, which have negatively impacted business 
conditions. 
 
As a part of the legal situation, Latvian respondents seemed to be most troubled with complex 
taxes and the paperwork related to, e.g. hiring employees. Surprisingly, none of the Turkish 
entrepreneurs named a similar challenge, although Benzing et al. (2009) found bureaucracy and 
complex taxation systems to be challenging for women entrepreneurs in Turkey. The results for 
the Latvian interviewees appear to comply well with LIDERE (2012) who mentioned a high tax 
policy and bureaucracy to be among the main challenges of female entrepreneurs in Latvia. The 
low problem awareness among Turkish women is surprising. This could be due to the fact that 
other challenges, such as gender stereotypes and discrimination, preoccupy Turkish women, so 
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that bureaucratic difficulties seem to be less important. In addition, Danes did not appear to 
perceive their legal environment as problematic either. However, this might be caused by 
Denmark’s overall more startup friendly business environment and not by discrimination. 
 
A further problem that Latvian interviewees stress is the lack of financial means when managing 
their company as LIDERE (2012) and Keskin (2014) pointed out. The fact that this challenge 
seems to be most apparent among Latvian women correlates with the perception that the domestic 
tax system demands too much from them. Even though Turkish and Danish entrepreneurs did not 
explicitly refer to tax problems, they nevertheless referred to financial difficulties as challenges. 
This leads to the conclusion that a lack of financial means is a general difficulty that entrepreneurs 
in all countries face. However, while interviewees from all of the examined countries uttered that 
they experienced financial difficulties, it became apparent that only one woman from Latvia and 
Denmark mentioned having funding difficulties at the beginning of their companies’ foundation, 
which contradicts Keskin (2014). 
 

Support Sources for Women Entrepreneurs 
Regarding tangible sources, the interviewees predominantly mentioned governmental as well as 
friends’ and family’s financial support to be utilized the most. This finding is in agreement with 
LIDERE (2012) who mentions this to be prevalent among women in Latvia. Private organizations 
were also mentioned to be a source of financial means for interviewees from the investigated 
countries with Latvian entrepreneurs making overall less use of them. The reason why Latvian 
entrepreneurs do not consult private organizations as much could be because the culture of funding 
organizations is not very well developed in the country. At the same time, LIDERE (2012) has 
shown that Latvian women tend to use personal savings, bank loans and government support rather 
than other sources for covering expenses. Women specific programs appeared to be consulted 
more by Turkish entrepreneurs. Traditional views often pressure Turkish women to avoid 
entrepreneurship, thus they find the support they need in women focused programs. 
 
In addition to external financial means, entrepreneurs from Turkey and Latvia expressed that it 
was a necessity for them to continue with their current jobs in order to secure a stable financial 
income until their own businesses began to make profits. This fact has not been mentioned in the 
literature so far and was also not mentioned by Danish interviewees. It can be argued that this is 
the case because the social security system in Denmark is better developed compared to Turkey 
and Latvia, which gives Danish women a higher financial security so that they do not have to fear 
for their existence. 
 
Women entrepreneurs from all countries appeared to perceive the presence of intangible sources 
as more important compared to tangible sources of support. They made use of advice from coaches, 
family members, general mentoring and women specific programs. Mental support from family 
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and friends was assigned a high importance by Marlow and McAdam (2012) as well as Benzing 
et al. (2009). While this opinion was echoed by the respondents, one Latvian entrepreneur 
mentioned her children’s support to be crucial and several women agreed on the important function 
of their business partners, e.g. regarding the management of stress and complementation of skills.  

How to Increase the Numbers of STEM Educated Female Entrepreneurs 

It becomes apparent that the usage of one’s own expertise was by most women perceived as a key 
factor to realize opportunities and take the step to starting a business. Accordingly, awareness of 
one’s own competences and opportunities within the own education/sector is a primary starting 
point for future women entrepreneurs in the STEM fields. It is also important to educate oneself 
further, as well as analysing the market opportunities that can be exploited by using own 
competences.  
 
This study reveals that the majority of entrepreneurs consider a strong willingness or 
entrepreneurial spirit to be a necessary prerequisite for starting a business. To manifest and 
strengthen this ability, the observance of successful examples (role models), either from family, 
circle of acquaintances or entrepreneurship networks, can be useful. These connections can also 
assist women in mitigating challenges such as being alone or not having enough motivation at 
times. In addition, several interviewees mentioned that different entrepreneurial qualities (Sullivan 
2016) such as ambition and patience should be a part of the personality of future entrepreneurs to 
better endure the difficulties that are connected to starting a business. 
 
Several entrepreneurs mentioned the acquirement of tangible support from governmental and other 
public and private organizations (Germir 2015; Maden 2015) as helpful. Thus, women should 
consider funding possibilities both within and outside of their home country. 
 
Although the interviewees were inspired by role models, they could not mention any role model 
that had a background in STEM. This finding points towards a lack of role models available in the 
STEM areas. As a result, the creation of more role models for women to identify themselves with 
and to follow as positive examples, is a need which was also mentioned by Sullivan (2016). 
Sullivan suggests that more female role models in STEM would be beneficial for weakening 
stereotypes in society. Thus, a piece of advice that women entrepreneurs could follow is to not 
only identify role models, but also to become role models themselves to increase the number of 
women entrepreneurs in the STEM fields. 
 
Several women from Denmark and Latvia supported the idea of having tax reduction policies for 
small businesses in their countries. High taxes represent a challenge for entrepreneurs and create 
financial difficulties particularly in the first years of their businesses. Thus, tax policies should be 
reconsidered to reduce the burden that entrepreneurs already have to carry when starting a 
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business. For instance, a special tax plan for small companies could be developed and adjusted 
once the business has grown.  
 
Balancing motherhood and work life has also been identified as a significant challenge (Neergaard 
and Thrane 2011). Mostly Danes emphasized the need for specialized support programs directed 
towards entrepreneurs who would like to become mothers. Furthermore, having supportive 
policies that relieve women during their maternity leave could make more women feel comfortable 
to start a business while being a mother. These suggestions are in line with Aidis et al. (2016) and 
Hampton et al. (2009) who encourage governments to develop targeted policies to reduce gender 
barriers for women to start a business. Welter and Kolb (2006) propose collaborative policies 
targeting women specific needs such as easing childcare in this context. 
 
Moreover, to get to the root of discrimination, governments have a high responsibility to address 
media channels which portray women in harmful and stereotypical ways. The media should be 
used to provide examples of successful women entrepreneurs to create a higher awareness and 
reduce gender stereotyping (Maden 2015; OECD 2015) instead, especially in societies where this 
is a significant problem, such as Turkey or Latvia. 
 
A more general reflection results from the statements of several interviewees, who mentioned that 
the experience of becoming an entrepreneur should not be analysed depending on one’s gender. 
Thus, when discussing entrepreneurial environments, the discussion should not only be focused 
on women or men, but on all entrepreneurs, because they are equal. Possible implications of this 
critique have been touched upon by Pettersson (2012). She raises the question whether “doing 
entrepreneurship support” equals to “doing gender” (p. 15) since the acknowledgement that 
women need specific support programs implies that they are not equal to men.  
 
Particularly related to STEM fields, it was suggested for women to follow trends for recognizing 
opportunities in the field of their respective expertise, cooperation with a complementary skilled 
business partner who has knowledge about managing a business and striving to become role 
models for other STEM educated women. For policy makers, the unique proposals presented in 
this paper, include improving the image of the STEM industries, the reduction of gender 
stereotypes, especially in Turkey and Latvia, and the provision of STEM education programs with 
the latest knowledge, as well as entrepreneurship related courses. 
 

Limitations and Implications 

This explorative paper investigated motivations, challenges and support sources of STEM 
educated women entrepreneurs in different national contexts, namely Denmark, Latvia and 
Turkey. Suggestions for future entrepreneurs and policy makers to increase the number of STEM 
educated women on the national level were also provided.  
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However, the results of this study cannot be interpreted without taking its limitations into account. 
Firstly, it was the aim of the authors to reach out to a bigger sample of women entrepreneurs with 
STEM backgrounds. However, finding interviewees with this specification was difficult, due to 
their underrepresentation in entrepreneurship. This is in line with the findings of this research and 
supports its argument that the number of women entrepreneurs in STEM fields needs to be 
increased, e.g. by providing successful examples. As a result, the sample which forms the basis of 
this study is relatively small and, in addition, does not include an equal number of representatives 
from each STEM area. The findings related to STEM educated women entrepreneurs in Turkey, 
Latvia and Denmark need to be seen in this light. Moreover, the fact that several of the interviewees 
had the same or similar educational backgrounds may have caused an overrepresentation of the 
arguments that are specifically relevant to women with these backgrounds and vice versa. 
Similarly, as this research studied entrepreneurs who had already moved on from the startup phase, 
the study is retrospective. Future women entrepreneurs could have different insights on the topics 
when asked the same questions.  
 
Future research endeavors should expand their scope to include different countries. A more evenly 
distributed sample of women from all STEM areas could increase the quality of the findings. 
Similarly, questions could be asked to women entrepreneurs in different stages of their 
development, to identify differences between already established entrepreneurs and women that 
wish to become entrepreneurs. Lastly, future research could explore the following questions that 
were raised by the interviewees: 
• “Are support programs for women actually motivating, or rather discouraging women, and 

are these programs fighting or enforcing gender stereotypes?” 
•  “How can more women be encouraged to study in STEM areas?” 
• “Can role models increase the number of women entrepreneurs in STEM?” 
Last but not least, we encourage future researchers to conduct longitudinal studies to gain further 
insights. 
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APPENDIX 

Table 1. Overview of the Interviewed Women Entrepreneurs 

Denmark 

Case Education Ownership Founded Industry 

DA Computer Science Sole owner >5 years Consultancy in 

information technology 

DB Game Technology Co-founder with 2 men >7 years Information technology 

DC Architecture Co-founder with a 

woman 

>7 years Information technology 

DD Export Engineering Co-founder with a 

woman and a man 

>11 years Telecommunications 

DE Design 

Communication & 

Media 

Co-founder with a 

woman 

>10 years Education 

DF Computer Science Co-founder (life partners) >6 years Information technology 

Latvia 

LA Chemistry Co-founder (life partners) >24 years Publishing 

LB Human Computer 

Interaction 

Co-founder with 2 men >5 years Information technology 

LC Food Technology Co-founder (life partners) >24 years Wholesale 

LD Food Engineering Sole owner >7 years Handmade chocolates 

LE Mathematical 

Modelling 

Co-founder with a 

woman 

>4 years Social entrepreneurship 

LF Food Science Co-founder with a 

woman 

>2 years Cosmetics 

LG Biochemistry Co-founder (life partners) >24 years Biochemistry devices 

Turkey 

TA Applied Mathematics Co-founder with a man >3 years Information technology 

TB Electronics and 

Telecommunications 

Sole owner >10 years Consultancy in design 

and innovation 
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TC Electrical and 

Electronics 

Engineering 

Co-founder with a man >4 years Information technology 

TD Chemical 

Engineering 

Co-founder (life partners) >14 years Manufacturing 

TE Computer 

Technology and 

Software 

Co-founder with a man >3 years Information technology 

TF Food Engineering Sole owner >5 years Consultancy in legal 

issues for food-

companies 

TG Food Engineering Sole owner >5 years Manufacturing 

 
 
Table 2. Description of the Coded Categories 

Category Description Example Coding Rule 

MOTIVATIONS: Pull factors 

Intrinsic rewards 

Willingness & 
entrepreneurial 
intention 

Strong intention of 
having an own 
company 

“ I always wanted 
to have my own 
company” 

wanted to start, be 
entrepreneur, great 
idea, appealing 

Respect Desire of being 
respected by others 

“I wanted my family 
to be proud of me” 

Proud, respect, it is 
respectful job 

Job security Be an own boss and 
prevent the risk of 
being fired 

“I don’t have to 
think about whether 
I would get fired” 

Afraid of being fired, 
secure job, own boss  
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Independence Have an authority of 
decision-making  

“I wanted to work, 
not for others, but 
for myself and take 
decisions on my 
own” 

Independent, 
authority, decision-
making 

Work-life balance Flexibility in creating 
a more balanced life 

“I can manage my 
time to be more with 
my children” 

Time management, 
life balance, family, 
kids, flexible 

Deal with gender 
discrimination 

Brake the image of a 
businesswoman and 
to increase the 
number of women 
entrepreneurs 

“Women 
entrepreneurs 
should be more, that 
is why I decided to 
found a company” 

Gender, man, 
discrimination, low 
numbers of women 

Self-actualization* Seeing 
entrepreneurship as a 
way to prove success 

“I wanted to have 
this success” 

Wanted to succeed, 
had to try 

Pursuit of profit To earn money or get 
a source of income 

“I wanted to earn a 
lot of money, that is 
why I decided to 
start own company” 

Earn, profit, money, 
income, rich, sustain 
yourself 

Opportunity 
recognition 

Strong believe in the 
idea or solution to a 
problem 

“We wanted to solve 
a problem and saw 
a potential in this 
idea” 

Idea, potential, 
opportunity, market 
fit 

Social 
entrepreneurship* 

Having the desire to 
see the creation of 
something good for 
society 

“The biggest 
motivation was 
really to see 
whether what we 
wanted to do could 
become alive and be 
useful for other 
people.” 

Useful, to see, 
become alive, social, 
bigger purpose, 
motivation, vision 
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Area of expertise* Knowing a business 
area very well and 
being confident in it 

“I knew this 
industry for a long 
time” 

Professional, knew 
industry, expertise 

MOTIVATIONS: Push factors 

Frustration Conflicts with 
management and 
work culture 

“They were doing it 
wrong and I did not 
like that” 

Wrong, did not like, 
colleagues, conflict, 
problem 

Job satisfaction Feel unaccomplished 
at previous job or at 
other possible 
companies 

“I felt that I can do 
something else and 
use all of my 
potential” 

Not satisfied, job 
satisfaction, 
potential, talents, 
skills 

Boredom Uninterested in the 
everyday work 
activities 

“I felt bored and 
tired of doing the 
same job every day” 

Boredom, bored, not 
interested, tired 

Unemployment Unable to find a job “I could not find a 
job for a long 
period of time, so I 
decided to found a 
company” 

Unemployment, no 
job, no job positions 

CHALLENGES: Institutional 

Taxation Complex and 
confusing tax 
structure in country 

“It was hard to 
manage taxes in the 
beginning” 

Tax, income tax, 
societal tax 

Economy Weak economy in 
country 

“The economy is 
not good” 

Economy, 
economical crisis, 
change, inflation, 
weak, uncertainty 

Policies Unstable and 
uncertain state 
policies in country 

“You can interpret 
the law in many 
different ways” 

Regulations, law, 
government, 
interpretation, 
policies, state 
decisions 
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Bureaucracy Excessively 
complicated 
administrative 
procedure 

“I think there is a 
lot of unneeded 
paperwork in our 
country” 

Bureaucracy, 
paperwork, 
administrative work 

Funds Inability to find a 
capital 

“We could not find 
funds for our 
business” 

Funding, financial 
support, money 

Networks Difficulty to access 
appropriate support or 
advice networks 

“It was hard to get 
advice on some of 
our company’s 
issues” 

Network, support, 
mentor, advice 

CHALLENGES: Organizational 

Employees Problem with 
recruiting competent 
and reliable 
employees 

“Our employees 
lacked very 
important skills” 

Employees, 
unreliable, skills, 
unprofessional, 
recruiting, 
competence 

Financial 
difficulties 

Difficulties in 
sustaining the 
business 

“It was in financial 
context. We did not 
have enough money 
to pay...” 

Low resources, no 
money, financial 
problems 

Workload Excess workload in 
managing business 

“ I needed to work 
24/7 in the first two 
years” 

Workload, stress, 
24/7, busy, no time 

Education The lack of a proper 
skills, experience or 
sufficient education 
for company 
management 

“I did not have an 
education on how to 
manage a 
company” 

Education, skills, 
courses, lectures, 
study, book, 
experience 
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Family life less family-friendly 
flexibility 

“Sometimes I 
haven’t seen my 
family for months 
due to all of the 
business trips” 

Family, time, 
flexibility 

Motherhood challenges women 
have related to 
balancing motherhood 

“I had to decide if I 
want to be a mother 
or wanted to run my 
own company” 

Mother, children, 
motherhood, kids 

CHALLENGES: Socio-cultural 

Lack of role 
models 

Lack of female role 
models in STEM 
fields 

“There were not 
many examples of 
women 
entrepreneurs in 
technology 
industry” 

STEM, role models, 
example, inspiration, 
model 

Gender 
stereotyping 

To be treated based 
on the women gender, 
compared to men 

“They thought that 
if I am a woman I 
could not be as 
professional and 
educated in this 
field as men are“ 

Gender, stereotyping, 
women, feminine, 
masculine, sex issue, 
traditional view 

Traditional view traditional view 
against business 
ownership by women 
by society 

“They told me that 
beautiful and blond 
normally stay at 
home and take care 
of family” 

Traditional view, 
society, traditions, 
norms, normally, it is 
not common for a 
woman 

Unsupportive 
family 

Family is not 
supporting woman 
entrepreneurial 
activity 

“My family was not 
happy that I was 
going to start a 
company” 

family , reaction, no 
support, response 

SUPPORT SOURCES: Intangible support 
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Business partner* Providing 
complementary skills 
as well as support to 
each other 

“We were 
supporting each 
other mentally and 
completed each 
other’s skills” 

Partner, co-founder, 
skills, partner 
support, complete 

Word of mouth* being referenced by 
the professional 
network 

“People I had 
business with 
became references 
for my company” 

Word of mouth, 
network sharing, 
referencing a 
company 

General mentoring 
programs 

Mentoring programs 
available both for 
men and women 

“Startup company 
gave us a lot of 
knowledge and good 
advices” 

Mentoring, advice, 
help, support, club, 
association, startup, 
guidance, 
recommendation 

Women specific 
programs 

Mentoring programs 
specifically for 
women 

“This club was only 
for women, to help 
them with a good 
business advice” 

Women, female, 
sisterhood, advice, 
help, support 

Family and friends Mental or time 
support from family, 
relatives and friends 

“My parents looked 
after my kids while I 
was working” 

Support, family, 
husband,kids, 
children, parents 

SUPPORT SOURCES: Tangible support 

Family and 
friends’ resources 

Financial help from 
the family, friends, 
relatives 

“My husband 
helped me to cover 
expenses in the 
beginning” 

Family, husband, 
friends, resources, 
loan, present 

Organizations Organizations that 
provide tangible 
support for 
entrepreneurs 

“We won a 
competition with a 
large money prize” 

Organization, club, 
association, 
competition, 
finances, prize, 
investment, fund 
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Government State programs that 
include tangible help 
for companies 

“Government 
covers the expenses 
of our business 
trip” 

Government, funds, 
state 

Current 
employment* 

Stay employed or do 
side jobs to still be 
able to support 
oneself financially 

“I did not leave my 
job in the 
beginning” 

Two jobs, stay 
employed, current 
job, support oneself 

* added as a result of inductive research 
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