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Abstract: While women entrepreneurship is slowly, but progressively, growing
in high-technology industries, women still face considerable constraints in many
dimensions of the entrepreneurial process. We theorize that these constraints are
not related to women’s lack of capabilities and attitudes but rather to a perceived
women’s lack of congruity with the entrepreneurial role. We propose that role
congruity affects the relationship between the woman entrepreneur and internal
stakeholders (e.g., employees), not only external ones, thereby dampening the
entrepreneurial orientation of women-led firms. We suggest that women entre-
preneurs address the perception of role incongruity by taking actions aimed at
improving role congruity and reducing the importance of role-congruity assess-
ment. The former type of action involves the adoption of an entrepreneurial
bricolage strategic posture, while the latter involves support from entrepreneurial
support organizations (ESOs). Through a regression analysis on a sample of 463
Italian firms, we find that entrepreneurial orientation is lower in women-led
ventures and that the adoption of entrepreneurial bricolage behaviors reduces this
gender-related penalty; however, we do not find any effect on the part of support
from ESOs.
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1 Introduction

Women entrepreneurship in the high-tech sectors has been slowly but progressively
rising in recent years, with women-led technology-focused businesses making an
increasing contribution to the industry, representing a promising factor in terms of
inclusion and growth (DuBow and Wu 2023; GEM 2022; Trauth and Quesenberry
2023), and challenging the “the idealized world of gentle male tech-nerds and their
heroic meritocratic paths to success through pushing technological innovation”
(Welter and Baker 2021, p. 1161). These trends are epitomized by Alice Zhang’s efforts
to shape the culture of Verge Genomics, the artificial intelligence-enabled drug dis-
covery company of which she is co-founder and CEO: “At Verge, we have become
obsessed with building a conscious culture that chooses authenticity over fear. […] As
one scientist at Verge sharedwith their manager, “I can do good science anywhere, but
Verge is the only place I can practice conscious culture.”” (Zhang 2024). This idea is
reinforced by the company’s Head of Computational Biology: “The result is a work-
place where: We can see our emotions as holding rich data and clues about our
perception of risk, our desire for change, and what’s worthy of pursuing.” (Hanson-
Smith 2023). The unconventional approaches of the company are not limited to the
activation of employees’ commitment, but extend to financing: “we found investors
that were a lot more better aligned with us on the tech side [than classical venture
capitalists]. […] They often encourage us to do what’s best for the platform, rather
than having a myopic view of investing everything in a single program. Always
question the status quo and conventional wisdom. Find a founder support network.”
(Wu 2022). The company has proven successful in obtaining investments, estab-
lishing partnerships and developing a promising pipeline, and Alice Zhang has been
acknowledged with several innovation awards.

This example suggests that technological change stimulates opportunities for
innovation and firm growth, increases competition in both resources and product
markets, introduces uncertainty into the strategy process (e.g., Lo, Nag, and Agung
2020), and paves the way for unconventional approaches to employee relations. It is
therefore not surprising that in high-tech industries, firm performance is positively
associated with higher levels of entrepreneurial orientation (EO) (Rauch et al. 2009;
Lomberg et al. 2017) – that is, a strategic posture of the firm that encompasses
behaviors such as innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking (Miller 1983; Covin
and Slevin 1989), as well as competitive aggressiveness and autonomy (Lumpkin and
Dess 1996), which allowsfirms to adjust their operational processes in response to the
dynamic nature of competitive landscapes (Covin and Slevin 1989; Lee et al. 2019).

The extensive literature on EO has revealed its beneficial effects on perfor-
mance, the influence of different categories of antecedents, and the effect of
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contingent factors (Rauch et al. 2009; Wales 2016). However, as Wales et al. (2021)
affirmed, “the theoretical mechanisms of EO and rationale through which EO
influences firm performance have not been clearly or consistently specified” (p. 564).
What deserves more attention is the leadership style of the organizational leaders
(Wales, Covin, and Monsen 2020), and especially their ability to elicit consistent
entrepreneurially oriented behaviors from the members of a firm.

Within this overall picture, in this study, we investigate the relationship be-
tween the EO of a new technology-based firm and the gender of its leading founder,
theorizing that EO is shaped by internal stakeholders’ perception of the leader’s
entrepreneurial effectiveness (Engelen et al. 2015). This approach allows us to
overcome the lack of attention in scholarship to the perceptions of women entre-
preneurs on the part of internal stakeholders, such as co-workers and employees
(e.g., Dean and Ford 2017; Marlow andMcAdam 2012), despite their crucial impact on
the growth of entrepreneurial ventures (e.g., Agarwal et al. 2016; Bagheri, Newman,
and Eva 2022).

Drawing on social role theory and role congruity theory (Eagly 1987; Eagly and
Karau 2002), we conjecture that ventures led by women founders will exhibit lower
levels of EO than their male-led counterparts because employees perceive a lack
of congruity between the stereotypical demands of the entrepreneurial role and
the social expectations associated with a woman occupying a leadership position,
as epitomized in the “think entrepreneur – think male” paradigm (Jennings and
Tonoyan 2022; Laguía et al. 2022). As a result, employees who do not fully recognize a
woman as a leader show diminished trust, support, commitment, and ultimately
willingness to enact behaviors consistent with EO. This paper puts forward that in
addition to the well-known “glass ceiling” effect – by which senior members in a
company hierarchy do not recognize the value of women employees and jeopardize
their opportunities for advancement – women leaders operate on a fragile “paper
floor”, with no support underneath that can collapse at any time.

We also theorize about potential interveningmechanisms that mightmitigate or
even reverse this relationship by influencing perceptions of role (in)congruity for
women entrepreneurs. Specifically, we examine the influence of (1) actions that may
improve role congruity, such as adopting behaviors associated with a particular
approach to the entrepreneurial process, namely bricolage (Baker and Nelson 2005),
and (2) actions that may mitigate the salience of role congruity judgments, such as
acting in contexts in which organizational features lessen the centrality of social
roles (Anglin et al. 2022b; Eagly and Wood 1991); we propose that entrepreneurial
support organizations (ESOs) – a class of organizations that aim to facilitate the
entrepreneurial process by providing a broad range of services – is one context
with such characteristics.
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Our hypotheses are tested on a unique sample of 463 new technology-based
firms operating in Italy: this context presents structural barriers to women entre-
preneurship that aremarkedly different from the context of Verge Genomics, but are
nonetheless meaningful to disentangle the relationship between leader gender,
employee expectations, and strategic posture. Indeed, the country has one of the
lowest rates of women labor force in OECD countries (Poggesi, Mari, and De Vita
2020), indicating conditions that negatively affect institutional norms in the context
of women entrepreneurship (e.g., DeClercq, Kaciak, and Thongpapanl 2022).

This study advances the literature on EO by theorizing the role of internal
stakeholders in enacting a set of behaviors conducive to the pursuit of this strategic
posture. Indeed, the role of internal stakeholders has been marginal in studies of EO
(e.g., Miller and Lloyd-Reason 2013; Kock and Gemünden 2021), despite the consensus
on qualifying EO as an organizational-level phenomenon and the notion that leaders’
effectiveness depends on their ability tomobilize followers.We also contribute to the
literature on the relationship between gender and EO (e.g., Goktan and Gupta 2015;
Arzubiaga et al. 2018; DeClercq, Kaciak, and Thongpapanl 2022) by acknowledging
the double penalty that affects women operating at the intersection of the
male-dominated business and scientific systems (Kuschel et al. 2020). Finally,
this study expands the application of role congruity theory to understanding the
antecedents of EO. While role congruity theory has begun to be applied as an
interpretive framework for a variety of organizational-level outcomes, including
in the context of entrepreneurial firms (Del Carmen Triana et al. 2024), the
phenomenon of EO is still overlooked.

2 Theoretical Background

2.1 Role Congruity Theory in Entrepreneurship

Rooted in role theory (Biddle 1986) and social role theory (Eagly 1987; 1997), the role
congruity theory (Eagly and Karau 2002) emerged as an attempt to understand the
causes of the barriers and prejudices that prevent women, despite their competence,
from reaching high positions in society, a phenomenon captured by the popular
metaphor of the “glass ceiling”. While role theory set the stage – positing that shared
expectations about patterns of human behavior are associated with the social
category (e.g., demographic, cultural, and behavioral) and the social responsibility of
individuals and the situation in which they interact with others – it is social role
theory that established a link between gender stereotypes and the social roles of
women and men, with specific regard to the division of labor. In this perspective,
among the sets of social norms established in a given society, some define work roles
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and behaviors as typically masculine or feminine: individuals internalize these
norms through a process of socialization which drives them to adopt cognitions,
skills, and beliefs that are consistent with gender-typical work roles, thereby shaping
expectations about how men and women should behave in different work
environments. Specifically, men are expected to exhibit agentic traits (i.e. to be
competent, assertive, competitive, and dominant) and women are expected to
exhibit communal traits (i.e. to be trustworthy, unselfish, concerned with others,
and emotionally expressive) (Eagly and Mladinic 1989). These norms also shape
expectations of how other individuals should behave in the work context. Role
congruity theory (Eagly and Karau 2002) provides further insight by observing that
individuals often occupymultiple social roles (e.g., man andwoman; business leader
and employee) that may or may not be perceived as congruent with the expectations
of other social actors: the judgment of congruity concerns the extent to which the
stereotypical characteristics of men and women are consistent with those associated
to a given organizational role. The theory suggests that individuals who simulta-
neously occupy social roles characterized by conflicting expectations are at greater
risk of receiving biased and unfavorable evaluations from external observers.
Therefore, because leadership roles stereotypically require agentic traits, observers
will perceive a woman in a leadership position as incongruent because she is
expected to have communal traits; and the judgment of incongruity will persist
even if that woman has exhibited agentic behaviors that are inconsistent with the
social role assigned to women (Rudman and Glick 2001).

Although initially developed to explain the sources of prejudice against
women leaders, role congruity theory has found fruitful applications in the field of
Entrepreneurship (see Del Carmen Triana et al. 2024, for a detailed review of its
influence in Management studies), contributing to the recognition of the gendered
nature of the entrepreneurial role and that the notion of the “well-performing
entrepreneur” is socially taught through upbringing and socialization processes
(e.g., Ahl 2006; Marlow and McAdam 2012). Indeed, despite recent signals of subtle
changing trends (Welter and Baker 2021), the dominant entrepreneurial stereotype,
characterized by heroic traits-that of someone who faces a wild environment and
succeeds by being assertive, strong, and fierce-fits better with men (Hamilton 2013;
Byrne, Fattoum, and Diaz Garcia 2019; Gupta, Wieland, and Turban 2019); conse-
quently, women entrepreneurs tend to be disadvantaged compared to their male
counterparts along several business dimensions (e.g., Liñán, Jaen, and Martin 2022;
Lauto, Salvador, and Visintin 2022; Audretsch, Belitski, and Brush 2022, 2025; Reyes
and Neergaard 2023; Poggesi et al. 2020; Tonoyan, Strohmeyer, and Jennings 2020;
Avnimelech and Rechter 2023). Moreover, due to role incongruity, women entre-
preneurs’ actions, decisions, and performance are closely scrutinized by key
stakeholders, who require them to demonstrate higher standards of competence
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(Kanter 1977; Martin et al. 2015). For those operating in high-tech industries, this
burden extends to their competence in the scientific and technological domain,
which is similarly male-dominated and subject to strong gender role character-
ization (e.g., Brush et al. 2022; Nyul et al. 2025). These women entrepreneurs
encounter a “double masculinity penalty” (Kuschel et al. 2020) in their relationship
with both external and internal stakeholders.

Empirical studies within this literature have focused on patterns of financing
(e.g., Cowden, Creek, and Maurer 2021; Anglin, Courtney, and Allison 2022; Butticè,
Croce and Ughetto 2023; Malmström et al. 2024), admission to entrepreneurial
support programs (e.g., Yang, Kher, and Newbert 2020; Avnimelech and Rechter
2023), innovation (e.g., Tang et al. 2024; Sundermeier 2024), and growth and overall
venture performance (e.g., Hmieleski and Sheppard 2019; Zhao and Yang 2021; Yacus,
Esposito, and Yang 2019). The framework of role congruity has been much less
frequently employed to frame the understanding of one of the most distinctive
expressions of entrepreneurial behaviors, such as EO, which we discuss in the next
section.

2.2 The Effect of Role Congruity on Entrepreneurial Orientation

The notion of EO identifies entrepreneurship as a fundamental organizational
attribute (Miller 1983; Covin and Slevin 1989; Lumpkin and Dess 1996) and entails the
pervasiveness of an entrepreneurial posture across various dimensions: the goals,
beliefs, and mindset of top managers and leaders; the culture, processes, and
routines that guide employees’ conduct; and strategic decisions aimed at pursuing
opportunities (Ireland, Covin, and Kuratko 2009; Covin and Wales 2019; Wales,
Monsen, and McKelvie 2011; Wales, Covin, and Monsen 2020; Covin et al. 2020). The
importance of EO is related to the fact that it has been consistently and positively
associated with performance, mostly in terms of financial outcomes and growth
across diverse organizational contexts (Anderson et al. 2022; Rauch et al. 2009), and
has been recognized as a key success factor in newly established firms and high-tech
industries (e.g., Rauch et al. 2009; Stam and Elfring 2008; Wang, Thornhill, and De
Castro 2017).

EO has been conceptualized primarily from two distinct but related perspec-
tives. The first, proposed by Miller (1983) and later developed by Covin and Slevin
(1989), defines EO as “a basic, unidimensional strategic orientation” (Covin and
Slevin 1989, p. 79) that requires the concurrent presence of three components:
innovativeness (i.e. the tendency to engage in activities that lead to new products
or services), proactiveness (i.e. the attitude toward pursuing new opportunities), and
risk-taking (i.e. the willingness to invest resources in projects with uncertain
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returns). The second perspective, developed by Lumpkin and Dess (1996), introduces
two additional factors: competitive aggressiveness (i.e. the propensity to intensely
challenge competitors) and autonomy (i.e. independence and freedom of action in
the pursuit of opportunities). This conceptualization does not require that the five
components occur simultaneously.

The strategic posture of a firm, including its EO, depends crucially on the
interaction between the efforts made by the entrepreneurs to influence employees’
behaviors and the perceived legitimacy of entrepreneurs’ demands from employees.
Regarding the first dimension, it should be noted that founders define processes and
structures resembling their venture idea and deploying their personal resources
(Baron and Hannan 2002; Mathias, Williams, and Smith 2015; Pittino, Visintin, and
Lauto 2017), without facing the constraints that characterized bureaucratic, large
established organizations (Daily et al. 2002; Hou et al. 2022). However, the degree to
which a firm pursues an EO is the result of the interplay among the priorities and
perceptions of organizational members: strategic leaders, managers, and employees
(Wales, Monsen, and McKelvie 2011): recent contributions (e.g., Clark et al. 2023;
Covin et al. 2020; Howard and Floyd 2024; Hung et al. 2023; Weinzimmer, Michel, and
Robin 2021) emphasize that a shared understanding of entrepreneurially oriented
behaviors among teams and individuals is a condition for the effective development
of such a posture. Therefore, the relationship between leaders and employees
appears to be a critical factor in shaping a firm’s EO.

Whileentrepreneurs generally enjoy high status and power because they
allocate resources within the venture (Hou et al. 2022) and can direct employees
toward their priorities, the insight offered by gender role theory highlights the
importance of the stereotypes from which employees infer a person’s ability to
perform the entrepreneurial role: a judgment of incongruity of a woman leader with
her role would jeopardize her effort to steer strategic posture of the firm.

The definition of strategic priorities and related supporting organizational
practices is paramount among the entrepreneurial decisions that are scrutinized
with a gendered lens; such judgment is particularly relevant in uncertain institu-
tional and industrial contexts (Audretsch et al. 2022), like those in which young
high-tech firms operate. In these contexts, leaders can deploy their strategy as long
as they are credited with significant power and authority, which is largely
dependent on their internal stakeholders belief on their ability to navigate the firm
through uncertain conditions, making decisive choices and deploy initiatives that
can guide the whole group toward stability and success, including the assignment
of tasks to employees, which is gender-dependent (Flabbi et al. 2019). A positive
assessment of an entrepreneur’s congruity with his/her role is critical to
convincingly pursue an entrepreneurially oriented posture. Furthermore, role
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congruity facilitates the influence of employees’ behaviors through role modeling
(Bandura 1986; Brown, Treviño, and Harrison 2005).

Research indicates that both prospective and current employees – especially
males who predominate in high-tech industries – tend to prefer men entrepreneurs
(Hubner, Rudic, and Baum 2023; Laguía et al. 2022; Piva and Rovelli 2023; Rudic,
Hubner, and Baum 2021). This preference is reinforced by the expectation that the
gender of the entrepreneur should align with the perceived gendered nature of the
firm’s core business (Abraham and Burbano 2022), which in high-tech industries is
perceived as masculine (Jennings and Tonoyan 2022).

Indeed, in these industries, employees’ expectations of job attributes are based
on ideas about pioneering, innovation, and survival (Block, Fisch, and Van Praag
2018) and on bold and aggressive entrepreneurial postures (Gupta and Turban 2012;
Gupta, Wieland, and Turban 2019), all of which have a masculine connotation.
Furthermore, being gender role widespread in the society, is possible to expect that
employees who are initially neutral or positive towards a woman leader (e.g.,
because they are attracted to the novelty of a woman entrepreneur in a male-
dominated field), or have a fruitful professional relationship, are exposed to awealth
of historical visions, media representations, societal discourse, and even training
practices that highlight the incongruity of women with the entrepreneurial role.
These stereotypes are strengthened by the dominance of “celebrity leaders,”who are
portrayed as role models for men and women technological entrepreneurs alike
(Mui, Parker, and Titus 2022).

Role congruity has a profound impact on EO as employees may be reluctant to
engage in or support initiatives that clash with stereotypes associated with the
entrepreneur’s gender (Ayman, Korabik, andMorris 2009; Kacperczyk, Younkin, and
Rocha 2023), as recent research in family business context has shown (Hernández-
Linares et al. 2023). This reluctance may affect the activities that are central to EO,
such as opportunity recognition and exploitation, innovation, and the ability to scale
operations, which is essential for achieving growth and sustainability (Dean and
Ford 2017; Leitch and Volery 2017; Renko, Tarabishy, and Carsrud 2015). For instance,
opportunity recognition, a cornerstone of EO, relies heavily on the ability to perceive
and act upon market gaps and customer needs. However, gender stereotypes can
lead to dismissive attitudes toward opportunities identified bywomen entrepreneur,
irrespective of their viability or innovation potential. Similarly, innovation processes
that demand diverse perspectives and collaborative efforts may be stifled if the
contributions of women entrepreneurs are undervalued. Furthermore, scaling of a
business may be hindered if stakeholders question a woman entrepreneur’s capa-
bility to effectively lead expansion efforts. Finally, it should be noted that individuals
who are highly competent in a given domain and who strive to improve their
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recognition as – high-tech women entrepreneurs – aremore exposed to the threat of
stereotyping (Del Carmen Triana et al. 2024).

This evidence suggests that the consequences of role incongruity for women
leaders go beyond thewell-known “glass ceiling effect” –where competence does not
translate into access to positions of greater power due to a lack of recognition by
more powerful organizational members – because they also involve subordinates’
resistance to recognizing women leaders, giving rise to a “paper floor effect”
(Guvenen, Kaplan, and Song 2014), where they remain at risk of sudden and
unexpected downfall, as if the floor beneath them could crack at any moment.
This imagery underscores the fragility of women’s authority in traditionally
men-dominated fields, where their leadership is under constant scrutiny and often
more easily challenged or undermined.

Therefore, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 1: Due to the incongruity with the entrepreneurial role perceived by
internal stakeholders, the level of EO in women-led new technology-based firms is
lower than in men-led firms.

2.3 Actions for Coping with a Perceived Lack of Role Congruity

We propose that there are potential intervening mechanisms that can mitigate or
even reverse the negative association between women entrepreneurs and EO by
impacting perceptions of their role (in)congruity. In particular, we examine the
influence of actions aimed at (1) improving role congruity and (2) mitigating the
salience of role-congruity assessment.

2.3.1 Entrepreneurial Bricolage

Regarding the first type of action, we focus on the enactment of behaviors related to
entrepreneurial bricolage. Bricolage is recognized as one of the approaches – on the
side of causation and effectuation – that help us to conceptualize entrepreneurial
behavior in the process of creating and developing new ventures (Fisher 2012); while
causation and effectuation can be considered as decision logics (An et al. 2020),
bricolage specifically refers to a resourcing behavior that involves “making do by
applying combinations of resources at hand to new problems and opportunities”
(Baker and Nelson 2005, p. 353), as an alternative to seeking ways to acquire standard
resources in the market. Intrinsic to the idea of bricolage is the notion that entre-
preneurs actively engagewith problems and opportunities, reusing and recombining
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easily available and cheap resources for novel ends. Despite the possibility of
conducing to suboptimal outcomes (Desa and Basu 2013; Powell and Baker 2014),
An et al. (2020) show that bricolage is conducive to high performance in small,
early-stage firms that embrace either a causation or an effectuation decision-making
logic. Indeed, such an approach is consistent with young firms’ efforts to seek the
most effective resource configuration–even an unconventional one – to find novel
approaches to compete with incumbents (Steffens et al. 2023; Stenholm and Renko
2016; Yu et al. 2020), aswell as to address resource constraints that impede the pursuit
of large-scale, time consuming, and risky innovation projects in high-tech industries
(e.g., Reypens, Bacq, and Milanov 2021; Senyard et al. 2014; Wu, Liu, and Zhang 2017).

Bricolage is in line with several of the constituting dimensions of EO (Xiaobao
et al. 2022): the use of unconventional resources at hand and the recombination of
existing sets of resources are associated with the development of novel products and
services; the attitude toward “making-do” (rather thanwaiting for accessing the ideal
resource endowment) is aligned with the rapid pursuit of opportunities and the
attempt to overcome externally imposed, conventional constraints.

More importantly for our argument, entrepreneurial bricolage represents an
appropriate strategic posture for women entrepreneurs who face the double penalty
of being outsiders in both the business and the scientific/technological domain and
attempt to actively redefine the entrepreneurial role by emphasizing dimensions
such as adaptability, flexibility, resourcefulness, creativity, and collaboration (e.g.,
Desa and Basu 2013; Fisher et al. 2012; Hou et al. 2022; Michaelis et al. 2022; Welter,
Xheneti, and Smallbone 2018; Yu and Wang 2021; Yu et al. 2020), which are typically
associated with woman approaches to leadership (e.g., Kubberød, Jones, and
Pettersen 2021). Due to the aforementioned prejudices, women entrepreneurs are
confronted with a research environment that is qualitatively and quantitatively
inferior to the level ideally required to pursue the goal and nonetheless they decide
to operate by creating novelmean-ends relationships by using the resources at hand,
thus providing a suitable context for bricolage. Furthermore, bricolage entails the
deployment of a series of tactics for the activation of social relationships aimed at
personally reassuring stakeholders about the viability of the business idea and at
fostering resource acquisition (Di Domenico, Haugh, and Tracey 2010); the deploy-
ment of these tactics closely resonates the effort that women make to demonstrate
their congruity with the entrepreneurial role. In general terms, in a situation
where established norms have often confined women to predefined roles, women
entrepreneurs emerge as they reject cultural constraints and act to address such
challenges leveraging their ingenuity to build ventures that not only generate
economic growth but also change the overall perception of women in technology
industries (Rahman et al. 2021).
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From a role congruity perspective, the behavior of a woman entrepreneur who
implements a bricolage strategy is largely aligned with stereotypical expectations of
women entrepreneurship and therefore does not activate the negative judgment
among stakeholders that results from role incongruity (Eagly and Karau 2002).
This alignment enhances the perception of women entrepreneurs as effective
and capable leaders, especially in firms where strategic flexibility is conducive
to higher performance through direct interaction and role modeling (Hensellek,
Kleine-Stegemann and Kollmann 2023). Consistent with these arguments, Digan et al.
(2019) found that in women-led ventures, bricolage enhances the beneficial effects
of entrepreneurial empowerment (i.e. perceived competence, self-determination,
and ability to lead a firm) on performance.

Overall, we suggest that women entrepreneurs who engage in behaviors
associated with bricolage can mobilize the contributions of internal stakeholders,
such behaviors improve their credibility as leaders, because they engage with a
complex entrepreneurial endeavor while staying true to their own strengths and
capabilities.

Hypothesis 2: Due to its congruity with the stereotypical role of women entrepre-
neurs, the adoption of bricolage as an entrepreneurial behavior positivelymoderates
the relationship between women leadership in new technology-based firms and EO.

2.3.2 Entrepreneurial Support Organizations

ESOs support individuals and groups engaged in the entrepreneurial process (before
and after the establishment of a venture) by providing both tangible and intangible
assistance through a systematic approach, with the aim of increasing their chances
of survival and development. These organizations – which include incubators,
science parks, accelerators,makerspaces, and co-working spaces1 –have the primary
purpose of helping entrepreneurs overcome the challenges and uncertainties
they face at different stages of their ventures, including emergence, development,
survival, and long-term growth (Bergman and McMullen 2022; Rathino et al. 2020).
Each type of ESO pursues different goals and provides a different formula of services
that is better suited to help different types of entrepreneurs (Audretsch and Belitski
2019); beyond these differences, it is possible to recognize some typical forms of
support: provision of finance and access to potential financiers; shared physical

1 To reduce the heterogeneity of the phenomenon, we adopt the more restrictive definition by
Bergman and McMullen (2022), that excludes other actors that contribute to the entrepreneurial
process (Rathino et al. 2020) such as government agencies, public policies, specialized investors,
university technology transfer offices.
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infrastructure; and mentorship, advice, and access to relevant networks (Bergman
and McMullen 2022; Block et al. 2018). Moreover, ESOs help supported firms through
the selection process by signaling the legitimacy of affiliated ventures in the
technology-based business field (Clayton 2024), and this signal is relevant to both
external and internal stakeholders.

We contend that an entrepreneur affiliated with an ESO chooses to operate in a
context that mitigates the influence of gender role–related considerations and
therefore is more likely to obtain the recognition of his/her role and skills from
stakeholders, thereby making it possible to elicit behaviors that are consistent
with EO. The lesser relevance of gender in ESO compared to the general field of
entrepreneurship can be observed at different levels. Early conceptualizations of
ESOs highlight that criteria for admission emphasize the evaluation of the business
plan along technical and economic criteria (e.g.,Aerts, Matthyssens, and Vanden-
bempt 2007; Lumpkin and Ireland 1988; Rice 2002). The formal endorsement of a
merit-based business culture should lower the importance of gender-role-congruity
expectations from stakeholders (Avnimelech and Rechter 2023; Chandler et al. 2022):
admission to an ESO can be considered an indicator of congruency with the entre-
preneurial role. However, recent studies have found that the congruence of the
gender of the entrepreneur with the business idea is taken into account in the
selection process, even in ESOs (Beyhan, Akçomak, and Cetindamar 2024; Yang, Kher,
and Newbert 2020). Accepting that the admission process is biased against women, it
is possible to expect that women entrepreneurs gaining support from ESOs
demonstrate a fortiori the viability of their entrepreneurial skills so that they are in
the condition of eliciting employees’ behaviors that are consistent with EO.

A second crucial dimension of ESOs includes their service offerings that combine
shared resources (such as office space and laboratory facilities) –which are assumed
to be provided on technical, gender-neutral grounds (Aerts, Matthyssens, and
Vandenbempt 2007; Rice 2002) – and more sophisticated services aimed at filling the
resource and competence gaps (Bruneel et al. 2012; Hausberg and Korreck 2020).
These kinds of services are likely to be influenced by gender-dependent patterns, as
they are shaped by the relationship between the professional, who provides the
service, and the entrepreneur and target the dimensions of the entrepreneurial
process that have a clear gender connotation, such as those connected to the
development of entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Avnimelech and Rechter 2023; Clayton
2023; Cohen et al. 2019; Entrialgo and Iglesias 2018; Kuratko, Fisher, and Audretsch
2021; Maxheimer and Nicholls-Nixon 2022; Nicholls-Nixon and Maxheimer 2022).
While there is evidence that the social setting of ESOsmay pose challenges to women
entrepreneurs by reproducing masculine norms of entrepreneurial behavior (e.g.,
Brush et al. 2019; Marlow and McAdam 2012; 2015), therefore emphasizing their lack
of congruence with their role, recent trends indicate an expansion of the aims of

558 F. Visintin et al.



ESOs to consider the creation of an inclusive and supportive environment that
transcends gender roles and biases (Achtzehn, Treanor, and Amess 2023; Arshed,
Martin, and Knox 2022; Bakker and McMullen 2023; Clayton 2023; Dams et al. 2022;
Grandy and Culham 2022; Stolze and Slavova 2022; Treanor et al. 2021). If this were to
be true, the support from an ESO may represent, for high-tech women entrepre-
neurs, a way to effectively acquire entrepreneurial knowledge, networks, and
entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Avnimelech and Rechter 2023), which enable their
ventures to close the gaps that generally constrain their entrepreneurial behavior.
The fact that the newwomen-led venture is hosted in an ESOmay thereforemake co-
workers and employees less sensitive to gender role congruency in the assessment of
the effectiveness of entrepreneurial leadership.

Hypothesis 3: By increasing the congruity with the entrepreneurial role, support
from an ESO positively moderates the relationship between women leadership in
new technology-based firms and EO.

Our overall conceptual model is summarized in Figure 1.

3 Research Design

The empirical analysis was carried out on an initial population of 2,700 Italian
incorporated companies registered with the Chamber of Commerce and included in
the Moody’s ORBIS database (formerly the AIDA section of the Bureau Van Dijk
database); we defined the population according to the following criteria: 1) less than
10 years old; 2) operating in a high-tech industry as defined by the OECD. Within this
group, we excluded the companies that were wholly owned by another company,
resulting in a final sample of 1,297 companies, from which we selected a represen-
tative sample of 500 firms. We used t-tests and chi-square tests to determine the
representativeness in terms of geographical area and sector.

Figure 1: Conceptual model.
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Data collection was conducted by a consultancy firm using a questionnaire
developed by the research group, which also trained the interviewers. The
interviews were conducted by telephone in August and September 2018. We adopted
a key informant approach (Kumar, Stern, and Anderson 1993), focusing on the
founder-CEOs or the person designated as the “leading member” of the entrepre-
neurial team (e.g., Hahn, Minola, and Eddleston 2019) as our primary respondents:
these individuals are likely to be the most influential decision-makers and possess
extensive knowledge about the strategic direction of the firm (Wiklund and Shep-
herd 2005). After excluding observations with missing values in one or more of the
variables used in our study, we obtained a final usable sample of 463 firms. Because
the responses were collected by a consultancy firm through telephone interviews
over the course of three weeks, the results should not be affected by early or late
respondents. We supplemented the data provided by respondents with financial
information retrieved from Moody’s ORBIS database.

On average, the firms in our sample are five years old and employ (in addition to
the entrepreneurial team) 1.81 employees; the vast majority operate in the ICT
(20.7 %), research and development (18.3 %), and manufacturing (16.6 %) sectors.
With regard to the geographic distribution, 43 % of the firms operate in the North,
about 23 % in the Center, and 34 % in the South and Islands.

The choice of Italy as the empirical setting is due to the fact that women are a
minority in the entrepreneurial scene, representing the 22 % of entrepreneurs
(against 32 % in the European Union) and therefore are prone to gender role biases.
Nonetheless, recent trends reveal an increase in woman-led new ventures in high-
tech sectors, which experienced 25 % growth between 2019 and 2022 (Unioncamere
Observatory on Women Entrepreneurship 2022), indicating the relevance of this
phenomenon.

3.1 Measures

3.1.1 Dependent Variable

The study focuses on the impact of the presence of a woman leading entrepreneur
on the entrepreneurial-orientation level of the firm. The dependent variable,
Entrepreneurial orientation (EO), is measured using a scale originally developed by
Covin and Slevin (1989) that is based on nine items capturing firm innovativeness,
proactiveness and risk taking. Each item is measured on a 7-point Likert scale.
An exploratory factor analysis suggested dropping one of the items, n. 6, leading to a
final Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.74 (See Appendix A.1).
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3.1.2 Independent Variables and Moderators

The presence of a woman leading entrepreneur (Woman founder) is measured
through a dummy variable that takes a value of 1 if the leading founder is a woman
and 0 otherwise.

The two moderating variables are Bricolage and Entrepreneurial support
organization (ESO). Bricolage is measured used the nine-item scale proposed by
Davidsson, Baker, and Senyard (2017), which considers various aspects of this
strategic posture, such as entrepreneurs’ confidence in finding practical solutions,
their willingness to expand beyond existing resources, and their ability to combine
them effectively. An exploratory factor analysis suggested dropping items 4 and 9,
leading to a final factor with a satisfactory Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.78 (see Appendix
A.2).

We also performed confirmatory factor analysis to investigate themeasurement
model’s fit; despite the significant chi-square statistic, the model exhibits good fit
as evidenced by CFI = 0.956, RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR = 0.044, TLI = 0.938 the analysis
returned satisfactory results, even if EO show a couple of low standardized loadings.
Also, while the chi-square test is statistically significant, it is well-known that this test
is overly sensitive in large samples and is not a definitive measure of model fit
(Kline 2016). The items in the resulting scales are sufficiently correlated (r’s = 0.14 to
0.45, p’s < 0.01).

Entrepreneurial support organization is a dummy variable that takes a value of 1
if the firm has been hosted in a science park, incubator, or accelerator and a value of
0 otherwise. The chi-square test is statistically significant, it is well-known that this
test is overly sensitive in large samples and is not a definitive measure of model fit
(Kline 2016).

We employed several control variables: the natural logarithm of the age of the
firm (Firmage), which is the number of years since thefirm’s establishment, because,
as age increases, firms may be less likely to favor risk-taking actions, with the
potential to reduce EO (e.g., Leonard‐Barton 1992); the natural logarithm of the
number of full-time equivalent employees (Firm size), as smaller firms may have
fewer slack resources to use for experimentation, thereby reducing EO; the
geographical location of the firm (a dummy that equals 1 if the firm is located in the
regions of the South of Italy and 0 otherwise), to account for the different level of
environmental munificence, that is a fact that may impact on EO (e.g., Rosenbusch,
Rauch, and Bausch 2013); Public financial support is a dummy assuming a value of 1 if
the firm has benefitted from financial support from public agencies and 0 otherwise;
this factor that can impact EO by changing the attitudes of the founders toward
innovation (e.g. Chapman and Hewitt-Dundas 2018); the Financial performance is the
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average return on assets in the previous periods, as this can also increase the amount
of available slack; the number of shareholders (Number of shareholders); the pre-
vious experience of the entrepreneurial team, either as managers or entrepreneurs
(Previous business experience), as it can have a direct effect on EO (Altinay andWang
2011); the degree of Participative decision making among the members of the firm’s
management team, as measured according to the four-item scale developed by Flood
et al. (2000), that captures the distinctive impact of the leading founders’ features on
EO; similarly, we consider the concentration of ownership captured by the presence
of a single owner with an absolute majority of shares (Ownership concentration). In
addition, we also controlled for the Founders’ age, as age has been shown to be a
significant predictor of EO in entrepreneurial firms (e.g., Deb and Wiklund 2017).
Industry dummies are also included, capturing sectoral heterogeneity at the NACE
two-digit level.

Like most studies of entrepreneurial orientation and bricolage, our study
also depends on data provided by individual participants and their self-reported
evaluations of performance. To assess the existence of common method bias (CMB)
we conducted Harman’s one-factor test (Harman 1976), which employs unrotated
factor analysis. The first factor explains less than 50 % of the variance, namely
22.9 % (see Appendix A.3), which lead us to conclude that there are no issues with
CMB and that the factor structure is not the result of the measurement process, as
suggested by Podsakoff and Organ (1986).

3.2 Robustness Test

While we use EO as our dependent variable – reflecting the commitment of internal
members to an entrepreneurial posture –we recognize that not directly measuring
internal stakeholders’ perceptions of role congruity could raise concerns about the
robustness of our findings. To address this limitation, we conducted a robustness
check by estimating an additional model that incorporates a three-way interaction
term. This term includes the prevalence of women-led new ventures at the
provincial level (NUTS-3), which we use as a proxy for the perceived role congruity
of company stakeholders, interpreting the perceived alignment between societal
expectations of women and the characteristics typically associated with the
entrepreneurial role. The dummy variable Prevalence of women entrepreneurship
takes value 1 if the province where the firm is located is in the group with the
highest share of high-tech women entrepreneurs, in the five-level ranking
proposed by the 2014 Unioncamere Observatory on Women Entrepreneurship
report, and 0 otherwise.
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The assumption underlying this approach is that areas with lower prevalence
of women entrepreneurs correspond to lower perceived role congruity (e.g.,
Entrialgo and Iglesias 2018; Rocha and Van Praag 2020). In these contexts, we hy-
pothesize a stronger negative effect of woman leadership on new venture’s EO, and
a stronger effect of moderators (Bricolage and Entrepreneurial support organiza-
tion) as mechanisms to restore role congruity. Conversely, areas with higher
prevalence of women entrepreneurs may exhibit less pronounced effects of these
moderators due to a baseline increase in perceived congruity. Results from the
robustness check, including plots of marginal effects, are presented in the results
section.

3.3 Endogeneity and Selection Bias

Given the over-representation of women-led firms in our sample in comparison to
the population, we considered the potential for selection bias and endogeneity in
our analysis. Selection bias may arise because women-led firms are more likely to
be included in the study, potentially skewing the results. To address this, we
implemented a two-stage Heckman selection model.

In the first stage, wemodeled the likelihood of a firm being led by awoman using
firm characteristics. As instruments, we utilized two variables: (a) the firm’s location
in central or southern Italian regions, where women participation in the labor
market – and consequently in entrepreneurship – is lower (e.g., Righetto 2023); and
(b) the prevalence of women-led ventures in high-tech industries at the provincial
(NUTS-3) level. These instruments are theoretically and related to the likelihood of a
firm being led by a woman (Rocha and Van Praag 2020), and also empirically
correlated to the likelihood of a woman entrepreneur in our sample (coefficients
are −0.51 and 0.10, both significant at p < 0.05 level), but are not conceptually directly
linked nor correlated (0.06; p = n.s.) to the firm’s EO, thus satisfying the exclusion
restriction criterion.

In the second stage, we included the InverseMills Ratio (IMR) generated from the
first stage in our primary regression analysis of EO. This step controls for potential
selection bias, allowing us to disentangle the true relationship between women
entrepreneurship and EO.

The results of the analysis, both with and without the IMR, are consistent,
suggesting that selection bias does not substantially influence the observed
relationships. By incorporating the IMR, we ensure that our findings are robust and
not artifacts of the over-representation of women-led firms in our sample.
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4 Results

4.1 Main Analysis

Table 1, which reports the descriptive statistics, highlights that a woman is a
founder in 39 % of the firms in our sample, indicating a considerable women-
entrepreneurship presence in our sample. The average level of Entrepreneurial
orientation is 2.84, while the average level of Bricolage is 3.82, both of which
are calculated on a scale from 1 to 5; about one-third of thefirms benefitted from the
services of an ESO.

We disentangle the effects of ESOs and the adoption of a bricolage approach on
the relationship between the gender of the firm leader and EO through a regression
analysis, the outcome of which is reported in Table 2.

After presenting the control-only Model 1, we introduce the variable relative to
the gender of the firm leader and, in Model 2, we test whether adopting a bricolage
posture affects EO. Themodel indicates aweak negative effect forwomen leadership.
InModel 3, we assess whether the effect of bricolage differs in firms led bywomen by
introducing an interaction term. This model indicates that women-led firms reduce
their tendency to present less entrepreneurial behaviors as they adopt a bricolage
strategymore intensively. InModel 4, we introduce the effect of support fromanESO,
finding no significant effects. Finally, in Model 5, we simultaneously consider the
interaction effects between gender and bricolage and ESO.

Model 5 shows that Hypothesis 1 is supported: the negative coefficient
associated with gender (coefficient: −0.346, significant at 5 % level) is an indication
that woman-led firms display lower levels of EO. Hypothesis 2 is also supported:
bricolage positively moderates the relationship between a woman founder and firm
EO (coefficient: 0.277, significant at 5 % level). The calculation of the coefficients
allowed us to appreciate the differences in the intensity of the effect of bricolage on
EO between genders (Figure 2). While there is no noticeable change in the impact
of bricolage on EO for male entrepreneurs, in the case of women entrepreneurs, it
becomes stronger as reliance on bricolage becomes more pronounced. Finally, Hy-
pothesis 3 is not supported. Being part of an ESO does not have a positive moderating
effect on the relationship between a woman leader and firm EO, nor a negative one.

4.2 Robustness Analysis

As explained in the method section, robustness tests were performed to explore the
moderating role of perceived role congruity in the relationship between bricolage
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Figure 2: Two-way interaction plot.

Table : Outcomes of regression analysis.

Variables Model  Model  Model  Model  Model 

Firm size −. −. −. −. −.
Firm age . . . . .
Geographical location −. −. −. −. −.
Financial performance −. −. −. −. −.
Public financial support −.* −.* −.* −.* −.*
Number of shareholders . . . . .
Previous business experience .+ .+ .* .+ .+
Participative decision making .* .+ .+ .+ −.+
Ownership concentration −. −. −. −. −.
Founders’ age −. −.+ −. −.+ −.
Woman founder −.+ −.* −. −.*
Bricolage . −. . −.
ESO . . . .
Woman Founder * Bricolage .+ .*
Woman Founder * ESO −. −.
Industry dummies YES YES YES YES YES
IMR −. −. −. −. −.
R . . . . .
Adjusted R . . . . .
F Statistic .*** .*** .*** .*** .***
N     

+p < .; *p < .; **p < .; ***p < ..
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and EO. These tests aim to assess whether the prevalence ofwomen entrepreneurs in
the province, used as a proxy for role congruity, influences this relationship. It is
possible to assume that in provinces where high-tech women entrepreneurship is
more common, employees tend to mitigate their perception of role incongruity.
We test this assumption in Model 6 through a multilevel linear mixed model
that accounts for the fact that firms are clustered in provinces. The results of
the robustness test are presented in Table 3, and the marginal effects analysis is
visualized in Figure 3.

In the marginal effects analysis derived from Model 6, which identifies women-
led firms based on the gender of the leading founder, the results show that bricolage
significantly enhances EO for women-led firms in contexts with low perceived role
congruity (marginal effect = 0.3789, p = 0.004). This finding supports the theory that

Table : Outcomes of regression analysis.

Variables Model 

Firm size −.
Firm age .
Geographical location −.
Financial performance −.
Public financial support −.*
Number of shareholders .
Previous business experience .+
Participative decision making −.
Ownership concentration −.
Founders’ age −.+
Woman founder −.+
Bricolage −.
ESO .
Incidence of women entrepreneurship .+
Woman Founder * Bricolage .+
Woman Founder * ESO .
Woman Founder * incidence of women entrepreneurship −.
Woman Founder * incidence of women entrepreneurship * Bricolage −.
Woman Founder * incidence of women entrepreneurship * ESO −.
Industry dummies YES
IMR −.
Wald Chi () .***
Number of groups 

Var(cons) .
Var(residual) .
N 

+p < .; *p < .; **p < .; ***p < ..
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bricolage compensates for the lack of role congruity by signaling adaptability and
resourcefulness to stakeholders. However, in contexts with high role congruity,
the effect of bricolage diminishes and becomes statistically insignificant (marginal
effect = 0.0792, p = 0.384), reflecting the reduced need for compensatory strategies
where women entrepreneurs are more accepted.

For male-led firms, bricolage has a minimal and statistically insignificant effect
on EO in contexts with low perceived role congruity (marginal effect = 0.0687,
p = 0.507) and even shows a slight negative effect in contexts with high role congruity
(marginal effect =−0.1753, p = 0.022). This suggests that bricolage is not a crucial factor
for men entrepreneurs, who inherently align with traditional entrepreneurial
stereotypes, and may even be less effective in contexts with greater acceptance of
women entrepreneurs.

Moreover, consistent with the findings from the main analysis, the influence of
ESOs remains insignificant across all contexts, further emphasizing that these
organizations do not substantially alter the relationship between gender, bricolage,
and EO.

Overall, the results support the idea that perceived role congruity is a key
interveningmechanism in the relationship between bricolage and EO, even though it
is notmeasured directly. The significant positive effect of bricolage in contexts of low
perceived role congruity, particularly for women-led firms, aligns with the theory

Figure 3: Plot of marginal effects.
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that bricolage helps mitigate biases by addressing stakeholders’ skepticism.
Conversely, as role congruity improves, bricolage’s relevance diminishes, high-
lighting the context-dependent nature of its effectiveness (Table 4).

5 Discussion

This research provides insights into the intersections of three related streams of
literature: women entrepreneurship, high-tech entrepreneurship, and EO. Our study
addresses the topic of EO from one of the least explored, but most relevant,
perspectives, namely its antecedents (e.g., Wales 2016), such as the gender of the
strategic leader. Our findings are consistent with those of previous studies in which
women entrepreneurs reported lower levels of EO (e.g., Fellnhofer, Puumalainen,
and Sjögrén 2016; Goktan and Gupta 2015; Lim and Envick 2013). Through the lens of
role congruity (Eagly and Karau 2002) and encourage the search for alternative
explanations for the relationship between business leader gender and EO in high-
tech ventures. Specifically, the lack of congruity between the leader’s gender and the
expectations of internal stakeholders appears to reduce the leader’s perceived
effectiveness in guiding the firm toward an entrepreneurial strategic posture. Thus,
this work adds an analytical dimension (i.e. that related to internal stakeholders)
to the understanding of gender differences in the behavior and performance of
high-tech ventures, as well as the lower levels of EO associated with women
entrepreneurs. Such a change in perspective seems urgently needed. While the
general literature on leadership has widely examined the influences of gender on
the relationship between leaders and followers (Shen and Joseph 2021), the charac-
terization of the gender roles of entrepreneurs has been drawnwith reference to the
general population (e.g., Gupta, Wieland, and Turban 2019). In this sense, our study
contributes to the efforts towards a greater contextualization of the phenomenon of
entrepreneurship (Baker and Welter 2020; Mustafa and Treanor 2022), in particular
of the gender roles in entrepreneurship (Lyons 2022), also with reference to the
dynamics of high-tech industries which present specific features in this regard in
terms of gender roles (e.g., Audretsch et al. 2022; Brush et al. 2019). However, the
relationship between entrepreneurs and followers has been largely neglected.While
gender roles do not seem to influence the attractiveness of the firm to potential

Table : Marginal effects.

Variables Marginal effects

Men-led firm, medium-low incidence of women entrepreneurship .
Men-led firm, medium-high incidence of women entrepreneurship −.
Women-led firm, medium-low incidence of women entrepreneurship .*
Women-led firm, high incidence of women entrepreneurship .
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employees (Hubner, Rudic, and Baum 2023), our findings provide an impetus for a
broader application of gender role theory in entrepreneurship, which has largely
focused on the relationship between entrepreneurs and investors (e.g., among recent
works, Balachandra, Fischer, and Brush 2021; Bellucci et al. 2025; Conley and
Bilimoria 2022; Henry et al. 2022).

Our results put the findings of Andersén (2017) under a new light, who pointed
out that conceptions of change and renewal, which are intrinsic to entrepreneurial
posture, may increase uncertainty and role ambiguity at the employee level. Their
study found that employees can cope with such role ambiguity by relying on the
support of co-workers, while the support offered by managers has no effect. We
conjecture that such a lack of effect could be spurious; while support from men
managers assists in diminishing role ambiguity, support from women managers
contributes to the role ambiguity experienced by employees because such support
originates from individuals who are not aligned with employees’ gender role
expectations.

In general, our findings resonate with the importance of stakeholder manage-
ment in entrepreneurial firms byMitchell et al. (2021), especially regarding the effect
of the dimensions of power and legitimacy in shaping the relationship between
women leaders and employees.

This study also encourages to re-evaluate the effectiveness of different types of
coping mechanisms that women founders can employ to overcome role incongru-
ence. We find evidence in favor of the adoption of unconventional strategies, such as
bricolage, which, despite not being systematically pursued with a high frequency by
women entrepreneurs (e.g., Bojica et al. 2020; Davidsson, Baker, and Seynard 2017),
features elements such as adaptability and flexibility that are congruent with the
expectations of internal stakeholders. Therefore, women entrepreneurs who act
according to the bricolage strategy are better able to elicit the commitment of
employees and direct them toward entrepreneurial goals. In particular, in line with
the findings of Hubner, Rudic, and Baum (2023) and Cowden et al. (2023), alternative
approaches to causation are consistent with women entrepreneurial leadership. The
finding of a positive relationship between bricolage and EO in women-led firms also
offers insights regarding the antecedents and boundary conditions of EO, addressing
the call by Wales et al. (2021) for a more refined understanding of the organizational
practices leading to EO.

We do not find support for the role of ESOs as a conventional strategy for coping
with role incongruity, thereby supporting the idea that the nature of ESOs as
“gendered spaces” offsets their potentially beneficial effects on EO in woman-led
firms (Brush et al. 2019). On the one hand, this finding could provide support for the
position that ESOs are a highly masculinized setting, one that reinforces, rather than
alleviates, women’smarginality in the business system, as the studies byMarlow and
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McAdam (2012, 2015) have shown. On the other hand, this finding may have been
influenced by the developmental trajectory of the Italian ESOs, which may not have
targeted minority-led firms by offering tailored services.

6 Concluding Remarks

This paper advances our understanding of entrepreneurship by demonstrating that
role congruity theory canbeapplied to leader-follower dynamics inboth top-downand
bottom-up approaches, thereby influencing EO and performance. This dual applica-
tion underscores the theory’s versatility in explaining how perceptions of role con-
gruity within organizational hierarchies can significantly impact the effectiveness of
leadership and overall organizational success. Acknowledging the relevance of role
congruity in the leader–follower relationship offers a theoretical interpretation of a
phenomenon that has been explained mainly with reference to alleged fundamental
differences between men and women (Brush and Cooper 2012; Gupta, Wieland, and
Turban 2019) and in particular, women’s limitations in terms of risk-taking, network
building, innovativeness, and limited interest in business expansion. In line
with recent work demonstrating the prevalence of contextual characteristics over
individual traits (e.g., Audretsch, Belitski, and Brush 2022), our contribution adopts
a socially constructed concept of gender and entrepreneur and draws attention to
the impact that such preconceptions may have on the relationship between the
entrepreneur and her employees, paving the way for an entirely new bottom-up
explanation of the glass ceiling effect. By examining the interplay between societal
constructions of gender roles and entrepreneurial leadership,we illuminate the subtle
yet profoundways in which gendered expectations can shape the business landscape.

Notwithstanding our contribution to advancing the literature on EO and gender
in high-tech firms, our results are not without limitations. First, we used a subjective
measure of EO, which may be reflected in lower perceptions of individual and firm
EO associated with women entrepreneurs (Fellnhofer, Puumalainen, and Sjögrén
2016). The adoption of accounting-based measures of EO (Vanacker, Zahra, and
Holmes 2021) could strengthen the methodological rigor of future studies. Second,
while our study improves the theoretical understanding of the relationship between
gender and EO by incorporating the role of internal stakeholders, it falls short of
measuring the extent towhich employees perceive the behaviors of an entrepreneur
as congruent with their expectations. Developing and validating an instrument to
measure such dimensions is important in fostering the development of this stream
of research. Third, in our empirical analysis, we use a single variable that captures
a firm’s affiliation with any type of ESO, and thus do not take into account
their differences in terms of goals and the relational intensity of the forms of sup-
port – both factors that may affect the relationship between gender and EO; a more
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fine-grained articulation of ESOs would be beneficial in future studies. Furthermore,
the generalizability of the findings of this study is constrained by the specificities of
the Italian context in terms of the limited participation of women in high-technology
industries, and entrepreneurship in particular (DeClercq, Kaciak, and Thongpapanl
2022; Poggesi, Mari, and De Vita 2020), and the relatively small size of the survey
sample. Finally, similar to much of the literature, this study improperly refers
to biological sex as “gender”; the rigorous use of the concept to mean socially
constructed sex (Ahl 2006; Henry, Foss, and Ahl 2016) could open up interesting
avenues for the investigation of how non-binary entrepreneurs (see, e.g., Darden,
Kellermanns, and Best 2022) face the (even more powerful) challenges of role con-
gruity in the relationship with internal stakeholders. Such a conceptualization of
gender could pave the way to further investigations of the interaction of this
construct with other social identity categories (e.g., age, social class, parenthood, and
disability), as advocated by Jennings and Tonoyan (2022).

Despite the above limitations, this study offers important insights for women
entrepreneurs and policymakers. Women entrepreneurs should be reminded that
many of the phenomena that characterize their activity are strongly influenced by
people’s perceptions about their congruity with the role they aim at performing and
that on many occasions they are driven to mistakenly believe that they have specific
limits that prevent or make hard their success. This is not only true for access to
finance (Ghosh, Ghosh, and Chowdhury 2018) or for admission to specific networks
but also for those same employees that they have selected, hired, and compensated
for. Our study points out that women entrepreneurs should not take for granted the
contribution and commitment of internal stakeholders (thereby, risking focusing
only on – apparently less controllable – external ones) but should deliberately
activate their contribution.

In our study, we do not suggest that women should rely primarily on bricolage as
their primary strategy for involving and engaging internal stakeholders in innova-
tive activities or postures. Rather, we suggest that because of persistent perceptions
of role ambiguity, bricolage is currently more readily accepted as a coherent
approach to innovation for women. This acceptance may inadvertently limit
women’s options, particularly in the pursuit of radical innovations where broader
strategic behaviors may be more effective.

In terms of policy implications, it is crucial to go beyond existing government
policies that already support the presence of women in high-tech industries and
STEM fields. There is a strong need to address the issue of role congruity perceptions.
This could be effectively addressed by widely publicizing examples of successful
women in science and in high-tech business to reduce their perception as exceptions.
These examples should showcase a variety of leadership styles and innovative
achievements to demonstrate the versatility and capability of women in high-tech
entrepreneurship.
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In addition, it is important to develop targeted coaching programs for women
entrepreneurs. These programs should focus on enhancing their communication and
leadership skills to enable them to assert their roles confidently and convincingly. By
fostering a sense of security and authority in women leaders, these initiatives can
help change internal perceptionswithin their companies, leading to amore inclusive
and supportive environment for fostering entrepreneurial orientation across
diverse leadership styles. Such measures will not only support women in leveraging
a broader set of entrepreneurial strategies, but will also help to break down the
stereotypes that limit their full participation in high-tech entrepreneurship.
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Appendix

See Tables A1–A3.

Table A: EFA EO.

Component 

EO .
EO .
EO .
EO .
EO .
EO .
EO .
EO .

Extraction method: principal component analysis.  component extracted.

Table A: EFA Bricolage.

Component Matrix Component 

BRIC_ .
BRIC_ .
BRIC_ .
BRIC_ .
BRIC_ .
BRIC_ .
BRIC_ .

Extraction method: principal component analysis.  component extracted.
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