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Abstract The purpose of this paper is to analyse the factors that influence female

entrepreneurship in Spain, using institutional economics as the theoretical frame-

work. The empirical research uses Spanish regional-level panel data (Global

Entrepreneurship Monitor and National Statistics Institute of Spain) covering the

period 2003–2010. The main findings indicate that informal factors (recognition of

entrepreneurial career and female networks) are more relevant for female

entrepreneurship than formal factors (education, family context and differential of

income level). The research contributes both theoretically (advancing knowledge

with respect to environmental factors that affect female entrepreneurship), and

practically (for the design of support policies and educational programmes to foster

female entrepreneurial activity).
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1 Introduction

In recent years there has been a significant deceleration of the world economy and a

downward revision of all economic growth forecasts for the Eurozone. In the case of

Spanish economy, the gross domestic product (GDP) has fallen from 4.1 % in 2006 to

-1.0 % in 2012 (Eurostat 2012) and the unemployment rising from 8.3 % in 2006 to

23.6 % in 2012 (INE 2003; Eurostat 2012). This overall downturn, along with the

consequent contraction of both private and public consumption and the adjustments in

the public investment policies implemented by the Spanish government, reflects the

country’s current scenario. Within this context, the evolution of female entrepreneur-

ial activity is more sensitive to economic recession than is male entrepreneurial

activity (De Bruin et al. 2007; Manolova et al. 2012). However, Verheul et al. (2006,

p. 151) suggest that women not only contribute to employment generation and

economic growth, but they also ‘‘make a contribution to the diversity of

entrepreneurship in the economic process’’. Consequently, public administrations at

all levels (European: Commission for Enterprise and Industry; Spanish: Directorate

General of SME policy; and regional, such as: Department of Enterprises and

Employment of the Government of Catalonia) are interested to develop policies to

foster entrepreneurial activity and, specifically, female entrepreneurship.

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the factors that influence female

entrepreneurship in Spain, using institutional economics (North 1990, 2005) as the

theoretical framework. The empirical research uses Spanish regional-level panel

data (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor and National Statistics Institute of Spain)

covering the period 2003–2010.

The main findings indicate that informal factors (recognition of entrepreneurial

career and female networks) are more relevant for female entrepreneurship than formal

factors (education, family context and differential of income level). The research

contributes both theoretically (advancing knowledge with respect to environmental

factors that affect female entrepreneurship), and practically (for the design of support

policies and educational programmes to foster female entrepreneurial activity).

After this brief introduction, the paper is structured in fourth additional sections.

First, the theoretical framework of the investigation is presented. Next, the

methodology employed in the empirical work is explained, and then, the most

relevant results of the study are discussed. Finally, the article provides the

conclusions and the future research lines.

2 Theoretical framework

As we mentioned before, the literature suggests the importance of the study of female

entrepreneurship for both social and economic development. However, the investiga-

tions developed in this field were not considered relevant until the greater inclusion of
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women in the job market (Gofee and Scase 1990). Also, it should be noted that initially

the research into female entrepreneurshipwas situatedwithin the framework of feminist

theories, since the initial objectives were focused more on obtaining advantageous

political and social results for women than on academic findings (Hurley 1999).

Many scholars have dealt with gender differences and their relationship to

business creation, considering topics such as characteristics of female entrepreneurs,

entrepreneurial intentions, motivations and self-efficacy (Brush 1992; Rosa and

Hamilton 1994; Brush et al. 2006; Gatewood et al. 2003; Sexton and Bowman-

Upton 1990; Welter et al. 2006). Other investigations have drawn attention to a

number of problems including those related to financing (Alsos et al. 2006; Brush

1992; Carter and Rosa 1998; Carter et al. 2007; Gatewood et al. 2009; Kim 2006;

Marlow and Patton 2005; Verheul and Thurik 2001), management practices, growth

and strategies for success (Brush and Hisrich 1988; Carter and Cannon 1991),

entrepreneurship support policies (Carter 2000; Nilsson 1997) and socio-cultural

factors that affect female entrepreneurial activity (Gatewood et al. 2009; Greve and

Salaff 2003; Sorenson et al. 2008).

Although many theoretical frameworks have been used to analyse the

entrepreneurship phenomenon, in this paper we used institutional economics as

the conceptual framework (Guerrero and Urbano 2012; Liñán et al. 2011; Ribeiro-

Soriano and Urbano 2009; Smallbone et al. 2010; Thornton et al. 2011; Urbano

et al. 2011). Concretely, Amine and Staub (2009), Baughn et al. (2006), Estrin and

Mickiewicz (2011) and Noguera et al. (2013) apply this theory to analyse the

environmental factors that condition female entrepreneurship.

Institutional economics (North 1990, 2005) develops a general concept of

institutions. Institutions are the limitations conceived by the human, and their main

function is to facilitate a stable and, at the same time, evolutionary structure upon

which interaction can take place. North (1990) distinguishes formal institutions

(laws, regulations and government procedures) and informal institutions (beliefs,

ideas and attitudes—that is, the culture of a society). In this study formal institutions

are education, family context, income level differences, and informal institutions are

entrepreneurial career, female networks and role models.

2.1 Education

Initial studies established a negative relationship between educational level and

entrepreneurship, suggesting that the entrepreneurial career was left to those

persons who did not have a high educational level (Collins and Moore 1964).

However, recent works (Robinson and Sexton 1994; Bates 1995; Orser et al.

2012) demonstrated quite the opposite, that there was a positive relationship

between higher levels of education and the likelihood of creating a business.

Furthermore, these studies indicated that women relied much more upon

advanced education as their route to self-employment than did men. Also, some

authors suggested a positive relationship between education level and

entrepreneurship, using human capital theory (Schultz 1959; Becker 1964) or

resource-based theory (Urbano and Yordanova 2008; Castrogiovanni et al. 2011).

In this line, Delmar and Davidsson (2000) and Davidsson and Honig (2003)
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suggested that individuals with more human capital or higher quality of human

capital are more capable of perceiving entrepreneurial opportunities, when such

opportunities exist. Also, Wilson et al. (2007, p. 402) highlight not only the

importance of educational level but also the strong relationship between the

inclusion of entrepreneurship education in tertiary education and entrepreneurial

self-efficacy, indicating ‘‘entrepreneurship education can be positioned as an

equalizer, possibly reducing the limiting effects of low self-efficacy and

ultimately increasing the chances for successful venture creation by women’’.

However, Castagnetti and Rosti (2011) suggested that the relationship between

education and entrepreneurial activity may be contradictory because higher

education might generate better outside options in paid employment, making the

consideration of entrepreneurship as a desirable career option less probable.

Given the different positions found in the literature, in this paper we consider the

level of education to be an important factor for entrepreneurial activity. Then, the

following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1 Education has a positive effect on female entrepreneurial activity.

2.2 Family context

Literature established a strong relationship between family and female

entrepreneurial activity. However, the existing relationship between family

members has changed drastically in recent decades, moving away from the

model of the traditional family, in which the principal activity of women who

married was to take care of the children and a professional job was an option

depending on the existing family context. Nowadays, marriage (and cohabitation

by couples of all kinds) is postponed until a stable job is available, divorce rates

are on the rise, and birth rates are falling. In this context, Mincer (1985) and

Unger and Crawford (1992) suggest that reductions in average family size—and

in how long marriages tend to last—increase the motivation to be part of the job

market and to start a business, although they assert that women continue to

figure as the principal caretaker of the family. Along the same lines, the study

conducted by the OECD (2002) determined the negative relationship between the

presence of children and female employment rates. On the other hand, Verheul

et al. (2006) establish that although a priori women’s family context has a

negative effect on female entrepreneurship due to the high demand on their time,

there is evidence that self-employment may provide women with the possibility

of adjusting the number of hours they dedicate to the needs of the family, thereby

promoting female entrepreneurship. Also, Mattis (2004) and Shelton (2006)

suggest that women can start a business to balance work and family

responsibilities, although most of the research has focused to a greater extent

on the work-role and family conflict experiences of women employees. Based on

the previous literature the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 The family context has a negative influence on entrepreneurship.
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2.3 Income level differences

In previous investigations it has been demonstrated that one of the most relevant

factors in the decision to create a business is the degree of workers satisfaction

derived from their work place. When working for others means a less-than-desired

income level for the workers, or when their work conditions are not what they

expected, they may consider starting their own business (Douglas and Shepherd

1999; Dubini 1988; Eisenhauer 1995). In the case of working women, an added

difficulty is found in accessing top positions in the firm (the ‘‘glass ceiling’’). In this

scenario, some women decide to create their own business to avoid the existing

barriers to their professional and personal development (Powell 1999). Fairlie

(2005) also suggests that young women who have created their own businesses tend

to earn less than wage/salary workers. Based on the previous literature we suggest

the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 The existence of income level differences has a positive influence

on female entrepreneurship.

2.4 Social recognition of the entrepreneurial career

Literature suggests divergent work preferences for men and women, evidenced by

the way in which children were steered towards career choices deemed appropriate

for their sex (Harriman 1985; Hisrich 1986). Along the same line, Baron et al.

(2001), Langowitz and Minniti (2007) and Marlow and Patton (2005) consider that

traditional roles assigned to women encourage the idea that entrepreneurial activity

is less desirable for women than for men. Also, Arenius and Minniti (2005),

Kolvereid and Isaksen (2006) and Langowitz and Minniti (2007) suggest that male

and female perceptions are equally relevant to the decision to create a business, but

these perceptions differ depending on the gender of the entrepreneur, given that the

culture of a society, understood as a set of attitudes, values, social conventions

belonging to that society, may encourage or discourage certain behaviours,

including entrepreneurship (Thomas and Mueller 2000; Zahra et al. 1999).

Specifically, these perceptions can further discourage women from being

entrepreneurs in the advanced technology sectors where they perceived barriers to

career advancement (Orser et al. 2012). Based on that the following hypothesis is

proposed:

Hypothesis 4 Social recognition of the entrepreneurial career has a positive

influence on female entrepreneurship.

2.5 Female network

Literature has demonstrated interest in how networks are a very relevant factor in

the decision to create a business and to innovate within the existing firm (Capaldo

2007). In the entrepreneurial process entrepreneurs need some resources (such as

information, capital, skills, etc.) and these could be available by accessing their

networks (such as suppliers, customers, other entrepreneurs, etc.) (Aldrich and
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Zimmer 1986). Concerning the gender issues, Katz and Williams (1997) consider

that networks available not depend on gender of entrepreneur, but instead on their

status within the business. However, networks created by women were quite

important to the process of creating a business than to strategic level (in the case of

men the situation is the opposite) (Brush et al. 2009; Greve and Salaff 2003);

women have fewer diverse relationships than men, thereby limiting the identifica-

tion of opportunities (Renzulli et al. 2000); and women prefer collaborative

networks, in many cases using their contacts to obtain more personal support than

operational support at the business level (Dı́az and Carter 2009; Sorenson et al.

2008). Also, some scholars confirm the importance of personally knowing someone

who has recently started a business, and his/her influence on the probability of

starting a business. In the case of women, this can be even more important when the

entrepreneur they know personally is a family member (Hisrich and Brush 1986;

Klyver and Grant 2010; Langowitz and Minniti 2007). Then, we propose:

Hypothesis 5 Female networks have a positive influence on female

entrepreneurship.

2.6 Female role model

Role models could be defined as those people who are similar to oneself; this

similarity allows one to more easily learn from the role model, facilitates the bond

between them, and helps one to define their self-perception (Gibson 2004). Bandura

(1989) in his social cognitive theory, maintains that individuals pay great attention

to the role models who provide indirect lessons; these lessons arrive in the form of

observation of individuals they consider worthy of emulation and who make use of

skills or norms which may be of use to them in their own activities. The existence of

entrepreneurs with similar characteristics is a factor that could increase the

probability of creating a business, by reducing the uncertainty associated with the

process of new firm creation (Davidsson and Honig 2003; Arenius and Minniti

2005). Role models are important because of their ability to enhance self-efficacy.

Exposure to role models may have higher impact on women than on men when it

comes to how they perceive their own entrepreneurial skills (Minniti and Nardone

2007). However, there is an absence of female role models that lies with the fact that

the attributes one needs in order to be considered a role model are generated by the

very organizations which place a higher value on male characteristics, as opposed to

female characteristics, thus reducing the probability that women will become role

models (Meyerson and Fletcher 2000). Furthermore, the importance of the existence

of female role models is established, as these not only offer professional orientation,

but also provide information and knowledge about specific problems brought about

by the entrepreneurial activity, relating to reconciling work and family, an aspect

considered to be quite important by women when making the final decision to create

a business. Also, women associate the existence of male role models with the

perception of the greater barriers they face in creating businesses (Lockwood 2006;

Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1999). Based on the previous literature, we derived the

following hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 6 Female role models have a positive influence on female

entrepreneurship.

Hypothesis 7 Male role models have a negative influence on female

entrepreneurship.

3 Methodology

As noted previously, in this research we proposed that female entrepreneurial

activity is influenced by environmental factors, measured through informal and

formal institutions. We test the hypotheses using Spanish regional-level panel data

covering an 8-year period (2003–2010) from two sources of information: Global

Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)—the largest ongoing project of entrepreneurial

dynamics in the world-, and National Statistics Institute of Spain (INE). Table 1

presents the list of the dependent and the independent variables used in this study.

Our final sample consists of a panel of 103 observations from 19 Spanish regions.

The general model considered in this study is the following:

TEAfemit ¼ aþ b1FIit þ b2IIit þ b3CVit þ ai þ lit

For i = 1, 2, …, 19 Spanish regions; t = 2003, 2004, …, 2010.

In the above equation TEAfemit is the dependent variable in year t; FIit is a matrix

of formal institutions in region i in year t; IIit is a matrix of informal institutions in

region i in year t; CVit is a matrix of the control variable in region i in year t, and

finally, ai is a vector of a region specific-constant term and is fixed over time, and lit
is an idiosyncratic disturbance that changes across time as well as across region.

We estimate all the regressions using country fixed effects, according to

Hausman’s specification test, which does not rejects the null hypothesis that errors

are independent within regions. The fixed effects model is also more appropriate

because it estimates average within-regional changes in female entrepreneurship as

the institutional environment changes over time. We discard autocorrelation

problems but heteroskedasticity is detected. Thus, we estimate linear regressions

with panel-corrected standard errors.

4 Results and discussion

In Table 2 are shown the means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of

the study variables. Table 3 presents the results of linear regressions with panel-

corrected standard errors (PCSE).1

The first model analyses the effect of control variables on female entrepreneur-

ship. As we expected, both female unemployment and per capita income have a

negative and significant (p\ 0.01) influence on female entrepreneurial activity, in

1 Given the correlations among several independent and control variables, we tested for the problem of

multicollinearity that might affect the significance of the main parameters in the regressions through

variance inflation factor (VIF) computations. The VIF values were low (lower than 5.03).
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line with the reviewed literature (Carree et al. 2007; Wennekers and Thurik 1999;

Wennekers et al. 2005). This model explains 35 % of the total variation of female

entrepreneurial activity. In second model we include both the control variable and

the formal institutions. This model slightly increases the percentage of total

variation of female entrepreneurial activity explained, to 36 %. The results show

that the coefficients of formal institutions have no statistically significant effect on

female entrepreneurship. Also, model 3 shows the effect of informal institutions on

female entrepreneurship. In this case, almost all the coefficients are statistically

significant and they are the expected sign, except for the female role model. The

Table 1 Description of variables

Variable Description Source

Dependent variable

Female entrepreneurial

activity (TEAfem)

Percentage of female 18–64 population who are either a

nascent entrepreneur or owner-manager of a new business

GEM

2003–2010

Formal institutions

Education Percentage of women enrolled in tertiary education INE

2003–2010

Family context Average number of children for women INE

2003–2010

Income level

differences

Difference between male and female earnings expressed as a

percentage of male earnings

INE

2003–2010

Informal institutions

Entrepreneurial career Percentage of 18–64 population who agree with the statement

that in their region, most people consider starting a business

as a desirable career choice

GEM

2003–2010

Female network Percentage of female who know someone personally who

started a business in the past 2 years

GEM

2003–2010

Female role model Percentage of female 18–64 population who are currently

owner-manager of an established business, i.e., owning and

managing a running business that has paid salaries, wages,

or any other payments to the owners for more than

42 months

GEM

2003–2010

Male role model Percentage of male 18–64 population who are currently

owner-manager of an established business, i.e., owning and

managing a running business that has paid salaries, wages,

or any other payments to the owners for more than

42 months

GEM

2003–2010

Control variable

Female unemployment Unemployment rate of women between 16 and 64 years old INE 2003—

2010

Per capita income Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in the Spanish

regions, measure in three levels: high, medium and low

INE

2003–2010

GEM Global Entrepreneurship Monitor GEM. http://www.gemconsortium.org/

INE Spanish Statistical Office. http://www.ine.es
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explanatory power of the model increases with 55 % of the variance being

explained.

Model 4 includes formal and informal institutions and control variables. Again,

the coefficients of formal institutions are not statistically significant, while the

coefficients of almost all informal institutions are significant. Finally, model 5

shows only the significant variables. This model explains 53 % of the total variation

of female entrepreneurship. Thus, informal institutions such as entrepreneurial

career and female networks have a positive and significant influence (p\ 0.01) on

female entrepreneurship in Spanish regions, when we controlled for female

unemployment and per capita income.

As mentioned above, Hypothesis 1 suggests the positive impact of education on

entrepreneurial activity and Hypothesis 2 suggests the negative influence of family

context on female entrepreneurship. Similarly, Hypothesis 3 proposes that income

level differences have a positive influence on entrepreneurship.

However, the coefficients of these considered formal institutions in model 2 and

4 are not statistically significant; thus, the data rejects Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3.

Likewise, Hypothesis 4 proposes that social recognition of the entrepreneurial

career has a positive influence on female entrepreneurship. The coefficients of this

variable in model 3, 4, and 5 are statistically significant (p\ 0.05), and they are

constant for all models. Thus, Hypothesis 4 is not rejected. The results show the

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix

Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4

1. TEAfem 4.55 1.78 1.00

2. Entrepreneurial career 67.25 5.31 0.37*** 1.00

3. Female network 29.90 4.46 0.42*** 0.29* 1.00

4. Female role model 5.19 2.25 0.26* -0.05 0.48*** 1.00

5. Male role model 9.04 2.53 -0.16 -0.24* 0.04 0.44***

6. Education 55.80 3.68 -0.16* 0.07 0.05 -0.03

7. Family context 1.40 0.29 -0.13 0.15 0.09 -0.06

8. Income level differences 16.09 5.61 0.08 0.06 -0.11 -0.13

9. Female unemployment 14.78 6.87 -0.49*** -0.19* -0.03 -0.20*

10. Per capita income 2.05 0.84 0.05 -0.10 -0.14 0.18*

5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10.

5. Male role model 1.00

6. Education -0.30* 1.00

7. Family context -0.15 0.66*** 1.00

8. Income level differences -0.20* -0.25** 0.07 1.00

9. Female unemployment 0.02 0.54*** 0.50*** -0.66*** 1.00

10. Per capita income 0.10 -0.20* -0.11 0.69*** -0.63*** 1.00

* p\ 0.10; ** p\ 0.01; *** p\ 0.001
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positive influence of social recognition of the entrepreneurial career on female

entrepreneurship.

In Hypothesis 5 we suggested that female networks have a positive influence on

female entrepreneurship. The coefficient of this informal institution is positive and

statistically significant (p\ 0.05), thus, the data supports Hypothesis 5. In line with

the literature, this result confirms the importance to female entrepreneurship of

personally knowing someone who has created a business (Brush et al. 2009; Greve

and Salaff 2003).

Finally, Hypothesis 6 postulates that female role models have a positive influence

on female entrepreneurship, while the Hypothesis 7 suggests that male role models

have a negative influence on female entrepreneurship. Models 3 and 4 show that

female role model is not statistically significant, thus the data rejects Hypothesis 6.

The coefficient of the male role model is also significant in model 3 and 4, but the

Table 3 Regression analysis explaining female entrepreneurial activity

Coef. (SE)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Formal institutions

Education 0.022 (0.071) 0.049 (0.078)

Family context 1.170 (0.910) 0.426 (0.925)

Income level

differences

-0.028

(0.043)

-0.008

(0.038)

Informal institutions

Entrepreneurial

career

0.079

(0.028)***

0.079

(0.032)**

0.079

(0.028)***

Female network 0.097

(0.040)**

0.138

(0.042)***

0.125

(0.042)***

Female role

model

0.128 (0.078) 0.038 (0.084)

Male role model -0.108

(0.059)*

-0.118

(0.065)*

Control variable

Female

unemployment

-0.198

(0.028)***

-0.250

(0.037)***

-0.155

(0.029)***

-0.134

(0.041)***

-0.163

(0.030)***

Per capita income -0.914

(0.218)***

-0.979

(0.270)***

-0.609

(0.289)***

-0.376

(0.289)

-0.597

(0.229)***

Constant 9.488

(0.793)***

7.925 (4.544) -4.245

(0.447)

-4.245

(0.447)

-0.742

(2.361)

R2 0.3495 0.3627 0.5494 0.5632 0.5293

Observations 103 95 93 85 93

Regions 19 17 19 17 19

Heteroskedasticity corrected standard errors in parentheses

* p\ 0.1; ** p\ 0.05; *** p\ 0.01
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significance level is low (p\ 0.1). In fact, in model 5 male role model is not

significant; hence Hypothesis 7 is not supported. These results suggest the

importance of female role models versus male role models, as previous research has

indicated (Lockwood 2006; Meyerson and Fletcher 2000; Ridgeway and Smith-

Lovin 1999).

5 Conclusions

The main purpose of this paper was to contribute to the existing entrepreneurship

literature by exploring the influence of environmental factors on female

entrepreneurial activity in the Spanist context. To achieve this aim we developed

a longitudinal analysis for the period 2003–2010, using data from the Global

Entrepreneurship Monitor and the National Statistics Institute of Spain).

The main findings of this study show on the one hand that formal institutions,

such as education, family context and income level differences, have no

significant influence on female entrepreneurship in Spain. A possible explanation

of this result could be the small difference of the formal institutional framework

among the Spanish regions analysed. On the other hand, based on the findings of

the current research, the informal institutions that appear to be most relevant to

the creation of businesses by women are social recognition of the entrepreneurial

career and female networks. As we stated earlier, the level of desirability

conceded by the Spanish society through its values and social conventions

towards entrepreneurship, has changed according to the evolution of the role

assigned to women (Baron et al. 2001; Langowitz and Minniti 2007; Marlow and

Patton 2005). Also, the presence of a greater number of women entrepreneurs in

society, who provide visibility to their situation as female entrepreneurs, can help

potential female entrepreneurs to create their own firm (Brush et al. 2009; Greve

and Salaff 2003). Therefore, informal institutions in Spain are more important

than formal institutions for the promotion of female entrepreneurship, which is in

line with other studies in the field (Alvarez et al. 2011; Coduras et al. 2008;

Noguera et al. 2013; Urbano et al. 2010).

With regard to the future research lines, a deeper analysis of the regional

differences could be implemented, with the aim of improving the explanatory

capacity of the proposed model. Also, it is anticipated that some other independent

variables could be usefully incorporated for improving the findings.

The research contributes both theoretically (advancing knowledge with respect

to environmental factors that affect female entrepreneurship), and practically (for

the design of support policies and educational programmes to foster female

entrepreneurial activity). Concretely, the government could increase the presence

and visibility of female role models in the society, and also designing education

programmes, from primary school to university, which will promote a set of

attitudes and values that encourage the positive perception of entrepreneurship,

especially of female entrepreneurship.
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Hotel Management School at Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB). She received a Ph.D.

(International Doctorate in Entrepreneurship and Management-IDEM) from UAB. Her research areas are

focused on entrepreneurship, especifically on those environmental factors affecting female entrepreneur-

ship from the institutional approach. She has various academic papers in this research field and

participates in several international and Spanish research projects.

Claudia Alvarez is an Associate Professor at the School of Management of the Universidad EAFIT

(Colombia). She holds a Ph.D. (International Doctorate in Entrepreneurship and Management) in the
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