
Abstract: This article aims to identify the strategies that 
women entrepreneurs employ in the field of technology 
and innovation to develop their businesses in a male-
dominated context. It is a longitudinal qualitative study 
of an exploratory nature based on a semi-structured 
interview. Seven women entrepreneurs who are leading 
new ventures in a business incubator participated to 
this study. The results showed that, even in a place 
traditionally occupied by men, the women feel confident 
about developing their projects. Family and close friends 
exert influence on both success and failure of their 
projects and, even when facing obstacles and difficulties 
in their daily lives, the women enjoy what they do. The 
strategies more personal and behavioral related showed 
more positive results than cognitive or technical related. 
The paper fills a gap in the literature by exploring 
the strategies that women entrepreneurs employ to 
develop their high-tech startups in a male-dominated 
environment.
Keywords: Women. Entrepreneur. Gender. Startups. 
Strategy. Incubator.  

Resumo: Este artigo tem como objetivo identificar 
as estratégias empregadas pelas mulheres 
empreendedoras para desenvolver seus negócios 
tecnológicos e inovadores em um contexto dominado por 
homens. Trata-se de um estudo qualitativo longitudinal, 
de caráter exploratório, com base em entrevista 
semiestruturada. Sete mulheres que empreenderam 
em uma incubadora de empresas participaram deste 
estudo. Os resultados mostraram que, mesmo em 
um local tradicionalmente ocupado por homens, as 
mulheres se sentem confiantes em desenvolver seus 
projetos. A família e os amigos exercem influência 
tanto no sucesso quanto no fracasso de seus projetos e, 
mesmo diante de obstáculos e dificuldades no dia a dia, 
as mulheres desfrutam do que fazem. As estratégias do 
tipo pessoal ou comportamental mostraram resultados 
mais positivos do que as cognitivas ou técnicas. O artigo 
contribui para a literatura ao mostrar as estratégias 
que as mulheres empreendedoras empregam para 
desenvolver suas startups de alta tecnologia em um 
ambiente dominado por homens.
Palavras-chave: Mulheres. Empreendedor. Gênero. 
Startups. Estratégia. Incubadora.
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Introducti on
The creati on of businesses is one of the factors that bring prosperity to a nati on. Throu-

gh this acti vity, innovati on takes place and opportuniti es, jobs and wealth are created. The fact 
that people are willing to take risks and engage in a business venture is one of the pillars of 
economic development. Foray and Hargreaves (2002) explain that the producti on of knowled-
ge and innovati on and, consequently, the generati on of wealth help to explain development, 
especially economic development (JULIEN, 2010). Although economic development in diff e-
rent locati ons has benefi tt ed from the acti viti es of women entrepreneurs (BRUIN et al., 2007; 
MACHADO et al. 2013), we can sti ll see the obstacles and barriers they have to face, especially 
when they seek to gain a place in the labor market or in sectors that are mostly male domina-
ted, such as technology and engineering (ZAPATA-HUAMANÍ et al., 2019).

In Brazil, unti l recently, the vast majority of women were housewives. It was diffi  cult for 
them to enter to the labor market. They were submitt ed to embarrassing situati ons and dis-
criminated against if they sought to support themselves. The struggle to win their rights and a 
positi on in the labor market is relati vely recent, although the unfair situati on persists, and the 
soluti ons remain remote. In spite of this, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM, 2017) 
revealed that in Brazil there is actually a higher percentage of women (51%) than men (49%) in 
start-up business ventures. 

Unfortunately, the performance and growth of women entrepreneurship was not 
equally in all industries (KALNINS; WILLIAMS, 2014). In some industries, such as high technolo-
gy, they are sti ll the minority. Such a situati on can be seen in the technology-based incubators, 
with the predominance of men (TREANOR; HENRY, 2010; LINDHOLM DAHLSTRAND; POLITIS, 
2013; MARLOW; MCADAM, 2012, 2015).

A recent event involving sexism in the Silicon Valley, one of the most known startup 
ecosystem in the world, gained relevance in some popular press media (GAMIO, 2017; KOKALI-
TCHEVA, 2017; MUNDY, 2017) showing that gender discriminati ons can be a problem in male-
-dominated environments.

What is it like for women to create a new venture in the context of technological based 
incubators, a male-dominated environment? The main objecti ve of the present study is to 
identi fy the strategies that women entrepreneurs employ at the business incubator to develop 
their businesses. It seeks to understand the entrepreneurship atti  tudes of women as they stri-
ve to gain space in a male-dominated context. 

The arti cle is divided into four parts. Following this introducti on, we present the the-
oreti cal framework that forms the basis of the construct of the study. This is followed by the 
procedures used for the development, the results, analysis and conclusion. 

Theoreti cal framework

Looking through the keyhole… What are Women entrepreneurs Like? 
A review of the literature was conducted to understand the behavior of women en-

trepreneurs when they deal with their businesses. We observed that the apex of scienti fi c 
producti on regarding women entrepreneurs began to be seen in the 1990s. We can cite, for 
instance, arti cles on female entrepreneurial competencies (NASSIF et al., 2012), the creati on 
and opening of enterprises and the strategies developed by women (BAUN, 1994; MACHADO 
et al., 2003; RODRIGUES; WETZEL, 2003; DETIENNE; CHANDLER, 2007; RODRÍGUEZ; SANTOS, 
2009), entrepreneurial ecosystems (NEUMEYER et al., 2019),  and how women entrepreneurs 
manage their businesses (MACHADO et al., 2013).

In additi on to these studies, McGowan et al. (2012) found that many women entrepre-
neurs, when reporti ng on their experiences, showed discontent with the amount of respon-
sibility they assume, explaining that it is not an easy task to balance professional obligati ons 
with family. They claim that this is one of their most serious confl icts, given the expectati on of 
their families, who require care, while at the same ti me they juggle this with their commitment 
to their businesses. Even so, they appreciate the freedom they enjoy to manage their own 
ventures. 
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Barbosa et al. (2011) studied the profi le, multi ple roles, confl icts and moti ves that lead 
women to launch their own business venture in the city of Aracaju, Brazil. They found that the 
women, despite of the variety of confl icts they face, seek to do the best they can with quality to 
sati sfy their customers. They also work passionately which, according to the authors, enables 
them to create and affi  rm their values. There are also studies that discuss the moti vati onal as-
pects through the dichotomy of necessity and opportunity for entrepreneurs (AMIT; MULLER, 
1995; WILLIAN; ROUND, 2009; BLOCK; WAGNER, 2010; HUMBERT; DREW, 2010).

Another study, conducted by Jonathan and Silva (2007), showed the multi ple roles of 
women entrepreneurs, seeking to discuss the strategies they use in their daily lives, the cons-
tant confl icts of workspace, family and professional commitments, in additi on to personal 
issues. According to this study, to overcome these situati ons, they resort to strategies that 
focus on organizing their ti me, seek partnerships and fi nd ways to reduce tension. Thus, they 
manage to innovate and transform the contexts in which they are embedded. Other confl icts 
identi fi ed in the professional role of women may lie in gender-related diff erences, as reported 
by Butt ner and Moore (1997), Gundry and Welsch (2001), Kourilsky and Walstad (1998) and 
Machado (2002).

Entrepreneurship in the Technological Sector: Is there room for 
women entrepreneurs? 

The creati on of a technology venture is a combinati on of individual skills and market and 
technological conditi ons. Bessant and Tidd (2009) claim that a decision to undertake a venture 
begins with the desire to become independent and escape from the bureaucracy and traditi on 
of a large organizati on. They also highlight that psychological profi le, past experiences and 
work and family infl uence are factors that weigh on a decision to embark on a new venture.  

In a study conducted in the United States, these authors found that schooling and trai-
ning are important factors that set the creators of new technological ventures apart from other 
entrepreneurs. They also emphasize that, unlike ordinary entrepreneurs, technology entre-
preneurs appear to have a moderate need for achievement and litt le need for affi  liati on. This 
suggests that the need for independence rather than a need to succeed is the most important 
moti vator for entrepreneurs in this sector. In a study conducted on Route 128, Bessant and 
Tidd (2009) found that the entrepreneur’s work experience is normally gained in business in-
cubators, while technical entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley tend to gain their experience with a 
large number of companies before embarking on their own ventures. 

From the perspecti ve of minority groups, Baron and Shane (2007) found that in the 
United States the government shows the importance of this group by understanding that there 
is a need to encourage innovati on for the economic health of the nati on. The goal is to help 
transform creati ve and innovati ve ideas into new products or services, and encourage federal 
agencies to earmark a certain percentage of their contracts to small businesses that belong to 
minority groups. Women are included in these groups. According to the authors, this group has 
preference when it comes to contract and can receive consultancy in the form of technical and 
managerial assistance, in additi on to fi nancial aid in the form of investments.

In Brazil, Jonathan (2003), when researching women entrepreneurs in the technology 
sector, witnessed the diffi  culti es they face in obtaining resources and funding for acti viti es that 
require intensive innovati on. Another recurring issue in studies of gender has to do with the 
prejudice and discriminati on against women, especially when they are in higher positi ons that 
are traditi onally occupied by men. This was a fi nding of Botelho et al. (2008), who conducted 
a study in the informati on technology sector. However, many studies have shown the confl icts 
experienced by women in both the family and professional context. Abreu (1993, p.126) highli-
ghts that “the constructi on of qualifi cati on is a sexual social constructi on” when explaining the 
advantages that men have over women in the technology sector. The author reports on serious 
diffi  culti es faced by women who wish to evolve in their careers in this sector.

On the other hand, the challenges faced when creati ng a business in a technological en-
vironment are also marked by uncertainty and risk. Baron and Shane (2007) found that the en-
trepreneurship process involves numerous uncertainti es, from the moment that the business 
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is founded, including technical, market, competi ti ve and fi nancial uncertainti es. Thus, these 
authors explain that uncertainty and the asymmetry of informati on are important factors and, 
for this reason, entrepreneurs need to develop strategies to manage these dimensions of the 
business process. In the seminal work of Miles and Snow (1978), one of the proposals was to 
identi fy strategic behavior categories. The authors found four behaviors consti tuted by charac-
teristi cs of the prospector, defender, analyzer and reactor.

Olson and Currie (1992), using these categories to understand the strategic choices of 
women entrepreneurs, identi fi ed three of them in their research. Characteristi cs of the reactor 
were not found. This shows that the concerns of women are not always focused on compe-
ti ti on or the market. Although these aspects are important in a competi ti ve environment like 
the technology sector, it appears that the behavior of women is more in the line of prospectors 
(showing concern over their products and services), defenders (showing apprehension, espe-
cially over the quality of the services they off er and provide) and analyzers (developing the 
capability to observe their competi tors and always acti ng as a learner).   

The fi ndings in the literature, like the results of studies conducted by diff erent authors 
regarding women entrepreneurs irrespecti ve of their line of business, helped to shape the 
constructi on of the present study. In this sense, the study makes important contributi ons. First, 
it contributes to the research on the parti cipati on of women entrepreneurs in the labor market 
in a positi on of leadership in a sector that is predominantly masculine. The second contributi on 
is that it shows how they overcome the diffi  culti es and obstacles they face using informally and 
intuiti vely formulated strategies, oft en without using any planning to guide their professional 
acti ons. 

Methodological procedures
The fundamental concern of qualitati ve research is to study and analyze the empirical 

world in its natural setti  ng. This approach values direct contact between the researcher, the 
environment and the situati on in questi on (GODOY, 1995). To this author, in this approach the 
direct contact between the researcher, the environment and the situati on is highly relevant, as 
it enables a phenomenon to be well observed and understood in the context in which it occurs 
and of which it is a part. Furthermore, the author claims that qualitati ve research is more focu-
sed on the process than the results or products. Zahra and Wright (2011) suggest that the con-
text of the entrepreneur should be treated not as a control variable but as part of the history of 
the social actors involved. Considering the nature of the present study, we opted for qualitati ve 
research. We chose the in-depth interview, with a semi-structured script, as the data collecti on 
instrument. The data were categorized and analyzed using content analysis (FLORES, 1994). 
This author argues that the identi fi cati on and classifi cati on of elements consists of examining 
the units of data to fi nd the themati c components that help to defi ne the categories.

The context that was selected for the data collecti on was the Technological Enterprise 
Incubator Center (Cietec). This technological business incubator is the largest in Brazil in terms 
of the number of businesses involved. It provides support for entrepreneurs that use tech-
nology as their main input and have high value added products. At the ti me when the study 
was conducted, 109 companies were incubated. Therefore, it was possible to identi fy women 
entrepreneurs who were leading projects at the business incubator, and the strategies they 
chose to develop their businesses. Using a list provided by the Coordinator of the Center, we 
identi fi ed nine technology companies headed by women. We began to contact them by tele-
phone and e-mail, inviti ng them to parti cipate in the study and providing a brief explanati on 
of its goals. Seven of these women agreed to parti cipate and we conti nued to contact them to 
arrange dates and ti mes to conduct the interviews. We interviewed all of them in the space 
provided for the work of women entrepreneurs. In additi on to the respondents, we also coun-
ted on the parti cipati on of the Director of the Cietec, who granted us an interview to explain 
the parti cipati on of the women entrepreneurs in the context of the incubator. 

To protect the identi ti es of the parti cipants, the women entrepreneurs will be identi fi ed 
as E1, E2, E3, E4, E5, E6 and E7. The Director will be referred to as CC, and his role in the study 
was to complement the informati on regarding the theme in questi on.
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Results

Profi le of the group of parti cipants
Of the seven women in the study, four were born in the city of São Paulo, two are from 

the interior of the state and one is from the interior of Minas Gerais State. Five are aged betwe-
en 40 and 50, and the other two are between 30 and 40 years old. These data corroborate the 
fi ndings of Hisrich and Peters (2004), who found that most entrepreneurs begin their careers 
between the ages of 22 and 45.  

Five of the entrepreneurs are single and have no children. One is married and has two 
children, and the other is married and is thinking of having children in the near future. In the 
interviews, it was possible to gauge their income and we found that the lowest income was 
approximately eight minimum wages. All the entrepreneurs had completed higher educati on. 
Four are engineers, two are teachers and one has a degree in physics. Educati on is viewed 
as very important when it comes to starti ng a business. Hisrich and Peters (2004) claim that 
formal educati on is not vital for starti ng a business, but it does provide good experience, espe-
cially when it comes to the fi eld of the venture. This point was discussed with the interviewees 
and they unanimously agreed that higher educati on was a key point for achieving a space at 
the business incubator. It also conveys credibility to customers and provides a feeling of securi-
ty in the business. Two of the entrepreneurs are seeking a place on a Master’s Degree program. 
The Director has a bachelor’s degree in law and has worked to CIETEC since 1997.  

Categories of Responses
We analyzed and clustered the results into four categories. The fi rst was Women entre-

preneurs in the context of a business incubator. The second category organized the responses 
related to personal experiences, family, personal stories and experiences and daily life. We na-
med this category as Women and their backgrounds. The third addressed atti  tudes and beha-
viors and we named it as Women entrepreneurs and their leadership of innovati ve projects. 
Finally, we named “Women entrepreneurs: obstacles and business strategies” the responses 
regarding the strategies used for the management and survival of their businesses.

Category 1 – Women entrepreneurs in the context of a business 
incubator

Being part of the Cietec, in additi on to being a great achievement, was a dream come 
true for all the entrepreneurs. The environment of the business incubator provided them with 
great advances in their businesses, opening up new perspecti ves to expand their products, 
att ract new customers, form networks and receive training through the help off ered at the in-
cubator. They state that it is a collaborati ve environment with access to learning opportuniti es. 
It especially acts as a facilitator and supporter of women who are beginning a technological 
business venture. None of the women showed embarrassment or discomfort over being in a 
predominantly male environment, claiming that they feel welcome and respected. According 
to the coordinator of the Cietec, the mission of the center is to encourage entrepreneurship 
and technological innovati on by supporti ng the creati on and development of micro and small 
technology businesses. He affi  rms that the presence of women at the center is very enriching. 

I really like it when a project comes in that is proposed by a 
woman. These projects always have something diff erent and 
they manage to transform the place, which, let’s be realisti c, is 
dominated by men. But all the women are made very welcome 
(CC).

I have never in my life, in the twenty years since I got my degree, 
felt any sort of prejudice about me being a woman. I’ve never 
had problems. I’ve always managed to fi nd a job with men and 
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always in the same income bracket. To be honest, I feel I have 
been benefi ted because I’m a woman (E3).

[...] being at the Cietec, being able to work on proposals that 
focus on innovati on in educati on from a technological base 
(avant-garde technology), that was the greatest professional 
gain I’ve ever had in my life. I see this as something fundamental. 
I haven’t been able to imagine educati on without technology 
for some ti me now… and it was here at the business incubator 
that I’ve had space to develop my product (E5).

My accomplishments have been creati ng a portf olio of clients, 
albeit a quite modest one. That all started aft er I came here. 
The idea of developing innovati ve projects in the technology 
sector is not as simple as it sounds. If you don’t have any 
support and a place to develop your company, the challenges 
and obstacles are much bigger (E7).

[...] when you’re at a business incubator, and quite a well-
known one, that has a serious reputati on, like the Cietec, it 
gives you credibility; that goes for everyone here, and their 
enterprise[...] (E1).

Gomes et al., (2005) claim that women are entering the work market in sectors where 
they have never operated before and have been conquering in the business world a space that 
used to be predominantly occupied by men. They also claim that both men and women can 
have similar moti ves, but that men tend to focus more on the fi nancial aspects, while the wo-
men seek sati sfacti on and desire a sense of achievement and independence. These aspects are 
in agreement with the fi ndings of this study when comparing the income of men and women 
who operate in the same space and sector. The income of the women is almost twice as low 
as that of the men. 

Category 2 – Women and their backgrounds
The interviewees are from lower middle-class families. They all had the opportunity to 

complete higher educati on and enter a profession. They claim that it was not easy. To study at 
university, they worked during the day and studied at night. Some of them, since adolescence, 
had to live with a sick mother, father or even a sibling and this hindered their studies and even 
their professional lives. Others report that the greatest family dramas revolved around fi nan-
cial issues such as unemployed fathers and siblings heavily in debt considering the family’s 
standard of living. These situati ons always resulted in family confl ict. For some of them, the 
idea of becoming an entrepreneur met with approval and support from family and friends. 
However, some also experienced oppositi on. Those who were not encouraged or who were 
discredited when they announced their project could not count on help from the family and 
faced criti cism and rejecti on from close relati ves.

[...] It was my daughter Julia who gave me a push to be here 
today, graduati ng in management from Mackenzie... she said 
to me, why don’t you open your own company? You have what 
it takes to make it work. I told her it was too diffi  cult and she 
told me about the incubator at USP[...] (E1). 

[...] I was dismissed from the company where I worked… at 
fi rst it was a bit of a drama. I had no job, no money and my 
father were ill. We couldn’t count on any help from my brother, 
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because he had just got married and hardly had enough to 
support his own family. It was a bit diffi  cult, but I managed 
to pull through. This was an interesti ng achievement because 
amidst the chaos, I identi fi ed an opportunity and, as always, I 
had pull it off  on my own. I built up the courage and went for it. 
I think I put off  my dream for a long ti me because I had a job. I 
didn’t want to risk my security for something uncertain[...] (E2). 

My husband had no faith in my project unti l I landed here. Even 
without the good income that I could get at a company, I know 
exactly where I want to go. Someti mes I feel that neither he 
nor my father are 100% behind me in this project, but they’ve 
got used to it. I am very stubborn and I want to go ahead (E4). 

 

The main infl uence on me to get my business started was my 
family and close friends (E5).

The project leaders that are with us and are part of this family 
have diff erent personal and professional backgrounds of 
struggle, challenges, sad stories and other interesti ng stories, 
but in the end they are all winners (CC).

The moti vati ons that lead people to open their own businesses are not always clear 
and accurate, according to Julien (2010). To this author, there are entrepreneurs that wish 
to face the challenge to become successful in a new business. Others do it for social reasons 
combined with personal or family needs. Making a dream come true, as was the wish of the 
entrepreneurs in this study, was no easy task. They lived through complex situati ons and con-
fl ict, striving to fi nd the equilibrium between personal, family and professional life. Confl icts 
do not always have positi ve results, according to Jonathan and Silva (2007) when showing the 
diffi  culty involved in handling multi ple roles for women entrepreneurs, who someti mes have 
to dedicate themselves to family in detriment of professional needs. In this context, confl icts 
occur at work, as a result of family demands and personal issues.

Category3 – Women entrepreneurs and their leadership of innovati ve 
projects 

One of the great challenges, and a great diffi  culty when it comes to entering the techno-
logy sector, according to the parti cipants in this study, was writi ng a business plan and learning 
how to deal with bureaucracy. However, they claimed that gaining a space at the business 
incubator was so moti vati ng that it helped them overcome these diffi  culti es. Another aspect 
that helped them to overcome these problems was the support they received at the business 
incubator through training courses, individual tutorials and guidance from correlated sectors.

They claimed that to lead an innovati ve project, in additi on to focusing on the product 
or service, the aspects that make the diff erence to the people that work in this sector involve 
valuing research and innovati on, which are seen as indispensable ingredients when it comes to 
climbing to higher rungs in this context. 

[...] if you don’t focus on a diff erenti ated product, you can’t 
survive in this technological space that is mainly devoted to 
educati on (E5).

I really like what I do, although it’s not easy. But if I had to start 
over, I wouldn’t change a thing. You have to have a passion for 
your product, you have to be certain that it is useful, you have 
to understand whether this need is yours or someone else’s[… 
]so, you go for it and win a place, even if you’re a woman (E3).
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Putti  ng the business plan together, the project, that was hard, 
but it was important when it came to getti  ng in here. Today, I 
can’t even remember it. I know that it guides our procedures. 
But when you’re at the head of your business, you know what 
you need, you know what is important and necessary. I believe 
that it’s a questi on of common sense and being reasonable 
(E2).

In practi cal terms, I’m always researching because every day 
I fi nd new things on this market. And if I don’t keep up, I’ll be 
out of this market in a heartbeat. Anyone that wants to head 
an entrepreneurial technological project has to be smart, has 
to get up every day and suspect that somebody may be out 
there doing something bett er than you. But I’m not afraid of 
the competi ti on. But I am aware of them (E6).

I’m really grateful for the opportunity of getti  ng a space here. 
There are ti mes when I can’t believe I made it here. Even with 
all the diffi  culti es I had to put the project together, the business 
plan, I never gave up. It was here that I found my place in the 
sun[...](E7).

[...] with informati on technology, you see that lots of things 
that people were doing unti l not so long ago by phone 
or having to go in person, you  can do at home today.  You 
have a computer and use the internet, so this technology for 
computers, it seduces people a lot because it’s practi cal and 
reduces costs. You end up getti  ng involved and it’s as if you 
couldn’t manage to live without it. I think this is a moti vati ng 
factor and technology is something that is closely related to 
entrepreneurship[…] (E1).

Women can lead an innovati on project as well as men. In 
fact, I don’t even pay att enti on to these gender-related issues. 
Women are responsible and they are fi ghters. But when we 
select projects, I always ask the following questi on: will this 
project be important and strategic for our country? (CC).

 Some of the women entrepreneurs reported that the indicators of the Brazilian eco-
nomy are predicti ng a diffi  cult and unstable period for entrepreneurs in the technology sector, 
as it is a diffi  cult ti me to obtain resources and taxati on rates are high. These factors lead to 
instability in business situati ons. On the other hand, to undertake a venture in a context that 
off ers support, such as the business incubator, ensures a certain degree of tranquility. Further-
more, the women claim that the moti vati onal aspects outweigh the diffi  culti es and the ti de of 
pessimism created by our unstable economy. They claim that they have always felt they would 
triumph. The study by Humbert and Drew (2010) corroborates these arguments when they 
affi  rm that the percepti on of a potenti al market opportunity is sustained by the belief in win-
ning. In relati on to leading innovati ve projects in the technology sector, it is clear that there is a 
need to invest in research, confi rming the fi ndings of Amit and Muller (1995), who claimed that 
possible failures in entrepreneurial ventures are the result of a lack of planning and investment 
in the fi eld in questi on. 

Category 4 – Women entrepreneurs: obstacles and business strategies
The respondents told of the diffi  culti es and obstacles that they face in their daily busi-

ness lives. Furthermore, they explained which strategies they use to overcome complex situa-
ti ons that hinder their acti viti es. They all agreed that, even in the environment of the business 
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incubator, they struggle to obtain resources for the maintenance, growth and development 
of new products. They are reluctant to think of the day when they will have to transfer to the 
labor market, as they know that outside the incubator the situati on is considerably diff erent. 
Some of their statements illustrate their concerns.

Of course, I am afraid to leave here. Here, we have help and 
support, and it is easy to get help… outside, we have to get by 
on our own. That terrifi es me (E4).

I’m sure about what I do. I have a diff erent product and I 
innovate whenever I can. But I recognize that you have to fi ght 
out there and that it is really diff erent. Someti mes I’m afraid 
to leave here. But I know that the ti me will come and I need to 
get ready for it (E6).

Here it’s every man for himself. But we know that there is 
always someone around that can help us when we need it. Out 
there??? You’re all alone (E1).

The fear of facing the labor market is discussed by Botelho et al., (2008) and Zahra and 
Wright (2011), who claim that the history and reluctance of social actors need to be unders-
tood within the context in which they live. 

However, the respondents also spoke of the strategies they use to overcome their diffi  -
culti es and fears. 

I prepared a business plan. It was hard, but it was good. This 
doesn’t mean that I base everything I do on it. The market is 
dynamic and unstable. In this sector, things are changing all 
the ti me, and if we don’t keep up, we’re goners. So, I keep my 
eyes peeled and my ears to the ground. We need to feel and 
perceive changes. I talk to people a lot and try to keep up with 
the market, even though I’m here at the business incubator 
(E2).

We’re here, but things don’t stop changing and you have to be 
on your toes. The preferred strategy that I use from day to day 
is my knowledge and confi dence that I have in my product. It 
isn’t easy, but if I didn’t believe in the importance of what I do, 
I wouldn’t be here (E7).

I believe that my biggest worry is to develop strategies for 
obtaining resources and fi nding customers. That why I make 
an eff ort to use my networks, present innovati ons whenever 
possible and keep up with the changing market (E4).

[...] being innovati ve isn’t enough. You have to have a product, 
equipment and innovati on in general that will meet the 
needs of the market. There’s no point in innovati ng to make a 
product that no one will ever use or that doesn’t really serve a 
purpose[...] (E3).

[...] you need some balance to deal with the market. You really 
have to believe in yourself and that you can overcome the 
obstacles in your way, and that you are greater than these 
obstacles. Furthermore, my daily strategy is to know everything 
that’s going on and keep up with what they’re doing out there 
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so that I can do it bett er in here. I also worry about the concept 
I have in the market and so every day I do research about my 
fi eld and my business[...] (E6).

Aft er taking risks with some strategies, more in terms of a 
formal plan, I understood that the most important thing for 
survival and overcoming barriers is to learn to keep your eye on 
the inside and on the outside. When I say inside, I mean inside 
myself. Outside, of course, is the market and the many changes 
that take place (E1).

Here, I use the same strategy that I used to adopt in the 
classroom. I observe the pace of what is going on in the 
market and how quickly things change. But I look at myself 
and ask… do I feel secure? Do I have the right profi le for this? 
It’s really important to be aware of what other people need 
in the modern world. I think that this profi le of a teacher and 
researcher dictates the strategies I employ in daily life[...] (E5).

There have been signifi cant changes in how professional relati onships are conceived 
and in terms of entrepreneurial strategies (Machado et al., 2013) in the opinion of the parti ci-
pants. Fear, insecurity and reluctance are part of this scenario, especially when these women 
have to address diffi  culti es and face obstacles. Regarding strategies, they leave no doubt that 
self-confi dence, sensibility and percepti on are their allies when it comes to handling their busi-
nesses. The study by Humbert and Drew (2010) shares these senti ments, leading us to believe 
that these characteristi cs are typical of women entrepreneurs. This has also been noted in the 
works of Nassif et al. (2012) and Baum (1994).

The most recurrent behaviors in the group in questi on are courage, proacti vity, opti -
mism, confi dence and self-control. These behaviors are confi rmed by the coordinator of the 
business incubator, who works alongside the women entrepreneurs at the Cietec.

One year later: Interviewees status update.
One year aft er these interviews, we tried to get in touch with these entrepreneurs to 

follow-up their current endeavor status. Below is a brief descripti on of their statements:
E1 – Left  Cietec in June 2014. Kept her business working from home. She lost many 

customers acquired at Cietec. Claims that the incubator helps in fi delity and aft er she left  it 
everything became complicated. Has faced many diffi  culti es to stay in business, because the 
market is increasingly competi ti ve and very innovati ve. She failed fi nancing her innovati ons 
and seeking out new tools to modernize the business. Has sought to make some informal short 
term work (not meant what) in the free ti me to make some money. She said that would come 
back quickly to the incubator if she could. She is very sad and afraid of the current Brazilian 
economic context. If she has a chance to get a job she wouldn’t think twice, claiming that being 
an entrepreneur in Brazil is not enough to have stability, mainly in the technology market, 
changes are constants and unstable – full of ups and downs. 

E2 – She is very well, business is growing and expanding. She left  Cietec in February, 
2014 and did a very strong work with customers, sought partnerships with other similar bu-
sinesses and opened contact with diff erent vendors. Revenues has grown 5% in comparison 
to the incubator period and that is great for technology market. States that it is an expensive, 
competi ti ve market, which requires constant presence of the entrepreneur. In this sense, she 
believes she got a good educati on at Cietec. She never wondered the reality of the market, 
although she has undergone many fears, anxieti es and disappointments. In average, she feels a 
positi ve balance. She had rented an offi  ce, but when the situati on began squeezing fi nancially, 
she moved to home offi  ce, isolati ng the rest of the house. She lives in an accessible place and 
everything is simpler. With the rent savings she invested in new tools and a good porti on on 
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her self development. She takes courses and study hard. She started a master’s degree course, 
but did not identi fi ed herself with the academic world and quit a few months later. She be-
lieves that the current conditi ons in Brazil are not helping at all entrepreneurs, but she is not 
depending on anyone nor anything to stay on the market. She thinks about going back to the 
countryside, but she thinks that everything could be even more diffi  cult than in the capital. 

E3 – Not found.
E4 – She sold her product to a midsize business (it was a fi nance app for inventory con-

trol, logisti cs and results) and was hired to manage the system. She was feeling safer, at least 
for a fi xed monthly income. Claims that at the incubator it was simpler to work, but when she 
went to the market (November, 2013), she found it was not that easy. Being small showed how 
fragile was her business. The period in the incubator was when she learned a lot, developed 
skills and acquired confi dence, which helped a lot to sell the product, get a job and conti nued 
working with the system. She lost her hope in Brazil. She oft en cries when she see that things 
could have been diff erent. 

E5 – Not found.
E6 - Conti nues leading technological research projects. Suff ered a lot when she left  Cie-

tec (May, 2014). She had a principle of depression, but managed to overcome quickly when 
she realized that nothing she was feeling would help her business. Then she went through 
the market with everything. She said the product was diff erenti ated and customers’ loyalty 
was vital because they kept buying from her even outside the incubator. This gave her a lot of 
strength and courage. She rented a small offi  ce of two rooms and has an intern. Her biggest 
strategy was not to lose sight of the market, especially the technology market. Whenever she 
noti ces any change, she investi gates everything, who’s doing it, who’s using it. Then tries to be 
ahead of them, doing the best she can and, preferably, bett er than the others. She doesn’t give 
up to the economic instability. For her, Brazil always lives in crisis, if not social, environmental, 
fi nancial, lack of water, gas shortage, lack of manpower, there is always something missing. So, 
she learned to live in this environment of chronic instability and the opportuniti es are found in 
this environment. She regrets, but said that it’s true. She said that several competi tors jumped 
back, afraid of the market. She grabbed these spaces. 

E7 – She returned to the market aft er trying for almost 1 year stay, but failed. She is 
working in a multi nati onal tech company with no connecti on with what she was doing. She 
said it was impossible to stay on the market. Has saved her product, because she believes on 
the day it will work. Claims that in the incubator it was all very diff erent. She had space, sup-
port, and out of there, she was completely alone. She didn’t give up, it’s just a break, because 
everything is very expensive, employees, rent, tools, among other things she needs to keep 
the business.

Interviews analysis
 Although E1 knew how diffi  cult it would be to manage her business aft er leaving Cie-

tec, she was clearly not prepared for the entrepreneurial journey. Baron and Shane (2007) un-
certainti es has exerted a strong impact on her performance. She really missed the protecti on 
of Cietec and felt the threats of the outside world. The fact that she relied on Cietec reputati on 
could have weakened her capacity to build hew own brand and self-confi dence. 

 E2, on the other hand, had already lived a frustrati ng experience before Cietec, when 
she lost her job and used that fact to drive her eff orts to pursue her dreams, which Cietec gave 
a good push. So, she went to the market bett er prepared, by writi ng a business plan in order 
to anti cipate the risks and reduce uncertainty. More important than the business plan was her 
correct assumpti on that the world is in constant change and she has to keep her eyes and ears 
open all the ti me to perceive the changes as stated by Machado et al (2013).

 We see an opposite behavior on E4 statements. When she was incubated she demons-
trated insecurity about her future and faced lot of problems and diffi  culti es on the market. 
Maybe the lack of support in her family could be part of the explanati on for such behavior, con-
fi rming the fi ndings of Abreu (1993), but the fact is that she did not pay to see the outcomes. 
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Selling the product and agree to have an employee status is not a surprising end under such 
point of view.

 It seems that the entrepreneur with the behavior that is bett er explained by the lite-
rature is E6. The statements during and aft er incubati on was the best aligned among all the in-
terviewees, showing coherence in terms of putti  ng in executi on the preparati on plan, but also 
the development of the entrepreneurial women characteristi cs (Humbert and Drew, 2010). E6 
showed a strong sense of reality, very fi rm on her competi ti ve strategy and the self-confi dence 
and determinati on to face uncertainty and environmental threats.

 Finally, we see that E7, like E1, was not prepared to go to the market. All her state-
ments during the incubati on period show her gratefulness of being at the incubator, nothing 
that could be referred as some kind of planning for the future, just like the incubator being the 
end of the journey for her. Because of that, it is not surprising why she gave up and ended up 
back to the job market, confi rming the fi ndings of Amit and Muller (1995).

Conclusions
The general aim of this study was to identi fy the strategies that women entrepreneurs in 

business incubators use to develop their businesses. It also sought to understand the atti  tudes 
of these women in their eff orts to gain a foothold in a male-dominated context. This theme 
has aroused the interest of researchers, and is sti ll in its infancy, especially in the Brazilian lite-
rature. The study was exploratory and qualitati ve in nature, seeking to explore this process as 
experienced by women incubated at a center of technology and leading projects of this nature. 
The study revealed evidence of typical female behavior, even when the scenario suggested 
that other behaviors might be expected, with the situati on being technological projects led by 
women entrepreneurs rather than men. Therefore, sharing the experience of heading a tech-
nological project contributes to considerati ons concerning policies for incenti ves, as this was 
one of the diffi  culti es reported, especially when it comes to obtaining resources. 

Another interesti ng aspect is their indiff erence to being women in this context. The in-
terviewees showed no sign of embarrassment or diffi  culty in terms of gender-related issues, 
even though they understood that men conti nue to be in the majority in this fi eld. However, 
they did noti ce a certain preference and greater facility for men in the business, not only at the 
business incubator but also in the market in general. 

The women used formal strategies to be admitt ed to the business incubator. However, 
formal plans do not seem to be their preference in their daily lives and in their business dea-
lings. Once again, we identi fi ed typically female atti  tudes and behaviors, especially when they 
prioriti ze aff ecti ve aspects in detriment of cogniti ve ones. Although these aspects are the most 
frequently used personal resources of the women when managing their businesses, they also 
state that it is important to be aware of what is happening inside and outside and that monito-
ring changes in the market is a key aspect for the success of a business. 

The interviews with the entrepreneurs aft er one year clearly confi rm the importance of 
planning and the development of this environment percepti on feeling as they were common 
aspects among the three entrepreneurs who did not give up their businesses.

Additi onally, we can also conclude that inner moti vati on to succeed plays a very impor-
tant role on the entrepreneurs’ will to overcome threats and barriers against their businesses. 
In most cases, we see the lack of inner moti vati on in the answers of disconti nued entrepre-
neurs and full of opti mism and energy in the answers of the other entrepreneurs. They were 
all confronted with the same obstacles and aggressive external environment aft er leaving the 
incubator, but only those who showed to be more prepared and more connected to their busi-
ness were able to keep fi ghti ng to maintain the business alive.

Despite the fact that the research data are valuable for learning in the fi eld, we cannot 
generalize the results, as a great deal remains to be studied regarding the issue of gender. 
Therefore, these results are robust for the sample in questi on and help to generate interest in 
conducti ng further studies. These studies could include increasing the number of respondents 
from the same sector, irrespecti ve of whether or not they are in a business incubator. They 
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could also examine fi ndings in other countries and draw comparisons with Brazilian data. We 
could also research public or private policies for including women entrepreneurs more eff ecti -
vely in the context of a fi eld that is predominantly masculine. 
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