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Introduction

As a component of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, culture plays a pivotal 
role in women’s entrepreneurship (Spigel 2017; Ogundana 2020b; Bullough 
et al. 2021; Yousafzai et al. 2022). When talking about culture in terms of 
entrepreneurship, scholars mostly refer to cultural norms and the general 
attitudes that shape an environment in which (women’s) entrepreneurial 
activity is either socially desired and supported or avoided (Welter and 
Smallbone 2010; Ojediran and Anderson 2020; Sheikh et al. 2021). Accor­
dingly, this defines the status of entrepreneurs in society, as well as the type 
of entrepreneurial success stories which are told, how these stories are com­
municated, how failures and risks are perceived, and the extent to which an 
entrepreneurial mindset is encouraged (Bzhalava et al. 2017; Bullough et al. 
2021; Elam et al. 2022).

How culture influences women’s entrepreneurship in underdeveloped 
entrepreneurial ecosystems (EE) has not yet been sufficiently researched 
(Hechavarría et al. 2017; Bastian et al. 2023). In the context of women’s 
entrepreneurship, this chapter conceptualises the term underdeveloped entre­
preneurial ecosystem as a (business) environment that lacks the necessary 
support structures, resources, and conditions that are particularly relevant 
for women’s entrepreneurial activity (Ogundana 2020a; Grießbach 2025).

Many transition economies – states that underwent a shift from socialist 
to capitalist systems following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in the 
1990s (Nodia 2016; Rutland 2023), hereafter referred to as post-Soviet coun­
tries – can be characterised as underdeveloped entrepreneurial ecosystems 
(Grießbach 2025). In these contexts, entrepreneurship research in general 
and women’s entrepreneurship in particular are similarly underdeveloped 
(Welter and Smallbone 2010; Rybnikova et al. 2020). Accordingly, in the 
context of post-Soviet countries, only a few studies consider the topics 
either in the field of women’s entrepreneurship or gendered institutions 
(Iakovleva et al. 2013; Gradskova and Morell 2018; Rugina 2019; Vershinina 
et al. 2020). Research has shown that though formal institutions such as 
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government entities, laws and regulations, and financial and educational 
institutions have changed little since the 1990s, some post-Soviet countries, 
such as Georgia, have managed to set an example in terms of entrepre­
neurship. However, informal institutions like social and gender norms 
remain deeply rooted and continue to have a significant influence on wo­
men’s entrepreneurial development (Waterston 2018; Gurchiani 2021; Taba­
tadze and Gorgadze 2023; UN Women and the ILO 2023; Griessbach and 
Ettl 2024). Existing studies conclude that, in Georgia, early marriages, low 
perspectives in terms of personal and professional development (especially 
in rural areas), and culturally glorified mothering roles hinder women in 
their professional development and undertaking of economic activity, inclu­
ding entrepreneurship (FAO 2018; UN Women and SDC 2018; Körner 2019; 
Gelovani et al. 2022). Furthermore, a lack of social support from family 
members and relatives (who, especially after marriage and childbirth, force 
women to stop studying and working in order to better focus on household 
duties) discourages women from becoming economically active (Lezhava et 
al. 2014; Margvelashvili 2017; Margvelashvili et al. 2021). Consequently, it is 
important to provide more research which deeply analyses the cultural and 
gendered dimensions that influence the entrepreneurial activity of women 
in a post-Soviet country context such as Georgia. This chapter therefore 
aims to examine how culture, as an important EE component, influences 
women’s entrepreneurship in Georgia by specifically considering local, gen­
dered norms (Waterston 2018; Marlow 2020; Bluhm et al. 2021), as women’s 
motivations for engaging in entrepreneurial activity are often shaped by 
prevailing gender norms, expectations, and structural inequalities (Welter 
and Smallbone 2010; Manolova et al. 2017a; Brush et al. 2019). This chapter 
aims to draw attention to the fact that culture is not peripheral but central 
to understanding entrepreneurial ecosystems — particularly with regard to 
gender dynamics (Bullough et al. 2021). It shows that, as is the case with 
formal institutions such as laws and policies, informal institutions (culture, 
norms, religion) can either support or suppress women’s entrepreneurial 
endeavours (Rugina 2019; Vershinina et al. 2020; Karim et al. 2023).

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: First, the theo­
retical background is outlined, followed by a discussion of important as­
pects of Georgia as the research context. The next section summarises the 
methodology, which is followed by the results of interviews with women 
entrepreneurs in Georgia. The subsequent section discusses these results and 
highlights key findings. The chapter concludes with a summary of the main 
insights.
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Theoretical Background

The entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) concept has gained increased attention 
from both academics and policymakers due to its contextual approach to 
studying entrepreneurship (World Economic Forum 2013; Stam and Spigel 
2017; Stam and van de Ven 2021; Wurth et al. 2022; Muldoon et al. 2024).

Several approaches can be found in the literature that describe EE, such 
as Stam and Spigel’s (2017) definition of entrepreneurial ecosystems as “a 
set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such a way that they 
enable productive entrepreneurship within a particular territory” (Stam and 
Spigel 2017, p. 1). Audretsch and Belitski (2017) conceptualise EE as the 
institutional, organisational and systemic factors that interact and influence 
the identification and commercialisation of entrepreneurial opportunities 
(Audretsch and Belitski 2017, p. 1032).

Culture is an essential component of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Isen­
berg 2011; Spigel, 2017). Spigel (2017) defines entrepreneurial ecosystems 
as “combinations of social, political, economic, and cultural elements with­
in a region that support the development and growth of innovative startups 
[…]” (Spigel 2017, p. 50). In his EE model, Spigel (2017) presents cultural, 
social and material attributes as important components of entrepreneurial 
ecosystems. Cultural attributes imply supportive culture and histories of en­
trepreneurship (Pahnke and Welter 2019; Donaldson 2021; Stam and van de 
Ven 2021), while social attributes refer to worker talent, investment capital, 
networks, mentors and role models (Snellman and Sola 2022; Karim et al. 
2023).

When it comes to women’s entrepreneurship, cultural and social attri­
butes have a specific meaning. Scholars emphasise that both formal and 
informal institutions impact men and women asymmetrically in terms of 
entrepreneurship, mostly by placing women at disadvantage (Brush et al. 
2019; Sheikh et al. 2021). Spigel (2017) describes culture in terms of entre­
preneurial ecosystems as beliefs and outlooks about entrepreneurship that 
play an important role in shaping entrepreneurial norms and practices. Ac­
cordingly, cultural beliefs normalise entrepreneurial outlooks and support 
the institutionalisation of entrepreneurship (Spigel 2017). Further studies 
have demonstrated that cultural outlooks are crucial in showing how certain 
social interactions (for example, entrepreneurship, as it is characterized by 
relationships, networks, and ongoing engagement with others) and occupa­
tions of choice (for example, commercial entrepreneurship) are performed 
in certain communities and regions (Mikkelsen 2018; Vershinina et al. 2020; 
Voß et al. 2022; Muhammad et al. 2023; Angulo-Guerrero et al. 2024). 
While commercial entrepreneurship is focused on profit and market success, 
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other forms of entrepreneurship, such as social, cultural, or community 
entrepreneurship, might focus on social impact, cultural expression, or 
personal fulfilment, all of which reflect the values embedded in specific 
cultural contexts (World Bank 2020; Naldi et al. 2021; Yousafzai et al. 2022; 
Muhammad et al. 2023; OECD/EBRD 2023).

In the field of women’s entrepreneurship, various studies have high­
lighted the importance of cultural attitudes that support and normalize 
women’s entrepreneurial activities, risk-taking, and an innovation-friendly 
culture (Bullough et al. 2021; Gimenez Jimenez et al. 2022; Muhammad 
et al. 2023). This is especially important in the context of women’s entre­
preneurship, as it is closely linked to positive female role models, gender 
equality, and the societal acceptance of female leadership. If these elements 
are lacking in cultural attitudes, entrepreneurial behaviour is therefore not 
supported among women. This means that women tend to be less willing 
to take risks and are more likely to perceive their environment as hostile 
to innovation (for instance, through fear of social sanctions, exclusion from 
networks, or a lack of support) (Ogundana 2020b; Ojediran and Anderson 
2020; Shohel et al. 2023).

Research on the cultural characteristics of entrepreneurial ecosystems 
shows that an entrepreneur’s family and being part of a startup community 
have a particularly strong influence on women, regardless of a country’s le­
vel of development (Mikkelsen 2018; Bastian et al. 2023; Karim et al. 2023). 
This support can be both emotional and practical, such as the provision of 
resources within family or community contexts (Iakovleva 2017; Ogundana 
2020a; Naldi et al. 2021).

At the same time, studies from developing countries and especially 
from patriarchal societies outline an explicit, gendered cultural influence 
on women’s entrepreneurship (Welter and Smallbone 2010; Iakovleva et 
al. 2013; Ojediran and Anderson 2020; Muhammad et al. 2023; Angulo-Gu­
errero et al. 2024). Women encounter significant challenges which stem 
from normative environments, such as early socialization, cultural norms, 
religious expectations, and prevailing societal beliefs (Rugina 2019; Sheikh 
et al. 2021; Shohel et al. 2023). These factors shape how both society and 
family members perceive women-led businesses and influence the level of 
support women entrepreneurs receive in their decision-making processes 
(Ogundana 2020a; Yousafzai et al. 2022; Karim et al. 2023).

In many societies, entrepreneurship is normatively associated with a 
traditionally male domain (Ogundana 2020a; Bullough et al. 2021) that is 
characterized by presumed masculine traits such as dominance, autonomy, 
economic control, and decision-making. These often explicitly exclude wo­
men, meaning that entrepreneurship is not assumed to be an appropriate 
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path for them (Madison et al. 2022; Muhammad et al. 2023; Rugina and 
Ahl 2024). As a result, women’s entrepreneurship is rarely accepted as a 
viable career path in such societies (Ojediran and Anderson 2020; Karim et 
al. 2023). As cultural beliefs and religion in many non-Western patriarchal 
societies strengthen the violation of women’s rights (Das Gupta 2015; MICS 
Georgia 2018; Shohel et al. 2023; WEF 2023), women’s legitimacy and 
their status as entrepreneurs are challenging in these contexts (Ojediran and 
Anderson 2020; Vershinina et al. 2020). Further studies highlight how gen­
der and culture dynamically interact and affect women’s entrepreneurship 
at multiple levels, therefore call for more research which draws attention 
to these aspects in women’s entrepreneurship research (Brush et al. 2019; 
Ogundana 2020b; Bullough et al. 2021; Yousafzai et al. 2022).

The next section presents Georgia as a research context, providing in­
sights into how women’s entrepreneurship in the country is constructed 
from a cultural perspective.

Georgia as a Research Context

According to studies in which formal institutions influence the broader 
framework for entrepreneurship in post-Soviet countries, where the legacy 
of socialism continues to affect societal attitudes, informal institutions play 
a significant role in shaping women’s entrepreneurial activities (Welter and 
Smallbone 2010; Iakovleva et al. 2013; Sätre 2016; Griessbach and Ettl 2024). 
Although legal frameworks and regulations may formally support women 
in starting businesses, prevailing social norms can still act as barriers, discou­
raging women from pursuing entrepreneurship (Wu and Li 2020; Sheikh 
et al. 2021; Floro 2022; Muhammad et al. 2023). In this regard, studies 
suggest that the Soviet legacy has left behind a set of values and norms that 
are often unsupportive of entrepreneurial behaviour (Sätre, 2016; Rugina 
2019). In the context of women’s entrepreneurship in Georgia, it is therefore 
important to consider the Soviet legacy (Sätre 2016; Shahnazaryan et al. 
2016; Morell and Gradskova, 2018). In this respect, it is important to shed 
light on gender stereotypes in Georgia and how they influence women’s 
entrepreneurship, as gender also played an important role in the Soviet 
Union (Shatirishvili and Manning 2011; Shahnazaryan et al. 2016; Rugina 
2019; Tskipurishvili 2020; Bluhm et al. 2021). This is highlighted in the next 
section.

In addition, Georgia’s location at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, 
its rich traditional, cultural and historical heritage (including its centuries-
old language and alphabet, as well as its Christian Orthodox religion) has 
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created distinctive characteristics in its formal and informal institutional 
environments, which have in turn influenced the development of women’s 
entrepreneurship (Margvelashvili 2017; FAO 2018; UN Women and SDC 
2018; Diakonidze 2019; UN Women and the ILO 2023; Griessbach and 
Ettl 2024). This distinctiveness has been further influenced by Western-style 
liberal market dynamics, particularly after the so-called Rose Revolution, 
occurred in November 2003, which saw the government begin implemen­
ting reforms under the Eastern Partnership program and with the aim of 
achieving EU candidate status.1 (World Bank 2020; Pechlaner et al. 2021; 
OECD/EBRD 2023). These specific characteristics of Georgia provides valu­
able insights into entrepreneurial ecosystems and women’s entrepreneurship 
from a cultural perspective in a post-Soviet context.

Gender Stereotypes and Local Norms

Gender stereotypes remain deep-rooted in Georgia, though attitudes 
towards gender equality are slowly changing (Rakshit et al. 2020; Floro 
2022; Kekenadze et al. 2023). Several studies and reports have shown that 
the persistence of traditional gender roles remains an ongoing issue in Geor­
gia, especially in terms of women’s participation in public and economic 
life and women’s leadership (Margvelashvili 2017; Chachava 2020; Imerlish­
vili and Qaikhosroshvili 2020; Modebadze 2021; Jokhadze 2022). Due to 
traditional gender norms that assign domestic responsibilities and childcare 
primarily to women (Rakshit et al. 2020), Georgian women take on a dispro­
portionate share of household duties. This imbalance limits their ability to 
participate fully in public and economic life and reduces the time available 
for rest and personal well-being (UN Women and SDC 2018; Floro 2022).

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, in which gender equality 
was (at least formally) supported, Georgia and other post-Soviet countries 
started “re-traditionalising” gender roles as part of the nation-building pro­
cess (Gradskova and Morell 2018; Rutland 2023). The Georgian Orthodox 
Church (GOC) played a significant role in this process (Metreveli 2016; 
Minesashvili 2017). Georgians’ high level of trust in the GOC have led to 
it becoming an institution that can dictate moral standards and customs 
(Lebanidze and Kakabadze 2023), including traditional gender roles (Körner 
2019; Gurchiani 2021). However, the narratives of the GOC, which are 

1 In December 2023, Georgia was granted EU candidate status, marking the formal beginning 
of the accession process. However, this process has been de facto suspended, as Georgia’s cur­
rent national-conservative ruling party has taken a course of action that is viewed critically 
by the EU (European Commission 2024).
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largely rooted in traditional and stereotypical views of gender relations and 
broadly supported by the population, specifically promoted the revival of 
two narratives from the pre-Soviet time, deeply ingrained in Georgian cul­
ture: the woman in the family, in which a woman’s career is a keeper of the 
household, and the defender of the homeland, which defines a woman’s pri­
mary function as a mother who gives birth and raises sons, onto whom she 
should pass their cultural and religious heritage (Körner 2019; Tskipurishvili 
2020).

The narratives outlined above reinforce a clear division of labour and 
responsibilities along gender lines, thereby perpetuating gender inequality 
(UN Women Georgia 2017; Rakshit et al. 2020; Iluridze et al. 2021; Floro 
2022). Both the Georgian government and the Georgian Orthodox Church 
have faced frequent criticism for promoting or tolerating such narratives, 
which are seen as obstacles to democratic development, secular state-buil­
ding, and the country’s European integration efforts (Metreveli 2016; Mine­
sashvili 2017; Aydingün et al. 2021; Khakhutaishvili 2024). However, an 
increased awareness among women of their rights has been observed in 
recent years (Javakhishvili et al. 2020; GeoStat 2022).

Characteristics of Women Entrepreneurs and their Businesses

Due to the lack of gender-segregated statistical data and scientific work, 
it remains challenging to provide comprehensive information about the 
characteristics of women entrepreneurs and their businesses in Georgia (UN 
Women and the ILO 2023). As with general employment rates, the share 
of women in entrepreneurial activities is very low (GeoStat 2022, 2023a, 
2023b). According to the Georgian Statistical Office, about 33 % of large, 
medium and small-sized enterprises are owned by women (GeoStat 2022). 
The low participation of women in entrepreneurship in Georgia can be 
explained by a lack of formal institutional factors, such as the absence 
of financial assistance by banks or investors tailored to women, entrepre­
neurship programs specifically for women, or women in rural areas facing 
acute infrastructural issues (Margvelashvili 2017; UN Women and the ILO 
2023; Griessbach and Ettl 2024).

At the same time, statistically, Georgia outperforms its neighbour Tur­
key and EU countries such as Germany slightly when it comes to firms 
with female managers (Enterprise Surveys 2024). Notably, according to the 
most recent World Bank Ease of Doing Business Index (World Bank 2020), 
which assesses the formal conditions for starting businesses in 190 countries, 
Georgia is 7th, ahead of Latvia (19), Germany (22), the Russian Federation 
(28), Turkey (33) and Belarus (49). However, the World Bank report primari­
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ly focuses on general access to infrastructure rather than to gender specific 
limitations (World Bank 2020). Also, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 
(GEM) conducted in 2014 in Georgia shows positive but gender-neutral 
statistics, for example regarding social values towards entrepreneurship in 
the country (Lezhava et al. 2014). These are higher in Georgia than in many 
EU countries. Social values towards entrepreneurship can explain how socie­
ty values entrepreneurship and the societal status that entrepreneurs enjoy 
(Lezhava et al. 2014). Finally, the most recent national survey of women 
entrepreneurs conducted by the Georgian Statistical Office provides a clear 
picture of women’s motivations for starting a business in Georgia, with the 
three most cited indicators being “I need more flexibility”, “I want to be my 
own boss” and “I want to increase my potential for having a higher income” 
(GeoStat 2022). Accordingly, it can be assumed that the conditions of the 
current labour market and the societal importance placed on housework 
do not offer women opportunities to advance their personal or professional 
development as employees (UN Women and the ILO 2023). Therefore, 
women might see entrepreneurship as an appropriate way of overcoming 
this dilemma and achieving better work-life balance and economic indepen­
dence (Margvelashvili 2017).

This assumption is supported by further studies showing that, given the 
traditional gender perceptions which attribute housework and childcare so­
lely to women (Rakshit et al. 2020; CSSR Georgia 2021), Georgian women 
take on a disproportionate amount of work in the home, leaving little room 
for engagement in public and economic life or time for adequate rest and 
leisure (UN Women and SDC 2018; Floro 2022).

Based on the findings of the above-mentioned studies, it can be conclu­
ded that, in Georgia, women might perceive entrepreneurship as an alterna­
tive career choice which enables them to manage their professional lives 
while doing housework and taking care of children and the elderly. This is 
partially confirmed by the fact that around 27 % of women entrepreneurs 
run their businesses from home (GeoStat 2022; UN Women and the ILO 
2023). While such developments can be considered positive from an econo­
mic perspective, the unequal share of housework still presents a double 
burden for women in Georgia (Rakshit et al. 2020; Floro 2022).

Despite the initial findings, further comprehensive research is still nee­
ded in order to deepen our understanding of how cultural and gendered 
norms influence women’s entrepreneurship in Georgia. Therefore, this 
chapter aims to fill in this gap and answer the following research question: 
How do local, gendered cultural norms influence women’s motivations and 
participation in entrepreneurship in Georgia? A qualitative research method 
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has been applied in order to study women entrepreneurs’ perspectives in 
this regard.

Method

For the present study, face-to-face interviews with local women entrepre­
neurs in Georgia have been applied as a data collection method (Alshenqee­
ti 2014; Coleman 2019; Bihu 2020). Altogether, 42 semi-structured face-to-
face interviews with women entrepreneurs were conducted.

The first interviews with women entrepreneurs in Georgia were conduc­
ted in May 2022, then transcribed and coded. Building on the initial coding 
results, further additional interviews were conducted in September 2022. As 
soon as no additional information was generated from the interviews, no 
new interviewees were contacted. The interviews typically lasted between 
45 and 90 minutes. All the conversations were recorded and subsequently 
transcribed according to Dresing and Pehl (2015) and analysed using a 
thematic text analysis concept by Kuckartz (2016) and the computer-based 
program MAXQDA.

The age of the women interviewed ranged from 24 to 68. Most of them 
had completed vocational training or held a university degree. At the time 
of their interviews, 32 of the women had at least one child, 17 of whom 
had children under 18. According to the interviews, women’s businesses are 
mainly in the fields of trade, agriculture, and hospitality. Only a few were 
active in the education, consulting, or healthcare sectors. At the time of the 
interviews 8 women were self-employed. Most businesses run by women 
have 1 to 10 employees, while less than a third of the women entrepreneurs 
interviewed employed family members or seasonal workers. The age of the 
businesses also varied greatly, though most were 3, 5, 8 or 10 years old.

Results

In the following, aspects of culture are presented which the women entre­
preneurs interviewed identified as having an impact on women’s entrepre­
neurship in Georgia. These include societal expectations, gender stereoty­
pes, female role models and strategies to overcome socio-cultural barriers 
and gender stereotypes.

In the interviews, women entrepreneurs considered the current societal 
expectations and gender stereotypes to be an issue. Accordingly, this type of 
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informal institution points to expectations of supposedly prestigious jobs 
for women, perceptions of leadership, the societal role of wife and mother 
and the Soviet cultural heritage. Women entrepreneurs indicated that some 
professions are considered more prestigious for or better suited to women 
and are therefore more appreciated in society.2 For example, one student 
who decided to start a business by setting up an online shop selling hand-
sewn bags and accessories was mocked by her family and relatives, who 
said she was nothing more than a glorified street vendor3. The distinction 
between what are considered prestigious and non-prestigious jobs appears 
to be more pronounced in rural areas. Additionally, the type of work com­
monly performed in these regions is often viewed as degrading, particularly 
when undertaken by women with university degrees. For example, one 
woman entrepreneur who formerly worked as a teacher said that no one in 
her village could understand why she chose to become a dairy farmer.4

Societal expectations were also discussed in the context of leadership.5 

According to the interviewees, there is a widespread assumption that a boss 
should be a man, and typically older. Several women entrepreneurs reported 
that, during negotiations and discussions, they were frequently asked to 
contact their boss directly or to pass messages on to him.6

In addition, women articulated how they are not taken seriously as 
businesspeople because of their sex:

“It was unacceptable in my environment to go shopping for materials as a young 
woman carrying heavy bags, buying from male shoemakers and so on. Yes, of 
course, it often had happened to me, and I kept protesting: so what if I am a 
woman?” (WE2:169–172)

Another issue in terms of public attitudes towards women’s entrepre­
neurship is the role of being married and a mother. It seems that society 
assumes a woman is only successful if she is married and a mother, and that 
a woman can never reach “the level of a man”. Therefore, women are led to 
believe that they would fail without male assistance. This in turn leads to 
the ascription that if a woman is successful in business (without a male’s 

2 For example, WE1:358–361; WE3:253–256; WE13:104–108; WE23:225–239; WE37:321–333; 
WE42:115–120.

3 WE3:254–259.
4 WE16:97–102.
5 For example, WE2:188–192; WE3:217–222; WE7:69–72; WE9:416–421; WE26:108–113; 

WE29:274–276.
6 For example, WE11:137–161; WE14:159–163; WE17:196–201; WE18:67–71; WE42:115–120.
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assistance), she has failed in her other “more important roles”. Such societal 
expectations reproduce gender stereotypes in women’s entrepreneurship.7

“I have been told many times that you are a woman, and you cannot do this 
job... Mostly by men. And I always thought, wait, I will show you. Also, my boss 
told me that without them [the company] I would be nothing. But it was a great 
motivation for me to become a successful entrepreneur that he sees... and I have 
realized that now they sometimes buy things from me.” (WE8:92–95)

Most women entrepreneurs link stereotypical gender attitudes in society to 
the Soviet legacy. Many interviewees noted that although women had access 
to quality education during the Soviet era, critical thinking and freedom 
of expression were largely discouraged, especially among female students. 
Consequently, Soviet women rarely challenged prevailing gender norms, as 
they were expected to be model Soviet citizens. As a result, many women sa­
crificed their personal freedom and happiness, devoting themselves entirely 
to their families, children and jobs.

“Soviet women did not know themselves well; they didn’t know what female 
happiness was, they didn’t know what female freedom was, and all these things 
brought them to this situation.” (WE22:435–436)

Women entrepreneurs stated that women in (post-)Soviet societies have be­
en socialized to believe in their own limitations. They were taught that they 
couldn’t accomplish certain things, especially physically or mentally challen­
ging tasks or leadership roles, because they lacked the necessary “strength” 
or ability. This internalized belief has led many women in such societies to 
develop low self-confidence and self-esteem. According to the interviewees, 
this socialization of women explains the deep-rooted cultural and historical 
influence on women’s self-image in the post-Soviet space and explains why 
many women hesitate to take on entrepreneurial or public roles.

“I didn’t believe in myself, I was also a typical representative of that generation, 
which we – I still say – should overcome this issue, especially in rural areas. Our 
citizens suffer from low self-esteem because we did not see any support for 30 
years after the Communist regime and we are still struggling with ourselves...” 
(WE27:84–87)

One interviewee stated that a lot of women stop working as soon as they 
have children, neglecting their professional development.8 Similar personal 
experiences were articulated by other women entrepreneurs:

7 For example, WE11; WE14; WE25; WE35.
8 WE1:11–12.
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“In Georgia, with respect to tradition, women are still in the ’back row’. This 
hinders us in many ways. Nowadays, women and the role of women in society 
have improved a little, but there are some barriers we women are unable to 
break. We depend strongly on the family, my husband for example is very 
traditional, he really doesn’t like to see a woman ’in the front row’, and thus 
there are many restrictions for me.” (WE17:196–201)

Against this backdrop, women entrepreneurs emphasized the significance of 
female role models and their positive impact on women’s entrepreneurship. 
Nearly all the interviewees spoke about other women in a positive and 
sincere manner. The majority described women in Georgia as ambitious, 
smart and creative. One interviewee said:

“In my opinion, women entrepreneurs in Georgia are very creative. I have 
met women entrepreneurs from different fields, and I am completely amazed 
sometimes, especially at sale exhibitions where you can assess products. I am 
not only impressed by their personal traits but also how they create so many 
interesting and different types of products.” (WE42:239–243)

Many interviewees expressed great respect for women entrepreneurs in 
Georgia, highlighting that women operating in patriarchal societies must 
possess exceptional courage to overcome economic challenges, cultural 
norms, and stereotypes. They noted that this resilience distinguishes Geor­
gian women entrepreneurs from their counterparts in Western countries 
when it comes to achieving success. A key insight from the interviews was 
that women’s entrepreneurial success is largely shaped by the environmental 
conditions and local context in which they have been socialized and current­
ly operate. One interviewee said:

“Everyone defines success differently. I think it depends on the costs and efforts 
a woman has paid for her success. For example, when one woman from a village 
starts a Georgian sweets business and delivers it to a supermarket, of course she 
should be considered successful.” (WE23:303–309)

Consequently, women entrepreneurs mentioned that they are particularly 
inspired by other women entrepreneurs who achieved their goals by over­
coming socio-cultural barriers and gender stereotypes.

The next chapter presents a discussion of the findings and the relevance 
of these findings for the development of women’s entrepreneurship in a 
post-Soviet, transition economy context such as Georgia.
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Discussion

The findings of the interviews confirm important aspects from existing 
studies and provide additional insights regarding women’s entrepreneurship 
in a transition economy context. Relevant topics that have been discussed 
in the literature are societal expectations and gender stereotypes and how 
they have a strong influence on women’s entrepreneurship in transition 
economies (Welter and Smallbone 2010; Iakovleva et al. 2013; Rugina 2019; 
Griessbach and Ettl 2020; Rugina and Ahl 2024). Furthermore, in accor­
dance with previous research (Gradskova and Morell 2018; Floro 2022; UN 
Women and the ILO 2023), this work has shown that women in Georgia 
are primarily associated with domestic work and a mother’s role, less as 
economically active citizens. Such attitudes are firmly cemented and rarely 
questioned, sometimes not even by women (Rakshit et al. 2020). In additi­
on, it seems that women are criticized for taking up “non-typical” female 
professions. This is particularly common in rural areas, where societal and 
gender norms are deeply rooted (FAO 2018; Abesadze and Paresashvili 2018; 
Iluridze et al. 2021).

An emerging insight is the perceived shame associated with certain 
types of work (such as tailoring or cleaning), even if these are important and 
economically necessary jobs. In this respect, it is assumed that educated wo­
men would devalue themselves by engaging in such professions. This adds a 
new layer to discussions surrounding how class and education intersect with 
gender norms, something rarely discussed in previous studies in transition 
economy contexts (Rybnikova et al. 2020; Rugina and Ahl 2024).

In terms of self-perception and the psychological heritage of the Soviet 
upbringing of women, this study reinforces earlier findings (Shahnazaryan 
et al. 2016; Morell and Gradskova 2018; Waterston 2018; Bluhm et al. 2021) 
and shows that women in post-Soviet countries such as Georgia still struggle 
with confidence, self-initiative and autonomy. The entrepreneurial perspec­
tives of the women interviewed have extended this knowledge from an 
emotional and generational lens. This means that women recognized the 
generation-specific patterns or “generational trauma” of not understanding 
or valuing personal autonomy as a woman. This style of upbringing was 
passed on from mothers to daughters. Once again, this finding confirms 
how powerful the Soviet legacy is and how it still shapes gender roles in 
former Soviet societies (Sätre 2016; Gradskova 2018; Rugina 2019).

This study also shows that awareness of the ease of doing business in 
Georgia is acknowledged within the country and abroad, a fact which is 
repeatedly confirmed by international rankings and reports in this area 
(World Bank 2020). The present study has also found that informal instituti­
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ons, such as religion and societal expectations towards women, contain huge 
challenges in terms of entrepreneurship. This has rarely been discussed in 
previous studies in the Georgian context (Bzhalava et al. 2017; BDO 2018; 
ISET Policy Institute 2021).

In the present study, all the women entrepreneurs interviewed outlined 
how important it is to have “societal approval” as a successful woman entre­
preneur. More specifically, the legitimacy of being a woman entrepreneur is 
often linked with public expectations of also being a wife and mother. This 
means that being a wife and mother is not only a woman’s personal identity 
but also an additional form of social capital, confirming the success of a 
woman’s entrepreneurial efforts. This observation contributes to a deeper 
understanding of how informal institutions interact with gender specific 
entrepreneurship (Brush et al. 2019; Wu and Li 2020; Schaper 2024).

Finally, this study has provided new insights into how women define 
success and how role models influence their entrepreneurial career choices 
in a transition economy context. Though previous studies have also concen­
trated on challenges and barriers in terms of women’s entrepreneurship in 
underdeveloped entrepreneurial ecosystems (Ogundana 2020b; Sheikh et al. 
2021; Karim et al. 2023; Schaper 2024; Shohel et al. 2024), this study sheds 
light on sources of motivation and the pride of women. The women entre­
preneurs interviewed in this study talked about how they have managed to 
overcome stereotypes, what it means to be role models for their children 
and other women and how they have contributed to breaking down (gen­
der) stereotypes. These women define entrepreneurial success not only from 
a financial perspective but also from symbolic victories, including gaining 
respect, achieving autonomy and supporting others, pointing to shifts in 
norms and traditions. More specifically, it can be concluded that, in the 
context of transition economies, entrepreneurship has been redefined and is 
considered by women to be not just an economic activity but also a form of 
resistance and self-definition.

Conclusion

Culture is widely recognized as a foundational component of the entrepre­
neurial ecosystem (Spigel, 2017; Hechavarría et al. 2017; Donaldson 2021). 
It shapes the norms, values, and beliefs that govern entrepreneurial beha­
viour and influence how entrepreneurship is perceived, supported, and 
practiced in a specific context (Bullough 2021; Ogundana 2020b; Shohel 
2023).
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The experiences shared by women entrepreneurs in Georgia show that 
culture, as an important attribute of EE, might constrain and affect entrepre­
neurial activity for women. Even if, in certain post-Soviet countries, formal 
institutions have become supportive of gender equality and the economic 
activities of women (Iakovleva 2017; UN Women and the ILO 2023), deep 
rooted societal expectations and gender stereotypes still have a significant 
impact on women’s entrepreneurial decision-making, perspectives and legi­
timacy perception (Rugina 2019; Agasalim 2021; Floro 2022).

Accordingly, in the present study, the following key cultural challenges 
have been outlined: First, stereotypical attitudes to gender roles constrain 
the perceived appropriateness of entrepreneurship for women. Prestigious 
hierarchies in professions also remain prevalent. This is much more obvious 
in rural regions, where specific forms of self-employment (such as agricul­
ture or trade) are perceived as demeaning, especially for educated women. 
Furthermore, societal and family attitudes towards women in leadership ma­
nifest in a disbelief that women can be bosses or lead negotiations. Finally, 
cultural heritage from the Soviet era still influences women’s self-esteem 
and agency, underlining the fact that cultural changes take much more time 
than more formal institutional transformations in a post-Soviet country 
context.

These insights confirm that culture is not a passive backdrop but an 
active force in shaping the entrepreneurial ecosystem which plays an import­
ant role in women’s entrepreneurship. At the same time, the present study 
also shows indices of a cultural shift, as women are supporting each other, 
highlighting female role models, and pushing back against outdated norms. 
Future studies should therefore focus more intensively on the potential 
of cultural change within the ecosystem and examine how these changes 
support women entrepreneurs in becoming catalysts for new norms and 
expectations, as well as how these changes can be accelerated.
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