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Abstract 

 

 

This article examines how women enact an entrepreneurial identity as a means to 

secure legitimacy for their entrepreneurial activity. Using a netnographic analysis of media 

interviews with women in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), we identify how women 

construct an entrepreneurial identity. Findings indicate that women highlight micro aspects of 

their identity, provide both personal and external sources of evidence to substantiate their 

claims, and adhere to potentially conflicting institutional logics. The findings contribute to 

knowledge of how entrepreneurship is legitimised and can disrupt institutional arrangements 

which constrained women. This article provides both a gendered and novel contextual view, 

adding theoretical depth to contemporary conceptualisations of entrepreneurial legitimacy. 
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How women in the UAE enact entrepreneurial identities to build legitimacy 

 

The challenge for any entrepreneur in setting up their nascent venture is to overcome 

the, “liability of newness” (Stinchcombe, 1965:148) and secure legitimacy for themselves 

and their business activity (Navis and Glynn, 2011; van Werven et al., 2015). Legitimacy is 

considered to be, ‘a generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are 

desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, beliefs, 

and definitions’ (Suchman, Error! Hyperlink reference not valid. 574). Once secured, it can 

attract material support and enhance the credibility, social approval, and desirability of a 

business and its owner (Leitch and Harrison, 2016). While prior research has detailed some of 

the strategies used by entrepreneurs to legitimise their venture (Alsos and Ljunggren, 2017; 

Überbacher, Error! Hyperlink reference not valid.), the role of the entrepreneur’s identity in 

securing legitimacy remains underexplored (Leitch and Harrison, 2016; Swail and Marlow, 

2018). The process of developing this identity has also received little attention (Leitch and 

Harrison, 2016) with a tendency within the extant literature to focus on the male, rather than 

the female, experience of producing an entrepreneurial identity (Hamilton, 2013, 2014; Swail 

and Marlow, 2018), which has further limited our understanding.  

This research seeks to address these gaps and respond to the call for articles in this 

Special Issue to engage with the rich diversity of female entrepreneurialism. We ask how 

female entrepreneurs produce an entrepreneurial identity to secure legitimacy. A more 

detailed examination of the female experience is particularly worthwhile as securing 

legitimacy may be far from gender neutral (Swail and Marlow, 2018). Instead, 

entrepreneurship is embedded within institutional biases (Ahl and Marlow, 2012) which 

constrain ideas of who can claim entrepreneurial legitimacy (Marlow and McAdam, 2015). 

Entrepreneur, and entrepreneurship are still considered to be male domains (Jennings and 

Brush, Error! Hyperlink reference not valid.; Henry et al., Error! Hyperlink reference not valid.), 

to which women might seek belonging (Stead, 2017). Women will often encounter questions 

of credibility even before they begin (Swail and Marlow, 2018), facing the “dual detriment” 

of being both new entrants to the field and female (Swail and Marlow, 2018:461), leading to 

a tendency to view women’s entrepreneurship as a lesser form when compared to that of men 

(Foss et al., 2019; Henry et al., 2016).  

To address our research question, we draw on aspects of institutional theory which are 

related to the legitimatisation of new business ventures (Garud et al., 2014; Rutherford et al., 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0883902616302087#bb0745


3 
 

2009), and identity theory as it relates to entrepreneurship (Leitch and Harrison, 2016; Swail 

and Marlow, 2018). We undertake a netnographic study, a methodological approach related 

to ethnography, in which data collection is achieved through observations of participants in 

digital communication contexts (Kozinets, 1998). Specifically, we explore how women enact 

an entrepreneurial identity through media interviews.  

Exploring this research question enables us to make three key contributions to enrich 

the female entrepreneurial literature. Firstly, we provide greater insight to how women 

construct an entrepreneurial identity as a means to secure legitimacy. We identify how 

women present a coherent identity by drawing on a number of micro-identities. This identity 

then derives its legitimacy from sources of evidence taken from differing institutional settings 

each with their own institutional logics. By highlighting women’s engagement with 

institutional pluralism, we add a new perspective to prevailing debates regarding the 

relationship between entrepreneurial identity and legitimacy and add to the growing interest 

in the processes of identity construction (Leitch and Harrison, 2016). Secondly, the extant 

literature, with some notable exceptions (Swail and Marlow, 2018), has not taken sufficient 

account of either gender, or gender-in-context, with the underlying assumption that these are 

neutral. Failing to acknowledge these, risks reproducing only partial understanding of the 

processes of entrepreneurial legitimacy. By exploring entrepreneurial identity construction 

within a strongly-gendered institutional setting, we provide a gendered and contextual view 

which adds theoretical depth to contemporary conceptualisations of entrepreneurial 

legitimacy. Thirdly, we identify how women negotiate a greater role in the public space 

within strongly-gendered societies (Bastian et al., 2018) and highlight the role of the media in 

this process. We therefore usefully add to knowledge of how entrepreneurship may give 

women increased agency and disrupt existing institutional arrangements. 

This article is now structured as follows. We provide a review of relevant literature on 

legitimacy and entrepreneurial identity to position our article and subsequently provide some 

detail of the context of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) to inform our study. We outline our 

research methodology and provide discussion of our findings, highlight limitations and 

provide suggestions for future research. We conclude with a summary of our contributions 

and provide managerial implications.  

 Legitimacy and entrepreneurial identity 



4 
 

Scholars have highlighted how nascent business ventures must overcome their lack of 

history or track record (Stinchcombe, 1965; Navis and Glynn, 2011) to establish legitimacy 

and attract finance. Beyond material support, legitimacy encompasses ideas of credibility, 

social approval, and desirability (Leitch and Harrison, 2016). What is considered legitimate, 

within an institutional setting will stem from its accepted customs or prevailing logics 

(Converse, 1987; Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005). Once established these prescribe 

appropriate behaviour (Greenwood et al., 2011; Harmon, Green, and Goodnight, 2015) and 

exert a form of social control (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005; Thompson-Whiteside et al.,  

2020). Legitimacy is therefore, a social construct, formed in relation to feedback or 

affirmation from a wider social group (Suchman, 1995), becoming, in effect, a social 

judgement (Fisher et al., 2017).  

The extant literature portrays the challenge for the entrepreneur seeking legitimacy, as 

paradoxical. While they may be required to fit in to the culture and norms which prevail 

within a given context, the logics of entrepreneurialism also require them to stand out (Navis 

and Glynn, 2011; Swail and Marlow, 2018). They must be different but not appear radical 

and establish an identity that is both unique and familiar (Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001). In 

short, they must frame the unknown in a believable way (Middleton, 2013) and, “engineer 

consent, using powers of persuasion and influence to overcome the scepticism and resistance 

of guardians of the status quo" (Dees and Starr, 1992: 96). Prior research has highlighted 

some of the strategies used by entrepreneurs to secure and manage this legitimacy. These 

include providing evidence of sales or finance (Orser et al., 2020; Tornikoski and Newbert, 

2007), attaining certification (Rao, 2008), impression management (Nagy et al., 2016; 

Rutherford et al., 2009), storytelling (Garud et al., 2014; Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001), or 

building social capital by highlighting associations with key figures or networks (Alsos and 

Ljunggren, 2017). However, the identity of the entrepreneurial actor can also act as proxy for 

the nascent venture (Fisher et al., 2017; Nelson et al., 2016; Überbacher, Error! Hyperlink 

reference not valid.), with the construction of an appropriate identity seen by some to be 

central to the process of securing legitimacy (Fisher et al., 2017; Greene et al., 2013; Swail 

and Marlow, 2018). Yet, the literature has had less to say about how identity is produced 

(Gioia et al., 2013a; Leitch and Harrison, 2016), with the male experience still dominant 

(Hamilton, 2014; Swail and Marlow, 2018). We contribute to this debate by focusing on how 

the identities of entrepreneurs are enacted, in order to secure legitimacy for women’s business 

activity.   

about:blank
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/13552550810852802/full/html?casa_token=HmME-1V01QcAAAAA:ABhpX2ziPF8MTakqXwm5Fj45wWZzW7VH45EfUcRhxVtXgi54_La4sR_wh9j6ONujPur_HGvtMryZ_fWRMuNsXLzhFLktc6r2r9qQ00rXI8ArvwyvHiI#b47
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Entrepreneurial identity is defined by Navis and Glynn (2011; 480) as, “the 

constellation of claims around the founders, organisation, and market opportunity of an 

entrepreneurial entity that gives meaning to questions of "who we are" and "what we do"”. 

Such claims might be made by individuals but identity is produced in negotiation with others 

(Leitch and Harrison, 2016; Stets and Burke, 2000), embedded in social conditions 

(Granovetter, 2000; Middleton, 2013), and created in dialogue between the internal self and 

the wider discourses encountered within the social context (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; 

Lewis, 2015). In effect, identity is developed and redeveloped over time, through social and 

relational processes (DeRue and Ashford, 2010; Hsu and Hannan, 2005), with the favourable 

judgements of others serving to legitimise this identity (De Clerq and Voronov, 2009). 

However, an entrepreneurial identity must be reconciled with existing social and role 

identities (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; Navis and Glynn, 2011), including wife or mother. 

Women may seek to overcome any possible tensions between the identities ascribed to them 

by society and gender, and the desired identity of entrepreneur. Stets and Burke (2000) 

overcome possible antagonism between these by allowing for the concepts of group, role and 

person to be considered together. Rather than view self or social identity separately, Down 

(2006) also sees them as different aspects of one holistic identity, while Newbury et al. 

(2018) draw on the work of Shepherd and Haynie (2009) to argue for the existence of micro-

identities which taken together comprise one “super-ordinate” identity. We similarly propose 

that individuals might draw on various micro-identities, emphasising different aspects of their 

persona to construct a legitimate entrepreneurial identity in response to their social 

conditions. Individuals might choose to highlight certain aspects of their identity whilst 

downplaying others, regulating the information they make available through impression 

management, (Nagy et al., 2012; Thompson-Whiteside et al., 2018, 2020; Uberbacher, 2014). 

In this way, as Anderson and Warren (2011:605) argue, “an entrepreneurial identity is 

sufficiently malleable to allow practising entrepreneurs to employ it to build their own 

individualised identity”, yet the construction of this identity remains underexplored.  

Prior literature also recognises the role of media attention in helping to secure 

legitimacy (Lamin and Zaheer, 2012; Vaara and Monin, 2010). In particular, scholars have 

highlighted the role of the media in reflecting both, what is already considered legitimate and 

in influencing what might be considered legitimate in the future (Deephouse, 1996; 

McCombs and Shaw, 1972; Pollock and Rindova, 2003), but few studies have explored its 

role in legitimising entrepreneurial identity.  

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08985626.2017.1406539
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08985626.2017.1406539
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJEBR-07-2016-0215/full/html#ref028
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/IJEBR-07-2016-0215/full/html#ref059
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1111/jsbm.12127
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0148296317305064#bb0380
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1111/jsbm.12127
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Summary  

Although there is recognition that the identity of “entrepreneur” is embedded in social 

conditions (Granovetter, 2000; Middleton, 2013), with legitimacy considered a social 

judgement (Fisher et al., 2017), the social formation of the entrepreneurial self, is still an 

under-developed area of research (Leitch and Harrison, 2016). Whilst we recognise the value 

of the extant literature which explores legitimacy for entrepreneurs, we argue that many of 

these studies presume gender and context to be neutral, with the influence of both 

insufficiently recognised. Instead, we argue that these factors are important to a richer 

understanding of female entrepreneurship. We theorise that women will engage in specific 

tactics to overcome any tensions or gaps between the identities ascribed to them by society 

and gender, and the identity of entrepreneur which they seek to produce (Swail and Marlow, 

2018). Therefore, understanding how female entrepreneurs negotiate institutional 

arrangements to construct an entrepreneurial identity as a means to secure legitimacy, will 

develop our theoretical understanding of how female entrepreneurs become legitimate 

entrepreneurial actors. We propose that a legitimate female entrepreneurial identity will 

emerge from the convergence of three theoretical concepts as shown in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1:  The theoretical concepts which give rise to the emergence of a legitimate female 

entrepreneurial identity. 

 

Context 

To explore our research question, we undertake exploratory research within the 

institutional setting of the UAE. This allows us to develop our theoretical understanding of 

the role of cultural forces in shaping the entrepreneurial process (Welter, 2011; Welter et al, 

2017). It also responds to the call for greater emphasis on context in entrepreneurial research 

(Shirokova et al., 2018; Stead, 2017; Welter, 2011), particularly of the MENA region, where 

understanding of how women negotiate a greater public role remains underexplored (Bastian 

et al., 2018; Kiss et al., 2012; Tlaiss, 2015). Within the UAE, the National Agenda 2021 sets 

ambitious goals around entrepreneurship, stating an intention for, “the UAE to be among the 

best in the world in entrepreneurship” (Vision 2021, 2020:1). With women considered less 

likely to engage in entrepreneurial activity (Erogul et al., 2019; El-Sokari et al., 2020), 

initiatives to encourage female entrepreneurship in the country have now been introduced. A 

businesswomen’s council has been established across the seven Emirates that constitute the 

Legitimacy 

Context/Institutional 
setting

Entreprenurial 
Identity 

Legitimate female 

entrepreneurial actors  

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JRME-07-2016-0023/full/html#ref037
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UAE, and new funding sources set up to support women’s business ventures (Goby and 

Erogul, 2011). As a result, women’s engagement in entrepreneurial activity has increased in 

recent years (Goby and Erogul, 2011; Itani et al., 2011; Tlaiss, 2015), with the levels of 

women participating in entrepreneurial activities climbing from 0.2 to 1.4% between 2006 

and 2016 (El-Sokari et al., 2020).  

However, in considering how female entrepreneurs construct and enact identity within 

the institutional setting of the Arab Middle East, a paradox soon becomes clear. Women 

clearly face pluralistic institutional expectations. Despite government support for the growing 

number of female entrepreneurs in the Middle East (El-Sokari et al., 2020; Erogul et al., 

2019) and increased freedom of movement (BBC, 2019; Kirdar, 2010), persistent institutional 

logics mean women still face many informal restrictions in the UAE which limit their 

entrepreneurial activity (Erogul et al., 2019; Hattab, 2012; Tlaiss, 2013, 2015). Despite the 

legal freedom to travel, many Emirati women are not free to travel abroad for work unless 

accompanied by their husband or a male family member (Kirdar, 2010) with patriarchal 

values strongly influencing female career choices (Goby and Erogul, 2011; Williams et al., 

2013). Women are still ascribed roles as mother and homemaker (Goby and Erogul, 2011; 

Tlaiss, 2013) making female employment outside the home still unusual (Itani et al., 2011). 

Consequently, women’s independent economic activity challenges social expectations, and 

can invoke unfavourable attitudes towards them (Zeidan and Bahrami, 2011). Consequently, 

women’s career decisions will often be the result of careful negotiations with family (Howe-

Walsh et al., 2020). Fathers in particular appear to have a strong influence on female career 

choice and Emirati women are often required to enter into a ‘patriarchal bargain’ to allow 

them to enter the workplace (Williams et al., 2013). They are also encouraged to work in 

organisations, usually within the public sector, that are seen to be respectable with a good 

reputation (Howe-Walsh et al., 2020). We therefore seek to understand how women construct 

an entrepreneurial identity to secure legitimacy, in a context where their professional 

identities are constrained by societal norms.   

 

Methodology 

Using an exploratory approach, the purpose of this study is to examine how women produce 

an entrepreneurial identity to secure legitimacy in the UAE. Women in the Middle East are 

noted to be particularly hard to access, often requiring access to gatekeepers (Howe-Walsh et 

al., 2020). To overcome this potential barrier, the researchers chose to use netnographic 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/GM-07-2016-0141/full/html#ref015
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/GM-07-2016-0141/full/html#ref048
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research methods (Fletcher-Brown et al., 2020; Kozinets, 1998) to gain a rich understanding 

of how women in the UAE are constructing and enacting an entrepreneurial identity. Online 

media interviews with female entrepreneurs in the UAE were examined as interview 

dialogues are seen to provide a rich understanding of a particular community (Hamman, 

2007; Laverty, 2003). Interviews were analysed using a three-tiered coding system as 

suggested by Gioia et al. (2013b) to enable key concepts to be identified within the data. 

These concepts were further analysed to identify patterns or themes within the data and then a 

set of aggregated dimensions. These aggregated dimensions allowed the researchers to 

identify and describe commonalities which were shared by the women (Orser et al., 2019). 

Exploring the commonalities within the data in this qualitative manner allowed for new 

conceptualisations of female entrepreneurship to be identified.   

Data and sample 

We purposely selected online interviews with female entrepreneurs operating in the UAE 

from the Middle East’s leading weekly business title published during 2018-2020.  The 

journal provides a multi-platform news source and focuses on the English and Arabic 

speaking communities. Previous research on female entrepreneurship has established 

valuable contributions to theory using a purposive sample of participants (Orser et al., 2011). 

This approach allowed us to focus on participants who self-identified as female entrepreneurs 

active in the UAE (See Table 1). The transcripts of these interviews provided rich textual data 

with data saturation reached after analysis of 24 interviews (Guest et al., 2006).  

Table 1. Characteristics of participants 

Participant  

identification 

         Occupation            Expertise Education Location 

1 

 

Entrepreneur/ 

practitioner 

Neurolinguistic 

Programming coach 

Certified 

counsellor 

Dubai 

2 Entrepreneur PR/Fashion Digital 

Marketer 

Middle East 

3 Entrepreneur Online discount shopping 

site 

Finance UAE 

4 Entrepreneur/social 

enterprise 

Creating cultural 

experiences for those in 

isolation  

MA degree, 

UK. 

UAE 

5 Entrepreneur Dream wedding dresses 

hire 

Unknown UAE 

6 E-commerce 

Entrepreneur 

Activities for children BA, UK. 

Finance  

UAE 

7 E-commerce brand 

Entrepreneur 

On line influencer  Unknown UAE and USA 
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8 CEO and Co-Founder Luxury Hair and beauty 

salons 

Unknown Dubai 

9 CEO and Co-Founder Learning design initiatives  MA degree, 

USA, 

UAE 

10 Entrepreneur/Founder   Personal styling, luxury occasion  

  wear 

Unknown Dubai 

11 Entrepreneur Fashion, technology and 

marketing 

Unknown UAE 

12 CEO /consultant  Corporate luxury brand 

strategies  

Unknown Middle East 

13 Human resources 

consultant  

Family manufacturing Unknown UAE 

14 Entrepreneur Online discount shopping 

site 

Finance Middle East 

15 Entrepreneur/ inventor  Robotic technology Unknown UAE 

 Founder/entrepreneur  Online marketplace, baby 

and children’s products 

Unknown Middle East 

16 Entrepreneur and Co-

Founder 

Children’s craft products MBA, USA.  

17 Entrepreneur and Co-

Founder 

Children’s craft products MBA, UK. 

MA, France. 

 

18 Entrepreneur/event 

manager 

Change maker for female 

entrepreneurs  

Unknown Middle East 

19 Founder and CEO Online provider stock 

images and digital content 

IT Middle 

East/USA 

20 Founder and CEO Online Video recipe site Unknown Middle East 

21 Founder and joint CEO Exclusive Fashion 

Boutique,  

Unknown Dubai 

22 Founder and CEO Price comparison website MBA, UK Middle 

East/India 

23 Film Director Free-lance film director Unknown UAE 

24 Founder and CEO Chocolate manufacturer 

and Luxury restaurants 

Finance Bahrain 

Middle East 

Data analysis 

The data was analysed using the Gioia method (Gioia et al, 2013b). This interpretive 

approach requires the researcher to track back and forth from the data to the literature to 

allow for 'sensemaking' of the phenomenon (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991). Following Gioia et 

al (2013b), a three stage process was used to examine the data which identifies: 1st- order 

concepts, 2nd-order themes; and 3rd- order aggregate dimensions. Rather than be restricted by 

a priori constructs, the researchers used this style of thematic analysis to explore how female 

entrepreneurs construct an entrepreneurial identity as a means to secure legitimacy.  

To begin with, the researchers read and re-read the interviews, immersing themselves 

in the data and making a list of 1st order concepts. This allowed the key terms and codes to 

emerge from the female entrepreneurs’ own words, without any attempt to organise concepts 

into broader categories. During the next stage, all the researchers met to discuss similarities 
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and differences between the 1st-order concepts. Any disagreements were discussed between 

members of the research team until agreement was reached. In line with Gioia et al (2013b), 

we concentrated on reviewing new concepts that have not been explored previously in the 

literature, enabling us to highlight new theoretical viewpoints about identity work being 

undertaken by these entrepreneurs. We identified forty-four 1st-order concepts from the data 

which highlighted the sources of evidence the female entrepreneurs draw upon when 

constructing their identity in the media. At this stage it was very clear that female 

entrepreneurs drew upon both personal and external sources of legitimacy. Therefore, the 

researchers separated the sources into personal and external to allow for further data 

reduction.  

Following this separation of sources, the data relating to both personal and external 

sources was reduced again into 2nd-order themes. These themes represented a higher order of 

data reduction and resulted in the creation of nine themes for personal sources and six themes 

for external sources.  Each of these themes were discussed among the research team and 

following agreement on each theme, the data was summarised into seven final 3rd- order 

aggregate dimensions. For Personal Sources, there were three final aggregate dimensions; 

Personal narratives, Personal accomplishments and Personal characteristics. For External 

Sources, there were four aggregate dimensions; External endorsement, External funding, 

External support and External impact.  The results of the analysis were presented in two 

tables (Table 2 and Table 3) and were discussed with all members of the research team to 

confirm agreement of the final aggregated dimensions. The results of the data analysis are 

discussed in the Findings section presented below. 

 

Findings  

The data was examined to explore how female entrepreneurs are constructing and enacting 

entrepreneurial identity. In particular, we questioned what sources the women draw upon in 

their interviews to construct their identity and seek legitimacy. Tables 2 and 3 present an 

inventory of responses. While some of the sources are consistent with the resources reported 

in the literature, such as stories and personal characteristics, we are able to identify how a 

combination of specific factors are highlighted by the female entrepreneurs in their efforts to 

construct an entrepreneurial identity.   
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Personal Narratives 

Stories were commonly used within the interviews. Some of the women used the interview to 

share how they had overcome personal adversity in their lives. These personal narratives 

often contained a ‘crucible experience’ which was used to provide a rationale for starting the 

entrepreneurial adventure. However, they also provide a compelling ‘backstory’ to the 

entrepreneur, and give insight into their character.  

“I read about the famous path in Spain, Camino de Santiago, in a Paulo Coelho 

book, and one day I decided to hike it. I did the hike for seven days and then did 

another in Austria – by myself – that was very hard, I hiked in the forest alone for the 

first time, and then I did Switzerland too. It was very rich and I thought, why don’t I 

bring women from our region to do something like this? So I started. I just wanted to 

try something new, because we don’t have hiking [in our culture]. We’re a desert 

country”. 

Women often began interviews with personal stories about the hardship they had faced in 

their early lives and shared experiences of the stigmatisation and isolation they had 

encountered. Drawing on poverty and exclusion within the narratives helps to secure the role 

of heroine for the entrepreneur and provided a justification for the entrepreneurial activity, 

both emotionally and financially.  

“I was born in the Gulf to a large family and parents of simple backgrounds and who, 

because of the war, were forced to move back to their home in the Levant empty-

handed. My family and I tried hard to immerse ourselves into our new lives, the 

system, and engage with the community, but to little avail, as we were not welcomed. 

Our different accent and mannerisms and the way we conducted ourselves stood 

between us and the community. It was an unpleasant experience for all of us, and for 

a seven-year-old (me) it was difficult to understand the new dynamics and get a grasp 

over my family busily trying to secure food and manage education expenses…. I spent 

15 years in cultural isolation…” 

Cultural exclusion and challenges within society were evoked within the narratives, with 

women sharing how their entrepreneurial venture had enabled their personal development, as 

one woman says, “I learnt how to face your fears and I overcame social restrictions”. As 

part of their own personal story, women shared how they had overcome issues of confidence 

associated with being a female entrepreneur, “I had to overcome many silent voices within 
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me, telling me she can’t do it and shouldn’t go through with it”, highlighting their own self-

doubt about their prescribed role within society. 

Using a personal narrative to build an identity not only for themselves but also for their 

business, was acknowledged by some women. In the case of a wedding dress retailer, the 

entrepreneur referred to the inclusion of the story on their website, “I go into detail of my 

wedding story on the site and I think these small personal touches give our customers a trust 

in us”. 

Personal Accomplishments 

The female entrepreneurs also used the interviews to showcase their accomplishments in the 

arts, education and business. Achievements outside their current entrepreneurial role were 

shared, providing a richer insight into the women’s talents, “I’m an artist so I used to paint”. 

They also highlighted their educational achievements within the interview, particularly 

Masters Degrees or MBAs. Of particular interest, was the emphasis most women placed on 

the international nature of their qualifications. They also shared details of credentials and 

work experience, often highlighting the prestige of the companies they had worked for prior 

to starting their venture, “At Deloitte I came across a number of businesses in the e-

commerce space”, and   

“I did a Bachelor’s in Computer and then a Masters in Business, followed by a 

profession in the consultancy industry. I then became a regional senior manager with 

one of the international consultancy companies, before I resigned and started [name 

of business].” 

Women chose to showcase their experiences of international travel for both leisure and 

business purposes. This featured heavily within the interviews with some of the women 

highlighting how many different languages they spoke. Women also highlighted their 

technical and digital skills. While some of the businesses were technical in nature, women 

more generally wanted to showcase their technical ability and referred frequently to their 

technical and analytical competence within the interviews. Digital marketing skills were just 

one type of competency communicated in the interviews. 

“We additionally promote these deals through various online marketing techniques- 

like Search Engine Optimization (SEO), email marketing, social media and other 

streams to drive sales for our partners.” 
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Personal Characteristics 

There were a number of personal characteristics which female entrepreneurs appeared keen to 

reveal in the interviews. It was clear that most women wanted to give the impression that they 

were hard-working, “persistence is key for us” and passionate about their business. The 

passion for their business was demonstrated in the interviews with declarations such as, “I am 

doing what I love”.  The combination of hard-work and passion for what they did was a 

central theme throughout many of the interviews. 

“As with all things, a little luck and a lot of hard work went a long way for me. I hit a 

few roadblocks with my job and I had always felt I was yet to find my calling. In the 

process of reflecting on my core interests and passions.” 

A desire to communicate their dedication to the business, as well as revealing involvement in 

other business ventures was clearly discerned in the interviews. Women depict themselves as 

hard-working and passionate business owners. As one women highlights, this is clearly 

linked to a desire to earn respect,  

“If you are passionate and are prepared to work incredibly hard, then that earns the 

respect of everyone you interact with; be it a potential business investor or your 

colleagues and peers.” 

The interviews were also used to communicate their vision and in many cases, a desire to 

achieve international business success, “we aim to create a global presence for the site in the 

next 5 years, with the attention of working women”, with another woman sharing, “we are 

also in discussions with community integration departments in Germany and Canada”. Many 

of the women not only provided a vision of their business venture, but also used the interview 

to showcase their conviction that the business would be successful.  

Women illustrated their self-sufficiency, with some sharing how they financed their 

business through bootstrapping. This also appears to be consistent with their desire to gain 

respect as a legitimate female entrepreneur. While others had initially gained funding for the 

venture from family or friends, they were clear that the funds had been secured on merit.  
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“I approached my father to be an investor. He went through my plan and my 

feasibility study, which impressed him enough to decide to invest. But all the other 

branches and businesses that came afterwards were self-funded.” 

In summary, women present themselves as independent business women who had achieved 

success in their own right. Women showed they had a vision of the business and the 

conviction that they would be able to realise their goals through hard-work. 

External Endorsement 

Analysis of the interviews also showed that the women chose to highlight the endorsement 

they had received from external organisations and bodies. This included both national and 

international accolades that had been awarded to the entrepreneurs.  

“We won the first prize at the Pitch Rising Pitch finale hosted by Mompreneurs 

Worldwide in December 2018 and reached the top three at the pitch competition 

hosted by Step Conference 2019, which had over 2,000 startups apply from the 

region.”  

Endorsement from celebrities was highlighted, illustrating the entrepreneurs’ associations 

with both industry and global celebrities.   

“We were also the first to introduce master classes to the region, starting with 

Makeup by Mario in 2014, followed by the Master Class of Hair and Makeup with 

Khloe Kardashian, and Fouz Al Fahed as models for hair and makeup. The celebrity 

hairstylist and make-up artists for this class were again well-known celebrities. We 

also organised a master class with Olivia Culpo and this year we had the biggest 

master class in the region: Makeup by Mario with Kim Kardashian.” 

External Funding 

Although many were proud to have self-financed their business ventures, some women also 

shared how they had received funding from national and international investors, “we’ve been 

incredibly fortunate to raise substantial sums from both here and Europe”. Funding was 

openly discussed by the women in the interviews as a means to communicate wider 

endorsement of both them, and their business ventures.   
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External Support 

The women highlighted the support they had received from their families and friends. In 

particular, many women mentioned the support given by male members of their family, such 

as fathers or husbands, highlighting the significance of male endorsement in this highly 

patriarchal society. Both governmental support and the support of friends was also referred to 

within the interviews providing further evidence of how important it is for these women to be 

legitimised by the nation and their community.  

“We have now been selected by Dubai Chamber of Commerce as one of the three 

startups that will be showcased under their education pillar to schools and 

universities in the city.” 

External Impact 

Additionally, the interviews revealed the apparent importance for these women to be seen as 

having an impact on the wider society. This external impact was evidenced in a number of 

ways. In some cases, the women communicated how they wanted to be seen as role models 

for other entrepreneurs. 

“I’m going on the show determined to make a positive impact and to encourage other 

young, aspiring entrepreneurs to create something meaningful that positively impacts 

the future of humanity.” 

The women also shared their desire to help their industry sector within the country by 

providing training for less experienced employees, “I opened [name of academy] specifically 

to train not only our employees but also employees from other salons”. The interviews 

positioned the women as aspiring to impact society more broadly, “our objective is to replace 

cultural misconceptions with empathy and understanding”. By highlighting their goals to 

address cultural stereotypes and change expectations of women in business, these female 

entrepreneurs sought to create an impression of their businesses having a higher purpose and 

suggested they were driven by more than just financial rewards.   

Discussion  

Our findings highlight the dedicated identity work female entrepreneurs in the UAE 

undertake to secure and manage legitimacy for themselves and their business ventures. 

Although this identity makes a variety of claims, it appears to answer more of the questions 

about “who” the entrepreneur is, rather than answer questions about “what” they do (Navis 
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and Glynn, 2011). Women build an entrepreneurial identity from a range of micro-identities 

including artist, student, business woman, daughter, mentor, visionary and public figure. 

drawing on differing parts, or “micro” aspects of women’s identities. We therefore find 

evidence of how a coherent identity can be constructed which integrates person, role and 

social identities (Newbury et al., 2018; Shepherd and Haynie, 2009; Stets and Burke, 2000), 

Women select personal narratives and characteristics and regulate the information they share 

in order to manage the impression they make (Nagy et al., 2012; Rutherford, 2009) as they 

seek legitimacy. We therefore find further evidence of entrepreneurial identity acting as a 

proxy for the nascent venture (Fisher et al., 2016; Nelson et al., 2016; Überbacher, Error! 

Hyperlink reference not valid.). However, in a strongly-patriarchal setting, questions of “who” 

women are, and can be, must be negotiated with a range of powerful actors.  

We therefore highlight the process by which women produce this identity to appear 

legitimate to an external audience. We find that women claim legitimacy for their 

entrepreneurial identity by drawing on those personal and external sources of evidence which 

are valued within differing institutional settings. By sharing details of their finances, their 

connections and the recognition they have received, they appear to draw on the institutional 

logics of their immediate setting to demonstrate support from both government and family 

and claim socio-political legitimation (Aldrich and Fiol, 1994). We therefore find evidence of 

the social formation of an entrepreneurial identity which has been underexplored (Leitch and 

Harrison, 2016; Middleton, 2013). However, we also find that women seeking legitimacy as 

an entrepreneur, draw on logics from other institutional settings. They highlight their 

overseas work experience, their engagement with the private sector, their higher education 

and the international scope of their business. Such evidence appears to indicate their 

adherence to what might be described as Western ideals, such as personal development, 

global travel, international business experience and education.  

An entrepreneurial identity constructed from such institutional pluralism, enables 

women and their business ventures to meet the threshold criteria for legitimacy, including the 

need to both fit in and stand out, to be both familiar and different (De Clerq and Voronov, 

2009; Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001; Middleton, 2013; Navis and Glynn, 2011; Swail and 

Marlow, 2018). This also provides evidence of how women are negotiating a bigger role in 

the public space than that which is usually afforded in the immediate institutional setting 

(Bastian et al., 2018). Female entrepreneurs appear to be deliberately regulating information 

to provide evidence that are not constrained by the gender roles usually ascribed to women in 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0148296317305064#bb0380
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/13552550810852802/full/html?casa_token=HmME-1V01QcAAAAA:ABhpX2ziPF8MTakqXwm5Fj45wWZzW7VH45EfUcRhxVtXgi54_La4sR_wh9j6ONujPur_HGvtMryZ_fWRMuNsXLzhFLktc6r2r9qQ00rXI8ArvwyvHiI#b47
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this patriarchal setting. They also explicitly claim to be having an impact on this public space 

and share their desire to inspire other women to similarly occupy and expand this space. We 

therefore offer Figure 2 as a more nuanced revision of our initial conceptual model. (See 

Figure 2 below as a conceptualisation of how legitimate female entrepreneurial identities are 

enacted). 

Our findings also suggest an entrepreneurial identity is being produced by women 

through media dialogue and therefore highlight the role of the media in conferring legitimacy 

on this identity. While prior literature has brought this to our attention (Pollock and Rindova, 

2003), we highlight its role in legitimating female claims on an entrepreneurial identity. Such 

media dialogue also reflects the iterative process of identity construction and supports 

previous notions that identities are living entities (Goia et al., 2013a).  

 

Fig 2: The enactment of legitimate female entrepreneurial identities 
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Limitations and future research 

While our study has made a valuable contribution to knowledge of female 

entrepreneur identity, we acknowledge the limitations of this study and the scope for future 

investigations to advance identity research. As previously acknowledged, this research article 

is interpretive in nature which limits its generalisability. We have identified how female 

entrepreneurs are challenging gendered expectations and disrupting existing institutional 

logics in the UAE. Future research might adopt institutional theory to explore how identity is 

being used to legitimate female entrepreneurialism and disrupt institutional logics in other 

settings. We particularly encourage further investigation of the construction of female 

entrepreneurial identity in other patriarchal societies to develop a richer understanding of how 

context influences this process. Additionally, future research might explore whether the 

identity dimensions identified in this study, similarly apply in contexts where women have 

greater autonomy. Researchers might also observe a fuller range of the on and offline 

marketing strategies and practices female entrepreneurs adopt, to negotiate a greater role in 

the public space, including, blogs, podcasts and public speaking, and the pursuit of 

accreditations and industry awards. It would be valuable to gain more perspectives of female 

entrepreneurship by examining attitudes towards its legitimacy from a wider set of 

stakeholders. We believe that research that takes these ideas forward is important, as the field 

still lacks a full understanding of when, why, and how female entrepreneurs construct and 

enact identity to secure legitimacy.  

Conclusion  

This study set out to explore how women produce an entrepreneurial identity to secure 

legitimacy within the highly-gendered culture of the Middle East. Through a netnographic 

study, we find that these identities are constructed and legitimated through the careful 

curation and presentation of micro aspects of identity, personal and external sources of 

evidence, and adherence to the institutional logics of differing institutional settings. Such 

institutional pluralism enables female entrepreneurs to claim legitimacy by appearing 

familiar, fitting in within their own institutional setting, and acknowledging the support and 

endorsement of family and government. Yet, also appearing different, by providing evidence 

of their engagement with Western ideals to demonstrate that they are also unconstrained by 

their institutional setting.  
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Our study makes three key contributions to enrich the female entrepreneurial 

literature. Firstly, we highlight how women construct an entrepreneurial identity as a means 

to secure legitimacy. We identify how women present a coherent entrepreneurial identity 

which draws on a range of evidence from to claim legitimacy. Such evidence includes both 

personal and external sources of evidence which borrow from differing institutional settings. 

By highlighting the role of institutional pluralism, we add to the growing interest in the 

processes of identity construction.   

Secondly, by exploring entrepreneurial identity construction within a strongly-

gendered institutional setting, we provide a gendered and novel contextual view to add 

theoretical depth to contemporary conceptualisations of entrepreneurial legitimacy.  

Thirdly, we identify how women negotiate a greater role for themselves in the public 

space. We identify how female entrepreneurialism in the UAE is legitimised by the media, 

which also helps to secure socio-political legitimation for female entrepreneurial activity 

within a highly-gendered society; a process which has previously been seen as problematic 

for women. Therefore, we add to knowledge of how entrepreneurship can give women 

increased agency and disrupt existing institutional arrangements which might constrain 

women.  

This study has a number of important implications for policy makers and regional 

development bodies. The UAE has set ambitious targets for entrepreneurship with a stated 

intention to increase numbers of female entrepreneurs by 2021. However, women in these 

societies still face a number of informal constraints on their independent economic activity, 

making the legitimation of their entrepreneurial activity an important priority. While the UAE 

Government has established generous funding for female start-ups, it is important that further 

support is given to increase its social acceptance. This study provides evidence of how female 

entrepreneurs use the media to create legitimacy for themselves. Policy makers might now 

consider how the media may be harnessed to increase public awareness of the value and 

contribution female entrepreneurs are making to society. Although our findings suggest that 

international business education is valued, domestic business education and entrepreneurial 

training might be further boosted. Colleges and universities might also offer female 

entrepreneurs media training to provide women with the skills to undertake media interviews. 

Additionally, female entrepreneurs may benefit from access to training in other forms of 

marketing communications such as public relations, social media and public speaking. Such 

interventions might allow women to take up a greater role in the public space and help shape 

public perceptions about what is legitimate for women.  
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Table 2:  Results of thematic analysis 

Women have overcome poverty  

Women have overcome stigma to build success 

Many of the women entrepreneurs draw strength from crucible experiences 

The women explain how they overcome cultural restrictions to succeed  

  

Interviews reveal how women want to emphasise their past accomplishments within the arts 

Women include anecdotes to showcase how they have travelled regularly in 

the west for business 

Interviews with the women draw on their personal international travel and experiences 

 

Women have worked for top financial institutions 

Women draw on prior international career experience 

Most of the women speak several languages fluently including English for business 

Female entrepreneurs are keen to discuss their western education  

Women have achieved higher level Masters Degrees 

Interviews frequently include women’s achievement of an International MBA 

 

Technical ability is revealed through their digital marketing skills 

Women have digital analytical skills and competency with different platforms 

Women have e-commerce expertise 

 

Women want to be viewed as international entrepreneurs 

and inspirational to others 

They are willing to be creative and plan for future expansion of their business 

 

Women want to be seen to be able to scale ventures and show resilience to challenges  

Women want to be appreciated as hard-working and  

equal to others in their business sector 

Women operate as entrepreneurs with more than one interest  

Respect of others is crucial for female entrepreneurs 

 

Passion for their business was demonstrated  

Women display an appetite to succeed and grow their own skills as their business develops 

 

The conversations with the women show they are able to finance using bootstrapping 

Conviction to succeed in their chosen business sector 

 

 

Personal  

Challenges 

 

 

Cultural  

Pursuits 

 

 

 

Personal  

Accreditation 

 

 

 

 

 

Business  and  

Technical Acumen 

 

Visionary 

 

 

 

Hard working 

 

 

 

 

 

Passion 

 

 

 

Self-sufficient 

Conviction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal narratives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal 

accomplishments 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal 
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Table 3:  Results of thematic analysis  

 

 

1st-order concepts 2nd- order  

themes 

Aggregate dimensions 

External Sources 

Women talk about their success and winning national business awards 

Many women draw on their international recognition  

Women showcase their international celebrity connections during the conversation 

International government department support of their business is noted 

 

Women publically discuss their financing  

Female entrepreneurs revealed how they  

financed their business activity using investors from UAE and Europe 

Many women finance using family and friends investment 

Women get financing from their husbands 

 

Women want to show they have support from their family 

Women were keen to espouse the support received from friends 

Conversations revealed how male family members gave their full support to the women 

 

Women want to impact wider society with their business 

Women want to break down cultural stereotypes and misconceptions 

Offering training to others to encourage development is important for women 

All women want to be seen as employers, enhancing the careers of others. 

Women want to be seen as changing expectations of women in business 

Women reference their encouragement of young aspiring entrepreneurs 

 

 

National and international 

endorsement 

 

 

 

 

National and internal 

finance 

 

 

Support from family and 

friends 

 

 

 

Impact on wider society 

 

 

Developing others 

 

Role Models 

 

  

External endorsement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

External Funding 

 

 

External support 

 

 

 

 

 

External impact 
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