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ABSTRACT

This article, and the special issue, seek to unpack the gendered nature of 
entrepreneurial pathways, specifically in relation to the role of social pol-
icies. We achieve this aim by first conceptualising gender, entrepreneurship, 
and social policy, to highlight the need to generate a stronger research 
agenda on the role of social policy within gender and tourism entrepre-
neurship research. We next outline an overarching framework for delin-
eating the intersection of gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy, 
based on a critical review of existing studies, as well as by situating the 
papers in this special issue. We present this discussion through three 
thematic framings: (1) gender and entrepreneurship, (2) gender and social 
policy and (3) entrepreneurship and social policy. In conclusion, we discuss 
the implications for social policy and practice, and in doing so call for a 
research agenda that situates social policy more centrally within consid-
erations of gender and tourism entrepreneurship.

Introduction

This special issue offers a novel contribution to the current conversations related to gender and 

tourism entrepreneurship by interrogating the role of social policies in facilitating inclusive 

tourism entrepreneurship. The UNWTO (2017) has identified tourism entrepreneurship as fun-

damental to meeting the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals of gender equality (SDG 5), 

decent work and economic growth (SDG 8) and sustainable consumption and production (SDG 

12). At the same time, it is recognised that the tourism sector provides employment and entre-

preneurial opportunities for those in subordinate positions within society, with both employment 

and entrepreneurial opportunities being vital for economic and social independence. For women 

(and other disadvantaged entrepreneurs), their tourism businesses often act as platforms for 

the promotion of local development and social transformation, enabling the creation of “new” 

subjectivities (Kimbu & Ngoasong, 2016; de Jong, 2017; Carr et  al., 2016). And yet, as 

Figueroa-Domecq et  al. (2020, p. 1) note, “neither entrepreneurship nor sustainability are gender 

neutral in the tourism industry”, whilst engagement with policy is notably absent within research 

on gender and tourism entrepreneurship (Figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2020) in spite of the rec-

ognised critical role of gendered social policies in influencing labour market opportunities 

(Thébaud, 2015).
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Covid 19, and the effects of the war in Ukraine, have exacerbated the multiple challenges faced 

by all entrepreneur owner/managers of tourism firms, bringing attention to the important role 

governance and policy undertakes in supporting tourism entrepreneurs. The effects, during the 

pandemic, and the subsequent cost of living crisis and ongoing recovery, are even worse for tourism 

destinations of the Global South (where the majority of tourism micro, small and medium sized 

enterprises (MSMEs) are owned by women and members of disadvantaged groups and communities) 

who unlike tourism and hospitality businesses of the Global North, have had little-to-no support 

from their national governments in response to Covid 19. This has led to the closure of many tourism 

and hospitality businesses, placing many millions of jobs at risk and threatening to roll back the 

progress made in sustainable development (Rogerson & Baum, 2020; UNWTO, 2020). Consequently, 

according to the UNWTO’s Tourism Recovery Tracker (2023) tourism destinations (especially in the 

Global South), who are for the most part dependent on international visitors, were the worst hit 

and have been the slowest to respond to Covid 19. The crisis has laid bare the precarity of entre-

preneurial tourism operations, especially MSMEs; whereby entrepreneurs operating MSMEs were 

largely unprepared for such crises and lack the resilience to respond and overcome it (Kimbu et  al., 

2023). All of which highlights the crucial role social policy plays in ensuring the sustainability of 

entrepreneurs and their businesses broadly but also specifically within Global South contexts.

Our vision is a future where a large body of relevant and interdisciplinary research that 

addresses these intersections is available to all stakeholders, where there is fluid transfer of 

knowledge and tools between academic, industry and policy networks to create a more inclusive 

environment for entrepreneurs, and where entrepreneurial opportunity is not reduced to one’s 

subjectivities and/or geographical location. In examining the interplay between gender, entre-

preneurship, and social policy this special issue calls for stronger engagement with social policy, 

within research examining gender and tourism entrepreneurship, to better understand the 

crucial role social policy plays in facilitating tourism entrepreneurship in sustainable ways (see 

Figure 1). For example, whilst the field of entrepreneurship certainly includes the study of how 

social policy may influence women to opt for business ownership (Thébaud, 2015) and the 

extent to which entrepreneurship promotes or reinforces inequality (Bruton et  al., 2021) – there 

remain critical distinctions between entrepreneurship and social policy. Moreover, though entre-

preneurship has been found to contribute to equality/equity and increasing gender awareness 

has been shown to improve social policy (Guzman & Kacperczyk, 2019; Ngoasong & Kimbu, 

2019; Sajjad et  al., 2020, Avnimelech & Rechter, 2023), these three fields have not been studied 

together. Taking these gaps as our starting point, this special issue begins to define and estab-

lish a distinctive field integrating gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy.

Figure 1. mapping the conceptual domain of gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy linkages. Source: authors’ 

conceptualization.
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A recent special issue (SI) on Gender and Tourism Sustainability in the Journal of Sustainable 

Tourism, Vol. 30(7) (Eger et  al., 2022), provides a useful starting point for discussing the relevance 

of our focus on the intersection of gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy. The SI contrib-

utors apply different feminist epistemologies to challenge understandings, interpretations and 

(non)application of sustainability knowledges within different tourism contexts (social, economic, 

and political). In doing so, they broadly (re)conceptualise and unpack the different spectrums 

of gender, while calling for researchers to adopt a pluralistic view when generating knowledges, 

taking cognisance of the multiple and diverse ecologies within which, they operate beyond 

established and institutionalized models, ideologies, and platforms. Entrepreneurship and policy 

feature among the themes discussed in the SI but are not taken as the focus. As such, this 

special issue extends that of Eger, Munar and Hsu’s (2022) special issue, by taking focus with 

specific themes related to gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy.

Drawing on in-depth, situated case studies from across the Global South and Global North, 

our multi-disciplinary special issue identifies how context-driven factors influence the experiences 

and potentialities of tourism entrepreneurship as a promised avenue for inclusive growth. 

Problematizing universalised constructions of entrepreneurs as necessarily masculine, western, 

and driven only by economic imperatives that seek to fix and dislocate entrepreneurial support, 

we take focus with place-based approaches to identify the nuances and tensions between 

subjectivity, tourism entrepreneurship and social policy. This allows us to account for the com-

plexity of entrepreneurial experience, and the role of social policy within different geographical 

settings.

The article is structured as followed: Section “Conceptualising gender, entrepreneurship and 

social policy in Sustainable Tourism” provides a review of the key literature for conceptualising 

gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy. In particular, the section presents our organising 

framework, to initiate consideration of the interrelationships between gender, entrepreneurship, 

and social policy. Section “Summaries of contributions in the special issue” provides insight into 

the papers in this special issue, contrasting findings from existing studies that engage with the 

themes of gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy. In Section “Tying the knot and setting 

a research agenda”, we seek to tie the knot by outlining the key contributions of the special 

issue, putting forth our agenda for additional research on this topic, while Section “Conclusion” 

concludes the article with a reflection on social policy and its practical implications to the 

gendered dimensions of tourism entrepreneurship.

Conceptualising gender, entrepreneurship and social policy in sustainable 

tourism

In developing this special issue, we have taken particular interest in research that engages with 

critical feminist and post-colonial perspectives. Incorporating critical social theory enables insight 

into how gender is a fluid performance, rather than essentialist and fixed (Butler, 1990; Young, 

1990), whereby historic, social, and cultural meanings produce a multiplicity of complex sub-

jectivities that cannot be reduced to simplistic, singular categorisations – such as “women 

entrepreneur” (Butler, 1990). It is now commonplace within critical tourism research to concep-

tualise gender as multiple, fluid and constructed. However, as identified by Figueroa-Domecq 

et  al. (2020) in their systematic literature review, prescriptive and binary categorisation continues 

to prevail in research examining gender and tourism entrepreneurship. This is, in part, because 

there is an inherent tension between the fluidity of identity sought by poststructuralism and 

the desire to prompt social change by fostering the visibility of “women” within tourism entre-

preneurship contexts; whereby, it becomes necessary to engage with discourses that represent 

gender as a stable category (Butler, 2003).
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More specifically, within tourism entrepreneurship policy, characteristics pertaining to a 

“successful” entrepreneur have tended to align with masculine performance, whereby the cat-

egory “women entrepreneurs” has come to be viewed as lacking in comparison to an assumed 

and unquestioned masculine norm (Ahl & Marlow, 2012; 2019; Figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2020). 

“Success” being narrowly defined as an ability to accrue wealth and enact innovation. Such 

definitions prevail despite the recognition that success for many entrepreneurs is more broadly 

defined, often through non-economic terms, and includes considerations of flexibility, lifestyle, 

and empowerment (cf. Bakas, 2017; Kimbu et  al., 2019). This gender bias is largely a result of 

the construction and prioritisation of “men’s” experiences within entrepreneurship discourse, 

with this broader entrepreneurship discourse being used to inform early entrepreneurial dis-

course within the tourism field (Figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2020). In consequence, much of the 

entrepreneurship discourse within tourism fails to recognise that “men’s” experiences are in fact 

gendered rather than a universalised norm; an outcome that serves to reemphasise the need 

to apply a gendered lens to the entrepreneurial performance of all entrepreneurs.

There are important implications of this gender bias within the context of social policy. 

Hierarchical gendered structures have led to the construction of policy agendas that seek to 

rectify the perceived failure of “women” to enact “successful” entrepreneurship. “Women entre-

preneurs” are thus often constructed within policy as requiring support to increase the growth 

of their businesses, and through this act, the diversity of support that could be provided to 

assist entrepreneurs to enact meaningful entrepreneurial performances becomes overlooked 

and uncontextualized. Social policy thus plays an important, yet largely unexplored, role within 

the context of tourism entrepreneurship because it produces the political structural opportunities 

and barriers that construct entrepreneurial subjects as necessarily either “men” or “women”, in 

ways that shape what becomes possible within specific contexts.

As such, in seeking to advance social change through critical engagement with social policy 

discourse, the articles in the special issue do engage with the gendered categorisations of “men” 

and “women”. An approach that does, at times, run counter to the poststructuralist approach. 

This is particularly pertinent in relation to the subject of “women”, a category that several of 

the articles in the special issue take focus with because it is a social category that continues 

to be misrepresented as “less than”, within policy discourse relating to tourism and entrepre-

neurship. Recognising this limitation, the special issue has selected a broad array of papers that 

present a multiplicity of intersectional identities and experiences from a range of international 

geographical contexts, so as to emphasise the historic, social, and cultural ways through which 

subjectivities are produced and the conditions through which they become fixed.

The difficulties in conducting research that draws on a multiplicity of cases from across the 

world are well documented and has contributed to the dearth of up-to-date findings. Bakas 

(2018), by way of example, brought attention to the challenges in undertaking in-depth eth-

nographic research with Greek women entrepreneurs because femininity in this context is 

connected to “being constantly busy”. Henry et  al. (2015) further note that the very cultural, 

legislative, and economic frameworks that present gendered challenges for some entrepreneurs 

also present barriers for those seeking to research underrepresented groups because such 

entrepreneurs from these groups are more likely to be invisible and inaccessible. Such challenges 

perhaps influence Figueroa-Domecq et  al. (2020) finding derived from a systematic review of 

gender, tourism and entrepreneurship literature published in English, French and Spanish, that 

there are low levels of gender and tourism entrepreneurship research coming from Africa and 

Asia, and even less from Central and South America. To ensure a representative sample of 

countries and geographic coverage, the articles have been selected to reflect geographical 

regions currently underrepresented. The contributors to this volume are interdisciplinary, con-

sisting of scholars from the Global North and South, across five continents.

Finally, there is a tension within this area of research between the need for in-depth quali-

tative research that seeks to capture the complexity of gendered experience, arguably more 



JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE TOURISM 425

likely to be implemented by scholars engaging with critical feminist and post-colonial approaches, 

and the requirement for larger scale quantitative research that produces transferable findings 

that are perceived as more useful to policy makers. In editing this special issue, we have taken 

the position that gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy research would further benefit 

from deconstructing this methodological dichotomy through the incorporation of a wide range 

of qualitative and quantitative methods. We thus hope to highlight the value in uniting various 

methods through this topic.

Summaries of contributions in the special issue

In this section, we will set out what is known within existing literature regarding the interlink-

ages between gender, entrepreneurship and social policy, and the ways through which this 

special issue extends and unites this area of research. We divide Section “Summaries of contri-

butions in the special issue” into three sub-sections, in turn examining the nuanced relationships 

between gender and entrepreneurship (Section “Gender and entrepreneurship”), gender and 

social policy (Section “Gender and social policy”) and social policy and entrepreneurship (Section 

“Social policy and entrepreneurship”); before turning to consider the broader interlinkages and 

reflecting on a future research agenda in Section “Tying the knot and setting a research agenda”. 

We recognise that dividing the articles in this way is somewhat cosmetic, given that all articles 

cover the themes of gender, entrepreneurship, and social policy. We take this approach, however, 

as a way to highlight and unite the central contributions within and across the articles.

Gender and entrepreneurship

Recent research that has focussed on examining the nexus between gender and entrepreneur-

ship in tourism within the last decade has examined themes related but not limited to women 

and tourism social entrepreneurship (Kalisch & Cole, 2022; Kimbu & Ngoasong, 2016), gender 

and intra/entrepreneurial leadership (Zhang et  al., 2020; Kimbu et al., 2021), gender and entre-

preneurial finance (c.f. Deen et  al., Ngoasong & Kimbu, 2019; Figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2022), 

gender, sustainability and entrepreneurial orientation in tourism (c.f. Kearins & Schaefer, 2017; 

Ribeiro et  al., 2021; Figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2020; Kimbu et  al., 2019), and gender biases in 

entrepreneurial discourse in tourism knowledge generation (Elam, 2008; Figueroa-Domecq et  al., 

2015; 2020). These studies adopt different feminist methodological approaches to examine 

gendered entrepreneurial pathways across both Global North and Global South contexts. A 

major limitation of this research has been their focus on European, North American, and African 

case studies. Moreover, even though they do underscore the importance of concrete social (and 

economic) policy formulation and implementation in the different contexts to address extant 

challenges and barriers faced by tourism entrepreneurs in relation to gender, critical examination 

of the ways policy unfolds within unique geographical contexts is lacking. In consideration, in 

collating this special issue we sought to extend insight regarding the geographical areas in 

which tourism entrepreneurship unfolds and how this produces a multiplicity of entrepreneurial 

performances. In doing so, we seek to broaden understanding regarding the heterogenous ways 

social policy might be constructed to support tourism entrepreneurs.

A key theme in considering the intersection of gender and entrepreneurship is with how 

women entrepreneurs employ entrepreneurial strategies in responding to crisis in ways that are 

unique to their geographical setting. Maliva et  al.’s (2023) contribution to this special issue, for 

example, examines the gendered impacts of Covid 19 on the welfare of women entrepreneurs 

in Tanzania. Through a conceptualisation of entrepreneurship as a contextual and socially 

embedded response to crisis, they analysed interview data on 51 women working in Tanzania. 

The women in this study are not only impacted by the pandemic, but they are also 
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simultaneously positioned within a patriarchal society that does not value “women’s work” or 

women’s contributions to work. This is understood to be a precarious positioning that led many 

of the participants to be vulnerable to exploitation. Responding to this precarity, three entre-

preneurial strategies were drawn on by the participants (i) (re)commit to the tourism industry, 

working on developing their own skills and business ideas; (ii) diversify business interests to 

have a “Plan B” in addition to tourism to safeguard against future crises; (iii) move away from 

tourism altogether, focusing instead on other less volatile sectors. These strategies highlight the 

multiplicity of entrepreneurial performance in the ways they both embody and transform the 

entrepreneurial norm – providing important policy insights regarding why women may choose 

to refocus their ambitions outside of tourism in response to crisis.

Similarly taking focus with the lived experience of crisis within a specific geographical setting, 

Filimonau et  al. (2022) article in the special issue examines how women entrepreneurs sustain 

their motivations to become entrepreneurs in destinations affected by the legacy of an anthro-

pogenic environmental disaster. They draw on Bourdieu’s model of practice to analyse the 

experiences of 28 women entrepreneurs in Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. Their study reveals 

insights into the necessity-based and extrinsic motivations of women entrepreneurs to start a 

business in a time of crisis. To respond to the crisis, women entrepreneurs use social capital, 

constructed through interactions with family, friends, policymakers, and employees, alongside 

local cultural traditions, to respond to risks posed by the crisis. Filimonau et  al.’s findings high-

light the importance of policymakers in facilitating opportunities for women entrepreneurs to 

build social capital, through organising workshops and inviting agents that might be otherwise 

difficult for women entrepreneurs to engage.

Turning to explore the entanglements between culture, entrepreneurial finance and policy, 

Lin et  al.’s (2023) inclusion in the special issue likewise provides insights into the factors that 

are essential for inclusive entrepreneurship. In assessing the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 

dataset, alongside other secondary datasets, and engaging with pecking order, information costs 

and lack-of-fit theories, their research brings attention to the ways that women entrepreneurs 

located in countries with high gender inequality are more likely to face higher information costs 

in preparing their entrepreneurial ventures. This is mainly due to the challenges of networking 

in male-dominated fields. As a result, it is identified that women entrepreneurs tend to network 

informally, and may find informal finance to be more accessible than formal finance. These 

findings extend and compliment the work of Deen et  al. , who similarly identify the challenges 

faced by women entrepreneurs in regard to finance, and associated bureaucracy. Recognising 

that finance is integral to business viability, we echo Deen et  al. call for governments and 

funding organisations to reconsider the ways through which financial assistance is granted.

More broadly, much of the data reported by the authors of the articles in this special issue 

were collected either before or during the Covid 19 pandemic. As such, the Covid 19 pandemic 

is a reoccurring point of focus, often discussed through the lens of entrepreneurial resilience. 

The findings thus provide a timely response to the call proposed by the UNWTO (2021) for 

tourism recovery policy to be gender-sensitive and geographically inclusive in the post-Covid era.

As a concept, entrepreneurial resilience is traditionally viewed as “bouncing back” to pre-existing 

conditions. Critical tourism scholars have cautioned that “bouncing back” narratives reinforce the 

prevailing growth model of tourism, which places immense social and environmental pressures 

on vulnerable landscapes. Alternatively, it has been suggested that “build forward better” consid-

erations might enable opportunity to deconstruct the structural inequalities that prevail within 

pre-existing capitalist growth models (Cole & Gympaki, 2021). The traditional “bouncing back” 

narrative has also been shown as less relevant under conditions of liminality – that is, conditions 

where existing systems (e.g., rules, norms, regulations, policies, and procedures) become ineffective, 

whilst new systems are not yet institutionalized; such is arguably the case “post” Covid 19 (John 

et  al., 2022).
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The articles in this special issue further engage with these ideas, in pointing to inefficiencies 

in existing institutional policies relating to tourism entrepreneurship experiences post-pandemic. 

In recognising both the gendered inefficiencies of existing policies, alongside the considerable 

contextual changes that occurred through the pandemic, it becomes imperative for future 

tourism research and social policy to engage an alternative view of resilience as a capacity for 

women entrepreneurs to achieve sustainability for their business in more heterogenous ways, 

rather than as something defined as returning to what was pre-pandemic. Such an alternative 

view of resilience will address the false dichotomy that women-owned businesses coped with 

Covid 19 by either “bouncing back” or “bouncing forward”. Rather, as this special issue has 

identified, instead of returning to the old ways of working (bouncing back), women entrepre-

neurs often opted for transformation (bouncing forward), or something else entirely (Maliva 

et  al., 2023). In this regard, social policy needs to remain attuned to (1) how entrepreneurial 

resilience of women entrepreneurs is conceptualised and differs between geographical contexts; 

(2) the complexity of sustainable business model archetypes that women can adopt to survive 

and thrive during and after a crisis; and (3) how policy support for women entrepreneurs can 

further enhance entrepreneurial resilience in times of crisis.

Kutlu and Ngoasong (2023) addition to the special issue likewise engages with the Covid 19 

crisis to bring attention to the ways policy places expectations on women entrepreneurs to 

fulfil political objectives, without sufficient governmental support. Taking focus with the context 

of Turkey, they note that the Turkish government has developed environmental legislation to 

encourage the sustainability practices of tourism entrepreneurs. They identify, however, that 

there is limited support and knowledge exchange in place to assist entrepreneurs to facilitate 

the policy. As is often the case, the tourism industry in Turkey is characterised as a women-intensive 

sector, with the dominance of entrepreneurship occurring in MSMEs. Thus, the Turkish govern-

ment has effectively produced a context whereby women entrepreneurs managing MSMEs are 

required to implement sustainability measures without support or knowledge of sustainability. 

The challenge in enacting this policy was further exacerbated by the Covid 19 pandemic – 

whereby women entrepreneurs were found to be more effected than men entrepreneurs. Kutlu 

and Ngoasong (2023) thus identify that the women entrepreneurs that they studied faced 

immense challenges in securing buy-in from environmentally focused suppliers and customers 

because they lacked the ability to comply with environmental legislation. The authors argue 

that if tourism is to be intersected with sustainability and environmental policy, stronger inte-

gration is required; whilst social policy needs to be designed in ways that is complimentary to 

both, such as through greater access to finance and the reduction of bottlenecks. More broadly, 

Kutlu and Ngoasong (2023) argue, gender aware, rather than gender equal or gender-neutral 

policy framings are required, to counter the structural and social inequalities experienced by 

women entrepreneurs in Turkey. “Gender equal” or “gender-neutral” policy framings, following 

Kutlu and Ngoasong (2023), tend to recognise the challenges women encounter in seeking to 

enact sustainability but are not effective in destabilising and/or transforming the subordinate 

positioning of women entrepreneurs. Gender aware policy framings, by contrast, seek to rectify 

the challenges facing women through positive action. An example of a “gender aware” policy 

would be investment in public infrastructure that holds relevance to women (e.g., funded nursery 

schools). However, policies need to move beyond being gender equal or gender aware to being 

gender transformative to engender wider and deeper impacts among women entrepreneurs.

Taking focus with 33 women entrepreneurs in Mexico and Ecuador, Khoo et  al. (2023) inclu-

sion in the special issue takes a different direction then the above articles in focusing on the 

digital competencies of women entrepreneurs. Their findings align with those of Kutlu and 

Ngoasong (2023), however, in highlighting the need for gender aware social policy that rectifies 

the structural and social inequalities encountered by women entrepreneurs within specific 

geographical contexts. The study reveals that women entrepreneurs are not given the conditions 

or resources in which to thrive, due to structural inequalities (e.g., lack of access to devices, 
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lack of post-training support) and social inequalities (e.g., caring responsibilities, economic access 

to training and gender stereotypes). Practical ways that targeted social policy interventions 

might respond to such inequalities are proposed, such as providing hardware and internet 

access, with specific attention given to those in rural areas and low incomes. Such practical 

solutions highlight that the use of social policy initiatives and interventions to support women 

entrepreneurs are very much in their infancy. Transformative policies containing clear targets, 

policy commitments and consultation mechanisms currently lacking will need to be developed 

and implemented.

Gender and social policy

Gendered inquiry of entrepreneurial policy is a surprising omission from tourism research 

(Figueroa-Domecq et  al. (2020). This omission is troubling for two reasons. First, promotion of 

tourism entrepreneurship is key to many contemporary neoliberal policy frameworks, with such 

promotion often unquestionably reemphasising prevailing and narrowly defined assumptions 

relating to the potentials of entrepreneurship to empower women. And second, it is troubling 

that inclusive policies are rarely actually evaluated for their effectiveness in terms of equality 

given that they are consistently called for within the conclusion sections of tourism entrepre-

neurship papers. There is thus a need for greater critical engagement with the creation, imple-

mentation, and effectiveness of policy and governance in relation to the gendered dimensions 

of tourism entrepreneurship.

Recent studies that have taken focus with gender and social policy in the context of tourism 

include Tucker’s (2022) critical examination of the gendered nature of sustainability in the 

Cappadocia region in Turkey, where focus is with the significant but oft contradictory effects 

of national level political, economic, and social policy reforms on social change and quest for 

sustainability at the local level. Relatedly, Baum et  al. (2016) thematic review noted the limited 

effects and/or failure of policies to bring about change in the sector, especially in relation to 

workforce considerations and gender related issues. This is broadly due to continuous under-

lying societal and cultural expectations on the role of women. Tucker’s (2022) and Baum et  al. 

(2016) research in this area highlight the limitations in well-established top-down approaches 

in understanding the gendered nature of sustainability in relation to women’s empowerment 

and equality/equity, workforce considerations and underlying societal and cultural expectations 

on the role of women. There work thus unites in highlighting the need for greater recognition 

of the ways policies are encountered through the entrepreneurial journey at the grassroots level.

A set of articles in this special issue have, in response, sought to turn focus to the voices 

of women entrepreneurs and the ways that governance and policy play out through the 

local scale. For example, both Ditta-Apichai et  al.’s (2023) and Johnson and Mehta (2022) 

contributions to the special issue examine the ways through which digital spaces offer 

women entrepreneurs opportunity to create bottom-up networks, despite gendered struc-

tural inequalities embedded within policy and governance. Johnson and Mehta (2022) 

contribution to the special issue uses Ostrom’s (1990) institutional analysis and development 

framework to analyse 27 interviews with women entrepreneur members of a partnership 

between Airbnb and Self-Employed Women’s Association in India. The authors outline the 

core components of a physical-digital collaboration model for women’s tourism entrepre-

neurship that aims to facilitate spaces of collaboration. In doing so, their study seeks to 

deconstruct policy and governance conceptualisations of digital platforms as being solely 

geared towards market-based dynamics, such as individual goals of productivity and 

competition.

Whilst Ditta-Apichai et  al. (2023) examine the use of Facebook by Thai women entrepreneurs 

through a netnographic approach, illustrating how the women entrepreneurs appropriated 
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Facebook in innovative ways to create supportive communities that fostered entrepreneurial 

activities. Through this discussion, it is suggested that women entrepreneurs are not the helpless 

and passive subjects’ policy makers tend to portray them as, with women entrepreneurs requiring 

more than one-way training and mentoring schemes that are often the central focus of policy 

support. These articles seek to rectify the invisibility, or at best peripheral positioning, of women 

entrepreneurs within policy and governance spaces, and build on existing literature that com-

plicates constructed divisions between domestic, economic, and political domains (Hillenkamp 

& Lucas dos Santos, 2019).

Both articles also explore how digital space is in some ways distinct from specific place-based 

contexts. This creates a perception for some that there is a difference in their gendered posi-

tioning, specifically in relation to women’s status as entrepreneurs and claims to entrepreneurship 

(Marlow & McAdam, 2015). At the same time, however, both papers remain alert to the ways 

offline inequalities continue to be (re)produced in the online environment (Dy et  al., 2016; 

Marlow & McAdam, 2015), as well as recognition that digital spaces produce their own gendered 

inequalities. For example, women are less likely to own a smartphone and have access to the 

internet, when compared to men – reducing the ability of women entrepreneurs to engage 

with digital space to the same extent as men entrepreneurs (Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation & Development, 2018).

Moving beyond the digital space, yet remaining focused with exploring policy encounters 

at the grassroots level, Santafe-Troncoso and Tanguila-Andy (2023) article in the special issue 

uncovers how indigenous women in the Amazonia region of Ecuador have long remained 

invisible in the regional governance of tourism. This invisibility is attributed to the lack of con-

sideration of gender, age and ethnicity within tourism policy and governance. Nevertheless, the 

women participants have mobilised themselves towards more visible and influential roles through 

the development of associative and community led platforms; ultimately leading to positive 

changes in relation to sustainability and justice outside of formal policy discourse and practice. 

Similarly bringing attention to the voices of women entrepreneurs at the grassroots level, 

Lindvert et  al.’s (2022) contribution to this special issue examines how women-owned businesses 

in Nazareth, Israel have served as central to the informal, bottom-up effort to revitalise the 

city’s historic district. They detail how women entrepreneurs were in a unique position to 

develop local businesses, given their association with traditional handicraft and venues that 

offer “authentic” and in demand touristic services. Such successes are contrasted with the failures 

of previous top-down policies within Nazareth, which tended to primarily focus on the cosmetic 

aspects of the historic district. Lindvert et  al.’s (2022) argue that policy needs to remain rooted 

in community-based approaches, and caution against research contributions that promote uni-

versalised policy implications, rather than locally grounded, context specific approaches.

The articles in this special issue are not the first to identify the lack of gender aware or 

gender transformative social policies and actions in national tourism policies. Most tourism 

policies and strategies have been found to be gender unequal, blind, or neutral and at best 

gender aware and responsive instead of being gender transformative (UNWTO, 2023). As Ferguson 

and Alarcón (2015) note, this situation is mainly due to consideration of gender as an add-on 

and isolated component rather than integral to tourism policy development. Moreover, Je et  al. 

(2022) systematic literature review notes the challenges faced by organisations in engaging with 

gender research within organisations and effectively translating research findings into imple-

mentable organisational policies and strategies with leadership buy-in. For example, Je et  al. 

(2022) identified that whilst several organisations had successfully integrated gender equality 

best practice into organisational policy, associated actions and measurable progress was lacking 

given the absence of regulation by either governments or leading inter-governmental organi-

sations. Quintana-García et  al. (2018) observed that social change can only be effectively realised 

if tourism organisations introduce gender aware and transformative positive discrimination, 

inclusion and diversity policies and programmes, which actively place women in top 
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management teams enabling their voices and opinions to be heard and considered in formu-

lating and translating policies into actionable programmes. In practice this is a challenging task; 

manager hiring beliefs regarding women are highly influential – with beliefs that position women 

as less hard working, for example, inhibiting gender equality/equity progress despite the intro-

duction of gender aware organisational policies (Elhoushy et  al., 2023). Attending to the voices 

of entrepreneurs at the grassroots level, as the articles in this special issue have sought to do, 

thus remains imperative to identifying the ways through which considerations of gender might 

be more effectively embedded within policy and governance practices.

Social policy and entrepreneurship

The final set of articles in our special issue take specific focus with policy, and the ways through 

which entrepreneurs are enabled or disenabled through policy and governance structures. There 

is limited research in this area, although there are some notable exceptions. Walmsley (2018), 

for example, analyses the intricacies and dangers inherent in developing tourism entrepreneur-

ship policies. Using the case of South Africa, Walmsley (2018) shares insight into how social 

and economic motivations are the main drivers for the formulation of policies and initiatives 

to foster job creation through stimulating tourism entrepreneurship and supporting small busi-

nesses. In taking focus with tourism social entrepreneurship, Dredge (2017) highlights the 

important role of governments in creating enabling institutional environments, and importantly 

designing supportive policies, to promote tourism that is inclusive and sustainable. Briar-Lawson 

et  al.’s (2020) edited collection on “Social Entrepreneurship and Enterprises in Economic and 

Social Development”, further offers a theoretical perspective around social entrepreneurship that 

illustrates how enterprises can embed social and economic development missions in their 

strategy and operational activities. They argue that the pursuit of a dual-mission that strives to 

achieve both financial sustainability and social good are especially path-breaking approaches 

to delivering the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Crucially, however, the chapters in 

Briar-Lawson et  al. (2020) edited collection bring caution to the extent to which fostering social 

enterprises is the panacea to addressing human needs when government investments are 

required in social welfare, social protections, and ecosystem supports.

Wilson and Chambers (2023) introduce further caution to the potential of entrepreneurship 

to address sustainable development, in arguing that research has not fully exposed and dis-

mantled historic and structural inequalities, human right abuses, and injustices encountered 

within the tourism industry. Kalisch and Cole (2022) have similar concerns in their reminder 

that tourism is part of the capitalist system, and whilst patriarchy, colonialism and capitalism 

have all be explored in tourism – attention is needed in the ways these areas intersect to 

produce structures of oppression and injustice within tourism encounters. For this reason, whilst 

research in this area aspires to a different, empowered, loving, and more equitable and inclusive 

tourism sector, “how” social policy leads to gender equality in tourism entrepreneurship is not 

really known, despite consistent calls that social policy, as well as socially inclusive approaches 

more broadly, is key. Overall, this literature is valuable in noting the importance of an enabling 

institutional environment and favourable tourism policies in promoting diverse performances 

of tourism entrepreneurship, however, there remains a need for critical analysis concerning the 

ways gendered structural inequalities are embedded within, and reproduced through, specific 

policies.

Seeking to rectify this gap, Williams et  al.’s (2023) contribution to the special issue engages 

with a critical embodied perspective to interrogate the ways gendered assumptions within 

Welsh policy reproduce and sustain particular entrepreneurial bodies. In particular, the paper 

identifies how the masculine entrepreneurial body is reproduced and unchallenged within policy 

through the construction of entrepreneurs as agentic, active, and able, and capable of being 
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trained, controlled, and regulated. This is despite the ever-growing literature that seeks to 

challenge western-framed assumptions and bring attention to modes of bodily difference. Freund 

et  al.’s (2023) contribution to this special issue reveals the consequences in rendering gender 

invisible within tourism policy and governance. Examining the entrepreneurial ecosystem in 

Barcelona through semi-structured interviews with women entrepreneurs and key figures, the 

data reveals how implicit biases support the performance and success of masculine entrepre-

neurial performance – and as a result, higher expectations were found to be placed on women 

entrepreneurs. This was particularly evident in areas where women were perceived as weaker; 

for example, in securing formal finance.

Figueroa-Domecq et  al.’s (2022) article within the special issue similarly seeks to deconstruct 

the ways that gendered inequalities are embedded within, and reproduced through, policy. The 

authors analysed 996 applications retrieved from Spain’s Emprendetur funding scheme (2012–

2016), through a feminist political economy approach. The analysis identified that women were 

not only less likely to apply to the funding scheme but were also less successful when they 

did apply. The reason for this being the prioritisation of innovation within the funding call – an 

area of tourism entrepreneurship more likely to attract men, whilst at the same time, men led 

businesses are more likely to be perceived as innovative. It is argued that the persistent prior-

itisation of innovation ensures gendered inequalities become reproduced, rather than reduced, 

through policy. The authors conclude by arguing that gendered entrepreneurial outcomes will 

prevail within the tourism industry until greater attention is given to the broader structural 

barriers embedded and reproduced through policy.

Tying the knot and setting a research agenda

In this section, we outline the key contributions of the special issue, whilst setting an agenda 

for further research. In reviewing the papers, two important currents emerged that facilitate a 

link to all the papers, and we suggest requiring more attention in future research – ”physical 

and digital (phygital) structural inequalities” and “gendered entrepreneurial resilience”. Before 

moving to discuss each in turn, it is useful to first explain how we are engaging with the term 

“phygital”. The term “phygital” is gaining traction within entrepreneurship literature, to capture 

the continuum of physical/offline and digital/online spaces arising from the increasing promi-

nence of digital technologies in everyday life (Parth et  al., 2023). As discussed above, various 

online spaces may be viewed by entrepreneurs as somewhat separate from the inequalities 

produced offline, whilst, at the same time, the gendered inequalities experienced by entrepre-

neurs in physical spaces continue to be reproduced in the online environment (Dy et  al., 2016). 

Thus, we use phygital to recognise both the consistent and different ways that physical spaces 

and virtual spaces (the internet) can be gender biased contexts that (re)produce institutionalised 

prejudices regarding assessments of the legitimacy of (women) entrepreneurs and their 

businesses.

Inequalities across the phygital spectrum

The collection of articles in this special issue contribute to the literature on the causes and 

consequences of inequalities for entrepreneurs that manifests across the phygital spectrum. In 

constructing meaningful social policy, it is crucial to understand such inequalities and how they 

unfold in specific spatial contexts both online and offline. More specifically, the special issue 

article by Williams et  al. (2023) underscores the need for further research to understand how 

gendered bodies are constructed through entrepreneurship policy in place specific contexts. A 

view reflected in the special issue article by Freund et  al. (2023), which likewise points to the 

need for research that explores how the gendered body is (re)produced within entrepreneurial 
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ecosystems – in recognition that the prevailing association of entrepreneurship as masculine 

affects the legitimacy of women entrepreneurs (Dy et  al., 2016; Marlow & McAdam, 2015). 

Moreover, recognition of how pandemics and other crises exacerbate economic and gender 

inequalities and widens gender gaps in unemployment (cf. Brzezinski, 2021; Furceri et  al., 2020) 

across different sectors including tourism (c.f. Novelli et  al., 2018; Seyfi et  al., 2022) is a crucial 

consideration when formulating social policy. Given the likelihood of future pandemics and 

taking into consideration the global nature, severity, and duration of the Covid 19 pandemic, 

future research should investigate the extent to which long-running pandemics impact tourism 

entrepreneurship, and the ways through which such impacts unevenly disrupt gendered entre-

preneurial performances within place-based contexts.

Furthermore, the special issue article by Khoo et  al. (2023) begins to signal what new research 

may be needed to better understand the digital disparities among entrepreneurs, taking gender 

into consideration, alongside age, social class, culture, and urban-rural gaps. They highlight how 

gender is a key variable in terms of accessibility to both online and physical spaces – a par-

ticular concern for tourism entrepreneurs, given the industry’s reliance on reaching markets in 

various geographical settings. As online access and competency becomes increasingly imperative 

to entrepreneurial performance, innovation, and sustainability (George et  al., 2021), such spatial 

divides need to be accounted for in social policy.

Further insights are also required regarding how gendered inequalities are reproduced through 

a lack of quality data. Three articles in this special issue contribute to our understanding of the 

consequences of a lack of high-quality data in sustaining gender inequality in tourism entre-

preneurship. The special issue article by Lin et  al. (2022), for example, suggests that financing 

decision variables are binary when considering well respected datasets, such as Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor. To enhance the potential of social policy, they call on tourism research-

ers to produce open access, digitised datasets to enhance accessibility, as well as prioritise more 

recent datasets, and complement binary variables with qualitative business analyses of cultural 

influences. Along similar lines, Figueroa-Domecq et  al. (2022) assessment of “successful” business 

plans submitted to funding schemes shed light on the need for more longitudinal studies. This 

is a crucial concern given the ways data is used to make decisions about what women entre-

preneurs need and how those needs should be provided. As such, Lindvert et  al. (2022) in this 

special issue, call for a more systematic approach to research and dissemination, to more 

effectively articulate the initiatives that have successfully supported women entrepreneurs in 

tourism destinations and available cost-effective opportunities where their skills can be con-

stantly developed. This could be through creating open access repositories, short off and online 

training courses, seminars, webinars, and other learning resources as is currently done by the 

UNWTO and its partners (UNWTO, n.d.). Shifting to high quality, open access, digital datasets, 

that facilitate both longitudinal insights and place specific nuances, is thus needed to enhance 

not only the capacity and performance of the women entrepreneurs but also the rigour and 

applicability of research findings for social policy.

Beyond bouncing back: entrepreneurial resilience and sustainable business models

As discussed above, much of the data reported by the authors of the articles in this special 

issue were collected either before or during the Covid 19 pandemic. Thus, the findings provide 

valuable insights into the concepts of entrepreneurial resilience and the sustainability of entre-

preneurial business models. For instance, three special issue articles taken together, uncover 

strategies used by women entrepreneurs to respond to Covid 19 (Maliva et  al., 2023), including 

using their experiences of responding to previous environmental disasters (Filimonau et  al., 

2022). Through this research, this special issue contributes to the entrepreneurship literature 

discussing how tourism entrepreneurs build their entrepreneurial resilience (Welter et  al., 2018). 
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Following Welter et  al. (2018) and  Kimbu and Ngoasong (2016), entrepreneurial resilience is 

used here to refer to the capacity (mindset, attitude, behaviours, skills, and resourcefulness) of 

entrepreneurs to respond to the vulnerabilities associated with being exposed to a crisis.

All the articles in this special issue point to inefficiencies in existing institutional policies 

relating to the gendered dimensions of tourism entrepreneurship within the context of a “post” 

pandemic tourism industry. As the special issue article by Maliva et  al. (2023) identified, women 

entrepreneurs did not simply “bounce back” or “bounce forward”. Rather, instead of aiming to 

return to the old ways of working (bouncing back), women entrepreneurs opted for transfor-

mation (bouncing forward), and a range of other variations that were not captured by existing 

policy. The suggestions for change that emerged from the papers in this special issue suggest 

that the heterogenous ways women entrepreneurs respond to pandemics and perform resilience 

can facilitate more productive insights and enhance support structures that will likely be required 

when dealing with similar crises in future. In terms of productive insights, this special issue has 

unpacked diverse strategies that women entrepreneurs deploy to bounce forward, such as 

actively seeking support and finding ways to respond to crises (Maliva et  al., 2023) and devel-

oping sustainable business models that enable them to overcome day-to-day business challenges 

(Kutlu & Ngoasong, 2023).

Conclusion

This special issue was motivated by the crucial role social policy undertakes in (de)constructing 

gendered barriers to tourism entrepreneurship, alongside the identified marginalised positioning 

of social policy within the tourism entrepreneurship literature. As co-editors, we were also 

motivated by the need to create networks and pathways for knowledge exchange between 

stakeholders that consolidate existing, and drive new, interdisciplinary research in gender, 

entrepreneurship, and social policy. Though policy discourse identifies the potential of entre-

preneurship to lead to equality/equity and suggests that increasing gender awareness can 

improve social policy, research that intersects these three areas has, to date, been fragmented 

and scattered.

The collection of articles in this special issue offers insights into the ways that entrepreneurs 

are directly contributing to economic growth and social prosperity, where their businesses create 

jobs and even bring life back to historic sites. The majority of businesses studied in the articles 

in this special issue are mainly micro, small and medium sized businesses (MSMEs) that tend 

not to employ many people – in consequence such businesses are less favoured in policy 

contexts, where there is rather a preference to support forms of entrepreneurship perceived to 

generate high economic returns and high levels of employment. However, the overall impact 

in bringing attention to these MSMEs is the creation of previously unrealized opportunities for 

meaningful work in the visitor economy, even in the face of crises. Whilst in centring here with 

social policy, we can begin to understand their critical role and contribution to social and 

economic growth within communities, and the need for governments to make them (and their 

owners) more resilient through the adoption and targeted implementation of gender transfor-

mative (instead of gender neutral and gender aware) policies and governance structures. Such 

interventions will contribute to speed up the (de)construction of extant gendered inequalities 

embedded within tourism entrepreneurship, by removing structural barriers, creating more 

opportunities for inclusive and sustainable business growth and empowerment of these mar-

ginalised populations.

At a micro and meso level, the collection of articles in this special issue all point to the 

importance of developing and effectively implementing social policies that provide entrepreneurs 

with optimum conditions and resources to thrive in the face of structural inequalities. An 

example is to enable digital competencies for business visibility, self-empowerment, and financial 
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independence. To address the digital divide, the design and delivery of gender-inclusive digital 

competency training for women entrepreneurs in tourism is crucial – yet as the special issues 

articles have hoped to highlight, what is perhaps more imperative at the present time is the 

ongoing evaluation and monitoring of such programmes to ensure their effectiveness for entre-

preneurs of all genders within specific place-based contexts (e.g., Johnson & Mehta, 2022; Kimbu 

et  al., 2019).

At a macro level, there are implications from this special issue regarding the focus taken 

within the economic and social policies of governments. Rather than focus on increasing the 

number of women entrepreneurs in the tourism sector, policy makers must rather listen to 

the voices of entrepreneurs of all genders. The collection of articles in this special issue sug-

gests the need for a gender lens approach within social policy, that recognises place-based 

specificities to avoid a repeat of well-established top-down approaches. A gender lens approach 

constitutes a concrete solution for change because it emphasises active policies that address 

gendered challenges that women face in three areas: (i) direct investments in women-owned 

businesses; (ii) incentivised access to products and services for women; and (iii) implementing 

measures to enhance representation and progression of women at different career levels 

(Ngoasong, 2023). Examples of specific solutions offered in this special issue include increasing 

the transparency of financing processes for women entrepreneurs (Lin et  al., 2022) and devel-

oping women’s agency to respond, rather than give up on tourism entrepreneurship (Maliva 

et  al., 2023). Across the papers in this special issue, it is also clear that policies should actively 

address the public infrastructure needs that are relevant to women, such as funded nursery 

schools, sanitary facilities, safe public transportation and internet and reproductive health 

support.

In summary, in this special issue, we collected and organized conceptually rich and empir-

ically robust investigations into the multiple points of interaction among gender, entrepre-

neurship and social policy. This collection is an important step in integrating such research 

and further exploring their dynamic interaction in different tourism contexts and destinations. 

Our collection of studies seeks to inspire colleagues to join the community of researchers to 

improve our understanding of sustainable tourism at this intersection. Furthermore, the articles 

in this special issue examine gender as a binary construct (man/woman), with limited con-

sideration of gender as socially constructed with different categories and the consequent 

implications of this for tourism entrepreneurship and social policy. As such there remains 

significant research that is yet to be undertaken in this area. We hope that the future direc-

tions we have proposed will serve as useful starters for interested researchers.
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