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ABSTRACT

Drawing on the literature that examines business models, feminist ethics 
of care and social policy, this article develops a theoretical framework for 
uncovering gender influences on sustainable business models by women 
entrepreneurs in a highly patriarchal and established tourism destination. 
Gender influences are socially embedded drivers that inform how women 
entrepreneurs create and operate sustainable business model archetypes 
and manifest as doing gender (accepting and complying with gendered 
perceptions) and redoing gender (resisting gendered perceptions by 
displaying masculine traits or taking advantage of their femineity) in 
the business realm. Empirically, the article provides a qualitative analysis 
of in-depth interviews with women owner-managers of fourteen small 
tourism firms in Turkey. The study provides evidence of gender influences 
that materialise as gendered perceptions of identity, role expectations and 
legislative practices (regulative). The managerial and social policy impli-
cations that encourage and support women entrepreneurs in pursuing 
sustainable business models are critically examined.

Introduction

This study shows that women entrepreneurs who create sustainable business models and require 
gender-aware policy and practical support to enable them to overcome gendered biases in 
sustainable tourism development. A business model describes how a firm creates, operates and 
captures value for its key stakeholders (customers, resource providers, employees) and can be 
is a source of innovation and competitive advantage for entrepreneur owner-managers (Manolova 
et  al., 2020). We specifically focus on how gender influences the characteristics of the sustainable 
business models of women-owned tourism businesses. Due to patriarchal values and the role 
of women in the family, women face challenges such as access to finance and networking 
opportunities; entrepreneurship is perceived as a masculine role (Eraydın & Türkün-Erendil, 2002; 
Swail & Marlow, 2018). In a recent commentary, Manolova et  al. (2020) argue that the devel-
opment of business models can only be fully understood by taking into consideration both the 
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economic and social structures in which women-owned businesses operate and the gender 
issues they encounter in pursuing business opportunities.

We see a research gap regarding the incorporation of gender in the study of sustainable 
business models. Specifically, we seek to contribute to the sustainable tourism literature regard-
ing how women entrepreneurs develop sustainable business models by responding to 
context-specific gender factors in the tourism industry. Studies linking entrepreneurship and 
sustainability have used green entrepreneurship, environmental entrepreneurship and sustainable 
entrepreneurship, sometimes interchangeably, reflecting various forms of sustainability (Gast 
et  al., 2017). An example is tourism businesses that target green certifications from regulators 
as evidence of their sustainability practices (Dunk et  al., 2016). In terms of gender, women 
entrepreneurs are seen as typically undertaking business activities associated with the tourism 
sector (e.g. offering cleaning, catering and childcare services; making and selling products such 
as bread or cheese), while men are often associated with performing manufacturing activities 
(Pettersson & Heldt Cassel, 2014; Cicek et  al., 2017). Vatansever and Arun (2016) speculate that 
female entrepreneurs and male entrepreneurs differ in how they practice green entrepreneurship. 
Review studies have found that feminine entrepreneurial characteristics, such as ethics of care 
and ethically oriented decisions, are more frequently attributed to women than to men 
(Hechavarria, 2016; outsios & farooqi, 2017). Women entrepreneurs are known to define strat-
egies that ensure their business activities will create positive benefits for society, achieve com-
mercial goals and serve defined community needs around tourism (Kimbu & Ngoasong, 2016).

understanding the gendered influences on sustainable business models also matters for the attain-
ment of gender equality in patriarchal or male-dominated tourism destinations. We use the word 
patriarchal to refer to destinations that have social structures and practices in which men govern 
and are perceived as oppressing and exploiting women (beechey, 1979; Walby, 1989). for instance, 
evidence on Turkey (Sarigil & Sarigil, 2021) reveals societal perceptions where women should not be 
outside of the home; they are expected to stay at home to take care of housework (Maden, 2015). 
Studies on other developing countries, such as Cameroon (Ngoasong & Kimbu, 2019) and lebanon 
(Tlaiss & Kauser, 2019) also reveal how societal perceptions and attitudes towards entrepreneurs 
are biased in favour of men, creating a struggle for women-owned businesses to gain legitimacy. 
Knowledge of gendered influences can inform policy practices towards achieving both long-term, 
social and environmental sustainability (bocken et  al., 2014) and the united Nation’s Sustainable 
Development Goal 5, which aims to achieve gender equality by empowering all women and girls. 
This article, therefore, addresses the following research question: What are the characteristics of 
sustainable business models for small tourism businesses? How does gender influence the devel-
opment of sustainable business models by women entrepreneurs?

In addressing the above questions, this study contributes to the tourism literature on how 
women entrepreneurs do gender (Pettersson & Heldt Cassel, 2014) by reconceptualising gender 
influences at the intersection of sustainable business model archetypes (bocken et  al., 2014; 
uslu et  al., 2015) and ethics of care and gender role socialisation theory (Chodorow, 1971; 
Gillian, 1982). We derive a theoretical framework for understanding gender influences on the 
development of sustainable business models by women entrepreneurs in a highly patriarchal 
and established tourism destination. We argue that gender influences are gendered perceptions 
of identity, role expectations and legislative practices (regulative) that are socially embedded 
drivers informing the entry choices and post-entry strategic decisions of women entrepreneurs 
about the types of sustainable business models to pursue. We develop this theoretical argument 
by investigating the circumstances under which gender influences result in either acceptance 
(compliance), ignore/challenge (defiance) of identity, expectation and regulation in women 
entrepreneurs’ decision-making about their choice of sustainable business model archetypes.

This study also contributes to the tourism literature by uncovering how doing and redoing 
gender (Maden, 2015; Pettersson & Heldt Cassel, 2014) constitute gender-aware entrepreneurial 
responses used by women entrepreneurs to respond to perceived gendered challenges in the 
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pursuance of sustainable business models. Vatansever and Arun (2016) recommend that strength-
ening the role of women in sustainable development requires further study. We complement 
the limited existing studies that link entrepreneurship to the environment in Turkey (uslu et  al., 
2015) by providing a qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews with women owner-managers 
of small tourism businesses in Turkey. Turkey is a suitable research context because of the large 
proportion of women entrepreneurs that operate in tourism (Maden, 2015) and because unsub-
stantiated claims allude to women entrepreneurs being more sustainability-oriented rather than 
economically-oriented.

Tourism is one of Turkey’s most dynamic and fastest-growing economic sectors (oECD, 
2020) with 45.8 million international tourists and 126.4 million domestic trips in 2018. In that 
year, tourism accounted for 7.7% of total employment (2.2 million people) and 3.8% of GDP. 
The gender gap in TEA (Total Entrepreneurial Activity) is reported as much as 60% in Turkey 
(GEM, 2021). furthermore, according to Women’s financial Inclusion Data (WfID, 2022), only 
9% of Turkish SMEs are women owned/-led. According to the Tourism Strategy of Turkey 2023, 
achieving sustainability in the tourism sector requires providing entrepreneurship support to 
women (Ministry of Culture & Tourism, 2020). Moreover, almost all sustainable tourism proj-
ects in Turkey claim to integrate the united Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5 (gender 
equality) (Guzeloglu & Gulc, 2021).

Recent studies indicate that women-led businesses may have been disproportionately affected 
by the CoVID-19 pandemic, with the result that some of the progress previously made towards 
encouraging women’s entrepreneurship may have been jeopardized (GEM 2021; Manolova et  al., 
2020). Women entrepreneurs are seen as more excluded from entrepreneurship, compared to 
men (oECD, 2022). understanding their lived experiences as individuals is a useful starting point 
when considering the structural interventions necessary to support them at the social policy 
level (Minnaert et  al., 2009). The policy discourse of exclusion reveals a “gendered” argument 
that it is socially desirable for women as mothers or housewives to be less engaged in entre-
preneurship. Critiques of this gendered argument see it as a cause rather than a result of 
exclusionary policies (Ahl & Nelson, 2015; Kimbu et  al., 2019; Minnaert et  al., 2009; oECD, 2021). 
Supportive social policies enhance the role of women entrepreneurs in sustainable development 
(Kim & bramwell, 2019). In the next section, we provide a literature review and a description 
of the research method. This is followed by the study’s findings, and we offer a discussion and 
conclusions to finish.

Understanding gender influences on sustainable business models in tourism

The research of boons et  al. (2013) argues that sustainable development requires radical and 
systematic efforts. This means that sustainability issues should be incorporated into any new 
model at an early stage; sometimes, even before launching the new business. bocken et  al. 
(2014), provide a framework that can be used to determine whether or not an existing enterprise 
has a sustainable business model and, if so, the characteristics of the sustainable business model. 
In their research, bocken et  al. (2014, p.48), describe sustainable business model archetypes as 
“groupings of mechanisms and solutions that may contribute to building up the business model 
for sustainability.” The groupings they describe are: technological, social and organisational. In 
technological groupings, the focus is on three objectives: to maximise material and energy 
efficiency; to create value from “waste”; and to substitute waste-generating production with 
renewables and natural processes. In social groups, the focus is again on three key objectives: 
to deliver functionality rather than ownership (provide services that satisfy users’ needs without 
having to own the physical product); to adopt a stewardship role (proactively engage with all 
stakeholders to ensure their long-term health and well-being); and to encourage sufficiency. 
finally, in organisational groups, a key focus is for entrepreneurs to re-purpose the business 
for societal/environment impact as well as develop scale-up solutions to maximise the impacts.
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our aim here is to complement these studies by integrating and linking the sustainable 
business model (bocken et  al., 2014) with a gender perspective (leu, Eriksson & Müller, 2018) 
to uncover how women entrepreneurs actively mobilise resources from wherever possible to 
create and operate businesses that contribute to sustainable development (figueroa-Domecq 
et  al., 2020; Yachin & Ioannides, 2020). As owner-managers of small tourism firms, women 
entrepreneurs can use their businesses to facilitate sustainable development, for example 
through engaging with their spatial environment to design tourism products that display 
technological and social components of a business model. being embedded within their local 
communities also provides opportunities to be part of community-based collective mobilisation 
(Jørgensen et  al., 2021) that enhance their capacity to create private for-profit models (Zhang 
& Zhang, 2018) through which their small tourism firms can contribute to sustainable 
development.

The gender perspective (leu, Eriksson & Müller, 2018) that we adopt integrates the theo-
retical constructs of (i) ethics of care (Gillian, 1982; Held, 2014), and (ii) gender role socialisation 
(Chodorow, 1971), both of which emphasise the importance of identity and roles as under-
pinning the traditional female and male stereotypes viewed in the decision processes of 
entrepreneurs (Gillian, 1982). An integrative theoretical construct reflects social constructionist 
feminism in which the term gender is socially constructed for exploring the experiences of 
women entrepreneurs. Gender perceptions of identity and roles are useful for uncovering 
gender influences on sustainable business models while highlighting the social construction 
of gender through a series of individual acts and daily interactions with others (Diaz-Garcia & 
Welter, 2013).

Since gender is constructed through daily interactions, researchers can also elaborate on 
gender-neutral contexts we suggest that ethics of care theory provides a framework for uncov-
ering women’s acts, as individuals, and their daily interactions with others when explore and 
implement a sustainable business model. Care is defined here as a relational process whereby 
someone does the caring and there is someone, or something, being cared for (Noddings, 1984). 
female and male entrepreneurs can practice ethics of care in their sustainability-related activities 
where owners/managers are seen as behaving relational when they demonstrate care for society 
and the environment (Hawk, 2011). Ethics of care is not only relational but also rational since 
it allows entrepreneurs to make logical decisions for the financial benefit of their businesses 
(fors & lennerfors, 2019). for example, creating value from waste by practising ethics of care 
can protect nature (relational) but also reduce cost savings (rational). An example like this, is 
evidence that humans are not only rational but also relational in their sustainability practices 
(fors & lennerfors, 2019).

In organisations, male/female gender, sexuality and bodies can be classified into two groups: 
men are more likely to follow organisational rules, arrangements and assumptions, while women 
are assumed to be unable to do so, due to family and reproductive obligations (Noddings, 
1984). Such a gender analysis of sustainable business models, in relation to ethics of care, might 
reveal potential challenges, and/or opportunities, for improving gender equality while creating 
business opportunities (Pla-Julian & Guevara, 2019). The tourism social entrepreneurship literature 
reveals that although women entrepreneurs are driven by financial needs, their societal impact 
aspirations reflect their caring responsibilities and their motivation to serve defined community 
needs around tourism (Kimbu & Ngoasong, 2016).

As the above discussion reflects, there is a growing number of studies that acknowledge 
the intersection of gender factors, entrepreneurial responses and sustainability (braun, 2010; 
figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2020; Hechavarria 2016; outsios & farooqi, 2017; Vatansever & Arun, 
2016). These studies reveal that gender influences can be uncovered by focusing on: (i) identity, 
as shaping women entrepreneurs’ choices and risk/results orientations; (ii) gender roles within 
a family (mum, dad, husband, wife, housewife, etc.), as shaping women’s entrepreneurial 
behaviours in terms of their choices of type of sustainable business model archetype to pursue; 
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(iii) extended gender roles (societal), as evidenced in society’s perceptions about men versus 
women, which can affect women’s confidence and legitimacy in pursuing sustainability-oriented 
entrepreneurship; and (iv) gender characteristics, such as reproductive health challenges that 
pose risks for women versus men in balancing the pursuit of business and life choices around 
childcare. We see gender influences as crystallising around entrepreneurial choices (those made 
by entrepreneurs during business formulation and execution) and entrepreneurial behaviours, 
both of which are reflected in women’s entrepreneurial journeys through sustainable tourism 
(figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2020).

In summary, addressing the question of how gender influences the characteristics of sus-
tainable business models developed by women entrepreneurs in an established tourism desti-
nation requires three interlinked investigations. first, we identify the sustainable business model 
archetypes in terms of technological, social and organisational from analysing women-owned 
businesses. Second, we examine how gender factors (identity, roles and characteristics) constitute 
opportunities, risks or challenges for women in pursuing their desired sustainable business 
model archetypes. Third, we unpack the gender influences that enable sustainable business 
models for women entrepreneurs and show how these provide opportunities for social policy 
interventions that address persistent biases facing women entrepreneurs to contribute to sus-
tainable development.

Thams et  al. (2018) suggest that as progressive, national policies become institutionalised 
and accepted, there will be more opportunities for women to attain directorships. Social policy 
implications matter because, despite global recognition that women are in a disadvantaged 
position compared to men, governmental policies continue to position women entrepreneurs 
in a gender-neutral manner in both developed (Ahl & Nelson, 2015; Noddings, 1984) and devel-
oping countries (Kimbu et  al., 2019). Samad and Alharthi (2022) illustrate the importance of 
social policies on women’s entrepreneurship in sustainable tourism by focusing on how women’s 
work is perceived. They suggest that the tourism sector should assure that women receive 
support from the community and from their families by reducing conflicts that involve cultural 
norms, such as certain jobs in tourism being more appropriate for women.

Another perspective on sustainability suggests that rather than treating social policies 
in tourism (Minnaert et  al., 2009) as being separate from environmental policies, there 
should be important linkages made with other sectors to ensure complementary benefits 
for sustainable tourism development (Kim & bramwell, 2019; Kimbu et  al., 2019). Alarcón 
and Cole (2019), Eger et  al. (2022) and ferguson & Alarcón (2015) all claim that sustainable 
tourism, SDG 5 gender equality and other sustainable development goals are intercon-
nected. They argue that there is no sustainability in tourism without gender equality. for 
instance, uN Women (2018a, 2018b) reports that women are 14 times more likely to die 
in a disaster than men, therefore, in planning, policymaking and implementing tourism, 
especially in relation to climate change resilience, women’s voices are essential. This exam-
ple clearly demonstrates the relation between SDG 13 (“Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts”), SDG 5 (“Achieve gender equality and empower all women 
and girls”) and sustainable tourism. Some of the important complementarities are high-
lighted as part of our empirical analysis, alongside the primary focus on gender influences 
on sustainable business model archetypes.

Methods

Research setting and design

This study seeks theory development from in-depth and context‐relevant case studies (Miles 
et  al., 2014) of women-owned, sustainable business models in an established tourism destina-
tion. our chosen established destination is Turkey, where tourism is one of the fastest-growing 
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economic sectors. Alongside Mexico, Italy and Greece, Turkey is an established destination 
where less than 50% of women are in work and where policy interventions can significantly 
address this disadvantage by increasing women’s participation in sustainable development 
through business creation (oECD, 2008, p. 11). Policy documents signal the potential for linking 
entrepreneurship, environment/sustainability and gender through green entrepreneurship by 
women (CP/RAC., 2012). According to the Tourism Strategy of Turkey 2023, achieving sustain-
ability in the tourism sector includes providing entrepreneurship support to women (Ministry 
of Culture & Tourism, 2020). Additionally, almost all sustainable tourism projects in Turkey claim 
to integrate the united Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5 (gender equality) (Guzeloglu 
& Gulc, 2021).

Turkey is also a suitable research setting due to persistent gender inequality in its entrepre-
neurship sector. According to Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, the levels of total early-stage 
entrepreneurial activity (TEA) by gender is 10.3% women and 21.1% men, i.e. there are still two 
or more men starting and running a new business for every woman doing the same (GEM, 
2022). Women-led businesses have borne the brunt of the impacts of the CoVID-19 pandemic, 
implying that the progress made, pre-pandemic, towards greater gender equality in entrepre-
neurship may have been jeopardized (Manolova et al., 2020). Without understanding and address-
ing gender influences on sustainable business models by women entrepreneurs the a risk of 
worsening existing inequalities. finally, we also selected Turkey because it offers us the oppor-
tunity to access a cross‐section of tourism businesses (Yachin & Ioannides, 2020) with sustainable 
business models that are women-owned. Examples of tourism businesses in Turkey include 
eco-tourism, medical tourism, textile and fashion businesses in tourist centres, agribusinesses 
that supply food to the hospitality sector, restaurant chains and hospitality services, renewable 
energy, transport and travel services (uslu et  al., 2015).

our real-life context was the lived experiences of women entrepreneurs in Turkey. We used 
women-owned, sustainable business models as case studies (Yin, 2009) for illustrating the cre-
ation and operation of sustainable business model archetypes. our study consisted of multiple 
cases of women-owned, sustainable business models, with the woman owner-managers repre-
senting study participants whose lived experiences constituted qualitative data that supports 
theory building (Miles et  al., 2014; Yin, 2009).

In terms of the researcher’s positionality, the approach taken reflected an insider-outsider 
perspective, the first author being the insider (Turkish, female, academic researcher who 
shares a cultural background with the research participants) and the second author being 
the outsider (male, academic researcher). This perspective allowed for an interviewer-interviewee 
discussion to inform the study participants and for data collection. An insider has easy access 
to the culture being studied and is regarded as “one of them” (Sanghera & Thapar-björkert 
2008). An insider is able to ask more meaningful, and/or insightful questions, due to posses-
sion of a priori knowledge of the diverse local contexts, language (in this case, Turkish lan-
guage, including colloquial language and non-verbal cues), which is advantageous for 
qualitative researchers (Holmes, 2020). The value of having the outsider perspective is to 
enhance the objective and critical analysis of the participants’ experiences, as an outside 
expert (figueroa-Domecq et al., 2020).

Sampling and data collection

A combination of purposive sampling and maximum variation sampling techniques was used 
to ensure the selection of Turkish women managers in tourism firms who had ownership and 
decision-making responsibilities (Ngoasong & Kimbu, 2019). The recruitment and primary data 
collection were undertaken by the Turkish, female co-author, who recruited the owner-managers 
from own networks and persons that we had identified from publicly available information from 
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an online review of the country context of gender and sustainable tourism in Turkey. Maximum 
variation sampling techniques ensured that the sample was diverse in terms of the types, size 
and scope of the tourism businesses, and with respect to the women’s family statuses (Yachin 
& Ioannides, 2020).

using purposive sampling, we recruited 14 women-owned businesses, that we deemed to 
be suitable (Yin, 2009) for providing in-depth accounts of the lived experiences of women 
tourism entrepreneurs in Turkey. We interviewed the woman owner-manager of each business 
(Table 1). Data collection took place in two phases, first, in october 2019 as part of a pilot 
study and, second, from November 2020 to April 2021. The need to have such a big gap is 
also due to delays in participants’ availability due to the pandemic covid-19. Informed by the 
literature review, our interview questions included: the characteristics of the sustainable business 
model archetype (technology, social and organisational archetypes) (bocken et  al., 2014; Yachin 
& Ioannides, 2020), gender factors and associated influences on women’s entrepreneurship  
(e.g. figueroa-Domecq et  al., 2020; Hechavarria, 2016).

The interviews were conducted through a combination of face‐to‐face interviews and over 
Skype (Yachin & Ioannides, 2020), the latter being unavoidable due to the travel restrictions 
associated with the CoVID-19 pandemic. Interviews were conducted in Turkish and each lasted 
one hour on average. Data collection was stopped when the materials were highly repetitive 
and had reached data saturation (Jennings, 2005). With the consent of the interviewees, the 
interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim in Turkish and English, cross-checked and 
triangulated by the co-authors prior to data analysis (Decrop, 1999; Yin, 2009). To validate the 
findings, we adopted the suggestion of bruton et  al. (2011). Specifically, we corroborated the 
findings through expert interviews with five key informants: a senior government official from 
the union of municipalities, an enterprise development manager at the Istanbul Chamber of 
Commerce, a member of the business Council for Sustainable Development in Turkey (respon-
sible for sustainability) and a representative of the Women’s Environment, Culture and business 
Cooperative.

Data analysis

This study adopted a qualitative content analysis of the data (interview transcripts, documents 
and field notes) through within-case analysis, cross-case analysis and theory-building phases 
(Miles et  al., 2014). The within-case analysis served to uncover codes related to gender influences 
on sustainable business models in tourism from the perspective of each women entrepreneur. 
The data were analysed using Nvivo to identify descriptive categories as first-order codes. In 
cross-case analysis, we compared the codes across the within-case analyses to deepen our 
understanding and improve the building of a reliable theory (Miles et  al., 2014). The data anal-
ysis followed the Gioia method, which consists of categorising participants’ accounts as first-order, 
structuring these into second-order codes, and, subsequently, aggregating theoretical dimensions 
(Gioia et  al., 2013; Ngoasong & lamptey, 2021).

Participants’ accounts are keywords or phrases within entire responses captured in transcripts 
and fieldnotes (Gioia et  al., 2013). The content was analysed to create a data analytic structure 
of the sustainable business model archetypes (technology, social and organisational), for the 
women-owned businesses (figure 1) and to understand how gender factors influenced how 
women entrepreneurs made decisions about engaging in sustainable business model practices 
(figure 2). While doing this, we highlighted sections of the accounts provided by participants 
for use as direct quotations in support of the analysis (Kimbu & Ngoasong, 2016). using cross-case 
analysis, to compare how the conceptual themes are reflected in each case, enabled us to 
discover aggregate themes for theorising the gender influences.
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Table 1. Women entrepreneurs studied.

iD age family-status
education 

level Core Products and/or Services founded

employees (excluding 
owner and 
managers)

business Size and 
location

interview 
Date

interview 
means

interview 
Duration 
(minutes)

f1 46-65 Widow / 
Children (+)

university 
Degree

100% hand-made organic 
female accessories

2016 Daughter 
(international 
Sales and 
marketing 
Director) female 
local artisans

-Small -istanbul 
(urban)

november 
2019

face to face 60

f2 46-65 married / 
Children (+)

Primary School accommodation in village 
Houses, organic food for 
visitors; Camps, Dough 
Workshops, fruit Picking, 
Walking tours, 
entertainments (e.g. henna 
nights)

2015 female (local 
farmers)

-Small-bilecik (rural) november 
2019

face to face 70

f3 46-65 married / 
Children (+)

university 
Degree

accessories from waste rugs 2014 Daughter (Social 
media manager) 
female Workers

-Small-istanbul 
(urban)

november 
2019

face to face 50

f4 46-65 married / 
Children (+)

university 
Degree

industrial Services / Waste / 
Garbage / recycling 
management

1998 (family 
owned)

female and male 
Workers

medium-istanbul 
(urban)

organised industrial 
Zone

november 
2019

face to face 60

f5 46-65 Single / no 
child

university 
Degree

local and traditional products 
from (trash) recycled 
materials (e.g. bags, 
wallets) Workshops for 
visitors (handicrafts from 
waste)

2008 female (only) 
employees

-Small-ayvalik (rural) november 
2020

Skype 45

f6 46-65 Widow / 
Children (+)

university 
Degree

organic food seller - in the 
local bazaar for visitors 
Camps, Workshops, fruit 
Picking, Walking tours

2015 female (local 
farmers)

-Small-Silivri (rural) December 
2020

face to face 120

f7 25-45 married / 
Children (+)

master’s 
degree

environmental Consultancy 
Digital Services (Carbon 
free Green Publishing)

2010 female (Writers) 
male (advisory 
board member)

-micro-Digital office December 
2020

Skype 60
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f8 46-65 married /no 
child

university 
Degree

ecotourism and agrotourism 
buildings; Circular Design; 
Permaculture Design; feng 
Shui interior Design

2017 female and male 
Workers

-micro-istanbul 
(urban and rural)

January 2021 Skype 60

f9 25-45 married / 
Children (+)

PhD Degree organic food additives 
(manufacturing)

2011 Co-founder –(male) 
female and male 
Workers

-Small-istanbul 
(urban) organised 
industrial Zone

february 2021 Skype 60

f10 46-65 married / 
Children (+)

university 
Degree

organic food (Green menu); 
restaurant

2018 Co-founder (male) 
female and male 
Workers

-medium-istanbul, 
ankara, Hatay

february 2021 face to face 90

f11 25-45 Single / no 
Child

university 
Degree

eco-friendly textile materials 
(100% organic certified 
fabrics); Sustainable 
Clothing (e.g. washable 
masks); recycled fashion

2019 female Workers (3) -micro-eskisehir march 2021 Skype 90

f12 25-45 Single / no 
Child

university 
Degree

bio-based granules from olive 
seeds (alternative to 
petrol-based plastics)

2017 Co-founder (male) 
female and male 
Workers

-Small-istanbul march 2021 Skype 55

f13 25-45 married/ 
Children (+)

university 
Degree

Home-made food (free of 
additives, sugar, gluten and 
lactose); Sustainable 
Kitchen materials 
(eco-friendly steel straw)

2018 2 female 
Co(founders) work

-micro-istanbul march 2021 face to face 60

f14 25-45 married / no 
Child

university 
Degree

boutique Hotel; bed and 
breakfast

2019 female and male 
Workers

-Small- izmir march 2021 Skype 30
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Findings

The characteristics of women-owned sustainable business model archetypes

The business practices of the women entrepreneurs revealed the characteristics of their sus-
tainable business model archetypes (bocken et  al., 2014) in terms of technological, social and 
organisational archetypes (figure 1). However, while some women entrepreneurs gave accounts 

Figure 1. Data analytic structure for sustainable business model archetypes.

Figure 2. Data analytic structure for gender influences on sustainable business model.
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that fit one of the three archetypes, others spoke about entry decisions to establish a tradi-
tional business and, subsequently, made a shift to more technological archetypes. Some of 
the women had the intention when they started up the traditional business, while for others, 
the intention emerged and evolved organically. The accounts provided by half of the partici-
pants (f1, f2, f3, f5, f11, f13 and f14) reflected ethics of care for the environment alongside 
financial goals to create profit-making businesses, as exemplified in the following quotes:

I create solutions to social problems by combining both organic agriculture and eco-tourism […] we 
transformed the village into an eco-village that serves the economy, society and nature. [Interview, f2]

When I started, I had two important goals – decreasing poverty and increasing awareness of environmental 
protection. [Interview, f5]

The cases of f6, f7 and f10 were examples of how sustainability values drive post-entry 
decisions to deliver functionality rather than ownership. for instance, f7 ran an environmental 
consultancy that offered advisory services. This means the consultancy did not produce physical 
artefacts (technology), compared to the other businesses. Her consultancy business delivered 
functionality through a subscription model that also encouraged sufficiency through awareness 
campaigns (bocken et  al., 2014): “we have a free newsletter subscription [to disseminate] 
knowledge about environmental sustainability. our motto is green for everyone.” (Interview, f7)

f4, f8, f9 and f12 were examples of businesses that gradually shifted to more sustainable 
business models. While most of the tourism activities of women entrepreneurs involved 
home-based manufacturing and cooking, these four women entrepreneurs went beyond 
home-based tourism in ways that challenged patriarchy (boonabaana, 2014). for instance, f8’s 
business sought to maximise material and energy efficiency by using renewables and natural 
processes in constructing ecotourism and agrotourism buildings.

building a house with a straw bale and plastering method is low-cost and environmentally friendly. […] 
To construct a completely ecological building that has a very low carbon footprint, we convert the soil 
into a building soil that is resistant to fire, consumes less energy and provides moisture balance with many 
benefits for the environment. We do recycle and rainwater harvesting where we collect, store, treat and 
use rainwater in the toilet bowl with a water booster. [Interview, f8]

A collaborative approach was inherent in the business models of f5 and f6. for example, f5’s 
business, located in Ayvalik (a sea-side tourist town in the balikesir province), was an example 
of a woman-owned business model that created commercial value from waste (Manolova et  al., 
2020) through a collaborative approach. Rather than simply selling handicrafts to visitors, the 
business ran workshops where visitors learned how to co-create handicrafts from waste. Here 
the women entrepreneur created awareness for how tourists can move away from simply buying 
a new product to learning how to create and/or reuse existing products, thereby promoting 
sustainability values in the tourism sector. our data also revealed a collaborative approach in the 
cooperative model used to increase women’s visibility in tourism for gender equality (Sefer, 2020).

We also considered f10, who ran a restaurant chain through franchising, which is an organ-
isational archetype of a sustainable business model. The chain operated eight organic food 
restaurants in Ankara (5), Hatay (3) and İstanbul (1), each offering what the owner called a 
“Green Menu”. The restaurants each had in-house food waste management systems that sepa-
rated cooking oil from water in the kitchens. The waste oil was collected, stored and transported 
to the municipality for safe disposal. Green menu and waste management are core sustainability 
goals that enable small businesses to comply with environmental regulations (e.g. Dunk et  al., 
2016), yet they constitute a financial cost for small businesses such as f10. A franchising model 
facilitates the delivery of functionality and sufficiency by sharing risks and rewards with other 
franchisees, while ensuring strict adherence to a chain-wide, controlled waste management 
regime. f10 told us:
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one of our franchise conditions is: If someone [child, homeless, refugee] comes to your door and says 
that “I’m hungry” you must feed him/her. This is the culture of the Turks. but unfortunately, it has been 
forgotten in many places. [Interview, f10]

The reference to hunger in the above quotation is interesting from a contextual perspective 
of Turkey, where there is a cultural saying “komsusu acken tok yatan bizden degildir”, translated 
as “the one who sleeps while her neighbour is hungry is not one of us”. This meaning is what 
f10 was referring to but the act of feeding someone also relates to sustainability in terms of 
contributing to poverty alleviation (Guzeloglu & Gulc, 2021; Wu & Si, 2018). Taken together, the 
women entrepreneurs’ accounts, in and of themselves, illustrated engagement in developing 
sustainable business model archetypes (bocken et  al., 2014) because it was women, not men, 
who owned and operated the tourism businesses figueroa-Domecq et al., ( 2020) that we studied.

Gender influences as drivers of sustainable business models

figure 2 provides accounts of gender influences in the women entrepreneurs’ narratives, aggre-
gated into three themes: compliance with gender identity and role (GIR), ignoring male dom-
inance and defiance of (challenging) gender difference. The first two aggregate themes relate 
to doing gender, while the third relates to redoing gender. let us consider women entrepreneurs 
f9 and f12, both of whom had men as co-founders of their businesses. both women shared 
experiences that reflected the dynamics of doing gender in an entrepreneurship context (Swail 
& Marlow, 2018). They gave accounts of the circumstances under which having men as 
co-founders were either helpful or challenging for creating and operating their sustainable 
business models. However, when faced with challenges, the women entrepreneurs’ responses 
can be described as redoing gender.

Grant support was being given to those who wanted to commercialise their project. I applied with my 
thesis supervisor and now he is the co-founder of the firm. I did not face any difficulties in terms of 
getting support with my partner. [Interview, f9]

People [stakeholders, investors, suppliers] have the perception that as a woman, I cannot deal with prob-
lems by being so friendly, emotional and sensitive. When I share my thoughts in meetings, I get reactions 
like you might be looking emotional because you are a woman. but, when my male partners share their 
thoughts, nobody tries to analyse their thoughts or behaviours. Therefore, I started to lose my softness. 
You involuntarily begin acting like men. Compassion and sentimentality should not be just the feelings 
associated with me since I am a woman; men can have these feelings too. [Interview, f12]

The above quotation is related to defiance through challenging gender differences, biases 
and stereotypes in than, rather than simply displaying feminine traits through caring (fors & 
lennerfors, 2019), the entrepreneurs we studied simultaneously displayed traits traditionally 
considered to be feminine and masculine, while adding value to the caring characteristics (e.g. 
through building relationships with others).

We interviewed women entrepreneurs who were unable to secure financial support despite 
the fact that they clearly articulated to potential finance providers how they were managing 
their care responsibilities, such as by organising childcare, to effectively demonstrate their 
commitment to running a start-up business. Even f5, who was single and did not have a child, 
identified the societal perception that childcare responsibilities would restrict a woman’s ability 
to run a business. However, she spoke about how being a woman presented a further challenge. 
The account she provided in the quotation below, is related to redoing gender in the sense 
that she defies societal expectations by actively demonstrating that feminine and masculine 
interpretations can produce similar outcomes.

for men, nobody is surprised if they become an entrepreneur. for women, it is more surprising. Sometimes, 
nobody takes you seriously because you are a woman. I can’t remember how many times I describe a way of 
doing things to a male counterpart and he said no, let me tell you how to do it and then he told me the 
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same thing I had already said. […] I started in 2007 and much has changed since that time. but class-structured 
society and classic business models for money have never changed in Turkey. The expectation from female 
entrepreneurs is to make money the same way men do. Environmental entrepreneurship is even more chal-
lenging. [Society tends to] expect us [female entrepreneurs] to pursue solely financial outcomes. [Interview, f5]

The above societal expectation that women entrepreneurs should focus solely on generating 
financial outcomes reflects experiences in contexts where women feel they should ignore male 
dominance (Diaz-Garcia & Welter, 2013; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2019). our data shows how women 
entrepreneurs can overcome this expectation. Studies in Turkey have focused on how women 
do gender (Maden, 2015). our data reveals how women re-do gender by challenging existing 
biases. To uncover evidence of re-doing gender, we examined how women entrepreneurs draw 
on organisational archetypes of sustainable business models involving collaborations that empower 
women. Collaborations, such as through cooperatives, raise awareness of, and access to, resources 
for those women who have the agency to act on the resources (Kimbu et al., 2019). The following 
are illustrative quotes from f6 (women farmers’ cooperative), f10 (collaborating with the munic-
ipality on waste management) and f5 (collaborating with multinational corporations):

We work with female farmers. I am the founder, farmer, and marketer of a women’s cooperative […] We 
generate income for our members (women farmers) by offering them a common market in the local bazaar 
for the private sale of their produce. [Interview, f6]

We have access to our usable garbage thanks to collaboration with corporations like unilever, M&S, 
Vodafone. I took part in the Civil Involvement Project at the Sabanci university to increase awareness and 
responsibility for the environment and social problems like women’s empowerment. That is where I knew 
the companies interested in a positive public image for their companies. [Interview, f5]

We give our oil waste to municipalities in every province we have a contract with. Previously, there were 
regional companies, but now this is organized by the Ministry of Environment and urbanization. The 
separated oils to capture are evaluated and recycled in facilities that produce materials, such as fuel and 
soap in Turkey. [Interview, f10]

When asked to describe the impact of the collaborations on women’s empowerment, the 
women spoke about funding, information sharing and public relations, as captured vividly in 
the following quotation from f5:

unilever Turkey became our main sponsor by providing rental support for our studio, raw material shipping 
cost, full-time salary payment of employees and sharing its waste and providing support in public relations 
services when we first started. [Interview, f5]

In the examples of f5 and f10 above, empowerment gave the women entrepreneurs the 
confidence to negotiate agreements, to secure funding and supplier contracts with large mul-
tinational enterprises, and to seek information support in relation to coordinate waste manage-
ment in collaboration with other small businesses. Turkish municipalities do not provide direct 
support to businesses for collecting the types of waste described by f10; however, being 
empowered and sustainability-oriented meant that she remained committed to her goal and 
used funds from her own business to pay for waste management.

Discussion

Theoretical contributions

We provide three significant contributions to the gender, entrepreneurship and social policy debate. 
first, based on our findings, we propose a theoretical framework for uncovering gender influences 
on sustainable business models in women’s tourism entrepreneurship (figure 3). Extending existing 
understanding of gender influences are evident in the gender-aware entrepreneurial responses 
that are seen in the decisions and choices of women entrepreneurs (Tucker, 2022), our framework 
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depicts the route through which gender influences can be uncovered: gender factors (e.g. gender 
perception, gender role expectations, gender role socialisation on ethics of care) trigger women’s 
entrepreneurial responses (doing, and/or re-doing, gender) leading to the development of desired 
sustainable business model archetypes. Doing gender includes compliance with perceived gender 
identity and roles while redoing gender consists of women challenging gender differences, biases 
and stereotypes through their decisions and choices. Doing and re-doing gender, as entrepreneurial 
responses, manifest how women pursue their sustainable business models by distinctively drawing 
on social, environmental and technological archetypes.

The emergent theoretical framework demonstrates the importance of doing and redoing 
gender in women’s tourism entrepreneurship at the intersection of gender factors, entrepre-
neurial responses (Diaz-Garcia & Welter, 2013; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2019) and sustainable business 
models (bocken et  al., 2014; Eger et  al., 2022; ferguson & Alarcón, 2015). Women entrepreneurs 
respond to gender factors through compliance, ignorance or defiance. Their response is evi-
denced in complying with or ignoring gender bias by doing gender (Swail & Marlow, 2018); 
whereas defying gender biases reflects re-doing gender. We suggest that doing and re-doing 
gender constitute gender-aware entrepreneurial responses because the women entrepreneurs 
are responding to gender influences (Tucker, 2022) by risking their resources in the pursuit of 
business opportunities (Kimbu & Kimbu, 2016). Thus, we complement the existing debate in 
sustainable tourism about the gendering of sustainability in not only recognising how sustain-
ability legitimises change and continuity (for women) in relation to tourism (Tucker, 2022) but 
also by providing a framework for understanding the entrepreneurial responses used by women 
entrepreneurs to seek legitimacy and change through sustainable business model archetypes.

The second theoretical contribution of this study is the fourteen qualitative case studies of 
sustainable business model archetypes of women entrepreneurs in the tourism sector. When 
viewed through the lens of sustainable business model archetypes (bocken et  al., 2014), we 
find strong evidence that women entrepreneurs are more likely than men to consider the 
environmental and social implications of their businesses. our findings show that sustainability, 
through ethics of care, is core to the women’s business models in pre-entry, post-entry, or 
transformation of traditional business models. In the tourism industry of Turkey the focus has 
so been financial outcomes by men entrepreneurs (Cicek et  al., 2017). The case studies demon-
strate the relevance of business model thinking as a useful construct (bocken et al., 2014) for 
understanding the role of women entrepreneurs in sustainable tourism development in a 
patriarchal tourism destination. our findings begin to signal what future research might be 

Figure 3. a framework for gender influences on sustainable business models in women’s tourism entrepreneurship.
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needed to understand the circumstances under which women entrepreneurs can combine all 
three archetypes when pursuing tourism entrepreneurship and to what impacts.

overall, our findings suggests that gender identity construction and gender role compliance are 
shaping women’s sustainability-driven tourism entrepreneurship in Turkey. Women entrepreneurs 
incorporate the traditionally feminine characteristics of care and support into their small and 
medium-sized enterprises. Considering that the tourism industry in Turkey has been called a 
women-intensive sector (Çiçek et al., 2017), gaining legitimacy allows women to experience a highly 
constructed gender socialisation in a traditionally male-dominated society. Incorporating feminine 
characteristics and legitimising male dominance reflects the notion of doing gender (Swail & Marlow, 
2018). Yet, not all the evidence points to compliance with socially constructed gender identities 
and roles, in relation to owner-managers of tourism businesses. Attempts to resist and defy gen-
dered perceptions constitute redoing gender. This is reflected in women entrepreneurs displaying 
both feminine and masculine characteristics in their pursuit of tourism entrepreneurship.

In our third contribution, we complement existing studies that have applied the feminist 
perspective of embracing the masculine or attenuating the feminine (Swail & Marlow, 2018). 
We introduce the ethics of care perspective (Gillian, 1982; Noddings, 1984) for identifying gender 
influences as a key driver for enabling the development of a sustainable business model in an 
established tourism destination. Ethics of care is relational and processual. being relational is 
perceived as a feminine trait that challenges women to gain legitimacy in male-dominated 
entrepreneurship; however our analysis shows that ethics of care is not only relational but also 
rational since it allows women entrepreneurs to make logical decisions for the benefit of their 
businesses (fors & lennerfors, 2019). for example, creating value from waste by practising ethics 
of care can protect nature (relational) but also reduce cost savings (rational). Acknowledging 
research that uncovers the traditional feminine traits of entrepreneurs of all genders as having 
an influence on entrepreneurial practice (fors & lennerfors, 2019), we suggest that doing and 
redoing gender are similarly legitimate strategies in women’s tourism entrepreneurship and 
sustainable tourism development.

Implications for policy and practice

The findings of this study have practical implications for women entrepreneurs who wish to 
develop sustainable business models, to secure resources from finance and business support 
providers, and to operate their businesses in a sustainable manner (Georg et  al., 2021). At a 
strategic level, and considering existing patriarchal dominance, it is prudent for women entre-
preneurs to consider how doing (compliance and ignore) and redoing (defiance) gender can 
enhance their pursuit of sustainable business models. Knowing that gender influences can be 
enablers of, or barriers to, achieving the changes that are needed to ensure the sustainability of 
their business models, can help women entrepreneurs to consider how to do and redo gender 
for the benefit of their businesses. External networks are also important for helping women 
entrepreneurs to redo gender. our findings suggest that being part of networks, including gov-
ernmental, multinational corporations and non-governmental organisations (e.g. women’s coop-
eratives) is important as these networks enable women to gather information, resources and advice.

In terms of policy implications, the Turkish government has developed environmental leg-
islation that encourages the incorporation of sustainability practices in the tourism sector 
(Guzeloglu & Gulc, 2021). Without actively encouraging women-owned tourism businesses to 
improve their environmental performance by adopting environmental practices that adhere to 
these legislations, the role of women in promoting sustainable development through tourism 
can be undermined. As the oECD (2021) entrepreneurship policy report highlights, the role of 
women entrepreneurs in the tourism sector, and how they were affected more than men 
entrepreneurs during the CoVID-19 pandemic. The women entrepreneurs we studied, faced 
difficulties in securing buy-in from environmentally-focused suppliers and customers because 
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of the lack of audited evidence of their compliance with environmental legislation. This example 
demonstrates why women’s entrepreneurship policy needs to be better contextualised. The 
government needs to increase the awareness and usage of environmental legislation in the 
tourism industry, similar to what is currently being done in the Turkish energy-related sectors 
(Guzeloglu & Gulc, 2021). As suggested by Kimbu et  al. (2019), networks that support women 
entrepreneurs are effective in facilitating the exchange of information among government, and 
private sector, resource providers (e.g. financial providers) and in linking women-owned busi-
nesses to markets.

A major challenge facing government authorities is where tourism policymaking occurs in 
isolation from environmental policymaking, especially due to the ministerial structures of gov-
ernment (Kim & bramwell, 2019). Supportive social policies that incentivise greater access to 
finance, and reduce the number of bottlenecks facing women entrepreneurs, should be viewed 
as complementary to environmental and tourism policies. Rather than view women entrepre-
neurs through a gender-equal or gender-neutral lens, the right framework condition is 
gender-aware (Ahl & Nelson, 2015). This includes investing in public infrastructure that is relevant 
to women (e.g. funded nursery schools and sanitary facilities). Such investment can complement 
the support that targets all businesses (e.g. easing market access through targeted tax incentives 
that reward environmentally focused, sustainable business models). Delayed governmental action, 
such as investments and tax incentives, could lead to business closures since the opportunity 
to help save entrepreneurs’ businesses, and/or revive them, immediately after the pandemic 
will have been lost, further disadvantaging women in the post CoVID-19 pandemic era.

Conclusion

Through qualitative case studies of women-owned businesses developed in Turkey, this article 
derives a theoretical framework for uncovering gender influences on sustainable business 
models. Women entrepreneurs pursue sustainable business model archetypes (bocken et  al., 
2014) through entrepreneurial responses to context-specific gender factors that influence their 
engagement in sustainability (Tucker, 2022). The findings reveal that: (i) women entrepreneurs 
create value that is financial/economic and societal (solving societal and/or environmental 
problems); and (ii) gender factors influence women’s pursuit of sustainable business models 
(e.g. Manolova et  al., 2020). our findings suggest that women entrepreneurs in the tourism 
industry differ from their male counterparts in their attitudes and behaviours in that they are 
more likely to consider the environmental implications of their businesses.

our purposive sampling focused on 14 women-owned tourism businesses in Turkey to 
derive a theoretical framework from empirical case studies. The limited sample can be 
viewed as a limitation. future research that applies our proposed framework (figure 3) to 
study women entrepreneurs in other regions of Turkey, or other tourism destinations, can 
strengthen the generalisability of the findings. future research applying the ethics of care 
perspective to cross-national gender influences (Noddings, 1984) or to contrast men and 
women entrepreneurs can advance our theoretical insight. future research should also 
consider women entrepreneurs who aspire to engage in sustainability but have not created/
operated sustainable business models, due to the gender biases we uncovered. for pro-
gressive social policy to impact more women entrepreneurs, all women entrepreneurs require 
support, irrespective of whether or not they have adopted sustainable business model 
archetypes.

Though not our primary focus, much of our data collection occurred during the CoVID-19 
period, which was characterised by severe travel restrictions. The women entrepreneurs spoke 
about business closures, cancellations of sales and supplies, and the consequent loss of revenue. 
future research is needed to interrogate why the women were often more badly affected by 
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the pandemic than men through in-depth study of the impact of the pandemic, and the wom-
en’s interpretations of it. According to Manolova et  al. (2020) women entrepreneurs should take 
advantage of opportunities created by CoVID-19. Seven of our interviews were rescheduled 
and conducted via Skype, an adaptation that reflects the increased use of digital technology 
for businesses to infuse sustainability into their business models (George et  al., 2021). Qualitative 
and quantitative research can enhance knowledge about how women tourism entrepreneurs 
are pivoting their sustainable business models in the highly uncertain, and digitally enabled, 
post-pandemic environment.
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