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Abstract
This article contributes to the study of women’s entrepreneurship in transition economies by examining
Russian self-employed women’s experiences and interpretations of gender in the context of
entrepreneurship. It traces how gender articulates the opportunities for and the constraints on
entrepreneurial activities in Russian society. As such, this article engages in the theoretical discussion
of gendered patterns of entrepreneurship. The article employs a qualitative methodology and analyses
semi-structured interviews with women entrepreneurs conducted in St Petersburg and in two towns in
the Republic of Karelia during the period 2005–2006. The respondents represent small and mediumsized enterprises mainly in production, retail trade and services.

PRIVATE ENTREPRENEURSHIP WAS LEGALISED IN RUSSIA in the transition from
planned economy and state ownership to market economy and private ownership. The
ﬁrst Law on Small Business and Entrepreneurship was adopted in 1990.1 The business
environment in transitional Russia was characterised by underdeveloped markets for
factors of production, ambiguous and unstable legislation, excessive red tape and
rampant corruption. In such an environment, a key survival strategy for entrepreneurs
was to engage in personal networks with other enterprises and the public sector. Many
of the early entrepreneurs also opted to operate in the shadow economy. Although the
Russian business environment has become more stable in the 2000s, the institutional
system remains unsupportive of small business and entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurs
continue to be plagued by high taxation, cumbersome state regulation and ﬁnancial
The authors wish to thank Marja Rytkönen, Anna Rotkirch and the two anonymous reviewers
for Europe-Asia Studies for their helpful comments on the article. We also thank Yksityisyrittäjien
Säätiö for the ﬁnancial support to carry out the data collection for the study.
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institutions that are not able to provide ﬁnancing for a reasonable price and under
reasonable conditions.
However, the complexity of the Russian business environment does not mean that
there are no successful Russian entrepreneurs. The turmoil of the 1990s enabled the
rapid enrichment of savvy entrepreneurs, predominantly men, many of whom were
former ‘red executives’. As in many other countries, the image of an entrepreneur in
Russia is associated with masculinity and public discourses tend to portray
entrepreneurship as a masculine endeavour requiring energy and toughness (Yurchak
2003, p. 72) and aggressive and competitive behaviour (Bridger et al. 1996, pp. 118–19;
Kay 2006, p. 102). Business magazines oﬀer representations of young biznesmeny and
their ﬂamboyant lifestyles and consumption practices (Yurchak 2003), and men also
ﬁgure considerably more often than women on the front pages of the leading Russian
business newspapers (Koikkalainen 2008). However, according to the national labour
force survey in Russia, the share of women among the group ‘individual
entrepreneurs’ in 2007 was 41%.2 This is a relatively high ﬁgure in terms of
international comparisons, as the EU-27 average share of women in the self-employed
group was 25% in the same year (Romans & Preclin 2008, p. 2). Interestingly,
according to Global Entrepreneurship Monitoring (GEM) data, there are four times
as many Russian men among nascent entrepreneurs as there are Russian women, but
the gender distribution among owners of established businesses is almost equal. This
implies that women may be more successful in avoiding business failures in Russia
(Verkhovskaya & Dorokhina 2008).
This article addresses these distinctively gendered images and practices of
entrepreneurship by analysing how Russian self-employed women experience and
interpret gender in the context of entrepreneurship. In the studies of entrepreneurship, the analysis of gender either has often been ignored, or women entrepreneurs
have been studied as a separate group and ‘added’ to the mainstream gender-blind
theories of entrepreneurship that position the male entrepreneur as a norm. Thus
much of the entrepreneurial research has (re-)produced the dominant masculine
image of an entrepreneur and not questioned and deconstructed the male bias
embedded in mainstream theories of entrepreneurship (Kovalainen 1993, p. 63;
Mirchandani 1999; Bruni et al. 2004). One of the most inﬂuential frameworks
through which entrepreneurship has been theorised is the psychological approach,
which seeks to explain and predict entrepreneurial success with the traits and
motivational factors of the entrepreneur’s personality (Kovalainen 1993, p. 65;
Hurley 1999, p. 54). Much of this research measures the extent to which women
business owners attain the ideal-typical masculine model of entrepreneurial traits and
behaviour (Mirchandani 1999, p. 226). The psychological approach tends to examine
entrepreneurship at the individual level and therefore it fails to take into account the
structural and symbolic dimensions shaping entrepreneurship. It conceptualises
gender as a set of personality traits and thus conceives it as an internally
homogenous category. In this way the analysis of diﬀerences among women and

2
‘Maloe i srednee predprinimatel’stvo v Rossii 2009’, Rosstat Statistics Bulletin 2010, available at:
http://www.gks.ru, accessed 14 April 2010.
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among men and how other identity categories, such as class and ethnicity, intertwine
with gender have been neglected.
Women’s entrepreneurship and gendered practices of business in transition
economies have been studied relatively little. The existing studies have discussed the
general characteristics of women entrepreneurs (Izyumov & Razumnova 2000;
Gvozdeva & Gerchikov 2002); women’s entrepreneurship as a survival strategy and
an attempt to adapt to the socio-economic changes (Bruno 1997; Bridger et al. 1996;
Sätre Åhlander 2007); women entrepreneurs’ social networks and their eﬀects on
growth expectancies and securing external ﬁnancing (Manolova et al. 2006, 2007;
Aidis et al. 2007); and the role of the institutional environment for the development of
women’s entrepreneurial activities (Aidis et al. 2007). Scholars have proposed that, on
the one hand, women entrepreneurs in Russia face the same challenges as Russian
small businesses in general, such as excessive red tape and corruption, but on the other
hand, they have argued that women are pushed to entrepreneurship more often than
men due to discriminative practices in the labour market (Izyumov & Razumnova
2000).
This article makes two contributions to the existing body of scholarship on women’s
entrepreneurship in transition economies. First, it makes a methodological contribution, in distinction from previous research which has predominantly drawn on
quantitative research methods, by employing a qualitative methodology and analysing
thematic interviews with women entrepreneurs in Russia. By engaging in textual closereading of the interview data, we seek to unpack and understand how self-employed
women signify and articulate the interrelationships between gender and entrepreneurship, and what these articulations can tell us about the shifting gender order in
contemporary Russia. More speciﬁcally, we examine how women entrepreneurs make
sense of gender diﬀerences in running a business; how they experience and negotiate
the boundaries and potential tensions between entrepreneurial activities and their
everyday (byt) and family responsibilities; and how they tackle gender discrimination
in business. In this way, this article provides insights into how women entrepreneurs
apprehend gender to shape the opportunities and constraints of entrepreneurial
activities.
Second, this article also makes a theoretical contribution to the existing research on
women entrepreneurs in transition economies. Previous research has examined
women’s entrepreneurial activities from the point of view of the institutional theory
(Manolova et al. 2008; Aidis et al. 2007; Manolova & Yan 2002), and a range of
psychological and sociological approaches focusing on the characteristics, orientations
and business styles of women entrepreneurs (Gvozdeva & Gerchikov 2002; Chirikova
& Krichevskaya 2002; Iakovleva et al. 2006). These studies have treated gender as a
variable in quantitative analysis and have not employed gender theory in order to
explain gendered dimensions of entrepreneurship. This article, in contrast, by drawing
on feminist scholarship, approaches gender as a socially and historically constituted
relationship of power, which is produced and reproduced in a range of discursive and
social practices, and focuses on analysing the cultural meanings gender acquires in the
entrepreneurial domain.
The article proceeds by presenting the data and methodology and outlining the key
features of the Soviet and Russian gender order and employment patterns. The
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following sections investigate the interviewed women’s paths to entrepreneurship, their
interpretations and explanations of gender diﬀerences in the entrepreneurial domain
and their experiences of gender discrimination. The section preceding the conclusion
focuses on how family and the gender division of labour in the private sphere structure
women’s entrepreneurial activities.

Downloaded by [115.85.25.194] at 19:24 31 March 2015

Data and methodology
Our analysis is based on 27 semi-structured thematic interviews, conducted
successively in two geographical locations in northwest Russia during 2005–2006.
Twelve of the interviews were carried out in the city of St Petersburg in February–
April 2005, and 15 in the Republic of Karelia in May–June 2006 (see Figure 1).3
At the time of the interviews, St Petersburg, a city with a population of around ﬁve
million, and with a rapidly growing economy and middle class, represented a diﬀerent
business environment compared to the Republic of Karelia which had suﬀered from
industrial decline. Although the post-1998 growth of the Russian economy had also
beneﬁted Karelia, it still comprised a diﬃcult market (Logrén & Löfgren 2008).

FIGURE 1. ST PETERSBURG
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For a list of respondent details, please see Table A1 in Appendix 1.
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According to the Federal State Statistics Service (Rosstat), the regional GDP per
capita in the Karelian Republic in 2005 fell to 12.6% below the national average, while
in St Petersburg it was 15.2% higher than the average.
The interview data were collected in the framework of a research project on
women’s entrepreneurship in Finland and Russia, carried out at the Center for
Markets in Transition (CEMAT) and Small Business Center of Helsinki School of
Economics.4 The aim of the project was to compare the motivations and values of
Finnish and Russian women entrepreneurs, the nature of their entrepreneurial activity,
and the role of social networks in their daily business activities.
The data collection for the ﬁrst phase of the project, covering Finland (mainly the
Helsinki metropolitan area and southeast Finland) and St Petersburg, combined
survey and interview methods. The data collection for the second phase, extending the
analysis to the Republic of Karelia, employed the interview method only. The selection
of respondents for the survey,5 some of whom were interviewed as well, was qualitative
rather than statistical. The women entrepreneurs under study had participated in
international co-operation programmes for women entrepreneurs, and as a result they
were accessible to the researchers through the Finnish and Russian partner
organisations of the respective programmes. The participants in the thematic
interviews represented the survey sample in terms of background variables (industry,
age) and perceptions about entrepreneurship revealed in the survey. Consequently, the
respondents represented small and medium-sized enterprises mainly in production, the
retail trade and services. The overwhelming majority of them had established their
enterprises during the 1990s.
The interviews were conducted in the respondents’ native language (Russian or
Finnish). They covered the following areas: the beginning, development and activities
of the enterprise; the general institutional framework of entrepreneurship; gender and
entrepreneurship; and future business perspectives. The interviews were analysed by
thematic close-reading, paying special attention to meaning-making practices and
cultural articulations. In this article we focus on analysing the interviews with Russian
women entrepreneurs.
Gender order and employment
The Soviet gender order was a combination of an egalitarian ideology and an
essentialist assumption of natural sexual diﬀerences. It emphasised, simultaneously,
formal gender equality and biological determinism as a framework for explaining
gender diﬀerences in all spheres of life (Liljeström 1993; Rotkirch & Temkina
2007). The Soviet gender order was strongly determined by the needs of the state
and the communist ideology (Zdravomyslova & Temkina 2007a). Feminine identity
was constructed on the basis of a double burden of motherhood and full-time

4

For more detail see Logrén and Löfgren (2005, 2008).
The initial survey sample was 44 St Petersburg and 45 Finnish women entrepreneurs, who had
participated in Finnish–Russian programmes for women entrepreneurs. The number of responses was
25 and 31, respectively.
5
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paid work in production. Motherhood was gloriﬁed and the domestic realm was
deﬁned as a ‘natural’ sphere for women. Men were considered as providing
political, economic and military leadership in the public sphere. The backbone of
masculine identity was paid work and men’s role in the domestic realm was
culturally weak.
The institutional and ideological templates of the Soviet gender order were
transformed by the collapse of the Soviet Union. However, as in the Soviet Union,
the majority of women continue to be engaged in paid work (Ashwin 2006a, p. 2)
and in Russian culture womanhood is strongly deﬁned in the framework of
motherhood. Although the ideology of the male breadwinner was also preserved in
the Soviet Union as men tended to earn more than women (Kiblitskaya 2000), this
ideology has become more pronounced in post-Soviet Russia (Rotkirch 2000, pp.
244–51; Ashwin 2006b, p. 35; Kay 2006). Gender contracts have become more
diverse during the past decade, but the gender contract of a ‘working mother’ that
relies on a women’s double burden in production and reproduction is also
characteristic of the contemporary gender order (Rotkirch & Temkina 2007).
Women carry the main responsibility for domestic chores and child care and they
also play a key role in forging and maintaining the social networks of the family.
According to Tartakovskaya and Ashwin (2006), women’s networks often build
upon the family, household and workplace and include a great deal of everyday
exchange and emotional support, while men’s networks tend to be narrower and
based more strongly upon work. It seems that there has occurred a deeper
polarisation among Russian men than among women: men predominate both among
the deeply marginalised groups marked by early death and heavy drinking and
among the political and economic elites (Burawoy et al. 2000; Ashwin 2006a). Only
a few women have gained access to the economic and political elites, but women’s
culturally strong role in the private domain has, to some extent, protected them from
marginalisation and oﬀered them a sense of continuity during the turbulent years of
the social transformation (Ashwin 2006b).
In order to understand women’s entrepreneurship, it is essential to examine it in
relation to larger labour market patterns and their gendered dimensions (Kovalainen
1993, p. 13). According to Sarah Ashwin, gender trends in the Russian labour market
show remarkable consistency with the Soviet era. Women have preserved their
presence in the labour force, but men have retained, or even increased, their relative
advantage in the sphere of employment (Ashwin 2006a, p. 2). There are no signiﬁcant
diﬀerences between women’s and men’s oﬃcial unemployment rates (Ashwin 2006a,
p. 2), but it has been suggested that hidden unemployment plagues women especially
(Martin 1998). The continuation of women’s double burden means that women are
often perceived as ‘second-class workers’ in the labour market (Kozina & Zhidkova
2006, p. 58). The labour market is steeply segregated according to gender both
vertically and horizontally. The male-dominated sectors of the economy are better
paid and considered more prestigious than the female-dominated branches, such as the
poorly paid sectors of culture, education and health. Men also tend to occupy the
leading positions, while women populate the lower positions of the occupational
hierarchy. As in the Soviet era, women’s wages are only between 60% and 70% of
men’s wages (Ashwin 2006a). According to Kozina and Zhidkova (2006, p. 57), there

Downloaded by [115.85.25.194] at 19:24 31 March 2015

BETWEEN BUSINESS AND BYT

83

is a widely shared assumption among both employees and employers about ‘genderappropriate work’, implying that certain forms of employment and sectors are
‘suitable’ for women and others for men. This legitimises gender divisions and
inequality in employment and naturalises gendered power structures.
Similar gender divisions that are characteristic of the Russian labour market can
also be identiﬁed in the entrepreneurial sector. Men tend to dominate in big business
enterprises, while women entrepreneurs are primarily engaged in small and mediumsized businesses. As in many other countries (Kovalainen 1993), the majority of
women entrepreneurs in Russia is involved in the service sector. Women are engaged,
in particular, in the retail trade, housing and municipal services, science, health care,
culture and social security. There is only a small number of women entrepreneurs in
the construction and transportation sectors (Gvozdeva & Gerchikov 2002, p. 56;
Chirikova & Krichevskaya 2002, p. 39).
The overwhelming majority of the women entrepreneurs interviewed in this study
had established their enterprises during the 1990s. Six of the respondents had become
entrepreneurs by privatising (part of) a state-owned enterprise, alone or together with
other women. As a rule, they also had been employed in this enterprise during the
Soviet era. The motivations for becoming an entrepreneur can be classiﬁed into push
and pull factors (Orhan & Scott 2001). In our data, push factors played a dominant
role in women’s decisions to become entrepreneurs. Several respondents had sought
their way into entrepreneurship as a survival strategy and as a form of self-help in a
volatile socio-economic situation. A similar pattern has also been identiﬁed in a
number of other studies of women’s entrepreneurship in transition economies (Bridger
et al. 1996; Smallbone & Welter 2001; Bruno 1997; Aidis et al. 2007). Many of our
respondents mentioned having started their business reluctantly, only because they
saw no other choice in the face of unemployment, declining wages and the need to
support their family. However, while initially reluctant, the respondents had gradually
grown to enjoy entrepreneurship and did not regret starting up a business. One
respondent, a former teacher, told how a friend invited her to work in her ﬁrm and
they later established a joint business. She explained her move to entrepreneurship as
follows:
My husband lost his job. I had two children to support. One of my boys, the older one, was
adopted, he’s an orphan; the other one was two years old. We also had a big dog, a Caucasian
sheep-dog, that needed to be fed. So I had no choice—I just had to go somewhere where they
paid at least something, because at the school at that time they were delaying salary payments
for almost three months. But I have no regrets about what happened. (RK9)6

One of the respondents in the Republic of Karelia had begun organising training for
women willing to start up their own business in the beginning of the 1990s. She
recalled that there was a huge need for information about entrepreneurship, in
particular among women facing the risk of unemployment in the situation of economic
decline:
6
RK refers to respondents from the Republic of Karelia, while SPb refers to respondents from St
Petersburg. The number refers to an interview code (see Table A1).
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We suddenly realised that . . . people had no knowledge about what the market economy is,
what business is and how to do it. And almost all of the women were left without a job,
because there was a sudden cut in production and construction, and a very signiﬁcant
reduction in diﬀerent research institutes. And that applied precisely to women, 40 years old or
so—when the children are already grown up and when there is a certain freedom and
experience. That was the situation for them. (RK15)
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Only two respondents mentioned pull factors as being decisive for starting up a
private business. For them, entrepreneurship had been a conscious choice, something
they had a strong personal aspiration for. One of them commented that she had
established a private business as soon as it became legal to do so (RK5), and the other
one told how she founded her business because of her active, entrepreneurial character
and the family tradition in entrepreneurship (SPb9).
Gendering business: qualities and strategies
The absolute majority of the respondents perceived male and female entrepreneurs as
diﬀering from each other and these diﬀerences were most often explained by referring
to gender-speciﬁc qualities and orientations. Thus, interestingly, in explaining
entrepreneurship the respondents employed a similar psychological approach focusing
on character traits that has been popular in academic research. This discourse of
gender-based qualities in the interviews portrayed women as more emotional,
empathic, persistent, cautious, considerate and responsible in their business dealings
than men. Women were also described as being more committed to their businesses,
more communicative and social than men. Male entrepreneurs, for their part, were
characterised as more ambitious, selﬁsh and taking more risks in business than women
entrepreneurs.
However, the aforementioned ‘feminine qualities’ were interpreted in the interviews
with Russian entrepreneurs in ambivalent ways. On the one hand, they were seen as
hampering women’s entrepreneurial activities, making women’s businesses less viable
and causing women to need more business training than men, whose ‘masculine
qualities’ automatically facilitate entrepreneurship:
Women are guided more by emotions; their minds are less rational than men’s. Men ponder
more . . . . It probably wouldn’t be a bad idea, before letting a woman open some enterprise,
to test her on her readiness and on how adequately she perceives the situation, to see if the
[business] idea is realistic . . . . Women are guided by emotions and men by reason. On the one
hand it’s good, but on the other hand it leads to mistakes and bankruptcy, because many
women don’t understand . . . that not all fancy ideas, abilities or skills can yield good proﬁts.
(RK14)

On the other hand, a number of respondents also portrayed feminine qualities in a
positive light, as facilitating women’s business activities:
Women make contacts just like that, without any special preparations. Men take a long time
to prepare; they think too long and they are lazy. Women are emotional; they will always ﬁnd
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something to talk about. They always solve problems on the basis of friendly relations. They
never let each other down. And if you ask a woman to do something, she won’t even give it a
second thought about how much she will be paid for doing the task, or how much time she
would have to spend on it. . . . It’s important to note that it is exactly these kind of women
who are successful in business. (RK15)

The respondents also explained that women and men entrepreneurs have diﬀerent
working methods and strategies in running their businesses. These methods and
strategies were often interpreted as stemming from gender-based qualities. Women’s
businesses were described as less hierarchical and more democratic than men’s. Selfrealisation and receiving pleasure from entrepreneurial activities were considered to be
more important for women. Women were also regarded as more ‘civilised’ in their
business dealings than men, who were described as only pursuing quick proﬁt and
status symbols, such as expensive cars. As one entrepreneur argued: ‘I feel it’s very
important for a woman to do business in a decent way. A woman, as I see it, is more
conscious of this; that one has to be honest’ (SPb3).
Women were occasionally portrayed as competent business managers by alluding to
their maternal identity and the qualities and skills that women’s domestic roles were
interpreted to bestow upon them. Women as mothers were seen as more ethical,
ﬂexible and better able to adapt to changing circumstances. The respondents also
argued that because women carry the main responsibility for the household, they
simply do not have any other choice but to be active and enterprising. Women tend to
be responsible for the household budget in Russia, which was also interpreted as
supporting women’s entrepreneurship. As one respondent put it: ‘I think we have
more women in business [in Karelia] in general, family businesses, but the wife is the
leader and the husband helps [her]. . . . Well, a woman-mother . . . Women are in
charge of the family budget, not a man, you see’ (RK3). A similar discursive strategy
also has been observed among women civic activists in Russia in the way they make
sense of and justify their public engagements (Salmenniemi 2005, 2008). Evidently,
references to women’s maternal qualities and domestic responsibilities is a feasible
strategy in the Russian gender culture, which perceives motherhood and the domestic
sphere as the woman’s primary and ‘natural’ mission.
The respondents reﬂected upon themselves and their activities in relation to the
dominant masculine image of an entrepreneur. The attribute most frequently attached
to entrepreneurship was harshness or toughness (zhestkost’), which was associated
with masculinity. Many respondents distanced themselves from this image and
described themselves as being ‘softer’.
Interviewer:

Do you [husband and wife in a family business] have diﬀerent management
styles?

Respondent:

Well, I guess it’s diﬀerent; surely the style is diﬀerent. I think women have a
softer style, more communicative, that is, it’s always built on interaction
[obshchenie]. . . . Men are, well, harsher I would say. (RK8)

However, on a few occasions this gendered boundary between soft and tough was also
disrupted. As one respondent commented, ‘Men have tougher rules, frameworks and
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so on. Women also conduct business in a harsh way. A real businesswoman is also
harsh, but in a soft form. Harshness in a soft form, I would say’ (SPb11).
Many women entrepreneurs associated risk-taking with masculinity. They
emphasised that they wished to avoid risks and develop their businesses ‘little by
little’, and interpreted this as a speciﬁcally ‘feminine’ way of doing business.7 One
entrepreneur, for example, commented: ‘Men take more risky steps, women are more
cautious in doing business. A woman is ready to run a small business, a stable one. She
doesn’t like to take risks as men do. A man, he’s a forerunner [pervoprokhodets]’
(SPb10). However, private business in Russia inevitably involves considerable risks
and uncertainties for all entrepreneurs regardless of gender, as the institutional
framework is fragile and various informal practices play a signiﬁcant role (Ledeneva
2006; Aidis et al. 2007). Russian entrepreneurs also lack such social safety nets as
sickness beneﬁt plans and pension schemes that waged-labour usually oﬀers (Kay
2006, p. 114).
Because this study involved only women, it is diﬃcult to assess whether male and
female entrepreneurs perceive and take risks diﬀerently. However, our interviews show
that the women entrepreneurs had taken risks in business, not least at the beginning of
their entrepreneurial careers. As explained earlier, for several respondents entrepreneurship had appeared as a survival strategy and only a few of them had any prior
experience of running a business. In this way, starting up a business appears as
anything but a particularly secure or cautious choice, but rather as one that has
required courage and risk-taking. At the time of the interviews, several women
entrepreneurs also planned to invest heavily in their businesses so as to develop and
expand them (Logrén & Löfgren 2005, p. 126). Earlier research has also demonstrated
that many women business owners viewed growth and expansion as important
business goals (Wells et al. 2003). We suggest that because risk-taking in
entrepreneurship is strongly associated with masculinity, it is diﬃcult for women
entrepreneurs to articulate and recognise themselves as taking risks.
Although the respondents readily acknowledged that women and men entrepreneurs run their businesses diﬀerently, they often found it diﬃcult to explain in more
detail how these diﬀerences manifested themselves. Several respondents voiced
perplexity, hesitation and provisos when explaining diﬀerences, such as ‘I don’t
know’, ‘maybe’, and ‘I only speak from my own experience’. The essentialising
discourse constructing women and men as ‘naturally diﬀerent’ is culturally powerful in
Russia and it is also familiar from the Soviet era, which helps to explain why it
circulates so prominently in the interviews (Salmenniemi 2008; Bridger et al. 1996).
For example, the following respondent stated as a matter of fact that women and men
are diﬀerent, but showed ambivalence in deﬁning how these diﬀerences actually
manifest themselves.
Interviewer:

Do men and women entrepreneurs diﬀer from each other in the way they
work and do business?

7
Only two respondents openly discussed the risks they had taken during their entrepreneurial
career.
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Respondent:

Well, I guess since men and women are diﬀerent, they diﬀer in everything
they do, including business.

Interviewer:

Diﬀerent how? What’s the main diﬀerence?

Respondent:

Well, I don’t know. Perhaps women’s business takes longer to go through, it
is more diﬃcult. But it’s more reliable and, I don’t know how to put it, it’s
more viable . . . perhaps not like that . . . it’s small but good, [while] men’s
businesses might be big, but unsteady. (RK5)

Although the majority of the respondents interpreted women and men running their
business in diﬀerent ways, three entrepreneurs also challenged this view. They
contended that diﬀerences in entrepreneurial activities did not stem from gender but
from the individual. What is needed, they suggested is a business-like character, which
can be found among both women and men. These respondents also regarded women
and men as gender groups that are internally heterogeneous:
Interviewer:

Are men and women as business leaders diﬀerent?

Respondent:

I think it depends on the person . . . . Women run [their businesses] also in
diﬀerent ways . . . . Of course, accuracy is necessary, but I think it all depends
on the person. . . . We [the respondent and her husband] have approximately
the same views on management, because we work in an alliance. But of
course conﬂicts arise. (. . .) It also happens that two women can’t work
together because they have diﬀerent views on management issues. (SPb4)

Experiences of gender discrimination
A number of respondents discussed gender discrimination (although they rarely used the
term discrimination, diskriminatsiya) and gave examples of how they had encountered it
in the entrepreneurial domain. They explained it was more diﬃcult for women than for
men to run a business, because of prejudices and sceptical attitudes towards women
entrepreneurs in Russian society. They complained that women were not taken seriously
as entrepreneurs and some men simply refused to do business with women. They also
argued that it was far easier for men to climb the career ladder and achieve a leader’s
position. Women were seen as facing more pressure and prejudices in the maledominated sectors of the economy. For example, construction was mentioned as a
particularly diﬃcult sector for women: in order to survive there women had to learn to
speak ‘men’s language’ and behave exactly like men. Similar patterns of gender
discrimination have also been identiﬁed in other transition economies (Aidis et al. 2007).
The respondents often mentioned that domestic responsibilities impede women’s—
but not men’s—entrepreneurial activities. (This issue will be discussed in more detail in
the next section.) Many respondents had faced the attitude that women should remain
in their role as homemakers instead of pursuing entrepreneurship.
I can say absolutely certainly, 100%, that men have more contacts, more opportunities. Not
only do they understand each other very well in all respects, but they also support each other.
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But they try not to let women in [to business]. Our men think that the woman’s place is in the
family and in the kitchen. Today this is the case, unfortunately. In order to be appreciated in
the eyes of a man, a woman has to earn it ﬁrst, so that she’s appreciated as a partner or
colleague, or as an entrepreneur. (SPb10)
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Well, starting the business was hard . . . . You know, when we were opening our shop, we
encountered so many obstacles from male oﬃcials [chinovniki] . . . . They told us openly:
‘What do you want? You should stay at home with dishes and children. We won’t sign the
papers [documents needed for the business] anyway’. (RK9)

Women have developed a number of strategies to tackle gender discrimination.
Especially in family businesses, women resolved the problem by taking their husbands
along to negotiations and meetings. One self-employed woman (RK6) explained this as
follows: ‘They [male business partners] assume that my husband is the director. In
principle I’m not an ambitious person, I just let them think so’. Another concluded that
‘Sometimes my husband goes to the negotiations with me because you already know
that you won’t be seen as a partner’ (RK8). Two respondents (RK6, RK14) explained
that they preferred to conduct business with people they already knew beforehand, as
they faced considerably less discrimination when dealing with established social
networks. Hence, gender discrimination in business may encourage women to rely more
on their personal networks instead of dealing through institutional channels.
One of the respondents had participated in international seminars on gender issues
and she reﬂected vividly upon gender inequality in her interview. She articulated her
entrepreneurial experiences with the feminist vocabulary of the ‘gender question’
(gendernyi vopros) and ‘patriarchy’ (patriakhat). According to her, seminars on gender
issues had opened up to her a new framework for making sense of gender relations and
her own experiences of discrimination in entrepreneurship:
[We have] this patriarchy of men [muzhiki]; men are not ready to work with women. I’ve
encountered that for the past four years. Frankly speaking, if earlier I reacted somewhat
diﬀerently, now I’m prouder and more ambitious; I say [to men]: ‘You know, I think you are
the ones who have problems’, because not all men are ready to work with a competent
woman. (RK7)

Several respondents considered that men dominate big business while women were
seen as being concentrated in small and medium-sized businesses.8 However this
division was not problematised, but it was interpreted as a ‘natural’ consequence of
gender diﬀerences:
Why do men rule big business? I think it’s because men are tougher, more self-assured. And
we [women] are, well, how to say, ‘I’m a leader, but still I’m softer by nature’; you know what
I mean. But in big business one has to be sure-footed (ustoichivyi). (RK3)
They [women] choose less risky enterprises. Moreover, they have very good intuition. Besides,
when a woman takes risks, she evaluates them carefully. Why? Because she thinks about

8

See also Yurchak (2003, pp. 84–85).
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herself, her children, her husband. As a rule, a man, when taking risks, thinks about almost
nothing. . . . Well, men prefer something big, signiﬁcant, while a woman would choose a nice
[krasivyi] business, you know. A lot of women are in advertising, . . . in public relations, we
have a lot of women journalists. . . . Of course there is a preference towards that choice, and
it’s natural. (RK15)

Downloaded by [115.85.25.194] at 19:24 31 March 2015

The discourses of gender-speciﬁc qualities and choice employed in the quotes above
serve to naturalise gendered power relations. By explaining gender divisions at the
individual level, referring to character and choice, these discourses remove from sight
the structural and symbolic factors that produce gendered (dis)advantages in the
entrepreneurial domain, such as discrimination against women, gender stereotypes,
and unequal access to resources such as networks and capital.
Family as an obstacle to and a resource for entrepreneurship
Social networks were highly important in Soviet society in all spheres of life and they
continue to play a key role in contemporary Russian society. Friendship and
acquaintance networks have functioned as a central basis for starting and developing
private businesses in Russia (Ledeneva 1998, pp. 184–85). Social networks are also of
central importance in entrepreneurship in advanced Western countries, for example, in
accessing resources, providing competitive advantage and enhancing the entrepreneur’s opportunity recognition (Aidis & Estrin 2006, p. 18); but in the Russian
entrepreneurial environment networks are in many ways indispensable. They are
needed to overcome the shortcomings of the institutional system, such as for example,
slow and complicated bureaucracy, an underdeveloped banking system, and rapidly
changing, contradictory and weakly enforced legislation (Kosonen 2008; Karhunen
et al. 2008; Smallbone & Welter 2001; Sätre Åhlander 2007). The importance of
networks also stems from the distrust that is a structural characteristic of Russian
society. Social institutions, such as the government, parliament, and law enforcement
bodies, suﬀer from extremely low levels of trust (Shlapentokh 2006).
Family and the domestic sphere, in general, were ascribed ambivalent meanings in
the interviews with women entrepreneurs.9 On the one hand, family and kin have been
a vital resource upon which entrepreneurial activities have been built, and as was
discussed above, women’s maternal and domestic roles were interpreted as making
women competent entrepreneurs. On the other hand, the gendered division of labour
in the domestic sphere was portrayed as impeding women’s entrepreneurial activities.
As a rule our respondents had obtained the start-up capital for founding an
enterprise through family members and relatives (Aidis et al. 2007; Isakova et al. 2006,
p. 35). Eleven of them ran a family enterprise, broadly speaking, that involved most
often their spouse, but occasionally also other family members. A few respondents had
also started their business by working at home. Some family businesses were oﬃcially
9
Of those interviewed, 22 were married and four were either unmarried, widowers or divorced
(we do not have this information about one respondent). The overwhelming majority of the
respondents (20) had grown-up children, while ﬁve had children under the age of 16, and two did not
have children.
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founded and run together by a married couple, with varying forms of division of
labour. In some ﬁrms the role of the husband was characterised as a ‘helper’ or the
‘right hand’ of the manager-wife, while in others the spouses were described as having
a more equal footing and their own areas of responsibility. Several respondents also
characterised their husbands and themselves as complementing each other. As one
entrepreneur put it, ‘I have a head, he has hands’ (RK3).
In some enterprises, the husband had no oﬃcial position, but he helped the wifeentrepreneur by running errands and providing skills, expertise and networks for the
use of the enterprise. This arrangement was typical in families where the husband was
employed in the military forces or in government administration, where employees are
not allowed to take part in private enterprise. The business was thus not oﬃcially a
family enterprise, but the husband played an important informal role in it. This
practice highlights how legislation preventing entrepreneurship for certain professional categories can be circumvented. Furthermore, spouses can also help women
entrepreneurs to enlarge their networks. Scholars have argued that due to the Sovietera gendered power structures, men tend to have more contact than women with key
stakeholders in the higher echelons of political and economic power (Aidis et al. 2007;
Welter et al. 2006a, p. 8). Contrary to the oﬃcial declarations of gender equality,
women were marginalised from the leading political and economic positions in the
Soviet Union, and this has created a structural disadvantage for women entrepreneurs
in transition economies.
The diﬃculty of combining work and family was an issue that was extensively
discussed in the interviews with women entrepreneurs. Although the family had
facilitated, and in the case of the family’s economic problems, also pushed the women to
found an enterprise, the respondents vividly described how family responsibilities and
the unequal gender division of labour at home impeded their entrepreneurial activities.
The respondents thought it was more diﬃcult for women to be self-employed than for
men because of women’s caring obligations in the private sphere. This is consistent with
the results of household surveys in Russia, which show that women devote considerably
more time to domestic work than men (Ashwin 2006b, pp. 46–47). More speciﬁcally, the
respondents presented the woman as shouldering the main responsibility for the
household, and they presented the husband and children only as helping her:
Interviewer:

In your opinion, is it harder for women to engage in entrepreneurship?

Respondent:

Yes, it’s very hard. In any case, whether she’s supported by her family or not,
it’s harder for a woman to do business; it’s the woman who has to either lead
the household or maintain it. Home, family—these are the woman’s
responsibilities anyway. Relatives, husband, children—they help. (SPb5)

Another respondent explained how small children were often a major obstacle for
women’s involvement in entrepreneurship.
Interviewer:

Is it harder for women to do business than for men?

Respondent:

It is, because apart from being a business-lady, you are also a mother and
no one released you from these duties. . . . For example, I spend a lot of time
on caring for the family, my children are still small. (RK1)
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Another respondent said:
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It is hard [to combine business and family], but I guess it was easier for me because my
children were already older. I mean they already went to school, were very independent. . . .
But when they were little of course it seemed very hard. It’s very hard to combine [family and
business] when the kids are small. (SPb7)

Several other respondents also reported that they had started their businesses only
after their children had grown up.10 One entrepreneur from St Petersburg said she had
purposely stayed in her unsatisfying job as an engineer while her children were young,
and another respondent commented that only when the children had grown up did she
feel able to move to entrepreneurship, work independently and take risks. Only one
respondent portrayed entrepreneurship as more easily reconciled with domestic
responsibilities than waged labour. This woman, a former teacher from the Republic
of Karelia, explained she had decided to start up her own business because she wanted
to spend more time with her child. Thus, the ﬂexible schedule that entrepreneurship
can oﬀer potentially served as a pull factor for her. Studies pertaining to the
experiences of women civic activists in post-Soviet societies have revealed similar
results, indicating that women have more time and opportunities to engage in activities
in the public domain when their caring obligations at home are relieved (Berg 2004;
Salmenniemi 2008). Thus, women’s ‘time poverty’ (Lister 1997, p. 133) limits their
opportunities to act in the public sphere.
The interviews elucidate how women’s cross-generational care chains are an
essential factor enabling women’s entrepreneurship. The majority of the respondents
mentioned that their mothers’ help in the home was indispensable, in particular, in
taking care of the children. Soviet family life was based upon the practice of extensive
mothering—women-centred, cross-generational emotional, social and economic ties—
and this gendered practice also continues in contemporary Russia. Due to the
traditionally marginal role of men in the family, in the course of time family has
become a distinctively female institution in Russia (Rotkirch 2000, p. 120; Rytkönen
2008).
Many respondents emphasised the importance of the support and understanding of
their husbands and children for their entrepreneurial activities. The majority of them
reported receiving support from their family, but the interviews show that often this
tended to mean that the family members did not actively hinder the woman
entrepreneur rather than giving her concrete help in everyday life. The husbands did
not usually oppose their wives being entrepreneurs per se, and especially in family
enterprises they also often helped in running the business, but according to the
respondents, the husbands were extremely reluctant to renegotiate the gendered
division of labour at home. Women’s entrepreneurship was accepted only as long as it
did not challenge the existing divisions of labour and power in the domestic sphere.
Only two respondents reported their husbands being actively involved in running the
10

Women have children at a younger age in Russia than in Western countries. In Russia,
women tend to have children at the age of 20–24 and in the West at the age of 25–29 (Rotkirch
2007, p. 17).
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household. They expressed gratitude for this several times during the interview and
acknowledged that it was an unusual arrangement in Russian families:
My parents were strongly against my becoming the head of an enterprise. . . . I’m very
thankful [to my husband] in this sense, because he said to my parents: ‘You see, she’s a
personality [lichnost’], she is appreciated’. I’m very thankful to my husband for letting me
realise myself. . . . There was a time when I hadn’t had a vacation for two years. He was
taking care of the baby; he took him on vacation. (RK7)

Downloaded by [115.85.25.194] at 19:24 31 March 2015

Similarly:
Interviewer:

So your husband doesn’t think that you should stay at home?

Respondent:

No, on the contrary, he thinks that I shouldn’t stay at home. Actually, I’m
very grateful to my husband for all the housework—I don’t have any
obligations, absolutely none . . . . I have initially built the relationship in this
way. I don’t think it’s necessary for a working woman to do the
housekeeping, look after the husband, see whether his socks are clean or
dirty—it’s total nonsense! My husband cooks by himself . . . he has more free
time. The kitchen is his territory. We have a very democratic relationship;
everyone . . . takes care of him or herself—daughter, husband. (RK14)

The predominant gender contract emerging in the interviews is that of ‘working
mother’ that was also characteristic of the Soviet era (Rotkirch & Temkina 2007). In
middle and upper class families paid domestic servants and nannies have become more
common, especially in St Petersburg and Moscow (Rotkirch 2008), but in our
interview data the absolute majority of women still ran the household themselves and
relied upon their mothers’ help. Furthermore, one respondent also commented that
even if the family had a domestic servant, a woman (the wife) would still hold prime
responsibility for the household, as she would have to make sure that the servant did
everything correctly. Only one entrepreneur in our data, a childless woman from St
Petersburg, had employed a paid domestic servant. Her family thus followed the
gender contract of a career-oriented couple in which both spouses focus upon their
careers (Rotkirch & Temkina 2007). Another childless entrepreneur from St
Petersburg also voiced a wish to hire domestic help, but had faced resistance from
her husband. She had to decide between saving her marriage and freeing herself from
the domestic burden:
It’s very diﬃcult to convince a man to help run the household. Men have a lot of diﬃculty
accepting it and many families fall apart because of it. In order to keep the family together, I
have to be more understanding and do everything by myself, or convince him [husband] very
tenderly that a domestic servant can do it. He protests, he wants me to do everything.
Although he’s very proud of me and tells everyone what a woman I am, he still doesn’t want a
domestic servant—he wants me to do all the housework. . . . That’s the way he was brought
up. He thinks that it’s the wife’s duty. . . . My husband says I should manage my business so
that I have time for housekeeping. If I want to keep the family together, I have to respond to
that somehow. (SPb9)
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Resisting the norms
Earlier research has argued that Russian women often view the domestic sphere as
their ‘natural’ responsibility and they do not tend to question the gendered division of
labour at home (Ashwin 2002). The women entrepreneurs interviewed here form an
interesting and contrasting case to this argument. Several respondents voiced
dissatisfaction about their double burden and the way they had to juggle their
multiple responsibilities. The ‘naturalness’ of the traditional gender division of labour
at home was questioned, for example, by alluding to socialisation practices that were
understood to shape women’s and men’s expectations of gender relations. Two of the
entrepreneurs also believed that the gendered division of labour in Russian families
was bound to become more egalitarian with generational change and saw this as a
positive development. As one of them (SPb9) argued, ‘our young people, 20–25 years
old, when living together, divide responsibilities, [but] our generation still lives in the
old way and it’s hard to change it’. The other respondent commented:
I can see that even in our village, in young families husbands take care of the children. It’s the
men who dedicate themselves to children. They take them to dances, to the Hermitage, they
travel with them. . . . I’m very glad this is happening. (SPb10)

The interviews show that women entrepreneurs are highly committed to their
businesses and they are ready to ﬁght for their right to self-realisation. Some women
entrepreneurs had not been willing to put up with the unequal division of labour at
home and the husband’s lack of understanding of their entrepreneurship. One
respondent had divorced her ﬁrst husband, because he did not support her. She
subsequently remarried a man who shared her interest in entrepreneurship. Another
respondent explained her divorce as follows:
My personal life collapsed [poshla na smarku] after 1991, right after I started this business. I
broke up with my husband, because he couldn’t understand me, I couldn’t understand
him . . . and then I just got along with another man and that’s it. . . . Eventually we divorced [my
ﬁrst husband and I], because business is one thing and family is another thing. I was supposed to
stay at home, wash, cook and so on, and not to go anywhere. I was supposed to live for my
husband. But it turned out that I started living for myself and for the [work] collective. (RK3)

A few respondents reported that their husbands had actively objected to their
entrepreneurial activity. These women had, however, persistently pursued their
business despite resistance. According to them, their husbands had gradually grown to
accept the situation:
My husband was jealous that I succeeded . . . He didn’t understand many things back then
and . . . that had a serious impact on our relations. But now he has accepted the fact that I
won’t relent. Now he understands that I have my principles and that I’m an independent
person, I have my own opinions and it’s useless to try to stop me or inﬂuence my decisions.
It’s better to ﬁnd some sort of mutual understanding or split up. . . . Well, there was a period
of certain subordination, he wanted to place me under his authority, to make me do what he
wanted. . . . I tried not to pay attention to it. (SPb10)
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My husband viewed the business negatively. Now he takes it positively, . . . but back then he
took it in a very hostile way because my business went very well and it started yielding very
sound proﬁts. . . . And he started feeling his failure; that he couldn’t provide for the family. I
mean I started providing for the family. . . . It was very diﬃcult. I had to work a lot with this
man, communicate . . . . He did everything he could to get me back where I belonged, so that
I would just go to work at nine and be home at ﬁve, because part of the obligations [at home]
were passed on to him, even the biggest part. He takes this OK now, but 10 years ago he just
couldn’t take it. (RK1)

These quotations illustrate how husbands’ negative attitudes towards entrepreneurship stemmed from the destabilisation of the traditional gendered power relations and
division of labour in the family. Because masculine identity in Russia is constructed
strongly upon breadwinning and paid work, the husbands felt, according to the
respondents, threatened and undermined by their wives’ entrepreneurial success.
Conclusion
This article highlights how women entrepreneurs tend to employ the discourse of
gender-speciﬁc qualities, which is highly inﬂuential in Russian society, in explaining
gender diﬀerences in business. By having engaged in entrepreneurship, these women
have crossed a gendered boundary and entered a symbolically masculine-marked
domain. The discourse of gender-based qualities can be seen as a feasible cultural
resource to negotiate and legitimise this border-crossing. By invoking this discourse
women can be seen to claim recognition and value for their work.
Gender discrimination in business was discussed by a number of the respondents.
This discrimination is highly problematic as it impedes the mobilisation of women’s
entrepreneurial potential and the development of business life in general. We contend
that gender discrimination may also strengthen the role of informal connections and
networks in business. It has been argued that the importance of connections and
networks tends to diminish in business with the strengthening and stabilisation of
institutional frameworks and market mechanisms (Kosonen 2008; Karhunen 2007).
However, as the analysis in this article indicates, women rely on informal personal
networks not only because the institutions do not work properly, but also in order to
avoid gender discrimination. Thus, if the norms concerning gender relations do not
become more permissive and ﬂexible we may expect informal connections to hold their
importance in women’s businesses in combating gender discrimination.
Social networks are important not only in avoiding gender discrimination, but also
in juggling the demands of entrepreneurship and domestic responsibilities. On the one
hand, family ties oﬀer important material and emotional resources for entrepreneurship, but on the other hand, the unequal gendered division of labour in the private
realm hampers women’s involvement in business. The Russian gender order relies
upon and reproduces the cultural norm of women’s double burden, thus upholding
women’s cross-generational care chains as indispensable for enabling and supporting
women’s entrepreneurship. The article also shows that the respondents are highly
committed to their businesses: they were not willing to give business up even if they
faced prolonged resistance from their family. However, the patriarchal attitudes in the
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family and society towards women’s entrepreneurship pose a signiﬁcant barrier for
many potential women entrepreneurs.
This article highlights two important avenues for further research. First, there is a
need for more qualitative research that is sensitive to self-employed women’s and
men’s own articulations and understandings of gender in the context of entrepreneurship. Ethnographic enquiries about how women and men entrepreneurs create and
mobilise their networks, and how their everyday strategies and tactics to navigate the
murky institutional environment are gendered would yield important insights into the
gendering processes of entrepreneurship in transition economies.
Second, the connections between gender, entrepreneurship and social class merit
further enquiry. The steep social stratiﬁcation, commercialisation of everyday life and
the changing patterns of labour markets brought about by the social transformation
have crucially reshaped the gender and class orders in Russia. As some women succeed
in private business and move upwards in the class structure, other women experience
downward mobility and seek employment as servants and nannies (Rotkirch 2008),
enabling in this way the professional engagement of the former. It would be helpful to
analyse in more detail the shifting boundaries between business and byt: how the
division of labour is arranged and negotiated in women entrepreneurs’ households,
and what kinds of conceptions of gender and class are constructed in this context.
University of Helsinki
Aalto University School of Economics
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TABLE A1
SUMMARY
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Interview code
SPb1
SPb2
SPb3
SPb4
SPb5
SPb6
SPb7
SPb8
SPb9
SPb10
SPb11
SPb12
RK1
RK2
RK3
RK4
RK5
RK6
RK7
RK8
RK9
RK10
RK11
RK12
RK13
RK14
RK15

OF

RESPONDENTS

Type of business

Location of the
interview

Date of the
interview

Real estate services
Publishing
Handicrafts
Travel agency
Travel agency
Clothing industry
Oﬃce supplies, IT services
Retail
Wellness products
Wholesale trade in construction materials
Clothing industry and retail
Clothing industry
Heritage tourism
Clothing industry
Retail industry
Retail industry
Hairdressing salon
Retail industry
Furniture retail
Exhibition services
Dressmaker’s shop
Medical services
Medical services
Handicrafts
Dressmaker’s shop
Medical services
Education services

St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
St Petersburg
Petrozavodsk
Kostamuksha
Petrozavodsk
Petrozavodsk
Kostamuksha
Kostamuksha
Kostamuksha
Petrozavodsk
Petrozavodsk
Petrozavodsk
Petrozavodsk
Kostamuksha
Petrozavodsk
Petrozavodsk
Petrozavodsk

30 March 2005
30 March 2005
9 March 2005
1 April 2005
9 March 2005
11 March 2005
1 April 2005
16 February 2005
15 February 2005
31 March 2005
17 February 2005
31 March 2005
29 May 2006
16 June 2006
29 May 2006
30 May 2006
16 June 2006
16 June 2006
17 June 2006
30 May 2006
30 May 2006
31 May 2006
31 May 2006
17 June 2006
31 May 2006
1 June 2006
1 June 2006

Note: respondents were granted anonymity, so the names are not revealed.

