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In this article, I develop and empirically test the theoretical argument that widely 
shared cultural beliefs about men’s and women’s abilities in entrepreneurship (i.e., 
“gender status beliefs”) systematically influence the social interactions during 

which an entrepreneur, particularly an innovative entrepreneur, seeks support from 
potential stakeholders for his or her new organization. To evaluate this argument, I con-
ducted three experimental studies in the United Kingdom and the United States in which 
student participants were asked to evaluate the profiles of two entrepreneurs and to 
make investment decisions for each. The studies manipulated the gender of the entre-
preneur and the innovativeness of the business plan. The main finding is consistent 
across studies: gender status beliefs disadvantage typical women entrepreneurs vis-à-
vis their male counterparts, but innovation in a business model has a stronger and more 
positive impact on ratings of women’s entrepreneurial ability and overall support for 
their business ideas than it does for men’s. However, the strength of these patterns var-
ies significantly depending on the societal and industry context of the new venture in 
question. Findings indicate that gender status beliefs can be understood as an impor-
tant “demand-side” mechanism contributing to gender inequality in aggregate entre-
preneurship rates and a micro-level factor affecting the likelihood that a new and novel 
organization will emerge and survive.

A growing body of scholarship documents the prevalence of unconscious gender 
biases in modern work organizations. For instance, women managers are often 
believed to be less achievement oriented (“agentic”) and competent than their 
male counterparts, which can result in women being given fewer rewards and 
held to a stricter standard of performance (Foschi 1996; Heilman 2001;  Ridgeway 
2011). Organizational efforts to prevent discrimination are also often 
 unsuccessful and may even produce the opposite of their intended outcome 
( Castilla and Benard 2010).
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In light of these findings, it is not surprising that scholars and women business 
owners alike often cite entrepreneurship as a career in which women may be able 
to mitigate exposure to bias (Heilman and Chen 2003; Mattis 2004; Moore and 
Buttner 1997). This may be possible given that entrepreneurs have greater auton-
omy over their work environment and are not embedded in a preexisting set of 
organizational roles, each of which may be attached to gender stereotypes about 
performance and behavior (Reskin and Roos 1990; Ridgeway 2011). Entrepre-
neurs also typically hold less supervisory authority than managers do, a struc-
tural position that provokes dislike and derogation toward women (Rudman 
et al. 2012). However, a number of recent studies suggest that women entrepre-
neurs are not immune to gender bias: lenders, potential lenders, and technology 
licensing officers have all been found to favor male-owned start-ups (Bigelow 
et al. 2014; Brooks et al. 2014; Shane et al. 2012).

Perhaps because the bulk of prior research has focused on explaining pat-
terns of gender bias within established organizational contexts (whether hypo-
thetical or real), the social psychological mechanism responsible for bias in 
entrepreneurship contexts has yet to be fully developed or evaluated. Under-
standing this mechanism is important because women are even more under-
represented among entrepreneurs than they are in wage and salaried leadership 
positions. As recently as 2009, US women constituted about 43 percent of man-
agers, legislators, and senior officials (UNDP 2009), yet they were majority 
owners of only 28 percent of all private firms (CWBR 2009). Men also run 
larger, more innovative, and more growth-oriented enterprises than their female 
counterparts (Loscocco and Bird 2012; Kalleberg and Leicht 1991; Tonoyan 
and Strohmeyer 2005). Most accounts for this inequality have focused on “sup-
ply-side” factors, such as gender differences in network resources, financial 
means, managerial experience, or perceptions about the abilities and risks 
involved in starting a business (Loscocco et al. 1991; Marlow and McAdam 
2010; Minniti and Nardone 2007; Renzulli, Aldrich, and Moody 2000; 
Thébaud 2010). Yet, substantial gender gaps persist after taking into account 
many such differences. By specifying a mechanism that underpins gender bias 
in entrepreneurship, it is thus possible to identify the sorts of social contexts in 
which this “demand-side” process is most likely to fuel gender-unequal entre-
preneurship outcomes.

Understanding bias in entrepreneurship contexts is also important because, in 
contrast to many other careers, entrepreneurial success is uniquely contingent 
upon evaluative social interactions: an entrepreneur’s motivation and the organi-
zation’s survival ultimately depend on his or her ability to gather support from 
others. Gaining support for a new venture is difficult given that, to a certain 
degree, all new organizations lack legitimacy (Aldrich and Ruef 2006; DiMaggio 
and Powell 1991; Suchman 1995). Whereas most entrepreneurs overcome this 
liability by introducing organizations that largely mimic existing organizational 
forms and practices, those who challenge taken-for-granted practices by intro-
ducing novel products or processes must work extra hard to convince others that 
their ideas are viable (Aldrich and Fiol 1994; Schumpeter 1961[1934]; Suchman 
1995). During this critical “local validation” (Johnson, Dowd, and Ridgeway 
2006) stage, local actors serve as the gatekeepers of new ideas.
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With the exception of some studies highlighting founders’ strategic use of net-
works and communication (Baron and Markman 2003; Lounsbury and Glynn 
2001), most theory and research on organizational legitimacy has focused on 
organizational-level processes (Johnson, Dowd, and Ridgeway 2006), and as a 
result tends to be disembodied from individual attributes. Yet, in early stages, 
entrepreneurs represent new organizations and the ideas behind them. Because 
cultural beliefs about gender are themselves widely legitimated, taken for granted, 
and relevant across many task-oriented settings (Ridgeway 2011), might they 
also influence the likelihood that a novel organization will be deemed worthy of 
support?

Thus, the goals of this research are twofold. First, I propose and test a theo-
retical mechanism that may be responsible for “demand-side” biases contributing 
to women’s underrepresentation in entrepreneurship. Drawing on theory in the 
social psychology of gender and studies documenting the gendered context of 
entrepreneurship, I argue that “gender status beliefs”—widely shared cultural 
beliefs that generally confer men greater ability at the things that “count” in 
 society—affect the way that others evaluate a potential entrepreneur’s business 
idea. The patterns of gender-biased feedback that status beliefs generate may, in 
the aggregate, discourage women from persisting toward an entrepreneurial 
career and disadvantage them in their quest for social and financial support from 
potential stakeholders, who may include colleagues, family members, friends, 
investors, future customers and employees, or representatives of other organiza-
tions. However, per the scope conditions of the theory, the relative impact of these 
beliefs will vary according to the gender composition of entrepreneurs and man-
agers in a society, as well as the gender composition of an industry.

Second, I advance theories of organizational legitimacy by investigating the 
extent to which gender status beliefs affect the likelihood that an innovative, as 
opposed to a conventional, business model will be perceived as worthy of sup-
port. If status beliefs inform the interactions through which entrepreneurs garner 
encouragement and support for their ideas, then the socially selective process that 
determines which new and novel organizations will survive and which will fail 
operates differently depending on the gender of the individual proposing it.

In the following sections, I elaborate my argument about the role of gender 
status beliefs in organizational creation and generate a series of propositions 
about the effects of gender and innovation on the likelihood of gaining support 
for a new venture. I then consider how my propositions may be moderated when 
gender status beliefs are likely to differ in their relevance to the entrepreneurship 
setting, either because 1) the gender composition of entrepreneurs and managers 
in a given society differs, or 2) the gender composition of entrepreneurs in a given 
industry differs. Finally, I evaluate my claims with three laboratory experiments 
that I conducted in the United Kingdom and the United States and conclude with 
a discussion of the theoretical contributions of this research.

Gender Status Beliefs in Entrepreneurship
Both survey and experimental studies indicate that men are often believed to be 
more competent and/or agentic than women (Correll and Ridgeway 2003; Fiske 
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et al. 2002; Koenig and Eagly 2014). For instance, Fiske et al. (2002) found that 
diverse groups of US respondents rated men higher than women on a scale that 
included perceptions of competence, intelligence, confidence, competitiveness, 
and independence. Experimental studies similarly find that gender, often uncon-
sciously, cues expectations of competence in task-oriented situations (Correll and 
Ridgeway 2003), even when actors consciously express gender-egalitarian beliefs 
and intentions (Rashotte and Webster 2005).

More specifically, gender is understood to be a status characteristic, a categor-
ical distinction based on either a personal attribute (e.g., gender, race) or a role 
(e.g., manager) that has attached to it widely shared cultural beliefs about the 
status worthiness of one category over the other (Berger et al. 1977). When effec-
tively salient, status characteristics can influence behaviors and evaluations 
because they inform performance expectations regarding an individual’s level of 
ability (e.g., competence) and/or effort (e.g., commitment) (Correll, Benard, and 
Paik 2007; Correll and Ridgeway 2003). Because they are expected to have more 
ability and exert more effort, high-status actors are given more opportunities to 
participate, have more influence over others, and have their  performances evalu-
ated more positively than low-status actors. A status characteristic is salient when 
it differentiates actors, or when it is believed to be relevant to the task at hand. 
For example, gender status beliefs are especially likely to inform performance 
expectations for particularly male-typed tasks (Ridgeway 2011).

Research widely confirms that entrepreneurship is one such male-typed task 
(Bird and Brush 2002; Buttner and Rosen 1988; Bruni, Gherardi, and Poggio 
2004; Gupta et al. 2009). For instance, Gupta et al. (2009) found that business 
students in the United States, India, and Turkey strongly associate entrepreneur-
ship with “masculinity” and stereotypically masculine traits. Moreover, charac-
teristics stereotypically associated with entrepreneurship (e.g., willingness to take 
risks, competitiveness, aggressiveness, leadership ability, business sense) are not 
only perceived to be more typical among men, but are also seen as more desirable 
in men (Prentice and Carranza 2002). Therefore, when men become entrepre-
neurs, they fulfill stereotypes not only about how they are, but also about how 
they should be.

Unlike most management situations, entrepreneurship is also fraught with 
uncertainty regarding the probability of success. Research has shown that people 
are especially likely to rely on stereotypes in situations characterized by uncer-
tainty and a lack of information (Gorman 2006; Ridgeway 2011).

Taken together, this literature suggests that gender will be salient as a status 
characteristic in entrepreneurship. That is:

H1: On average, women entrepreneurs will receive lower ability and 
effort ratings, and their businesses will be rated less worthy of support 
than men’s, all else equal.

Importantly, if gender is salient as a status characteristic, then ratings of ability 
and effort should mediate gender differences in business support (e.g., evaluators 
will offer less investment to a woman entrepreneur because they believe her to be 
less competent than her male counterpart).
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Gender Status Beliefs and Innovation
Next, scholars have noted that organizations fall on a continuum between the two 
poles of “reproducer” and “innovator” (Aldrich and Ruef 2006, 67). The vast 
majority of organizations are reproducers, with routines and competencies that 
largely mimic existing organizations. In contrast, innovator organizations depart 
from the standard way of doing things by, for instance, introducing new products/
services, methods of production, or markets (Schumpeter 1961[1934]). In this 
section, I theorize how organizational innovations like these may moderate the 
effect of gender status beliefs on evaluations of entrepreneurs and their businesses. 
To do so, it is necessary to consider 1) how status beliefs may affect the standards 
used to evaluate the quality of a business idea, and 2) how organizational innova-
tion may have bearing on men’s and women’s likelihood of  gaining support.

To begin, research suggests that status characteristics, when salient, inform not 
only expectations of competence, but also the standards that are used to deter-
mine whether a task performance is indicative of ability (Correll, Benard, and 
Paik 2007; Foschi 1996). Specifically, as lower-status group members, women 
tend to have their performances judged by a stricter standard than men because 
when women perform a male-typed task well, their performances are inconsistent 
with expectations for women in general (Foschi 1996; Foschi, Lai, and Sigerson 
1994). As a result, their performances are often more highly scrutinized, such that 
women must demonstrate more “evidence” of ability than their male counter-
parts in order to have their performances judged to be of the same quality. Thus, 
in the entrepreneurship setting, women entrepreneurs may need to demonstrate 
more evidence of entrepreneurial ability than their male counterparts in order for 
their business to be perceived as being equally worthy of support.

What signals entrepreneurial ability? In addition to human capital such as 
management, industry, or prior start-up experience, factors associated with orga-
nizational survival that are typically theorized at the organizational level, such as 
innovation, may signal an entrepreneur’s ability given that, in the early stages, 
individual entrepreneurs effectively embody new organizations and the ideas 
behind them. Organization theorists argue that innovator organizations tend to 
encounter more social resistance than reproducers (Lounsbury and Glynn 2001; 
Knudsen and Swedberg 2009; Schumpeter 1961[1934]; Sine, Haveman, and Tol-
bert 2005). This occurs because organizations that introduce new products or 
processes lack cognitive legitimacy: they are, by definition, not yet a taken-for-
granted feature of the social environment (Aldrich and Ruef 2006; Aldrich and 
Fiol 1994; Suchman 1995). Producers, consumers, and other potential stakehold-
ers have a relative lack of knowledge about the organization’s activities and its 
products/services, and are therefore uncertain about its probability of success. 
This heightened uncertainty and risk raises doubt about a new venture, which 
may lead to financial and/or social penalties. For instance, innovative entrepre-
neurs may be viewed as foolish to try something so risky (Aldrich and Fiol 1994). 
By the same token, there are tangible rewards for following convention: new 
organizations that conform to the structures and ceremonial activities of estab-
lished firms in their industry are more likely to survive and grow (Khaire 2010; 
Singh, Tucker, and House 1986).
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If one considers the greater uncertainty and risk associated with innovation 
together with the idea that women are coded as a lower-status group, it suggests 
a double disadvantage for women: individuals whose performances are already 
more likely to be scrutinized may be at an even greater disadvantage when start-
ing an innovative organization because innovation is also more subject to scru-
tiny. That is, membership in a lower-status category may serve to further 
undermine the credibility of an innovative entrepreneur, which is already in ques-
tion by virtue of their departure from accepted practices. This leads to the expec-
tation that:

H2a: Innovation will be more negatively associated with ability, effort, 
and business support ratings for women than men entrepreneurs, all else 
equal.

Research also suggests, however, that regardless of whether the social environ-
ment is relatively risk averse or risk tolerant, the comparatively greater risk and 
uncertainty associated with innovation typifies the gendered stereotype of an 
“entrepreneur.” That is, by implicitly being willing to take on more risk, innova-
tive entrepreneurs exaggerate the character traits that are part and parcel of the 
ideal-typical cultural image of the entrepreneur: someone who is willing to buck 
norms, agentic, independent, competitive, risk tolerant, and competent. As noted 
earlier, this image is implicitly masculine because it is consonant with stereotypes 
about the kinds of traits men supposedly have and ought to have.

Because stereotypes about women don’t fit this image, women entrepreneurs 
may be viewed as more authentically “entrepreneurial” when they propose an 
innovative idea than when they propose a conventional one. In effect, innovation 
may signal the additional “evidence” of ability that double standards theory sug-
gests women would need in entrepreneurship contexts. By better fitting the mas-
culine image of the entrepreneur, innovative women may be viewed as more 
credible and thus more competent entrepreneurs. This dynamic may, paradoxi-
cally, mitigate or even override the skepticism that an innovative idea might oth-
erwise invoke. By contrast, innovation may not play into evaluations of men’s 
entrepreneurial ability in the same way because their ability to be an entrepreneur 
more generally is less subject to scrutiny: by virtue of being a man, both innova-
tive and non-innovative men entrepreneurs, to a certain extent, live up to stereo-
types about how entrepreneurs are and should be. This leads to the competing 
expectation that:

H2b: Innovation will be more positively associated with ability, effort, and 
business support ratings for women than men entrepreneurs, all else equal.

Finally, if innovation differentially impacts ratings of men’s and women’s busi-
nesses because gender is salient as a status characteristic, then ability and effort 
ratings should mediate the interaction effect between gender and innovation.

Contextual Factors
As discussed, an important scope condition of status characteristics theory main-
tains that gender will be salient as a status characteristic in settings where the task 
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(e.g., entrepreneurship) is male typed. Thus, the extent to which this scope condi-
tion holds likely varies according to the extent of men’s overrepresentation 
among entrepreneurs in a particular setting. I argue that such overrepresentation 
may occur along two dimensions: 1) men may be more or less overrepresented 
among entrepreneurs and managers in a given society, and 2) men may be more 
or less overrepresented among entrepreneurs in a given industry.

Societal Context
Operationally, the first factor can be informed by the gender composition of 
entrepreneurs and managers at the societal level. In particular, one can expect 
entrepreneurship to be less strongly male typed in contexts where women are 
more highly represented in these areas of the labor market. Because entrepreneur-
ship is less male typed in such contexts, gender should be relatively less salient as 
a status characteristic in entrepreneurial evaluations. This means that the baseline 
status belief about men’s greater ability in entrepreneurship should be relatively 
weaker, and as a result, the interaction between innovativeness and gender of 
entrepreneur should be weaker. In short,

H3: There will be weaker evidence for H1 and H2 in a societal context 
where women are more highly represented among entrepreneurs and 
managers.

To gain variance on macro-level inequality, I employ comparative case logic to 
develop a UK\US comparison. The US offers a robust comparison to the UK 
because it allows me to “hold constant” some basic attributes of political and 
economic systems, while providing variance on gender inequality in the labor 
market. In particular, the UK and US are similar in their levels of economic devel-
opment, “liberal” capitalist models, and shared Anglo-Saxon cultural history 
(Esping-Anderson 1990; O’Connor, Orloff, and Shaver 1999). Laws pertaining 
to business start-up (World Bank Group 2010) as well as rates of entrepreneur-
ship (Kelley, Bosma, and Amorós 2010) are also similar.

Yet, women’s representation in entrepreneurship and management varies 
between the two contexts. First, women constitute a lower share of start-up 
activity in the UK (Kelley, Bosma, and Amorós 2010), where 15 percent of busi-
nesses are majority female owned (ISBE 2009), as compared to 28 percent in the 
United States (CWBR 2009). Second, women’s representation in managerial 
positions is lower in the UK than in the US (Mandel and Semyonov 2006; Pettit 
and Hook 2009). These patterns may emerge in part from differing policies and 
cultural attitudes. For instance, UK mothers have access to longer periods of 
leave and better part-time employment opportunities, both of which can limit 
career prospects by interrupting and/or decreasing the likelihood of full-time 
employment (Gornick and Meyers 2009; Mandel and Semyonov 2006; Pettit 
and Hook 2009). There is also stronger ideological support for mothers’ full-
time employment in the US than in the UK (Treas and Widmer 2000; Treas and 
Tai 2011).

Notwithstanding these potential sources of variation, it suffices to say that 
because entrepreneurship and management are less male dominated in the United 
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States, gender should be relatively less salient as a status characteristic for entre-
preneurs in a US setting than in a UK setting.

Industry
The second contextual factor that may affect the salience of gender as a status 
characteristic in entrepreneurship is the gender composition of the industry. Sex 
segregation by industry and occupation are widespread (Charles and Grusky 
2004) and carry over into entrepreneurship, with women entrepreneurs concen-
trated in lower-profitability industries such as retail, food service, and interper-
sonal care (Loscocco and Bird 2012; Loscocco et al. 1991; Moore and Buttner 
1997). Thus, entrepreneurship can be expected to be a more strongly male-typed 
task in male-dominated industries, especially those that draw on male-typed 
skills such as engineering. In these contexts, status beliefs about women’s abilities 
in entrepreneurship are compounded with status beliefs about their abilities in 
other male-typed domains. By comparing industry contexts, it is possible to eval-
uate the extent to which any gender effects that emerge may be attributed to the 
salience of entrepreneurship as a male-typed task independent of the male-typed 
occupations and industries that are often endemic to it. Therefore, I propose that:

H4: There will be stronger support for H1 and H2 in a male-dominated 
industry that requires male-typed skills than in a gender-neutral industry.

Method
To evaluate my hypotheses, I conducted three experimental studies. Study 1 evalu-
ates the effects of gender and innovation (H1 and H2) in a gender-neutral industry 
in a UK setting. Study 2 evaluates these same effects in a US setting, thus generat-
ing a comparison to Study 1 (H3). Finally, Study 3, also in a US setting, evaluates 
these effects in a high-tech industry, providing a comparison to Study 2 (H4).

Laboratory experiments are advantageous for evaluating cognitive biases 
because they provide a highly controlled setting in which I can obtain a diverse 
set of outcome measures. Moreover, factors that might otherwise interfere with 
hypothesis testing are absorbed through randomization. The key benefit of this 
approach is that it allows me to test the mechanism behind gender bias in entre-
preneurship. Understanding this mechanism is important if a goal is to find ways 
to reduce the biases that women entrepreneurs have been found to experience.

In total, there were 178 student participants (21–41 per condition). Each study 
was conducted at a large research university ranked in the top tier of universities 
in its country. Studies 2 and 3 were conducted at the same university in the North-
east United States. Participants represented a wide range of majors, including arts 
and sciences, business, and engineering. The average age was 20 (standard devia-
tion = 1.9), and there were 86 male and 92 female participants. Across the three 
studies, gender of participant did not significantly affect results; therefore, I do 
not discuss it further.

These participants offer a useful test of my propositions for a number of rea-
sons. To begin, I theorize that gender status beliefs systematically influence the 
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way the average person reacts to new business ideas. If this is the case, women are 
less likely to receive positive feedback and support for a business idea and more 
likely to be discouraged. A study based on students serves as a first step toward 
evaluating this general social process. Students may also offer a conservative test 
of my hypotheses given that younger, university-educated people in both coun-
tries express more progressive gender ideologies (Bolzendahl and Meyers 2004; 
Knudsen and Waerness 2001). And, with the recent rise of entrepreneurship pro-
grams and competitions on college campuses, students increasingly have oppor-
tunities to weigh in on new ventures (Entrepreneur 2013).

Students are limited, however, in that they are not trained to evaluate business 
proposals. Therefore, they may have a greater tendency to react on the basis of 
stereotypes than individuals who have more experience and/or knowledge. 
Though my study cannot evaluate this possibility, it can nevertheless speak to 
entrepreneurship outcomes given that, in practice, experienced investors are not 
the primary source of support for most new businesses (Gartner, Frid, and 
 Alexander 2012; Ruef 2010). Rather, a substantial amount of the feedback and 
support that entrepreneurs receive comes from individuals in their social net-
work, many of whom are not trained to evaluate business proposals. This is 
increasingly the case given the rise of web-based crowdfunding, where thousands 
of untrained individuals support new ventures (Mollick 2014). Additionally, 
despite a lack of training in hiring practices, studies find that students’ ratings of 
employment applications are similar to managers’ (Correll, Benard, and Paik 
2007; Olian and Schwab 1988).

Design
In all three studies, participants rated a pair of fictitious entrepreneurs, presented 
as real, of the same gender, age, and level of qualifications, and whose organiza-
tions were in the same industry. Each study employed a 2×2 mixed factorial design 
that manipulated 1) the innovativeness of the business (innovative or non-innova-
tive, within subjects), and 2) the gender of the entrepreneur (man or woman, 
between subjects). Therefore, each participant read about and evaluated one non-
innovative entrepreneur and one innovative entrepreneur who were both men or 
women. Participants were randomly assigned to one of these conditions.

This design generates a valuable test of my hypotheses for two reasons. First, 
because the purpose of this project is to assess how the effect of innovation varies 
by gender of entrepreneur, it is important that innovation be measured as a 
within-subjects comparison, as it is more efficient than between-pair comparisons 
(Cohen 1988). Second, estimating gender effects between subjects minimizes sus-
picion about the study’s hypotheses and produces unbiased comparisons of 
 ratings of the same businesses across gender.

Procedure
Participants came into the lab individually and read about and evaluated descrip-
tions of two entrepreneurs and their businesses. I counterbalanced which organi-
zation, innovative or non-innovative, they viewed first. Before leaving, they were 
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interviewed to assess whether the experimental manipulation was successful and 
to determine whether they had any suspicions about the study. Then they were 
debriefed and paid.

Cover Story
The studies simulated an investment scenario in order to increase task engage-
ment and to measure bias. Participants were told that the summaries were sub-
missions to an investment competition for young entrepreneurs that occurred 
four years prior. To encourage participants to put themselves in the role of what 
others would do, they were told that the researchers have data about each of 
these businesses’ rates of profit and loss in the time since they launched, and that 
they have allocated each participant a total of 100 points (equivalent to 100 GBP 
or 100 USD) to “invest” in the two businesses. Participants were told they could 
earn £5/$5 in returns above the £5/$5 participation payment already promised, 
depending on the accuracy of their decision when compared to existing perfor-
mance data.

The Descriptions
Descriptions were identical across condition, except for varying first names to 
manipulate gender (see below). Both entrepreneurs were described as holding 
undergraduate degrees from a large, upper-tier university, were the same age, had 
five years of management experience in the industry of their start-up, and had a 
credit rating that met requirements for a business loan from a major bank.

In Studies 1 and 2 (conducted in the UK and US, respectively), participants 
evaluated plans in a gender-neutral industry, whereas in Study 3 (US), partici-
pants evaluated plans in a high-tech industry. The gender-neutral proposals were 
in “the wine industry,” described as an upper-middle-class, gender-neutral indus-
try. (“Approximately 90% of owners in the industry hold at least a bachelor’s 
degree and about 50% are women.”) Both entrepreneurs held degrees in Business 
Management. In contrast, the high-tech proposals were both in the energy indus-
try and proposed by individuals with degrees in Environmental Engineering.

Gender manipulation
Gender was manipulated by altering first names: Laura/Julie (women) and David/
Jason (men).

Innovation manipulation
The innovation manipulation was designed to capture the theoretical dichotomy 
between a business model that replicates existing organizations versus one that 
departs from existing practices by introducing a new product or process. To make 
differing levels of cognitive legitimacy explicit, the non-innovative proposals 
were described as “common” and “shown to work in the past,” whereas innova-
tive proposals were described as “especially innovative.” In the gender-neutral 
descriptions, the non-innovative summary described a typical wine store, whereas 
the innovative summary described a store that provides customers the  ingredients, 
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tools, and guidance to make and bottle their own wine.1 In the male-typed indus-
try descriptions, the non-innovative entrepreneur plans to start a typical consult-
ing firm in which “engineers and technicians would consult with clients to 
increase the energy efficiency of homes and businesses.” In contrast, the innova-
tive entrepreneur has designed a new geothermal energy system that is far more 
efficient and cost effective than current ones and is in the process of patenting the 
design.2

Pretests indicated that the innovative descriptions were perceived to be signifi-
cantly more innovative than the non-innovative descriptions when no informa-
tion was provided about the entrepreneur. Manipulation checks during the 
studies also confirmed that participants rated the “innovative” plans to be sig-
nificantly more innovative than the non-innovative plans (p < 0.001 in all three 
studies).3 Most participants also described the innovative plans as “innovative” 
and/or “risky” in an open-response item at the end of the study. Two participants 
were eliminated due to failed manipulation checks.

Dependent Measures
Status beliefs measures
Participants rated how competent, skilled, and committed they thought each 
entrepreneur was. Each item was measured on a scale ranging from 1 (“not at 
all”) to 5 (“extremely”). After rating each proposal, participants compared the 
competence of the entrepreneurs to each other. Answers ranged on a seven-point 
scale, with 1 indicating the entrepreneur was much less competent than the other, 
and 7 indicating the entrepreneur was much more competent.

Business evaluation measures
Participants began by rating how profitable and competitive each enterprise 
would be, the extent to which it could be made successful in the long term, and 
the extent to which they would be personally interested in investing in it. Each 
item was measured on a scale ranging from 1 (“not at all”) to 5 (“extremely”). 
Because these items closely map onto one another, I created a single “Business 
Validation” index that reflects a participant’s overall level of confidence in and 
support for the business idea (α = 0.75 in Study 1, α = 0.78 in Study 2, and 
α = 0.76 in Study 3). Then, participants divided 100 “investment points” between 
the two businesses. This item serves as a behavioral measure of support (since 
participants were told that their payment depended on the accuracy of their deci-
sion) and also reflects their relative level of support for the innovative versus 
non-innovative organization.

Results
Study 1: Gender Status Beliefs and Innovation
Study 1, conducted in the UK, examines my first two hypotheses about the 
salience of gender status beliefs in entrepreneurship (H1 and H2). Table 1 shows 
means by condition. The first two columns indicate that men are penalized for 

Status Beliefs and the Spirit of Capitalism  11

 at Pennsylvania State U
niversity on M

ay 17, 2016
http://sf.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://sf.oxfordjournals.org/


innovation: not only are male innovative entrepreneurs rated less competent than 
their non-innovative counterparts (p < 0.001), but their businesses are deemed 
less worthy of support by both the business validation index (p < 0.001) and 
investment points (p < 0.001). This finding supports the theoretical notion that 
innovative entrepreneurs encounter social resistance and may even be perceived 
as foolhardy. However, these patterns do not hold in the female condition. Inno-
vative women entrepreneurs are perceived to be more competent (p < 0.05; rela-
tive measure: p < 0.001) than their non-innovative counterparts, and innovation 
is not associated with the level of support their businesses receive.

In order to more fully evaluate my hypotheses, I turn to regression models that 
estimate the effects of gender, innovativeness, and the interaction between gender 
and innovativeness on each dependent measure. I use random intercepts regres-
sion models to take into account the nonindependence of observations that 
results from asking participants to evaluate entrepreneurs in pairs.

Estimated regression coefficients are presented in table 2. In most models, the 
gender coefficient and the interaction between gender and innovativeness are in 
the opposite direction, indicating that participants assign relatively low baseline 
ratings to women entrepreneurs, but are far less likely to penalize women for 
innovation.

In support of H1, the effects for Woman Entrepreneur indicate that non- 
innovative women entrepreneurs are rated significantly less competent than their 
male counterparts (β = –0.69, p < .001). Specifically, non-innovative women 
entrepreneurs are rated about 0.7 points lower on the five-point competence scale 
(mean for men = 3.86; mean for women = 3.17). The coefficient for the relative 

Table 1. Means for Status and Evaluation Variables by Gender and Innovativeness of Business 
Plan, Study 1

Male entrepreneurs Female entrepreneurs

Non-innovative Innovative Non-innovative Innovative

Status variables

 Competence 3.86 
(0.57)

3.14 
(0.79)***

3.17 
(0.64)

3.54 
(0.51)*

  Relative 
competence

4.05 
(1.32)

3.95 
(1.32)

3.04 
(1.16)

4.96 
(1.16)***

 Skill 3.29 
(0.56)

3.05 
(0.92)

3.08 
(0.83)

3.13 
(0.74)

 Commitment 3.90 
(0.62)

4.10 
(0.88)

3.71 
(0.62)

4.00 
(0.66)

Evaluation variables

  Business 
validation index

3.31 
(0.67)

2.49 
(0.69)***

2.84 
(0.48)

2.91 
(0.67)

 Investment points 68.33 
(19.65)

31.67 
(19.65)***

49.38 
(25.80)

50.63 
(25.80)

Note: Standard deviations shown in parentheses.
*p < .05 one-tailed test for means between innovators and non-innovators; ***p < .001
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measure (β = –1.01, p < .01) further indicates that non-innovative women are, on 
average, rated less competent than their innovative female counterparts 
(mean = 3.04), whereas non-innovative men are rated as having about the same 
level of competence as their innovative male counterparts (mean = 4.05). Non-
innovative women’s businesses are also significantly penalized on the business 
evaluation variables: they are rated about half a point lower on the five-point 
validation index (business validation index: β = –0.46, p < .01) and receive about 
20 fewer investment points (investment points: β = –18.96, p < .01) when com-
pared to their non-innovative male counterparts.

However, the effects of organizational innovation differ considerably by gen-
der of entrepreneur. Whereas innovative men entrepreneurs receive significantly 
lower competence, business validation, and investment ratings than their non-
innovative male counterparts, the significant and positive innovative*woman 
interactions indicate that innovative women entrepreneurs do not experience 
such penalties. This finding supports the theory that by better fitting the agenti-
cally masculine entrepreneur stereotype, innovative women may signal additional 
“evidence” of entrepreneurial ability (H2b), a dynamic that buffers them from 
the skepticism that innovation might otherwise trigger.

Mediation analysis
To complete my argument that gender status beliefs help explain gender dispari-
ties in support for new enterprises, I need to give evidence that these disparities 
arise because gender informs the performance expectations that people hold for 
entrepreneurs. Specifically, if people have lower expectations for women entre-
preneurs’ competence, and these lower expectations prompt them to both favor 
men’s non-innovative businesses over women’s and rate women more positively 
when innovative ideas are considered, then evaluations of competence should 
mediate these gender effects. I evaluate this argument in table 3, where I include 
the competence measure as an independent variable in the models predicting 

Table 2. Estimated Regression Coefficients for the Effects of Gender and Innovation on Status 
and Business Evaluation Variables, Study 1

Status variables Evaluation variables

Competence
Relative 

competence Skill Commitment
Validation 

index
Investment 

points

Innovative 
entrepreneur

–0.71***
(0.17)

–0.10
(0.38)

–0.24
(0.24)

0.19
(0.21)

–0.82***
(0.19)

–36.67***
(7.14)

Woman 
entrepreneur

–0.69***
(0.19)

–1.01**
(0.37)

–0.20
(0.22)

–0.20
(0.21)

–0.46**
(0.18)

–18.96**
(6.75)

Innovative ×  
Woman 
entrepreneur

1.09***
(0.23)

2.01***
(0.52)

0.28
(0.32)

0.10
(0.28)

0.89***
(0.26)

37.92***
(9.78)

Intercept 3.86***
(0.14)

4.05***
(0.27)

3.29***
(0.17)

3.90***
(0.15)

3.31***
(0.13)

68.33***
(5.05)

Notes: Standard errors shown in parentheses.
**p < .01; ***p < .001
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business evaluations. Because the investment point measure reflects the relative 
amount of support for each business, I use the relative competence measure to 
mediate this variable.

Not surprisingly, higher competence ratings predict significantly higher busi-
ness quality ratings. More importantly, however, including ratings of competence 
in the models substantially reduces (and in most cases eliminates) the significant 
gender effects found in the business validation index and investment point mea-
sures. Specifically, the magnitude of the main effect for woman entrepreneur was 
reduced by 52 percent for business validation and 48 percent for investment 
points; the size of the interaction effect between gender and innovativeness was 
reduced by 43 percent for business validation and 48 percent for investment 
points.4 These findings suggest that participants rated women’s businesses differ-
ently from men’s largely because they believed women entrepreneurs were less 
competent than men entrepreneurs (i.e., because gender was salient as a status 
characteristic in this setting).

Discussion
This study examined my first two hypotheses. Findings suggest that, in a setting 
where gender can be expected to be quite salient as a status characteristic for 
entrepreneurs, the interactions through which entrepreneurs seek encouragement 
and support for a new business are likely influenced by gender status beliefs. 
Specifically, status-based performance expectations regarding competence (but 
not commitment) disadvantage women entrepreneurs and distort the perceived 
viability of an innovative plan. Thus, gender status beliefs likely play a role in 
determining which entrepreneurs and ideas come to be selected into the surviving 
organizational population.

Table 3. Estimated Regression Coefficients for the Mediation of Competence on the Impact of 
Gender and Innovation on Business Evaluations, Study 1

Validation index Investment points

Innovative entrepreneur –0.57 
(0.19)***

–35.80 
(6.27)***

Woman entrepreneur –0.22 
(0.19)

–9.77 
(6.33)+

Innovative × Woman entrepreneur 0.51 
(0.27)*

19.53 
(9.29)*

Competence 0.35 
(0.09)***

Relative competence 9.14 
(1.77)***

Intercept 1.95 
(0.40)***

31.34 
(8.42)***

Note: Standard errors shown in parentheses.
+p < .10; *p < .05; ***p < .001
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Consistent with H2b, innovation is more positively associated with ability rat-
ings for women than men, suggesting that women entrepreneurs may need to 
demonstrate more evidence of entrepreneurial ability than their male counter-
parts. By introducing an innovative organization, a woman entrepreneur signals 
a level of agency that is not expected for women in general, but that better fits the 
masculine stereotype of the “entrepreneur.” As a result, women are less likely than 
their male counterparts to be penalized for being (unexpectedly) innovative, and 
in doing so, end up partially compensating for the status-based biases they might 
otherwise experience.

Though these findings align with theoretical predictions, it is not yet clear 
whether these patterns would hold in a setting where the scope condition of 
entrepreneurship as a male-typed task is relatively less valid. Study 2 addresses 
this question.

Study 2: Comparing Study Settings
Study 2 evaluates my third hypothesis that the salience of gender status beliefs 
will vary across settings in which the aggregate gender composition of entrepre-
neurs and managers differ. This study is identical to Study 1, but was conducted 
at a US university.

Table 4 compares means by condition for all dependent measures. In contrast 
to Study 1, male entrepreneurs are not penalized for innovation. In fact, innova-
tion confers some social (though not financial) rewards, given that innovative 
men are rated more competent (p < .01) and committed (p < .01) than their 

Table 4. Means for Status and Evaluation Variables by Gender and Innovativeness of Business 
Plan, Study 2

Male entrepreneurs Female entrepreneurs

Non-innovative Innovative Non-innovative Innovative

Status variables

 Competence 3.68 
(0.72)

3.93 
(0.77)

3.91 
(0.69)

4.22 
(0.71)*

  Relative 
competence

3.46 
(1.50)

4.54 
(1.50)**

3.53 
(1.50)

4.47 
(1.50)**

 Skill 3.57 
(0.74)

3.68 
(0.47)

3.25 
(0.57)

3.72 
(0.68)**

 Commitment 3.68 
(0.72)

4.21 
(0.68)**

3.66 
(0.65)

4.28 
(0.63)***

Evaluation variables

  Business 
validation index

3.07 
(0.10)

2.94 
(0.13)

3.04 
(0.72)

2.95 
(0.75)

  Investment 
points

53.57 
(24.72)

46.43 
(24.72)

46.41 
(26.28)

53.59 
(26.28)

Note: Standard deviations shown in parentheses.
*p < .05 one-tailed test for means between innovators and non-innovators; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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 non-innovative counterparts. However, innovation is again more positively asso-
ciated with status measures for women than for men: innovative women entre-
preneurs are rated significantly more competent (p < .05 and p < .01 for both 
measures, respectively), skilled (p < .01), and committed (p < .001) than their 
non-innovative female counterpart.

Table 5 presents regression estimates for each dependent variable for Study 2 
and includes significance tests for differences between coefficients for Study 1 and 
Study 2, which were obtained through a pooled model that included a Study 1 
dummy variable, as well as the two-way and three-way interactions between 
Study 1, innovation and gender (not shown).

Consistent with H3, the gender effects in Study 2 follow the same pattern as 
Study 1, but are smaller in magnitude than in Study 1. For example, similar to the 
competence ratings in Study 1, non-innovative women entrepreneurs are rated 
significantly less skilled than their male counterparts (β = –0.32, p < .05) (a pen-
alty of about a third of a point on a five-point scale), but this bias disappears 
when women present an innovative idea (β = 0.36, p < .05). The modestly sig-
nificant interaction effect between Innovative and Woman Entrepreneur also 
indicates that the allocation of investment points is reversed for men and women: 
whereas innovative men received relatively fewer investment points than their 
non-innovative counterparts, innovative women received more (β = 14.33, 
p < .10). In fact, innovative women entrepreneurs receive approximately the same 
amount of investment points as non-innovative men entrepreneurs. Unlike Study 
1, however, competence and business validation ratings do not differ significantly 
by gender.

US participants also held higher performance expectations for innovative men 
and women entrepreneurs, rating them more competent (β = 0.25, p < .05; rela-
tive measure: β = 1.07, p < .01) and committed (β = 0.52, p < .001) than their 
non-innovative counterparts.

Table 5. Estimated Regression Coefficients for the Effects of Gender and Innovation on Status 
and Business Evaluation Variables, Study 2

Status variables Evaluation variables

Competence
Relative 

competence Skill Commitment
Validation 

index
Investment 

points

Innovative 
entrepreneur

0.25*†††

(0.15)
1.07**†

(0.40)
0.11

(0.14)
0.52***

(0.15)
–0.13††

(0.18)
–7.14††

(6.83)

Woman 
entrepreneur

0.23†††

(0.19)
0.07†

(0.39)
–0.32*
(0.16)

–0.02
(0.17)

–0.03†

(0.18)
–7.17
(6.62)

Innovative ×  
Woman 
entrepreneur

0.06†††

(0.20)
–0.13††

(0.55)
0.36*

(0.19)
0.09

(0.21)
0.03††

(0.25)
14.33+†

(9.96)

Intercept 3.68***
(0.14)

3.46***
(0.28)

3.57***
(0.12)

3.68***
(0.13)

3.07***
(0.13)

53.57***
(4.83)

Note: Standard errors shown in parentheses.
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; †Coefficients differ significantly from Study 1 at p < .05; 
††p < .01; †††p < .001
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Discussion
Study 2 offered a more conservative test of my hypotheses than Study 1 because 
gender could be expected to be less salient as a status characteristic for entrepre-
neurs in a US context. And indeed, results showed only modest support for my 
hypotheses. Participants held lower baseline expectations for women entrepre-
neurs’ skills (but not competence or commitment) (H1), and women entrepre-
neurs appeared to be more skilled when they presented an innovative idea (H2b). 
Moreover, resistance to investing in innovative ideas was moderately weaker for 
women than men entrepreneurs (H2b).

The weaker gender effects in the US versus UK setting (H3) suggest that the 
relevance of gender status beliefs at the micro level may be at least partly condi-
tional upon patterns of inequality at the macro level. Yet, bias in entrepreneurial 
ability was detected with the skill measure in the US setting, but with the compe-
tence measure in the UK setting. Although this discrepancy was unexpected, it is 
possible that “competence” may be interpreted as a general indicator of ability, 
whereas “skill” implies a level of specific know-how that may be learned. If so, 
UK respondents may be more likely to view women as generally less capable of 
entrepreneurship, whereas US respondents may be more likely to view women as 
less prepared for entrepreneurship. This interpretation is consistent with the find-
ing that in the UK setting, participants produced substantially biased ratings of 
competence as well as business viability, whereas participants in the US setting 
produced biased evaluations of women’s skills, but less biased ratings of business 
viability.

In the US setting, participants also associated innovation with greater ability 
and effort, and innovative men experienced smaller penalties on the business 
validation and investment measures than in the UK. This finding suggests that 
there is generally greater status and less skepticism associated with innovation in 
the United States, which is not surprising in light of the uniquely strong tradition 
of entrepreneurship and innovation in American culture (Schumpeter 1961[1934]; 
Shane 1993; Weber 1930[1904]).

One limitation of these two studies is that findings could be an artifact of the 
particular vignettes used. For example, findings could have been influenced by 
unobserved cultural or gendered associations that respondents made with the 
wine industry, over and above the gender-neutral information that was provided. 
Moreover, as theorized above, the salience of gender status beliefs in entrepre-
neurship likely varies according to industry context. Study 3 addresses these 
issues.

Study 3: Industry Effects
Study 3, conducted at the same US university as Study 2, tests my fourth hypoth-
esis that findings will differ when the industry of a start-up is male dominated and 
requires male-typed skills. Accordingly, the design for Study 3 is identical to Stud-
ies 1 and 2, but the business descriptions are in a high-tech industry.

Table 6 shows means for Study 3. Similar to Study 2, innovative male entrepre-
neurs are perceived to be relatively more competent (p < .05) and committed 
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(p < .01) than their non-innovative counterparts, and they do not experience pen-
alties in the evaluations of their businesses. Innovative women entrepreneurs also 
receive higher competence (p < .05), skill (p < .01), and commitment (p < .01) 
ratings than their non-innovative counterparts. Yet, unlike the other studies, par-
ticipants in this setting rate innovative women’s businesses more worthy of sup-
port than non-innovative women’s businesses (p < .05), a reward of about a third 
of a point on the five-point business validation index.

Table 7 presents regression estimates for each dependent variable. Tests for 
significant differences between Study 3 and Study 2 coefficients were obtained 
from pooled models that included a Study 3 dummy variable, as well as the two-
way and three-way interactions between Study 2, innovativeness and gender (not 
shown).

The overall patterns of effects in table 7 are similar to the previous studies. For 
instance, the interaction effect between Innovative and Woman Entrepreneur on 
the business validation index is significant and positive (β = 0.54, p < .05), indi-
cating that innovation is associated with more favorable perceptions of business 
potential for women entrepreneurs than men. This finding parallels both business 
evaluation measures in Study 1 and the investment point measure in Study 2. 
Also, like Study 2, gender bias emerges in ratings of entrepreneurial skill: partici-
pants rate non-innovative high-tech women entrepreneurs to be significantly less 
skilled than their male counterparts (β = –0.32, p < .05), though this bias dimin-
ishes when women entrepreneurs demonstrate innovativeness (β = 0.26, p < .10).

Despite these similarities, there are a few key differences between the high-tech 
and the gender-neutral settings, showing modest evidence for the prediction that 

Table 6. Means for Status and Evaluation Variables by Gender and Innovativeness of Business 
Plan, Study 3

Male entrepreneurs Female entrepreneurs

Non-innovative Innovative Non-innovative Innovative

Status variables

 Competence 3.88 
(0.55)

4.03 
(0.47)

3.73 
(0.59)

4.02 
(0.57)*

  Relative 
competence

3.66 
(1.26)

4.34 
(1.26)*

3.88 
(1.33)

4.12 
(1.33)

 Skill 3.81 
(0.64)

3.88 
(0.66)

3.46 
(0.67)

3.82 
(0.67)**

 Commitment 3.81 
(0.59)

4.25 
(0.67)**

3.66 
(0.85)

4.12 
(0.75)**

Evaluation variables

  Business 
validation index

3.23 
(0.49)

3.20 
(0.11)

3.14 
(0.65)

3.49 
(0.69)*

  Investment 
points

48.34 
(3.84)

51.53 
(3.86)

46.90 
(3.63)

52.85 
(3.65)

Note: Standard deviations shown in parentheses.
*p < .05 one-tailed test for means between innovators and non-innovators; **p < .01
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gender effects would be larger in a high-tech industry (H4). In Study 3, women 
entrepreneurs received somewhat lower competence ratings than men, whereas 
this was not the case in Study 2 (coefficients for “Woman entrepreneur” are sig-
nificantly different at the p < .05 level). These somewhat lower baseline expecta-
tions for women are consistent with the finding that the positive interaction effect 
between gender and innovativeness on investment is modestly larger in a male-
dominated, high-tech industry than in a gender-neutral industry (p < .10).

General Discussion
Both classical and contemporary theorists of organizations and entrepreneurship 
have posited that cultural beliefs matter in the formation of new and novel orga-
nizations. By drawing on social psychological theory, this article is the first to 
specify and empirically test how certain cultural beliefs about gender may frame 
the social interactions that ultimately determine whether a new organization will 
survive. Findings from three experimental studies across two cultural contexts 
indicate that gender status beliefs play a key role in determining the likelihood 
that a new organization will be deemed worthy of support.

First, across all three studies, participants held lower expectations for women 
entrepreneurs’ abilities and the viability of their business plans than for men 
entrepreneurs’ in general (i.e., for non-innovative entrepreneurs). This finding 
underscores the theoretical notion that gender status beliefs—specifically as they 
pertain to entrepreneurial ability rather than effort—are a plausible mechanism 
that fuels gender biases in entrepreneurship. Second, innovation was more 
strongly and positively associated with performance expectations for women 
than men. This finding supports the theoretical proposition that innovation can 
signal additional evidence of entrepreneurial ability for women: rather than exac-
erbating disadvantage (H2a), innovation mitigates gender bias by counteracting, 

Table 7. Estimated Regression Coefficients for the Effects of Gender and Innovation on Status 
and Business Evaluation Variables, Study 3

Status variables Evaluation variables

Competence
Relative 

competence Skill Commitment
Validation 

index
Investment 

points

Innovative 
entrepreneur

0.20*
(0.10)

0.65*
(0.32)

0.09
(0.13)

0.47***
(0.14)

0.04
(0.15)

3.76
(5.50)

Woman 
entrepreneur

–0.11b

(0.13)
0.19

(0.29)
–0.32*
(0.15)

–0.12
(0.17)

–0.03
(0.14)

–0.93
(5.21)

Innovative ×  
Woman 
entrepreneur

0.07
(0.13)

–0.40
(0.42)

0.26+

(0.18)
–0.04
(0.19)

0.26+a

(0.19)
1.79

(7.34)

Intercept 3.85***
(0.10)

3.67***
(0.23)

3.80***
(0.12)

3.80***
(0.13)

3.19***
(0.11)

48.06***
(3.95)

Note: Standard errors shown in parentheses.
+p < .10; *p < .05; ***p < .001
a Coefficients differ significantly from Study 2 at p < .10; b p < .05
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to some extent, lower expectations for women’s abilities in entrepreneurship 
(H2b). In short, women entrepreneurs had less to lose and more to gain by intro-
ducing an innovative business model; by doing so, they signaled personal quali-
ties that better fit with the agentically masculine stereotype of the entrepreneur.

In contrast, the effects of innovation on evaluations of men entrepreneurs’ 
abilities and ideas were less consistent across the studies. In the UK study, inno-
vative men were rated less competent and worthy of support than their non-
innovative counterparts. In the US studies, innovative men were rated more 
competent and committed, but not any more or less worthy of support than 
their non-innovative counterparts. These patterns suggest that when organiza-
tional innovations are introduced by men, they may be more subject to cultural 
variability in attitudes toward innovation and risk-taking. This is because, for 
men, innovation does not simultaneously signal evidence of a particular ability 
they are generally thought to lack. In effect, men’s innovations appear to be 
judged more on their perceived legitimacy (or lack thereof), whereas women’s 
innovations appear to be judged as partial compensation for their perceived lack 
of entrepreneurial ability.

Third, the pattern of gender bias was similar across study settings, but effects 
were larger in the settings where entrepreneurship was more male typed, and thus 
where gender could be expected to be more salient as a status characteristic: the 
UK, where men’s aggregate representation in entrepreneurship and business lead-
ership roles in general is higher, and a high-tech industry, where men’s representa-
tion is also higher. The US/UK comparison in particular highlights how the basic 
content of gender stereotypes—such as women’s presumed lack of competence or 
agency in a male-typed domain—is similar across these societal contexts, but that 
the relative impact of such stereotypes on individuals’ propensity to discriminate 
may be conditional upon the extent of men’s overrepresentation in a given male-
typed domain. Furthermore, as the comparisons in effect sizes between studies 
indicate, the differences in findings between societal contexts were also substan-
tially larger than the differences in findings between industries. This pattern sug-
gests that gender status beliefs about entrepreneurial activity in general likely 
carry greater responsibility for gender bias in entrepreneurship than do status 
beliefs about industry-specific skills.

Because social interactions are complicated by a multitude of factors, it is dif-
ficult to use observational techniques to systematically assess status-driven biases. 
In this regard, testing the theory in a controlled laboratory setting was advanta-
geous. This method also avoids sampling on the dependent variable (e.g., inter-
viewing successful entrepreneurs). Experiments are limited, however, in that they 
cannot address the extent to which gender status beliefs influence the interactions 
of actual entrepreneurs. Thus, although I can evaluate status beliefs as one pos-
sible mechanism responsible for patterns of inequality in entrepreneurship, I can-
not assess the relative importance of this mechanism vis-à-vis other factors.

Additionally, although the pattern of gender and innovativeness effects is con-
sistent across all three studies, my study design does not allow me to evaluate the 
possibility that participants rated innovative women’s ability higher than non-
innovative women’s in order to compensate for biasing against non-innovative 
women. Some research has shown that individuals are more likely to express 
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prejudiced viewpoints when they also have the opportunity to demonstrate 
 non-prejudicial attitudes (Monin and Miller 2001). By making this compensa-
tion, individuals retain their “moral credentials.” Because participants directly 
compared non-innovative women to innovative women, they may have uncon-
sciously embellished their ratings of the innovative entrepreneur to make up for 
low ratings of the non-innovative entrepreneur.

Finally, whereas this study examined the effect of organizational innovations 
within existing industry categories, it is possible that participants would have 
penalized innovative organizations more strongly had they introduced something 
that is more unfamiliar and unrelated to existing products and services. Partici-
pants may have also reacted differently had the innovations centered on novel 
processes, such as methods of production or supply chains. Investigating how 
differing degrees and forms of innovation trigger differing levels of skepticism 
and bias would be a key question for future research.

Theoretical Contributions and Next Steps
This research makes important contributions to the areas of gender, organiza-
tions, and social psychology. To begin, this study develops status beliefs as a 
“demand-side” mechanism for understanding women’s underrepresentation in 
entrepreneurship, a form of gender inequality that has typically been understood 
through a “supply-side” lens. I show that, despite being less constrained by pre-
existing organizational roles, gender status beliefs are salient in the context of 
entrepreneurship and are responsible, at least in part, for the disadvantages that 
women entrepreneurs are known to experience. Status beliefs bias the perceived 
viability of new organizations, producing larger disadvantages for women entre-
preneurs in societal and industry contexts where their representation among 
entrepreneurs at the aggregate level is lower. This finding indicates that the long-
held theoretical claim—that the gender composition of a woman’s occupation, 
workplace, and/or job matters for the way she is perceived and evaluated in day-
to-day interactions (e.g., Kanter 1977)—also applies in the entrepreneurship 
domain.

The implication of these findings is that gender status beliefs likely disadvan-
tage most women entrepreneurs, given that 1) most entrepreneurs (especially 
women) do not start businesses that are particularly innovative (Ruef 2010; 
Tonoyan and Strohmeyer 2005), and 2) women are vastly underrepresented 
among entrepreneurs in most societies (Kelley, Bosma, and Amorós 2010). If 
status beliefs lead most people to doubt women’s entrepreneurial ability, even 
subtly, women may be discouraged from pursuing entrepreneurship in the first 
place, less likely to persist in an entrepreneurial career, and/or disadvantaged 
when they seek support for their venture. Although these findings suggest that 
women may be able to strategically mitigate their vulnerability to bias by being 
innovative, this strategy would not fundamentally challenge gender beliefs given 
that they are conditioned on macro-level inequality. Therefore, the problem of 
gender inequality in entrepreneurship should be understood as a problem that is 
rooted in the interrelated social and economic institutions that lend support to 
gender inequality in the labor market more broadly.
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This study also introduces a new method for evaluating how forms of gender 
inequality are reproduced in modern societies. In particular, it is the first to 
employ a controlled experiment across two cultural contexts with the goal of 
identifying how gender status beliefs about women’s abilities in a particular 
domain play out differently when there are differing levels of gender inequality in 
that domain at the macro level. By doing so, this study contributes to multilevel 
theories of gender, which posit that distributions of resources at the macro level 
sustain gender inequality in part through their influence on micro-level social 
interactions (Ridgeway and Correll 2004; Risman 1998).

Next, my findings contribute to organization theory by suggesting that the 
emergence of novel organizations can be understood to be, at least in part, a func-
tion of status beliefs. This finding not only offers a micro-level mechanism for 
understanding why some organizations survive whereas others fail, but it also 
integrates social psychological perspectives on status processes with cultural-
cognitive institutional approaches (e.g., DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Whereas 
experimental methods have been broadly applied to address the formation and 
legitimation of status beliefs, this is the first study to use them to investigate how 
cultural-cognitive processes affect perceptions of new organizational forms.

By linking the macro-social and organizational context to micro-level cogni-
tive processes, I also underscore multilevel theories of entrepreneurship (Ruef and 
Lounsbury 2007) and organizational theorists’ understanding of cognitive legiti-
macy (Suchman 1995). For instance, while cognitive legitimacy is often under-
stood to be contingent on macro-level conditions, such as the size of an industry, 
my work suggests that perceptions of cognitive legitimacy may be affected by 
status beliefs at the micro level. Therefore, organizational populations that come 
to be taken for granted should be understood as being shaped in part by status 
beliefs. This is important given that the characteristics of individual founders play 
a role in determining the types of organizational structures and practices that 
firms adopt (Baron, Hannan, and Burton 1999).

Finally, this work extends social psychological research on status beliefs to the 
context of nascent entrepreneurship. This approach contrasts with most previous 
work, which has focused on how status-based performance expectations operate 
in task-oriented small groups or employment settings.

One important avenue of future work will be to examine the extent to which 
gendered patterns of feedback persist in field settings and among different sam-
ples of study participants, especially those involved in providing formal feedback 
to entrepreneurs, such as investors or educators. Such samples would help pro-
vide a broader picture of the extent to which gender status beliefs actually affect 
the day-to-day experiences of entrepreneurs.

It would also be productive to examine in greater detail the different ability 
standards to which men and women entrepreneurs appear to be held. For 
instance, aside from demonstrating greater ingenuity, women entrepreneurs may 
also need more human or social capital to convince stakeholders that their busi-
nesses are equally worthy of support. Indeed, a recent study suggests that techni-
cal knowledge and social ties may be more beneficial for women than men in 
high-tech entrepreneurship (Tinkler et al. 2015). Another important step would 
be to broaden the scope conditions of my account. For instance, Yang and Aldrich 
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(2014) find that women need to demonstrate more consistent evidence of merit 
before they take the lead on entrepreneurial teams, a dynamic that may be fueled 
by gender status beliefs. Status beliefs may also affect the degree to which indi-
viduals are able to garner support for innovative ventures within established 
organizational contexts.

Finally, although I evaluated gender as one relevant status characteristic in the 
context of entrepreneurship, similar processes may occur along the lines of other 
status characteristics, such as age, nationality, class, and race/ethnicity. Thus, sta-
tus beliefs may be one common lens for understanding the micro-level processes 
that underpin macro-level patterns of stratification in entrepreneurship.

Notes
1. The “innovative” idea is based on a small Southern California business that won 

awards for innovation from its chamber of commerce.
2. This description is adapted from the winner of an investment competition for under-

graduate entrepreneurs at Princeton University.
3. These perceptions did not vary by gender of entrepreneur. Additionally, innovative-

ness ratings of the wine vignettes did not vary significantly by study setting.
4. Alternative models that further included interactions between competence and inno-

vation produced similar results. These interactions are not statistically significant.
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