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Abstract 
This study evaluates the influence of entrepreneurial ecosystem as it affects the female entrepreneurial growth. Female entrepreneurs face restricted access to finance, growth-oriented capital, venture capital and business angel funding, these, limits the ability for female entrepreneurs to scale up and innovate. The thematic analysis research methodology was applied to qualitatively analyze entrepreneurial ecosystem as affects female entrepreneurial growth. The major finding from the qualitative analysis of both the theoretical and empirical literature that was analyzed in line with the main objectives of the study. The research revealed surprisingly, that female entrepreneurial outcomes are not exclusively based on individual traits. Instead, female entrepreneurial growth are the reflections primarily from its entrepreneurial ecosystems nature as it relates to the institutional logic and structure, governance, financial networks, dominant values and social capital within entrepreneurial ecosystems. The entrepreneurial ecosystem structure, operates such that they logic constrains women entrepreneurs’ growth opportunity. The study recommends, that financial institution and entrepreneurial ecosystem should tailor appropriate financial tools to assist in growth deliberate growth of female entrepreneurs, besides venture capital financing for high growth venture. Loan-based financing, blended finance instruments, co-finance schemes should be readily available for stability growth of female enterprises.
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Introduction
The growth of Female entrepreneurship has recently be experience in various dimensions among several economies and regions globally. These have acted as a catalyst in the improvement of job creation and increase innovations in most countries around the world. Although, with these development women entrepreneurship still demonstrate lines of sluggish expansions and poor availability to critical investment resources matched with the male colleagues (Emerah, & Abomeh, 2020; Abomeh, Gabriel, & Akhuemokhan, 2024; Onoshakpor, & Ng, 2026).      
Several studies has shown that women entrepreneurs demonstrate equal degrees of competences and inspirations similar to their man gender, however factors in the entrepreneurial ecosystems have been responsible for the disparities in terms outcome experience between genders in entrepreneurial growth in most nations. Most of the disparities between male and female entrepreneurial outcome are adjudged not to be domicile on the individual bases but on the bigger entrepreneurial ecosystems in which females entrepreneurs are entrenched.    
It is therefore, expedient for policy makers, investors on startups and management experts to fathom by what means these ecosystems pressure or empower female entrepreneurial development. Researchers in the field of entrepreneurship are currently making the growth of gender based businesses the primary focus of researchers in both develop and the developing nations.  
The current unrelenting and unabating inequalities and unsettled issues in female entrepreneurial development and entrepreneurial ecosystems literature require further investigations. This necessary in order to establish how the ecosystem structures shape the responsive gender to policy, and enhance the expansion of female entrepreneurial development.

Statement of the Problem
Female entrepreneurs face restricted access to finance, particularly growth-oriented capital such as venture capital and business angel funding, limiting their ability to scale and innovate (Khattar, Agarwal, & Theodoraki, 2025). Simultaneously, the high focus on high growth, high tech entrepreneurship sector in entrepreneurship related policy making leads to neglecting the gender-specific business sectors where most of the women entrepreneurs are involved and also perpetuate the existing gender biases in growth processes. The systems and policies comprising the entrepreneurship ecosystem (institutional structure, policy, finance, culture, networks and support system) have been designed in such a way that male entrepreneurs and the dominant male business sectors are indirectly or explicitly discriminated against. Furthermore, gender stereotypes and cultural values influence the choices and behavior of the women entrepreneurs and this is visible from the business sector they choose, extent of their risk-taking propensity, choice of business network, and perception about market legitimacy (Thabti, Omri, Yezza, & Omri, 2026). Diverse entrepreneurial ecosystem models can occur due to particular combination of knowledge base and socioeconomic contexts (Alves et al., 2021; Fischer et al., 2024). The ecosystem development include networks, the formal and informal governance mechanisms and the notion of entrepreneurial recycling through exit of a business, and reinvestment of its capital and experience into the ecosystem (Spigel & Harrison, 2018; Cho et al., 2021; Scott et al., 2021). Despite significant interest in the insight of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, the perceptions within entrepreneurial ecosystems are gender neutral. Few studies focus on how the development of female entrepreneurs differs from that of male entrepreneurs due to the gendered context in the system (Scott et al. 2021; Ciappe & Wicken 2020). Considering that all types of entrepreneurs may not be given the same opportunities due to varying context, institutions and networks, this study investigated the ecosystem variables as it affects the female entrepreneurs' growth and the existing gaps.
The objectives of the study are to:
i. to determine how institutional factors within entrepreneurial ecosystems influence female entrepreneurial growth;
ii. to investigate the influences of culture in shaping female entrepreneurial participation and growth outcomes;
iii. evaluate the influence of social capital structures on female  entrepreneurial growth within entrepreneurial ecosystems;
iv. examine how access to resources within entrepreneurial ecosystems affects female ability to scale up sustain entrepreneurial ventures;
Concept of Entrepreneurial Ecosystems (EE)
The nature of entrepreneurial ecosystems is viewed as evolutionary and dynamic rather than static system by going through phases of emergence, growth, maturity, decline and rebirth through the interplay of history paths, inheritance and shocks (Mack & Mayer, 2016; Spigel & Harrison, 2018; Cantner et al., 2019). The classification of the types of entrepreneurial ecosystem further strengthens this view. Brown and Mason (2017) distinguished embryonic ecosystems from scaled-up ecosystems, whereas the former has little or none high-growth activity and the latter implies dense network of activity, access to capital and scaling capacity globally.
EE has become one of the most accepted perspectives to explain why certain territories yield disproportionately large number of entrepreneurs, particularly innovative and fast-growing firms. The EE perspective recognizes that individual entrepreneurs and firms are not atomistic but rather interdependent on a place-based ecosystem of others and a pool of resources residing in that place, to whom they are connected through interaction and co-evolution over time. This have led to the emergence of a larger research paradigm that increasingly prioritizes a processual over a static factor-based view of entrepreneurship in a place (Malecki, 2018; Stam & Van de Ven, 2019; Cavallo et al., 2018; Spigel, 2020). A study of EE starts from the basic notion of entrepreneurship itself.
Current conceptualizations of EEs move beyond simply firm formation to an interest in the entrepreneurship process that gives rise to innovation, productivity, and economic transformation. An increasing part of EE scholars narrow down the scope of their research to productive entrepreneurship, which encompasses activities (e.g., High-growth start-ups, innovative SMEs, and internal entrepreneurship of larger firms) that are truly entrepreneurial and create high value both socially and economically (Stam & Van de Ven, 2019; Wurth et al., 2021). The ability to distinguish between necessity entrepreneurship, opportunity entrepreneurship and productive entrepreneurship is particularly relevant for this study, since EEs largely attempt to explicate the conditions that are conducive to productive entrepreneurship.
A generally accepted definition of entrepreneurial ecosystem is a 'set of interdependent actors and factors organized in such a way to enable entrepreneurship' in a given territory (Malecki, 2018:1; Stam & Van de Ven, 2019:521; Cavallo et al., 2018; Spigel, 2020). This definition contains two important features: that the EE must be situated within a territory, and that the EE must contain a complex set of interdependent factors and actors (cultural, institutional, economic and political) interacting together to stimulate entrepreneurial activities (Spigel, 2017; Malecki, 2018; Wurth et al., 2021).
A key aspect of EEs is the emphasis on networks embedded in relationships. No longer do researchers view the constituent parts of an EE as separate factors or input to entrepreneurship; rather, EEs involve interactions and feedbacks between various networks that lead to specific entrepreneurial outcomes (Stam & Van de Ven, 2019; Scott et al., 2021; Stephens et al., 2022). In line with these thoughts, the following section outlines the factors comprising an EE.
There appear to be a consensus among scholars of EE regarding the key components that constitute an EE from the extant literature. The key actors and networks include entrepreneurs themselves, investors, mentors and other support agents such as Research institutions, universities, and large corporations, who are interconnected by rich formal and informal ties (Spigel, 2017; Malecki, 2018; Stam & Van de Ven, 2019; Scott et al., 2021), through which information, resources, reputation and opportunities flow.
Core aspects of an EE consist of relevant institutions and policy regime, which influence the cost and benefits for entrepreneurs (Spigel, 2017; Malecki, 2018; Stam & Van de Ven, 2019; Cavallo et al., 2018). Norms and culture such as toleration of failures and role models for entrepreneurship lend legitimacy to entrepreneurial ventures (Brown & Mason, 2017; Wurth et al., 2021), backed by facilities and services like incubators, accelerators, business support agencies, and transportation infrastructure (Bejjani et al., 2023; Stam & Van de Ven, 2019). All these parts of an EE should be considered together and interacting via flows of funds, talent, knowledge and reputational equity (Stephens et al., 2022; Cavallo et al., 2018).
Concept of Female Entrepreneurship 
Female entrepreneurship involves initiating, owning, and running business enterprises within an arena that is inherently gendered based on social interactions, cultural beliefs and formal institutional frameworks (Vadnjal et al. 2020; Marlow, 2020; Cardella et al., 2020; Ofobruku et al. 2025). Female entrepreneurs, as an object of study, not as a subset of entrepreneurship, are different to male entrepreneurs through their specific motivations, constraints and activities that are shaped by gender roles and expectations, the role of family and structural inequalities (Vadnjal et al. 2020; Marlow, 2020; Cardella et al., 2020; Ofobruku et al. 2025). 
The impact of women's entrepreneurship is creating new businesses, creating new employment opportunities, and the overall development of the GDP, elimination of poverty and inclusion, and these influences exist in developing and developed economies (Desai, 2018; Cardella et al., 2020; Ahmetaj et al. 2023). Still, number of women entrepreneurs is low worldwide and as the degree of economic development increase, it will widen further as it is based on the strength of institutional and cultural influences on opportunities for women entrepreneurs (Solesvik et al., 2019; Cardella et al., 2020;). Therefore, the study necessitates the individual agency as well as the contextual dimensions of the female entrepreneurship. Following prior works of entrepreneurship scholars, this study define female entrepreneurship as the establishment of businesses operated by women within the gendered context, where the market, the financial and other resources, and the legitimacy afforded the enterprise are framed by gender. 
The choice for this definition is influenced by women's perception, the structure of support institutions, condition of labour market, the values that culture inculcates towards women's acceptable role and other factors that influence entrepreneurial opportunity structures for women. Need driven and opportunity driven are two factors that contribute to women entrepreneurial ventures. While the former are defined by the necessity of earnings due to the lack of jobs and lack of income security and social vulnerability (in low-income and developing countries), the latter refers to striving for achievement, wealth generation and satisfaction of their own goals (Franzke et al. 2022; Ahmetaj et al. 2023; Raman et al. 2022). 
Concept of entrepreneurial growth 
Entrepreneurial growth means "an expansion over time, in size, scope, value creation and impact" (Wright & Stigliani, 2013). Entrepreneurial growth is defined in terms of growth in sales, size, employment, assets, reach and innovation. The perspective of entrepreneurial growth has further evolved towards its nature as a dynamic phenomenon shaped by the worldview of entrepreneurs, their perception of opportunities, and strategies used for capability and resource building (Wright & Stigliani, 2013; Petrakis et al., 2020; Combs et al., 2023). Growth is not spontaneous after firm creation; it depends on building internal capabilities and acquiring external resources, alongside understanding existing constraints and opportunities. 
The theories of Schumpeter and the opportunity view perceive entrepreneurial growth as a result of innovation, which enables a firm to introduce new products, services, or processes that displace existing ones thereby enhancing overall output. Recently a process perspective view of the entrepreneurial growth has considered it as non-linear and contextual, depending on the evolving objectives throughout a firm's lifecycle (Wright & Stigliani, 2013; Combs et al., 2023; Petrakis et al., 2020). Such perception of entrepreneurial growth can help to explain the women's entrepreneurial growth. 
Female entrepreneurial growth 
The measure for female entrepreneurial growth combines both traditional and new gender sensitive variables by considering the context, barriers and outcomes reported by women entrepreneurs. Typical measures for entrepreneurial growth involve quantitative indices, such as increased sales revenues, employment creation, a growth in sales revenue, number of employees (full time or full-time equivalent), a growth in business assets, the market reach, new products or market expansion (Cabrera & Mauricio, 2017; Wright & Stigliani, 2013; Petrakis et al., 2020; Aidis & Weeks, 2016; Aghion, 2016; Raman et al., 2022; Chikh-Amnache & Mekhzoumi, 2023; Combs et al., 2023; Zucchella et al., 2025). 
However, a number of female entrepreneurs do not emphasize traditional profit-centered goals and thus measures need to consider both the subjective outcomes and aggregated indicators. Subjective and aggregate measures have recently become essential such as women's subjective success, work life balance, self-empowerment, social contribution to the community, accumulation of human and social capital through enhancing knowledge and access to networking, business information and market opportunities (vadnjal et al. 2020; Ahmetaj et al. 2023; kamberidou, 2020; cabrera & mauricio, 2017; cardella et al., 2020). There is also a trend toward macro-level indices like gender gedi and women entrepreneurship scorecards that measure how factors and supportive policies of the ecosystem affect the chances for women entrepreneurs to grow their business (Aidis & Weeks, 2016; Raman et al. 2022; Chikh-Amnache & Mekhzoumi, 2023).  
Mechanisms Shaping Female Entrepreneurial Growth The following discussion centers on how factors within entrepreneurial ecosystem are operating through specific mechanisms to influence the entrepreneurial growth of women entrepreneurs. Such mechanisms impacts on entrepreneurial activity of women entrepreneurs in micro and institutional level simultaneously: (i) institution and policy factors, (ii) financial factors, (iii) social factors, (iv) human capital (v) culture.
Institution and Policy factors
 Institutional and policy factors are perceived as variables impacting on opportunity structures of women entrepreneurship in terms of their role in forming and creating businesses, access to resources, and legitimacy, with law, institution and policy program influencing entrepreneurs behavior. A number of empirical researches demonstrate that support institutional frameworks and policies with regard to a conducive business environment, low levels of corruption, a favorable entrepreneurial culture, and institutional support will increase women entrepreneurs participation and entrepreneurial growth (Hechavarra & Ingram, 2019; Xie et al., 2021; Aljarodi et al., 2024). Evidence across different countries suggest that interaction of supportive policies and entrepreneurial culture with its cognitive and social networks have led to higher level of opportunities for women entrepreneurs (Xie et al., 2021).
Financial and Capital Access Mechanisms
However, the access to finance has always been one of the primary hurdles to women entrepreneurs' growth in an entrepreneurial ecosystem. Given the constraints on acquiring collateral based on gender, the low credit history and the discriminate lending procedures, the access to finance had led to failure of women entrepreneurs in the quest to invest, innovate and expand their firms (Setini et al., 2020; Ebewo et al., 2025). Consequently, the majority of women entrepreneurs still depends on their earnings from employment, family or informal means for survival rather than expansion oriented entrepreneurship. 
The generally used approach in micro-finance and group-lending has proved to have moderate success in terms of facilitating women's access to finance particularly when coupled with social capital support, mentoring and business training (Setini et al., 2020; McAdam et al., 2016). Yet, literature suggests that access to financial capital alone does not suffice for sustained growth, business expansion is impossible without other aspects of financial capital being well-integrated with managerial know-how, access to market and supportive institutional environment (Setini et al., 2020; Rincn & Avolio, 2025).Recently, FinTech innovation and the growth of digital financial services have emerged as strong catalysts that bridge the gender gaps of access to capital by reducing transaction costs, increasing transparency and accessibility for those many excluded women entrepreneurs (Huang et al., 2025).
Network and Social Capital Mechanisms
The network and social capital mechanisms, the process of building trust and relationship ties among people, is one of the critical factors enabling women entrepreneurs to grow in an entrepreneurial ecosystem. Networks provide opportunities of access to resources, markets, financing and legitimization. In most entrepreneurial contexts, studies point to women entrepreneurs possessing strong bonding social capital in their family or local community, yet weak bridging social capital that connect them to the high growth businesses, market, professionals, investors and higher levels (Neumeyer et al., 2018; Brush et al., 2018).
The limited women's entrepreneur's engagement with heterogonous resources and business opportunities which could be essential for expanding the business (Neumeyer et al., 2018). Intersections of women of experienced backgrounds and white entrepreneurs resulted in greater access of bridging social capital (Neumeyer et al., 2018). Digital ecosystems and platforms bring the benefit of providing new channels of social capital that support access to knowledge, market, opportunity and networks beyond their existing local social and geographic limitations for women entrepreneurs to facilitate the process of growth and innovation (Huang et al., 2025; Setini et al., 2020; Brush et al., 2018).
Human Capital Mechanisms
Another crucial aspect contributing to women's entrepreneurial growth in an entrepreneurial ecosystem is human capital development, encompassing skill enhancement through formal training and education. These enabled women to innovate, manage the firm and cater to market demands. Access to business training, technological training, entrepreneurship education and innovation support is likely to result in expansion of women entrepreneurs' business (Terjesen et al., 2016; Setini et al., 2020; Rincn & Avolio, 2025). 
Knowledge sharing in entrepreneurship has predominantly occurred through social capital, enabling entrepreneurs to gain know-how from their peers, mentors, institutions and community. Knowledge sharing becomes a key determinant of innovative performance, as long as the culture is supportive of women's autonomy, innovation and entrepreneurship (Setini et al., 2020). Yet, lack of training in entrepreneurship, digital technologies and management aspects is a significant barrier to most women entrepreneurs in developing world thus cannot be able to tap the advantages of supportive ecosystems (Setini et al., 2020; Ebewo et al., 2025).
Cultural Mechanisms
Cultural and normative mechanisms, including legitimacy, social acceptance of entrepreneurship for women and appropriate behaviors in terms of business activities, can impact women entrepreneurs' growth substantially. Ecosystems where social and cultural acceptance for women entrepreneurship is higher and flexibility in terms of gender roles is found, showed higher level of support for women entrepreneurs' economic participation and growth (Hechavarra & Ingram, 2019; Bullough et al., 2021; Rincn & Avolio, 2025). 
Rigid and restrictive cultural practices and stereotyped behavior will create significant challenges to women entrepreneurs' access to business resources, markets and networks, thereby reinforcing the existing gender inequality within the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Setini et al., 2020; Bullough et al., 2021; Rincn & Avolio, 2025). It was also demonstrated that enabling public policy coupled with educational and technological support could pave the way for women's entrepreneurial success particularly in Global South (Rincn & Avolio, 2025). It is important to alter norms through cultural and normative mechanisms by supporting women's role as entrepreneurs at institutional and community level (Bullough et al., 2021; Ebewo et al., 2025; Brush et al., 2018).
In general, there is strong evidence that entrepreneurship growth of women is achieved through interaction of various mechanisms of entrepreneurial ecosystem, such as institutional and policy support, financial capital, social and business network, human capital and cultural norms. Ecosystem supporting combined mechanisms will tend to guarantee women's entrepreneurial growth, survival and expansion in the long run.
Entrepreneurship ecosystems and implications for female entrepreneurial growth
Entrepreneurship ecosystems play significant roles in facilitating the growth of women's entrepreneurship by cultivating and stimulating an entrepreneurial environment to support women's economic activities, the success of their business, innovation capacity, and employment opportunities, and social welfare, through mechanisms that grant access to institutions, resources, networks and digital infrastructures. This can guide the growth of women entrepreneurs beyond simply entering into the market; sustained through surviving and expanding their firms thus extending the impact from individual businesses to overall economy and society.
Female entrepreneurs Performance and Growth Outcomes
Compared to female entrepreneurs operating in a poor-developed or exclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem, women entrepreneurs working in a nurturing ecosystem tend to have a better performance and outcome of business performance and growth. By the provision of accesses to innovation systems, knowledge spillovers, mentoring and social capital, market and operational performances of the women entrepreneurs are enhanced. However, empirical evidences seem to point out non-uniform effects of ecosystem components; whereas networks and social capital show consistently enhancing growth performance, finance and physical infrastructure have relatively inconclusive or even negative impacts on women entrepreneurs' business performance (Boateng, 2025; Nguyen et al., 2025).
Social networks are proved to be crucial for women-led businesses' scaling up; although networks provide access to new markets, partners, strategic information etc., the access to high growth networks has become one of the critical barriers for women entrepreneurs (Boateng, 2025; Aman et al., 2024). Digital technologies and innovation support through adoption of technology allow women entrepreneurs enhance productivity and both market and operational competitiveness (Huang et al., 2025; Alkharafi, 2024). Apart from these factors, entrepreneurial identity and growth orientation mediate the effects of entrepreneurial ecosystem resources on the business performance of women entrepreneurs, indicating the importance of individual aspired action combined with the ecosystem to achieve desired women entrepreneurs' business outcomes (Boateng, 2025).
Employment generation by female entrepreneurs’
As already discussed, female entrepreneurs significantly contribute to job creation (Gulvira et al., 2024; Goklani & Rajani, 2025; Aman et al., 2024). This has more pronounced effect in developing countries with majority of necessity-driven female entrepreneurs who could have a strong self-reinforcing effect through employment provision for themselves and others thus indirectly contributing to economic advancement. Support provided through access to capital, training and networks of an entrepreneurial ecosystem empower women to grow businesses and create jobs which eventually reduce poverty (Mouazen & Hernndez-Lara, 2023; Goklani & Rajani, 2025). Digital technology and gig economy offer new opportunities to women, for instance flexibility and global reach, contributing to income generation and economic activities, and thus creating new jobs (Mouazen & Hernndez-Lara, 2023). The increased accessibility for women through flexible working is an added attraction that allows women reconcile with their care responsibilities.
Application of entrepreneurial ecosystem approaches in women entrepreneurship support
Gender-specific approach under the frame of ecosystem design enables women entrepreneurs to break down the existing barriers towards entering and exit markets by providing women entrepreneurs access to finance, social, and technical capital, networks, legitimacy, infrastructure, innovation system and supporting mechanisms focusing on women-centric support (women-centric incubator and accelerator, women-focused mentoring network and platform, gender-sensitive financial solution and policy, digital technologies and so on). These factors have a significant impact in reinforcing women's self-efficacy and entrepreneurial skills for successful participation and operation in domestic and international markets.
Female-focused incubators and accelerators
Female-centered incubators and accelerators have been established to support the development of their businesses and achieve scale by providing skills, information, access and networks, and support. Although they have yet to capture the vast market for women-entrepreneurs support, they are of significance in increasing the intention of women to participate in entrepreneurship and boost their self-efficacy through extended periods of collective learning activities. They have shown potential in overcoming women's shortcomings in terms of confidence, work-life balance and perceived legitimation, compared tomale-dominated programs, by creating conducive environments for their support. Women's mentors are particularly useful for enabling strategic planning and finance decisions (Gibard & Chalus-Sauvannet, 2022). A sense of safety and affiliation created in women-centered incubators is capable of breaking women's constraints in entrepreneurship (Neumeyer, 2022; Gibard & Chalus-Sauvannet, 2022).
Mentorship and Networking Platforms
Mentoring and network support are two important elements of the entrepreneurial ecosystems aimed at increasing social capital, knowledge transfer and emotional support to women entrepreneurs. Access to impactful and diversified networks suitable to finance, technology and high-growth markets are limited to women entrepreneurs that prevent the growth of women owned businesses (Brush et al., 2018; Yong et al., 2025). Thus, mentoring programs are established in the ecosystem to support women entrepreneurs with business owners, investors and experts who could guide them and provide endorsements. 
Institutionally supported programs which ease women entrepreneurs' access to mentoring and network support yield business success, opportunity recognition, etc. Even under various other constraints (Yong et al., 2025). Opportunities for women entrepreneurs' networks are increased with the help of digital platform, by lowering various limitations of access to the entrepreneurial community that could be geography, social or cultural. The mentoring support which they receive from online networking programs, online professional communities and forums enable women entrepreneurs to establish and maintain their networks beyond geography thereby providing access to various markets and sources of support (Huang et al., 2025; Ughetto et al., 2019).
Financial support and Credit facilities
Financial support and credit facilities are the most crucial constraint to women entrepreneurs so that entrepreneurial ecosystem provides them support in accessing finance by overcoming the existing biases towards women for accessing loans and by relaxing the stringent requirements of collateral. Specialized programs are made for providing access to finance to women like targeted seed funding schemes, micro finance programs, credit schemes, incubators and accelerators (Nguyen et al., 2025; Gibard & Chalus-Sauvannet, 2022). 
The advent of digital finance and fintech innovations has a tremendous impact to enhance the access of credit facilities to women by overcoming constraints such as high transaction cost, lack of information about the market, and widening the access for marginalized women and to various markets (Huang et al., 2025). While support mechanism with regards to financial aspect greatly help women entrepreneurs overcome limitations of the system, but their provision alone do not ensure the business growth of women entrepreneurs; they are best in conjunction with other forms of support like mentoring, skill training, market access and policy support (Brush et al., 2018; Yong et al., 2025).
Policy and Institutional support programms
Support policies and institutional structures ensure and contribute to an enabling environment and also attempt to challenge gender discrimination at micro and macro levels. Gender focused government policy and institutions are positively related with women's participation in entrepreneurship and with the entrepreneurial ambition. Programmatic integrations by integrating financial advice, child care and women specific mentoring have been found as effective measures to achieve the goal of inclusive business ecosystem (Turley et al., 2024). Institutions provide opportunity to gain insights on networking and information exchange, compensating for other resource limitations, but traditionally these institutions lack the flexibility for the barriers faced by women entrepreneurs (Yong et al., 2025). Policies must be gendered and data analysis should be based on gender disaggregated data for ensuring effective policy intervention and designing effective models (Brush et al., 2018; Turley et al., 2024).
Gender Bias and Institutional Constraints
Gender bias is one major limitation of entrepreneurial ecosystems. The dominant masculine characteristics of institutions supporting the ecosystem primarily in terms of financing, regulatory procedures, non-responsive entrepreneurship policies favor men entrepreneurs over women entrepreneurs (Brush et al., 2018; Sukalkar & Pujari, 2025; Behra, 2025; Ebewo et al., 2025). Weak and limited policy intervention at grass root level means that the designed policies fail to fulfill women's specific needs like balancing family with entrepreneurship responsibilities, constraints in mobility and network support (Ebewo et al., 2025). Also gender bias negatively affects women's self-efficacy, confidence and legitimacy thereby constraining women entrepreneurs to capitalize on existing resources of the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Nevi et al., 2024).
Social and Cultural Barriers
Social and cultural aspects also become barriers for women entrepreneurs participating within the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Societal expectations for women to be homemakers restricts women from availing adequate time, mobility and flexibility required to run a business (Bullough et al., 2021; Nevi et al., 2024). Generally, it is perceived in the society that entrepreneurial activity is male oriented and as such women entrepreneurs are often looked upon with skepticism by their family and community members and are provided with little or no support (Behra, 2025; Ahmetaj et al., 2023). 
Existing stereotypes regarding women's leadership qualities and business skills hinders women entrepreneurs from fully leveraging support at institutional and individual levels (Bullough et al., 2021). The challenges due to socio cultural aspects vary according to context, including issues like class, gender, race and ethnicity, and across countries and regions (Neumeyer et al., 2018; Nevi et al., 2024). It is suggested that combating socio-cultural barriers requires not only the change in policies but also social change and adequate role models to break the existing stereotypes (Emon & Nipa, 2024).

Financial exclusion and limited resources
Financial exclusion poses significant limitations for the growth of women entrepreneurs by affecting the utilization of various resources that exist in the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Financial institutions often provide loan access on the basis of past credit history of the borrowers and consider women less Credit worthy than men due to existing gender bias in financial lending (Sukalkar & Pujari, 2025; Behra, 2025; Ebewo et al., 2025). 
Informal financial services or personal savings form the primary source of investment to a significant extent. Not only finance but access to information, market and various business development services are also limited for women entrepreneurs (Nguyen et al., 2025; Nevi et al., 2024). This affects the ability of women's ventures to scale-up and exacerbates women's limited financial and digital literacy (Behra, 2025; Emon & Nipa, 2024). Entrepreneurial ecosystem offers various types of support to women entrepreneurs but it is important to note that they need to be complemented with various other support like access to finance, market, business development training and appropriate policies to cater to women's unique needs and challenges (Sukalkar & Pujari, 2025; Ebewo et al., 2025).
Network Exclusion and Information Gaps
The availability of social capital and entrepreneurial networks is vital for business success, yet women entrepreneurs are consistently excluded from powerful networks which will give them access to information, networks and capital. As women often have strong bonding social capital within the family or local community but weak bridging social capital, it tends to isolate women entrepreneurs from the growth-oriented and professional networks (Neumeyer et al., 2018; Nguyen et al., 2025). The exclusion is enforced by demographic attributes such as experience, race and ethnicity, since white and experienced women entrepreneurs tend to have more networks access compared to ethnic minority women entrepreneurs and novice ones (Neumeyer et al., 2018). 
Information asymmetry, lack of mentors and limited role models create boundaries that do not help women entrepreneurs identify growth opportunities and scale up their businesses (Nguyen et al., 2025; Nevi et al., 2024). Creating new opportunities in the context of online networking to achieve diversity of connections can contribute positively to women entrepreneurs, yet barriers such as access, affordability and digital literacy limit its roles for women entrepreneurs (Nguyen et al., 2025; Behra, 2025). Developing inclusive networking and mentoring systems are key elements in overcoming this ecosystem barrier for women entrepreneurs.

Challenges in measurement and evaluation
There are several challenges for measurement and evaluation of the extent to which the entrepreneurial ecosystem support women entrepreneurs. Many evaluative tools are not designed as gender-specific, but include gender-neutral indicators which do not provide women entrepreneurs with disaggregated information on outcomes (Brush et al., 2018; Emon & Nipa, 2024). They are also sometimes missing many qualitative aspects, such as women's empowerment, work-life balance, contribution to community and social development that are critical for women entrepreneurs.
Besides the complexity of the ecosystem and heterogeneity of women entrepreneurs in sectors, regions, races, classes and cultures, these factors also hinder accurate evaluation since current indicators do not take intersectional issues, such as impacts of gender, race, class and culture on women's opportunities and outcomes, into account (Emon & Nipa, 2024). Effective measurement needs more data, longitudinal design and development of gender-sensitive indicators including both economic and social elements.

Methodology 
Research Design
This research utilized a systematic literature review (SLR) design, to examine the relationship between the entrepreneurial ecosystem and growth of women entrepreneurs. A systematic review, a methodology that involves a rigorous and replicable search and assessment process to identify, select, appraise and analyze all the research available for a research question, was identified as an appropriate design due to the necessity of transparent procedures and reduced risk of bias, while ensuring comprehensive identification and synthesis of all evidence on the issue (Kitchenham & Charters, 2007). This design was qualitative and interpretative, aiming to build theory, achieve conceptual synthesis and critical interpretation of findings rather than the aggregate results of statistics. It served the purposes of investigation of how the entrepreneurship ecosystem influences women entrepreneurs through institutional, cultural, financial and normative pathways within a variety of contexts.
Scope of the Review
The scope of the review was delimited to peer-reviewed academic publications that explicitly addressed at least one of the following core concepts:
i. Entrepreneurial ecosystems
ii. Female entrepreneurship
iii. Entrepreneurial growth, scaling, or sustainability
iv. Institutional, cultural, financial, or policy environments affecting women entrepreneurs
This systematic literature review limited itself to the articles published in peer-reviewed journals containing at least one of the three concepts mentioned above in its title, abstract or keywords:
The selected studies cover the period between 2000 and 2023 in order to address the evolution of the concept of entrepreneurship ecosystems and capture recent feminist and gendered entrepreneurship scholarship. The review included empirical as well as theoretical literature in order to achieve a richer understanding of the issue.
Sources of Data
Data were collected from secondary sources, i.e., peer-reviewed journal articles. The following scientific databases and scholarly archives were selected due to their coverage:
a. Scopus
b. Web of Science
c. Google Scholar
d. ScienceDirect
e. Emerald Insight
f. SpringerLink
In addition to search using the above databases, snowballing or manual referencing was used to identify further articles.
Search Strategy
The search for articles on the subject employed a systematic methodology using Boolean operators and keyword combinations. The research questions could be represented by the following search query, while using related terms like "women entrepreneurs," "gendered entrepreneurship," "business growth," and others as applicable, where the keywords could be found in the title, abstract, or keywords of the research articles:
a. “Entrepreneurial ecosystem” AND “female entrepreneurship”
b. “Women entrepreneurship” AND “entrepreneurial growth”
c. “Gender” AND “entrepreneurial ecosystems”
d. “Female entrepreneurs” AND “institutions”
e. “Women-owned enterprises” AND “growth”
Search terms were applied to article titles, abstracts, and keywords. Where necessary, synonyms such as “women entrepreneurs,” “gendered entrepreneurship,” and “business growth” were incorporated to broaden retrieval.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
To ensure the quality and relevance of the literature included, the following criteria were adopted
Inclusion criteria:
i. Peer-reviewed journal articles
ii. Studies focusing on entrepreneurial ecosystems, female entrepreneurship, or growth
iii. Conceptual, empirical, or critical review studies
iv. Articles published in English
v. Studies with clear theoretical or empirical relevance to women’s entrepreneurial outcomes
Exclusion criteria:
i. Non-peer-reviewed sources such as blogs, editorials, or opinion pieces
ii. Studies focusing solely on male entrepreneurship
iii. Articles addressing entrepreneurship without reference to ecosystems, institutions, or context
iv. Conference abstracts without full papers
v. Studies lacking sufficient methodological or theoretical clarity

Quality Appraisal of Included Studies
All papers included in the review were critically appraised using the quality indicators listed below in qualitative form:
i. Clarity of research objectives
ii. Theoretical grounding and conceptual coherence
iii. Methodological rigor and transparency
iv. Relevance to female entrepreneurship and ecosystem analysis
v. Contribution to knowledge and policy relevance
Only the studies considered of high scientific value and high relevance were included in the review.
Data Extraction
To identify the main issues related to the structure, logic and relevance of female entrepreneurship ecosystem, data were systematically extracted from the selected articles as follows:
i. Author(s) and year of publication
ii. Study context and geographical focus
iii. Research design and methodology
iv. Key theoretical frameworks
v. Main findings related to entrepreneurial ecosystems
vi. Implications for female entrepreneurial growth
This data was structured in analytical matrices in order to compare, analyze and synthesize the findings of the various studies.
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
From all the papers analyzed it is abundantly clear that the logic, governance and structure of entrepreneurial ecosystems play a major role in enabling and constraining female entrepreneurial growth. The major finding from both the theoretical and empirical literature reveal that female entrepreneurial outcomes are not exclusively based on individual traits. Instead, female entrepreneurial growth are the reflections primarily from its ecosystemic nature as it relates to the institutional logic and structure, governance, financial networks, dominant values and social capital within entrepreneurial ecosystems.
The concept of entrepreneurial ecosystem as a system rather than an aggregation of individual actors is central to these papers. Cavallo et al. (2018) demonstrated entrepreneurship as being defined as a complex ecosystem, the main constituent elements of which are interacting actors, institutions, resources, and an enabling environment, that propel and co-propel the entrepreneur and her/his activity. A systemic definition is thus important for explaining women's entrepreneurial growth since it is no longer a shortcoming on the part of female entrepreneurs, but rather the structural nature of an entrepreneurial ecosystem that affects gendered entrepreneurship outcomes. A study in this lens means that gender inequality in entrepreneurship should be understood as an outcome of an entrepreneurial ecosystem constructed on male centered ideals of entrepreneurship.
These studies also reveal that entrepreneurship ecosystems tend to operate on norms that privilege "productive", high-growth and large scale entrepreneurship centered on innovation. Cavallo et al. (2018) and Malecki (2018) showed the standard ways of assessing an entrepreneurial ecosystem's success; these include ventures capital investments, scale and speed of entrepreneurship. However as showed by Franzke et al. (2022), Danish and Lawton Smith (2012) and Welter (2004), women are disproportionately represented in the low-growth, necessary-based, and informal entrepreneurship areas that are excluded from this growth oriented dimension of an entrepreneurship ecosystem. Consequently even though female entrepreneurs exist in an entrepreneurship ecosystem they do not fully access the high resource entrepreneurial domains and thus the gendered opportunity structure might not be a supporting one to female entrepreneurship. There is a fundamental difference between access to an entrepreneurial ecosystem and access to opportunity domains within it.
Institutions are another key theme highlighted in studies of women's entrepreneurship across contexts. They appear not to be gender-neutral in these contexts. Welter (2004) demonstrated that in developed countries the structures and forms of business (formal institutions like tax systems, child-care support, labour market structure) create advantages for persistent full time activities in business, which aligns with men's career patterns. Similarly, Danish and Lawton Smith (2012) found that women in Saudi Arabia faced bottlenecks from a malformed business environment, that included bureaucracy and malformed institutions that blocked their ventures from growing. Thus, what appear as gender-neutral institutions are in fact deliberately designed around male preferences patterns of work.
The availability of capital is one of the important hindrances to female entrepreneurship growth. However the data show that what is essential is not necessarily financial resource access, but type of capital. Most of the money, while provided by family members, friends, and or by taking out debts may be not enough to foster entrepreneurship growth. As Malecki (2018) and Danish and Lawton Smith (2012) showed, capital provision structures such as venture capital-oriented entrepreneurial ecosystems are biased toward male entrepreneurs due to biased investment processes, sectorial discrimination, network exclusions, and the organization of informal financial sub-ecosystems. It is thus not the lack of capital but rather gendered organizations of finance that impede female entrepreneurship growth.
Gender norms and informal institutions are also shown as playing significant roles in directing female entrepreneurship growth. Franzke et al. (2022) and Terrell and Troilo (2010) revealed a significant impact of religious and gendered norms on women's ability and intention to engage with the formal labor market and thus with entrepreneurship. Terrell and Troilo (2010) showed how life values could determine whether an individual enters the workforce, while work values determine whether the individual is an employee or an entrepreneur. When women internalize the value of ensuring the welfare and sustenance of men's employment, it is unlikely that they will engage in entrepreneurial activities. That is, the inequality within the sphere of work is created before even any venture is conceived and influences subsequent entrepreneurial growth opportunities by mediating capital investment and resource access.
Even when women possess work values such as the desire for achievement, initiative and respect, the entrepreneurship ecosystem might transform these individual values into entrepreneurial growth in a differentiated manner compared to men. Terrell and Troilo (2010) argue that there is a gender difference in the return from these individual attributes that cannot be attributed solely to individual characteristics, but depends on the role of institution in moderating these return effects. This is also confirmed by Dean et al. (2017) who claim that entrepreneurship ecosystem is an evaluation system that prioritizes certain types of entrepreneurs over others.
Family roles were also varied when it came to explaining women's entrepreneurial growth. In most of the studies women perceived the family as having a direct impact by providing crucial resources like financial support, labor input, legitimacy, and networks. However, other women described family as an indirect barrier through constraints posed by limited time, spatial constraints imposed by the domestic environment, and gender norms in relation to responsibility in the home. The argument shows that entrepreneurship ecosystems are a blend of the formal and informal domains and there is a clear contribution to existing theories in an entrepreneurship ecosystem from framing female entrepreneurship through the logic of family embeddedness.
Finally the criticism of the current dominant framing of entrepreneurial ecosystems around growth is another important element. Dean et al. (2017) indicated that female entrepreneurship research and practices are informed by a masculine framework that equate entrepreneurial success with speed and rapid growth. As a result, female enterprises are often interpreted as failure despite showing similar rates of survival and financial profitability to male enterprises. Alternative paths to entrepreneurial success for women are ignored and the male paradigm is presented as more valuable. This finding corroborates the observation of Welter (2004) who pointed out that trainings and programs aimed at changing women entrepreneurs or instilling self-confidence have often been ineffective since what need to be changed is the entire ecosystem. These findings together make us realize that the individual female entrepreneurs’ role within the ecosystem may not be the primary factor that determine her venture growth outcomes.
Conclusion
This study concludes based on the literature review that entrepreneurial ecosystem structure, operation and evaluative logic constrains women entrepreneurs’ growth opportunity. A gendered logic rather than lack of female entrepreneurs’ skills and know how has produced the observed outcomes in women entrepreneurs' growth; that they remain with marginal opportunity while male dominated entrepreneurial growth remain promoted.
The literature shows that entrepreneurial ecosystems favor a specific type of growth; namely rapid scale and expansion, venture capital access and growth based on size and employment, rather than growth which many female entrepreneurs focus on, namely the achievement of sustainability, stability and social impact, due to it having masculine logic in the system. Women entrepreneurs may have identical entrepreneurial logic and goals to men, but, gendered logics of entrepreneurship system don't guarantee successful outcome of women entrepreneurs’ goal attainment as it do for men. Thus training and mentoring women entrepreneur won’t help women entrepreneur grow until we address issues regarding gendered entrepreneurial ecosystem system.
Recommendations
Based on the findings and conclusion of the study, the following policy recommendations are put forward:
Adopt a gender perspective rather than a gender neutral perspective when designing entrepreneurial ecosystem, with an emphasis on redesigning rules, instruments and governance structure within entrepreneurship ecosystems in terms of gender. The financial institution and entrepreneurial system designers should tailor appropriate financial tools to assist in growth of female entrepreneurs, besides venture capital financing for high growth venture. Loan-based financing, blended finance instruments, co-finance schemes should be readily available for stability growth in enterprises.
For mature entrepreneurial system, gender-specific sub-ecosystems for female entrepreneurs to support their learning, networking and business development capabilities should be established. Although it is slow in process to change people’s behavior culturally, policy makers, learning institutions and development organizations must strive to overcome gender-based cultural biases through community leaders, religious institutions and educational sectors engagement to stimulate women entrepreneurs’ motivation.
Suggestions for Further Studies
These researches should address the research issues by carrying out comparison of different entrepreneurship systems in developing countries and Sub-Saharan Africa where the interplay of informal and formal aspects of entrepreneurship system are prominent. In order to find out the effect of institutional support in female entrepreneurs' growth, it is best to apply longitudinal research design. A mixed-methods approach should be employed to uncover and explore the issues holistically; which should encompass both micro and macro level factors and how informal aspects of the system interact with the formal ones. 
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