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Abstract: This paper explores the decision to become a mother among women in the technology
industry, particularly if there is an “optimal context” regarding startup development (business stage
and size). Eighteen interviews were conducted with an international sample of women founders
and analyzed using a grounded theory approach. Findings suggest two sources of “mumpreneurs”
in technology ventures: (1) women who created a startup while young and childless, postponing
maternity until the business is “stable”; and (2) mothers who created a technology venture as a
strategy to gain higher levels of flexibility and autonomy than they experienced in the corporate
world. The first group is highly work-role salient, while the second is highly family-role salient.
The results of this work contribute to theory development by revealing the “startup-relatedness” of
family decisions by women founders in the technology industry. I offer recommendations of how
accelerators can improve mentorship for women in high-growth technology ventures and unleash
women’s potential.

Keywords: entrepreneurship; new high-technology ventures; women founders; motherhood;
decision-making; role salience; mumpreneurs; startups

With the introduction of the Internet and related technologies into the market, the industry of
startups arose. A startup is a short-term—and often informal—organization that seeks to create
a product under conditions of high uncertainty. Globally, national public policy, many business
schools and corporations, and some industries have embraced this type of organization. It has been
documented that high rates of entrepreneurship with an innovation component play a critical role in
the wealth of nations, economic dynamism (Decker et al. 2014), and job creation (Kuschel et al. 2018).

Moreover, and parallel with the increased number of women in science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics (STEM), more startups are being led by women. Still, according to the estimations
of Robb and Coleman (2009), only 5–6% of high-technology entrepreneurs are women, and about
3–5% of incubated and accelerated projects are led by women. Start-Up Chile, a public accelerator
in South America, bucks that trend, with around 20% women founders and 8.9%1 women-led
startups (Kuschel and Labra 2018). In general, though, women are poorly represented in these spaces.
Uncertainty, competitiveness, aggressiveness, and fast pace are characteristics of the high-growth
technology industry.

The “masculine” and “male-dominated” features of the environment raises the question
of whether the technology industry is welcoming to women who expect to become mothers.

1 Number calculated by Kuschel and Labra (2018) with data provided by Start-Up Chile accelerator, since the 1st generation
to the 11th (2173 founders, and 972 startups supported by the program), as of March 2015.
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The motherhood decision is defined as the choice to forego, start, or enlarge a family
(Prunty et al. 2008). Also, some investors (e.g., public funds, business angels, venture capitalists)
might not fund women-led startups because of the potential for the leader to get pregnant and leave
the startup a lower priority, at least temporarily (Kuschel and Lepeley 2016b).

This article does not directly examine women’s participation in tech. The aim of this
study is to explore the conditions under which women decide to have children in one extreme
case—women leading a startup in the technology industry. Do women postpone maternity in the
technology industry?

First, this study provides a literature review on startups functioning, the profile of women in the
technology industry, and the decision to become a mother for those involved as business founders in
the technology industry. After the theoretical and methodological sections, the findings are presented.
Two main paths into being “mumpreneurs” are found, those entering business ownership before
having children and those entering business ownership because of their mothership. Within the
study, the authors find that the former group can be further broken down into subgroups depending
on the development stage of their business. Finally, suggestions are proposed for support of such
entrepreneurs and also future directions for research.

1. Literature Review

1.1. Business Stages at a Technology Startup

A new high-technology venture (NHTV) or startup is defined as a business model (Blank 2010)
that is profitable, repeatable, and scalable2. At its beginning, a startup is an informal business with a
small team. The goal of the startup is to create technology or to leverage a business model based on
technology to make money. There are three broad business stages for startups: product development,
growth, and heavyweights. First, the “product development” stage includes the ideation, working
prototype in development and prototype validation, functional product with users, and business
model validation (also known as the search for market fit). Founders in the product development stage
are searching for seed funding because the companies are not yet economically sustainable. Early-stage
investors respond strongly to information about the founding team rather than to traction or previous
investors (Bernstein et al. 2017), which is a critical factor for women founders (Kuschel et al. 2017).
Second, the “growth stage” of a tech startup includes scaling sales and raising capital. Normally,
entrepreneurs “pitch”3 to investors, trying to attract interest by exhibiting their startup’s “traction”4.
In this stage, startups raising venture capital (VC) must incorporate to receive funding from private
investors. Investors also give access to a significant network, mentorship, board, and assistance
in decision-making in exchange for equity (business participation) and/or return on investment.
Third, “heavyweights” sell the company (exit strategy), acquire other startups, or make an initial
public offering (IPO). The dynamic environments in which these companies are inserted make most
traditional management methods obsolete (Ries 2011). The participants in this study are leading
startups in the product development and growth stages.

1.2. Women in New High-Technology Ventures

For many years, women’s spectacular progress in business ownership has been virtually invisible
in mass media and academic journals in the U.S. (Baker et al. 1997). A recent review of the literature
on startups and gender (Kuschel and Lepeley 2016a) identified that most studies were concentrated

2 Coaching, consulting, and freelancing are not considered startups—although they may use technology—because they do
not have the potential for scaling. They are self-employed.

3 The pitch is a short (2–3 min) presentation of the business plan.
4 The traction is the validation of the product or business model. It consists in metrics of market demand (i.e., profit, revenues,

active users, registered users, engagement, partnerships/clients, traffic) used to convince investors of the startup potential.
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in the U.S., and there is little knowledge of startups in Europe and emerging economies [such as
Latin America, BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, China), and MENA (Middle Eastern and North African
countries5]. In most of those studies, startup performance was compared without reference to the
perspectives of women entrepreneurs in technology (Singh Cassidy 2015).

Lately, new evidence has shown that women leading tech ventures face gender-based stereotypes.
This affects how these women design their teams, raise capital, and grow their businesses. Women
normally build their teams based on trust, partnering with their romantic partners or close friends
(Kuschel and Lepeley 2016b). Therefore, these teams are smaller, less diverse, have less credibility
with potential investors, and grow more slowly than male-led teams (Kuschel and Labra 2018;
Kuschel and Lepeley 2016b; Kuschel et al. 2017). However, women-led startup teams contribute
to job creation (Kuschel et al. 2018), and a third of women-led startups keep raising funds after
acceleration (Kuschel et al. 2017).

Women must surmount several obstacles to be part of the growth of women’s business ownership.
The masculinization of entrepreneurship—including stereotypical masculine behaviors such as
aggressiveness, assertiveness, independence, and self-confidence—generates serious difficulties for
women who wish to engage in entrepreneurial activities (Ahl 2002; Bird and Brush 2002; Eagly and
Johannesen-Schmidt 2001). Moreover, women’s perceived capabilities (a type of human capital) and
economic participation both play roles in influencing the start-up rates of women entrepreneurs
(Brush et al. 2017). The constant comparison also ends up becoming a trap. Researchers and society
both tend to overlook the complexity and variety of women entrepreneurs, and women become
“victims of the male norm” (Billing 2011).

Historically, self-employed women were less likely than men to become small business owners
due to societal and patriarchal pressures (Marlow 1997) that acted as discriminatory barriers at all
business stages. A proven barrier for women’s small business growth has been limited access to
financial resources (Carter and Allen 1997; Brush et al. 2004), and this is true for women founders of
technology ventures as well (Demartini 2018; Demartini and Marchegiani 2018).

Women who do participate in business incubator or startup acceleration programs are often
exhibited as “tokens” to illustrate gender diversity. This visibility may have negative consequences for
the founder. Tokenism affects women’s “sense of fit” and draws attention away from their businesses
(Marlow and McAdam 2012).

Nevertheless, there are some successes specific to women in tech startups. Unlike gender
discrimination in traditional investment settings, crowdfunding has been found to be a great tool for
women in the early stages of raising capital (Gorbatai and Nelson 2015). According to Gorbatai and
Nelson (2015), donation-based crowdfunding sites offer a completely different institutional setting in
which to obtain funding for new small businesses or products, bypassing many risks and difficulties
inherent in traditional methods of fundraising, as success depends much more on written language
rather than visual and verbal cues.

Nowadays, research on women’s entrepreneurship is growing (Jennings and Brush 2013),
but there are still some gaps, particularly regarding women-led startups (Kuschel and
Lepeley 2016a) in developing countries (Bullough 2013) and from a feminist perspective
(Marlow and McAdam 2012, 2015).

1.3. The Decision to Become a Mother

Previous studies explore how dominant discourses of mothering influence women in their
life decisions about children. Most evidence indicates that all women negotiate dominant

5 Brazil, Russia, India and China (BRIC) show a similar stage of development. Middle East and North African (MENA) region
has 60% of the world’s oil reserves and 45% of the world’s natural gas reserves. MENA region shows newly advanced
economic development yet some areas are still in conflict.
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ideals of a “good mother” and a “self-sacrificing mother” (Knaak 2010). However, as noted by
Maher and Saugeres (2007) after analyzing the fertility decision-making of 100 Australian women,
such stereotypes need to be further broken down, since women with and without children respond to
different aspects of such ideals. For women who have children, images of the “good mother” are less
prevalent than pragmatic concerns about how to manage mothering. In contrast, childless women
understand mothering as all-encompassing and potentially overwhelming. Nevertheless, fertility
decision-making is often situational and affected by social expectations and employment conditions
(Maher and Dever 2004) instead of influenced by specific policies.

Despite significant changes to women’s involvement in the public sphere, cultural discourses of
femininity still highlight motherhood, which has been perceived as “natural” for women. Consequently,
women who choose not to have children are viewed as abnormal or deviant (Gillespie 2000). Nowadays,
postfeminist approaches or “choice” feminism is installing a new gender order of “self-determining,
individuated, and empowered” women (Budgeon 2015), which, blended with the previous feminist
perspectives, presents “disparate discourses around contemporary mothering” (Vincent et al. 2004).
This has led to both an entrepreneurialization of motherhood (Thornton 2011) and new forms of
entrepreneurial feminities (Byrne et al. 2019; Lewis 2014).

On average, Latin American women in the technology sector have higher levels of education
and represent upper-middle socioeconomic status (Kuschel and Labra 2018), are a cohort with lower
fertility rates (Adsera and Menendez 2011), and may be less influenced by Latino and macho culture
(Susaeta et al. 2013) than Latina women not in the tech sector.

When is the optimal time to become an entrepreneur? Motherhood can also serve as a trigger to
start a business, as women seek greater autonomy and time flexibility via self-employment (Annink
and Dulk 2012; Loscocco 1997). Greene et al. (2013) explore how stereotypes and role expectations
influence women’s propensity toward entrepreneurial activity: “Maternal self-employment has a
counter-stereotypical effect, and so positively influences daughters to become self-employed.”

1.4. Theoretical Framework: Testing the Family Embeddedness Theory

This study combines two frameworks; role salience within social identity theory and family
embeddedness. First, the importance of a role or “role salience” is “determined by commitment to
the role, which includes attitudes and emotions, participation in the role, and knowledge about the
role. An important issue in career development is how individuals integrate the various life roles”
(Matzeder and Krieshok 1995, p. 333). According to social identity theory, whether or not men and
women report key roles as similarly salient, and how they define, enact, and manage these roles, may
differ substantially (Cook 1994). These individual ways of “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman
1987) significantly impact women’s success.

Some studies find relations between family factors and starting a new business (Boden 1996, 1999;
Brown et al. 2006; Green and Cohen 1995) or becoming self-employed (Carr 1996). Loscocco (1997)
argues that women may make the decision to start their own businesses because they need more
flexibility to meet family demands and responsibilities.

The family embeddedness perspective of entrepreneurship (Aldrich and Cliff 2003) portrays
entrepreneurs’ family and business domains as highly interrelated. Business owners can structure
their work according to personal preferences (Bird and Brush 2002), whereas organizational employees
have less control over flexibility and autonomy. Moreover, entrepreneurs may more easily transfer
human, social, and financial resources between their family and business domains (Danes et al. 2009).

Similarly, Greenhaus and Powell (2012) suggest that individuals may have family considerations
that influence work decisions, such as job relocation, whether to quit a job, pursue a new job
opportunity, seek part-time employment, interrupt paid employment, or start a new business. They call
this the “family-relatedness of work decisions.” However, further research is still needed to understand
how the decision-making process is different according to work, industry, individual, family, and
social variables (Powell and Greenhaus 2012).
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This study tests the “family-relatedness of work decisions” by exploring the extreme case of
women in a very demanding environment with economic constraints, long working hours, and
high time pressure for developing a product and getting users. The results of this work expand the
family-embeddedness perspective and contribute to theory development by revealing the decision of
women founders to become a mother while working in the technology industry.

2. Methodology

The current study was designed with a qualitative, inductive, and constructive approach. In 2014
and 2015, I explored the experiences of an international sample of women entrepreneurs in technology;
most of the participants were beneficiaries of Start-Up Chile.

2.1. Sample

Participant selection criteria: This study gathered data from women founders of startups.
Most of the participants of the study were benefited by Start-Up Chile (SUP), an international
acceleration program located in Santiago de Chile. A snowball technique was used to find mothers. I
initially found six mothers leading startups, only two of whom were from Chile originally. Therefore, I
decided to expand the sample by interviewing women founders without children on their decision
to become mothers; these participants are included in the sample. SUP has an international focus,
which is reflected in the mixed-country sample. Table 1 presents both the business and founder’s
characteristics. As shown in Table 1, I conducted 18 interviews, including with women that were solo
founders (n = 4) or members of the founding team (n = 14). Six founders (33%) had no employees or
freelancers, either because of the early stage of the startup (product development stage) or because
of an eventual pivot or exit. Of the participants, 50% (n = 9) of this study were leading startups in
the growth stage. They were from nine different countries of origin, yet most were contacted while
being accelerated and therefore located in Santiago, with ages ranging from 26 to 40; 28% (n = 5) had
a STEM educational background and 50% (n = 9) had studied business. Finally, 41% (n = 6) of them
were mothers.

Interview design considerations: I incorporated work-family (WF) scholars’ suggestions to
capture heterogeneity, including single people, those with and without children, single-parent families,
and dual earners in the sample (Greenhaus et al. 2000; Parasuraman et al. 1997; Voydanoff 1988;
Watkins and Subich 1995). Moreover, I included women who have participated in startup accelerators
(in Start-Up Chile, Wayra Chile, or other accelerators abroad) as well as women who have not, from
both Latin America and abroad. The sample includes women engaged in various stages of the
decision-making process of motherhood and startups from a variety of industries and stages.

Procedure: Each participant was contacted by e-mail and invited to an online interview (via
Skype) in Spanish. Four interviews were conducted in English. The researcher explained the consent
form verbally. The form was then signed, and a copy was delivered to the participant. All participants
agreed to be audio-recorded. Each interview was transcribed semi-verbatim, excluding identifying
information. The transcriptions were entered into ATLAS.ti v.7.0 software for qualitative analysis.
The questions cover the topics of motivation to startup a technology venture, team composition, and
motherhood expectations. A few sample questions: What are your future growth expectations for
this venture? Do you see yourself as a mother? What are the pros and cons that this industry offers
mothers? As a women startup founder, did you confront special challenges when becoming a mother
(if you did)?
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Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Business Characteristics Founder Characteristics

Founder
ID Country Industry Cofounders Employees Work

Role
Team Gender

Diversity Accelerated Business Stage Age Educational
Background

Marital
Status

Nº of
Children

CA Chile Biotechnology 1 0 COO Mixed Wayra Product development 28 STEM Single 0
AS Venezuela Health 5 0 CEO Mixed SUP Product development 26 Industrial Design Single 0
LF USA Energy 2 0 COO Mixed SUP Product development 31 Communications Single 0

MA Pakistan-UK MarketPlace 1 0 CEO Female SUP Product development 29 Business Single 0
AM USA Services 3 1 CEO Mixed SUP Product development 26 Business Single 0
CM Argentina eCommerce 2 8 CEO Mixed SUP Growth stage 32 Business Married 0
PC Chile Education 2 4 CEO Mixed - Growth stage 31 STEM Married 0
DG Chile eCommerce 3 35 CMO Mixed SUP Growth stage 30 Communications Married 1
SC Argentina Software 4 6 COO Mixed SUP Growth stage 32 Business Married 1
VK Argentina Services 3 2 CEO Female - Product development 40 Business Divorced 1
CA Chile Software 3 4 CEO Mixed SUP Growth stage 36 STEM Single 0
CN Mexico Services 3 0 CEO Mixed SUP Exit strategy 33 Business Single 0
GV Estonia MarketPlace 3 2 COO Mixed - Growth stage 29 Business Single 0
KD Chile Biotechnology 3 6 CEO Mixed SUP Growth stage 26 STEM Single 0
LC Argentina Software 4 6 CEO Mixed SUP Growth stage 32 Business Cohabit 0
FH Morocco-Chile MarketPlace 1 0 CEO Female SUP Product development 32 STEM Married 2
VH Brazil Services 2 5 CEO Mixed - Product development 28 Business Married 1
VM Venezuela MarketPlace 1 6 CEO Female Other Growth stage 32 Communications Single 1
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2.2. Analysis

The analysis of data used a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967) as a way
of arriving at a theory when there were no (or few) previous theoretical frameworks. The theory
provided explanatory power by including controllable and access variables if they did not emerge
by themselves. In addition, a particular interest was to find the “hidden assumptions” of various
participants (Charmaz 2006). I conducted a first open coding, inductively, trying to identify emerging
topics. Significant paragraphs (quotes) were selected and categorized into codes. Then, selected coding
inductively identified the central category.

Figure A1 shows the emergent topics that were coded. The tag cloud is a visual depiction of
content tags used in the hermeneutic unit. More frequently used tags are depicted in a larger font,
and the display order is alphabetical. The tag cloud allowed me to find a tag both by alphabet and by
frequency. After this process, axial coding was conducted to seek the relationship between categories
and sub-categories. Families of codes were built with related codes.

The “network of codes” in Figure A2 is a visual representation of the type of link (axial coding)
relating significant codes. Then, selected coding identified the central category, which interpreted the
studied phenomena. The co-occurrent and neighbor codes were explored around the central category.

Lastly, a discriminant analysis was conducted to test if this theory fit a different sample. Constant
comparative analysis (Corbin and Strauss 2008) was conducted to determine consistency between
codes and the data. The goal was to gather the women founders into categories that shared similar
characteristics, and it can be read as a time line from the left to the right. The analysis revealed that
motherhood-related expectations often co-occur and overlap with their business stage.

3. Findings

Two configurable patterns were found that led to the outcome of entrepreneurs in technology
who were mothers: (1) women who created a startup while young and childless, and (2) women who
created a technology venture while a mother. Table 2 summarizes the particular characteristics that
distinguish each category.

Table 2. Emerging categories and its characteristics.

Category 1. Women Creating a Startup While Young and Childless
2. Women Creating

a Tech Venture
While a Mother

Subcategory 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 2

Motherhood
Expectations

Not thinking about
motherhood

Wishing to be a
mother Mother

Women with
conditions to be a

mother

Women who create a
technology venture

while being a mother

Business Stage Product
Development Growth incorporated, raising

capital, scaling Growth Any

Team Size 1 to 5
1–2 cofounders,

some freelancers (as
employees)

3–4 cofounders with
employees

3–5 cofounders with
employees

1–2 cofounders,
some freelancers (as

employees)
Team Gender Mixed Mixed Mixed Mixed Mixed

Avg. Age 28 31.5 34 31 31
Work Role CEO, COO CEO CEO, CMO, COO CEO, COO CEO

3.1. Women Creating a Startup While Young and Childless

Four subcategories divide this main category and can be conceived as continuous stages. The axial
and selected coding revealed that motherhood expectations of women entrepreneurs in tech are: “not
thinking about motherhood,” “wishing to be a mother,” “mother,” and “women with conditions to
become mothers”, and that those codes are associated with the business stage of the startup.

3.2. Not Thinking about Motherhood

Young and single is the common profile of women founders. For them, motherhood is not an issue.
They are young (average age 28) and ambitious. As their startups are still in the product development
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stage, they do not have employees. Their work role is highly salient, and they prioritize traveling and
personal development.

“Yes, I can see myself being a mother in the future, but I feel like right now is a very freeing moment.”
AS, 26, single, childless, chief executive officer (CEO), health devices

“Yes. I can see myself as a mother. Well, I’m already 31 years old . . . (Laughter). Umm . . . I think
I’m scared of it, but mainly because of my lifestyle. I travel a lot and I have a roommate . . . ” LF, 31,
single, childless, chief operating officer (COO), energy

3.3. Wishing to Be a Mother

These are women (average age 31.5) in romantic relationships. They have great expectations for
being mothers. As they are hiring employees and raising capital from investors, they are postponing
maternity and hiding their true family expectations from them.

“I’m a woman, I’m 32 years old, I’ve been married for two years, and of course I think about having
children. I still don’t know how I will make the pieces fit ( . . . ) I feel like I’m postponing it. If it
weren’t at [the startup] I probably would already have had a child. I did delay it a bit, but I’m not
going to abandon it ( . . . ) During the first investment round they asked me about it. They said, ‘Are
you thinking about having children?’ I didn’t take it very well. ( . . . ) All the investors at the moment
(three) were men, and they said they wouldn’t invest if it were the case. I didn’t like that comment at
all, I took it poorly and I said, ‘Look, I can’t promise anything. I’m 31 years old. What I can promise,
however, is that I won’t have any children a year from now.’ It wasn’t in my interest to have a baby,
but that doesn’t mean I could have one in two years. And the truth is I want to have a family, and I
know I will. What I’m trying to do is build a good, profitable business. I believe things will shape
up eventually.” CM, 32, married, childless CEO, eCommerce

3.4. Mother

When the business is incorporated, “stable”, and the team is growing (has fixed employees),
women (average age 34) take the next step toward motherhood and get pregnant. Particularly for
women in this category, teams are bigger and more diverse in gender. The interviewer asked whether
it was possible to have a baby at the early stage of her startup.

“No, impossible, no. We work there 24/7. ( . . . ) What we did was look for people to cover for us in
these two key areas. We hired a CEO and a COO to lighten up work and so I could spend more time
with my baby. ( . . . ) You never should have a child during your first year of launching a startup
unless your parents live very close or you hire external help.” DG, 30, married, mother, chief
marketing officer (CMO), eCommerce

They work “until the last day” before giving birth.

“At first it was very tough. I got pregnant last summer and worked until the last day. Prenatal
leave does not exist . . . I worked until a week before I gave birth.” DG, 30, married, mother, CMO,
eCommerce

“I worked until I had my C-section ( . . . ). I almost had to drive to my own C-section.” VK, 40,
divorced mother, CEO, investment

They take a short maternity leave (one to three months).

“I used to say, ‘I’ll have the baby and return to work in a month,’ but you never know how important
work is and how it changes your life. ( . . . ) It was very hard for me; I had to go back to work as soon
as possible. And you pressure yourself that way, and with a baby . . . ” DG, 30, married, mother,
CMO, eCommerce

“I went back to work three months after having my son.” VK, 40, divorced, CEO investment
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3.5. Women with Conditions Placed on Being a Mother

The discriminant analysis resulted in a fourth group (1.4). This group did not fit in any category
above, although they did share the same business characteristics (business stage, team size, team
gender) as the group of mothers (1.3)—they were single or cohabitating for a short period, and they
did not have children. Their average age was 31 years old.

“Now it’s a problem. I do want to have children now, but it’s complicated because I’m single. But it
is a problem for me, and a constant worry. For example, I want to travel to the U.S. for some time,
to open a new office. And I think, ‘It has to be really quick,’ because I want to be a mother and I’m
already 35. So I’m running out of time.” CA, 35, single, childless, CEO, software as a service

3.6. Women Who Create a Technology Venture While Already a Mother

Another discriminant analysis showed the second path—women who create a technology venture
while already a mother. Most have become first-time mothers and are creating a startup because of
the time flexibility and autonomy it affords them with the ability to work anywhere. These factors
are valued as great benefits that facilitate the meeting of demands from the startup and the home.
All of the participants in this category were well-educated women with long work experiences in the
corporate world. They left their jobs with a deep knowledge of the industry. Their average age was
30.6 years old.

“I worked as a Communications Director at a multinational company. I got pregnant while I was
there. I took my pre- and post-natal maternity leave and returned to the company. I left someone
taking care for my baby, along with my mother. It was very tough, since I had long work hours. I was
home late and the baby would be sleeping, so I decided to become an entrepreneur.” VM, 32, single,
mother, CEO, marketplace

3.7. Flexibility and Autonomy

Women with and without children value flexibility and autonomy as working conditions that
allow them to balance family life and a startup. Particularly, among women who worked in the
corporate world, there was a desire for independence that strengthens the argument for autonomy.

“One of the advantages of being an entrepreneur is the flexible schedule. It was one of the reasons I
decided to start my own company.” PM, 30, married, childless, CEO, education platform

“It’s very hard to balance maternity and startups . . . it has its pros and cons. The good part is that
I can get home by 2 pm and then spend the afternoon with him [the baby]. ( . . . ) I went back to
work after two months . . . my friends are mothers too, and they would tell me I was crazy. But now
they return to work after six months of maternity leave and they [her girlfriends who are employees]
feel terrible because they work until 7 pm and they have to leave their babies at home. At least I can
manage my schedule; if I want to take him to the pediatrician, I can. At this stage, now the baby is six
months, I feel like I’m at the best work-family situation. Four months ago, I was in the worst.” DG,
30, married, mother, CMO, eCommerce

“Irony lies in the fact that you can find something in technology that you might not be able to find
in any other type of business. It’s not physical labor. It’s true that you work for many hours, but
those are hours that can be spread out. My cellphone is my main tool for work. I can be waiting in
line to pick up my daughter [from school] and take that time to answer emails and listen to things.
You can take advantage of those moments, and that is all thanks to technology. So it is ironic [that]
there aren’t more women and mothers in technological entrepreneurship.” VM, 32, single, mother,
CEO, marketplace
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3.8. Family Sacrifices

Nevertheless, sacrifices must be made to achieve company success. An example of such sacrifice
is offered by one women founder who had to leave her baby back in Argentina—her home country—in
order to raise venture capital in the U.S.

“Yes, it was tough because they grow up so much in a couple of months! When I left, she slept in a crib
and didn’t speak. After four months she spoke, she slept in a bed; she wasn’t a baby anymore. She still
calls me ‘Dad’ (laughter). ( . . . ) For me, leaving for four months wasn’t cheap, and I’m not speaking
in terms of money. Coming back and her calling me ‘Dad,’ I don’t know. Going back to that routine of
waking up at night when she cried. Obviously, I’m responsible for the decisions I make, but there are
sacrifices you make, and you have to pay for them. At a moment I decided that she wouldn’t have a
mom for four months, but not for her entire life, and I wouldn’t tell her, ‘I stopped doing something
for you.’ Let her carry that guilt around the rest of her life, because it was a great opportunity for me;
you don’t always get invited to programs at Silicon Valley. So instead I preferred to say, ‘Nothing will
happen to her in four months.’” SC, 32, married, one child, COO, software as a service

This case illustrates the pervasive effects of the startup on the family, and in this sense, it directly
challenges Aldrich and Cliff’s family embeddedness perspective (2003).

3.9. Productivity

These family sacrifices have embedded a great opportunity cost. The resistance of the team, the
couple, and the entrepreneur have been tested. Recent mothers in technology ventures acknowledge
the value of quality time with their children; therefore, they try to ensure that the work done is as
efficiently as possible.

“Being out of your comfort zone makes you move around, and you’re constantly trying to get the best
out of the situation, since you’re risking a lot. In my case it was being with my daughter.” SC, 32,
married, one child, COO, software as a service

“I now prefer to have lunch at my desk and leave work two hours earlier in order to be with my baby.”
DG, 30, married, one child, CMO, eCommerce

“Having children is time-consuming and leaves you out of focus, but at the same time, it helps you
clear out your mind and helps you realize what is not important. It brings you to reality, and what
really matters.” VK, 40, divorced, mother, CEO, investment

4. Discussion

We can see that among women who created a startup while young and childless (Category 1),
the role salience is not a fixed category. The value placed on work and family changes through the
course of life (Carlson and Kacmar 2000).

For the vast majority of the women founders, it seemed as though there was nothing
more important than having a career first and postponing motherhood for as long as possible.
Identity-based perspectives may provide a solid framework to understand this decision-making
process. The participants who created a startup while young and childless behave consistently with
the socially constructed identity (Hastie 2001) of a founder, rather than of a women founder or a
potential mother.

According to social identity theory, individuals tend to invest more of themselves in roles that
are highly salient (Burke and Reitzes 1991; Lobel 1991; Rothbard and Edwards 2003; Stryker and
Serpe 1994). The reason is that positive experiences in highly salient roles reinforce their self-identity
(Thoits 1991). Therefore, it may be argued that a strong work-role salience exists for women founders
postponing maternity and taking advantage of an accelerator program (and, for instance, leaving the
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baby back in their home country), while a strong family-role salience exists for mothers who decided
to leave the organizational job to create a startup.

In the second category, the motivation to start up a business is the need for flexibility and
autonomy that will serve the family (Annink and Dulk 2012; Loscocco 1997). The case of Category
2 supports a family-embeddedness perspective on new venture creation (Aldrich and Cliff 2003).
However, the first group of participants shows a business-relatedness of family decisions rather than
a family-relatedness of work decisions (Greenhaus and Powell 2012; Powell and Greenhaus 2012).
Women in both main categories have postponed maternity in pursuit of career success, defined as
stability or growth. The business-relatedness of postponing maternity among women founders in
the technology industry implies the use of a different lens to approach the entrepreneurial career.
Particularly, mothers in group 2 are part of the less-common category, although there is a general belief
that women with advanced knowledge of the industry will leave the corporate world to start a tech
venture. For this group, becoming a tech entrepreneur seems to be a “career renewal,” defined as
“a period of doubt and self-examination that could be followed by a renewed commitment to career
issues” (Bejian and Salomone 1995, p. 53). This process contributes to a richer understanding of
individuals with interrupted career paths (Sullivan 1999).

Women’s underrepresentation in the high-tech sector is strongly associated with their
under-participation in executive boards and their exclusion from corporate management and
strategy-based company and association boards (Kariv 2013, p. 493). This affirmation is true
for group 2—mothers who have left jobs in organizations and set up their startups—which was
represented by a smaller group of women in startups, as seen in our study. Mothers in Category 1.3
and mothers in Category 2 have followed different paths. Therefore, their team compositions and
business development are radically different.

Finally, this study provides further evidence rebutting myths related to the advancement of
women in STEM fields. While the author acknowledges the importance of STEM, it is possible
for women who do not come from a STEM background to individually or collectively start a
technology venture. Notably, in this sample, only 28% (n = 5) of the participants had a STEM
educational background.

5. Conclusions

In summary, the findings of this study showed two different configural patterns that led to the
outcome of “mumpreneur” in technology: (1) women who created a startup while young and childless,
becoming mothers after postponing maternity until the startup is “stable,” and (2) women who created
a technology venture while a mother. The first group is more work-role salient, while the second is
highly family-role salient.

Three subgroups divide the first category and can be conceived of as continuous stages: “not
thinking about motherhood,” “wishing to be a mother,” and “mother,” and those stages are associated
with the business stage of the startup.

All participants acknowledged flexibility and autonomy as key working conditions that allow
work-family balance, although mothers acknowledge a huge family sacrifice for achieving business
success, contrary to evidence from the work–family literature from the corporate or traditional
entrepreneurship context.

5.1. Theoretical Contribution to the Work–Family Field

This study contributes to the examination of characteristics among women entrepreneurs in
technology, a sample that has been generally overlooked in the work–family field. The grounded
theory emerging from the data is the main contribution of this study. The data revealed that the
type of mumpreneur in technology appears to determine her work or family role salience. The role
salience associated with the business stage and personal development explains the decision to postpone
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maternity in the technology industry, while a separate cohort of mothers left the corporate world and
created a tech venture.

The results of this work contribute to theory development by revealing a “startup-relatedness of
family decisions” of women founders in the technology industry.

5.2. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Because of the low number of women and mothers participating in acceleration programs,
the design of this study included a mixed-country sample. This decision entails advantages and
disadvantages. As an advantage, the common themes emerging from the analysis was more likely to
be universal for women techpreneurs rather than simply outcomes specific to a particular situation.
Future studies should address cultural and regulatory influences from the host country and/or home
culture among these women and examine whether they face similar gender-related constraints. Future
research might explore changes in role salience and what factors promote identity change among
women founders in technology.

Do investors perceive founder role salience? How can it impact the fundraising process? As this
environment might seem hostile to motherhood, research must be conducted to explore the length of
time mothers maintain their entrepreneurial activity, the sustainability of being a mumpreneur in the
technology industry, as well as the implications it has for their children (Schindehutte et al. 2003).

A new line of research that emerged in this study is related to the literature of success and
failure—how flexibility, autonomy, wellbeing, reputation, visibility, and growth are measures of
success for women “techpreneurs”, as well as how work and family management styles may affect
their own wellbeing differently. How do these “startuppers” manage the spillover effect to their
children and the romantic and business partners? Finally, how is techpreneurship being presented
as an attractive choice for mothers (Byrne et al. 2019)? Work–family issues and wellbeing is a key
emerging area of research among women in entrepreneurship (Lepeley et al. 2019) and mothers
in technology.

5.3. Implications for Career Development

Mothers categorized in the second group have left the corporate world seeking flexibility and
autonomy. There is a huge opportunity for corporations to offer new “intrapreneurial career paths”
for new mothers (Kuschel and Salvaj 2018). After several months, the new venture may create
a spin-off and become a profitable business. This process may be supported by alliances with
university accelerators and external mentors, and there is no need to add organizational institutions to
support spin-offs.

5.4. Recommendations for Policymakers and Managers of Accelerator Programs

These results indicating that women postpone maternity until their startup is growing may give
rise to contradictory interpretations. On one hand, people may assume that single and childless women
are more suitable as founders. On the other, the low participation of mothers in the technology sector
reflects a highly competitive and hostile environment for both women and mothers. The findings
should be carefully analyzed. The solution of a cultural change towards a shared responsibility of
family roles, family leave, paternity leave, and flexi-time to both men and women in the workforce may
help them decide to accelerate their family decisions. Yet, the profile of highly educated women, such
as the ones of this sample, have many resources, and contrary to women with low levels of education,
they tend to postpone maternity (Gustafsson and Kalwij 2006).

My suggestion is to create a group of mentors as part of the other resources provided by the
accelerator who can serve as role models and offer advice to founders with motherhood expectations.
Mentorship is a key element of an enabling entrepreneurship ecosystem for women (Kuschel 2019).
This will help women who are struggling with gaining legitimacy when starting STEM ventures
(Eddleston et al. 2016). Concerted efforts to increase business sustainability and the participation of
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women in startups offer a chance to increase the personal and collective wellbeing of women around
the world.
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