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ABSTRACT

Nature-based businesses – such as those involving the land, forest, garden, or rural environment – are industries with significant growth potential. Female entrepreneurs within naturebased businesses are often invisible in statistics, as well as in research, since traditionally men
have owned such companies. This had led to a lack of knowledge about the opportunities for
women to start and run nature-based businesses. The aim of this paper was to explore the
ambition, working conditions, and life situation for female entrepreneurs within nature-based
businesses in sparsely populated areas of Sweden. Interviews were carried out with 18 female
entrepreneurs within nature-based businesses in Sweden. One conclusion that was drawn
from this study is that women within this industry are mainly pulled into entrepreneurship,
that is, the entrepreneurship is opportunity based. Four different types of entrepreneurs were
identified based on their ambitions when it comes to time spent in business and the degree
of innovation. This study shows that it is often difficult to achieve profitability in a company,
and the female entrepreneurs highlight that that self-employment implies hard but rewarding work. The findings of this study can be used by public actors in the design of support
systems for female entrepreneurs in nature-based businesses.

Introduction
In Europe, politicians see self-employment and entrepreneurship as possible career options that offer
many benefits such as autonomy and greater flexibility (European Commission, 2010). Since successful
companies are considered to have a significant role
in a country’s development, various methods are used
to increase the interest in creating new businesses
(Xavier, Kelley, Herrington, & Vorderwülbecke,
2013). Green industries are especially highlighted as
particularly developable (Regeringskansliet, 2016). In
Sweden, the term “green industry” (in Swedish
“gröna näringar”) refers to economic activities in
agriculture, forestry, landscape management, and
other natural resource–based commercial activities
in rural areas. The concept “green industry” lacks
an English counterpart which is why these industries
are henceforth referred to as “nature-based businesses”. The growth potential is something that policymakers have focused on as they try to support
innovations in nature-based businesses through
increased research and knowledge in this area.
Entrepreneurs in this industry are considered to
have good prospects for growth, since there is a
high demand for locally produced food, renewable
energy, experiences in nature, and rural tourism
(Pettersson & Arora-Jonsson, 2009). Nature-based
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businesses include traditional industries such as agriculture, as well as new emerging industries that are
based on nature’s resources. Examples of new industries include the processing of local food specialties
(artisan food), new value creation based on forests,
the development of experiences related to hunting,
fishing, or other outdoor activities, and so on. These
industries are core resources for business development in rural areas. Nature-based businesses can
also be regarded as the backbone of many regions
because they represent a high proportion of the total
business community. In Sweden, there are regions
where these industries employ more than a third of
the region’s population (Andersson et al., 2014). New
knowledge and innovation is crucial for the development of nature-based businesses in Sweden
(Bergheden, 2014, 2014/15, p. 1216).
Previous research has shown that women as entrepreneurs in nature-based businesses are invisible in
terms of statistics, as well as in research about
women’s entrepreneurship, since women are often
not listed as the owner of such companies (Pini,
2004). Haugen (1985) states that women in naturebased business have difficulties in identifying their
work, often seeing work on farms as not work at all.
Women see the label “farmer” as one that is used by
men. Women also attach very little value to their own
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work on the farm, as they do not see it as real work
(Whatmore, 1991). In a study in the Netherlands,
Bock (2004) showed that men see it as negative if
they are not the breadwinner. Hence, if women start
their own company, it is not seen as a good thing,
and therefore it might be better to be invisible entrepreneurs. This has resulted in poor knowledge about
women’s entrepreneurship in nature-based businesses. Furthermore, in Sweden, as in most other
countries around the world, women are underrepresented in terms of starting and running businesses
(Kelley, Singer, & Herrington, 2016). Sweden is often
portrayed as a gender-equal country compared with
other countries, and the employment rate is fairly
equal between the sexes (Statistics Sweden, 2014).
However, when it comes to entrepreneurship, men
start up almost twice as many companies as women
do (Growth Analysis, 2016). Previous studies have
also shown that women prefer to be employed
(Equal Opportunities Policy Commission, SOU
2005, p. 66). One reason for this could be that
many women are still the ones caring for the family
while also trying to have career. According to a timeuse survey conducted in Sweden, women spend significantly more time on household chores compared
with men, since they often have prime responsibility
for the household (SCB, 2012). However, this fact
may also result in the reverse behaviour, since previous research has shown that women in particular
are motivated to start their own company due to the
opportunity it affords to create a more balanced lifestyle (Hughes, 2006). Furthermore, this is a gender
issue, since “work–family factors are far less salient
for men” (Hughes, 2006, p. 113). It is problematic if
women are expected to create their own livelihood at
the same time as being responsible for childcare (see
Ahl, 2004). In addition, a recent study shows that
self-employed individuals, in particular self-employed
women, perceive greater time costraints (i.e. too
much too do) than employees do (Hagqvist,
Toivanen, & Vinberg, 2015).
A major reason for women to choose self-employment is that they are driven by the opportunity to be
flexible and to be able to use their time in their own
way (Still & Timms, 2000). In nature-based businesses, it is well-known that women’s work is often
closely intertwined with their family life, since they
often live and work at the same place. Quite often,
they need to integrate their businesses with their
identity as a parent (Caballé, 1999; Sattler Weber,
2007). Previous research from Nordenmark,
Vinberg, and Strandh (2012) highlights the importance of understanding the relationship between
working conditions, work–life balance, and wellbeing among self-employed individuals. This is
because improving the well-being of self-employed
people may result in an increase in the number of

such companies, which in turn could be positive for
the region and its development. Dodge, Daly,
Huyton, and Sanders (2012) have argued that there
is a challenge in defining well-being. “Well-being is
more than just happiness. As well as feeling satisfied
and happy, well-being means developing as a person,
being fulfilled, and making a contribution to the
community” (Shah & Marks, 2004, p. 2). Recent
research states that well-being is the ability to fulfil
goals, happiness, and life satisfaction (Dodge et al.,
2012). For female entrepreneurs within nature-based
businesses, it is interesting to study their perception
on well-being, since one study has shown that farmers’ well-being is poorer compared with salary earners
(Saarni, Saarni, & Saarni, 2008).
Motivation and driving forces to be self-employed
Previous research has shown that the motivation for
entrepreneurship has a vital role in the creation of
new companies and that this is an important consideration when studying the underlying causes of entrepreneurship (Carsrud & Brännback, 2011; Segal,
Borgia, & Schoenfeld, 2005; Shane, Locke, & Collins,
2003). Theories about what motivates individuals to
start and run businesses are extensive, but the two
perspectives that have emerged from empirical
research are usually called “push” and “pull”
(Brockhaus, 1980; Gilad & Levine, 1986). When
there are attractive and potentially profitable business
opportunities, individuals will be attracted or pulled
to entrepreneurial activities (Gilad & Levine, 1986).
The underlying motivation can also be about developing a strong interest or a desire to be independent
(Kirkwood, 2009). Within this theory, earlier experiences of entrepreneurship, for example from parents’
entrepreneurship, are raised as important underlying
factors for wanting to start a business (Gilad &
Levine, 1986). Proponents of the second motivation
track say instead that individuals are forced or
pushed into entrepreneurship for negative reasons
(Gilad & Levine, 1986). Dissatisfaction with existing
employment, unemployment (Brockhaus, 1980), or
career setbacks (Gilad & Levine, 1986) are examples
of push factors. Instead of push-and-pull entrepreneurship, Reynolds, Camp, Bygrave, Autio, and Hay
(2001) use the terms “opportunity-driven” and
“necessity-driven” entrepreneurship to describe the
underlying drivers of entrepreneurial activities.
Schumpeter (1934, p. 93) argues that the entrepreneur is motivated by “the joy of creating” which
reflects a more passionate way to explain entrepreneurship. This is something that also is highlighted in
recent research by Cardon, Wincent, Singh, and
Drnovsek (2009). Passion nowadays is considered to
be one of the most observed phenomena in the
entrepreneurial process (Smilor, 1997). Current
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research shows that the passion of founder companies
has a significant impact on creativity, endurance, and
efficiency. Furthermore, passion is considered to
form the basis for developing the business concept
and also promotes the ability to mobilise resources
and establish contacts, and that is the reason why
passion is also considered to have a positive impact
in terms of managing the different roles that entrepreneurship requires (Baum & Locke, 2004; Cardon
et al., 2009). Minniti and Nardone (2007, p. 236)
argue that there may be “an inherent difference in
the propensity to start a business across genders, and
that such differences have primarily perceptual causes
are universal, and do not result from socio-economic
and contextual circumstances”. Following on from
this line of reasoning, the present study investigated
the underlying drivers of entrepreneurship among
businesswomen within nature-based businesses.
Prerequisites for female entrepreneurship in
general and within nature-based businesses in
particular
Entrepreneurship is essential for the prosperity of a
country, and therefore there is a constant need to
create favorable and equal business conditions for
men and women (Lundström & Stevenson, 2005).
Although women run companies to a lesser degree
than men do, their entrepreneurship makes a significant contribution to the welfare of society, both as
innovators and as employers (Brush, Carter,
Gatewood, Greene, & Hart, 2006). Previous research
shows, however, that the prerequisites for women and
men to start and run their own businesses are unequal,
and a critical reason for this is related to the unfair
distribution of public funds (see, e.g., Marlow &
Patton, 2005; Nutek, 2007). Despite increased awareness of the problem, few changes have occurred in
recent decades (Coleman & Robb, 2014).
The effort to increase women’s entrepreneurship
is an ongoing process, and in recent years, the focus
has been directed towards women’s entrepreneurship within nature-based businesses (Equality
Academy, 2009). Increased entrepreneurship by
women within nature-based businesses is particularly important, since these activities are carried
out in the context characterised by rural and sparsely populated areas, and also because they create a
base for other industries (Bexelius, 2010). In today’s
society, traditional farming is being abandoned
daily, and it is therefore important to find new
ways to take advantage of the land area that otherwise will be lost as a business opportunity. The
conditions for creating a livelihood within this
industry are, however, often challenging. Recent
research shows that for financial reasons, there is
an increasing and common need to combine self-
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employment with so-called off-farm employment
(Beach & Kulcsár, 2016).
Above all, the existing support system tries to
achieve increasing innovation in the green industry,
which has resulted for example in a number of new
advisers that work with innovations in nature-based
businesses (Klerkx & Gildemachter, 2012). According
to Cooke et al. (2011), innovation as a competitive
strategy has never been more important than it is
today. Martin and Trippl (2014) emphasise, however,
the importance of a holistic approach and highlight
that regional innovation policy must take into
account the context and the peculiarities of the region
when providing funding. It might be problematic to
find an innovation system that has a “one-size-fitsall” policy (Nauwelaers, 2011; Tödtling & Trippl,
2011). If society generally asks for more women
within nature-based businesses, a good place to start
might be to increase the knowledge about these
entrepreneurs. What are the underlying reasons that
motivate women to run nature-based businesses
which are traditionally regarded as male dominated?
Knowledge is lacking regarding female entrepreneurs’
motivations and ambitions, but also about the prevailing conditions such as well-being and working
conditions, as well as problems and barriers which
these businesswomen face in their everyday lives
(McGhee, Kyungmi, & Jennings, 2007).

Aim and research questions
The aim with this paper was to explore the ambition,
working conditions, and life situation of female
entrepreneurs within nature-based businesses in sparsely populated areas of Sweden. This was done by
analysing the following research questions:
RQ1: What is the main reason why female entrepreneurs start their own nature-based business?
RQ2: Are there discernable patterns of ambition that
could contribute to understanding female entrepreneurship within nature-based businesses?
RQ3: How do the working conditions in naturebased businesses influence women’s perception of
their work–life balance and well-being?

Method
The study took place in a sparsely populated county
located in the middle of Sweden. In terms of area, the
county represents 12% of the land area in Sweden,
but only 1.4% of the country’s population lives there.
This makes the county one of the most sparsely
populated regions in both Sweden and the European
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Union. The county is rich in fresh air, clean water,
and vast mountains, marshes, and forests, which provide good conditions for, among other things, outdoor tourism, mountain fishing, and reindeer herding
(Jämtland County Administrative Board, 2012). Over
the past 50 years, the county has had negative population growth mainly due to a lack of large industries
(Sahlberg, 2000). Entrepreneurship in the county is
slightly higher than the average in Sweden at 13.1/
1000 inhabitants (Sweden 11.6/1000). Female entrepreneurs account for 34% of new businesses. Most
companies are small and are sole traders (Growth
Analysis, 2016).
The data for this study were collected between
September 2015 and April 2016. The research design
was constructed as a qualitative explorative study on
female entrepreneurs in various nature-based businesses. Their businesses covered a wide range of
products and services, including food, refinement,
green care, and nature-based tourism. Data were collected through 18 semi-structured interviews, with a
focus on female entrepreneurs’ motivations for starting their businesses, growth ambitions, working conditions, and well-being. The 18 women were between
25 and 60 years of age, and all agreed to be interviewed. Around half had had their business for five
years or less, whereas the other half had been businesswomen for at least 10 years. The interviews lasted
one to two hours and followed a questionnaire with
semi-structured questions. The interview guide covered various questions about motivation and wellbeing, such as “What was the main reason why you
started your business?”; “To what degree do you want
the company to evolve?”; “What impact does the
business have on your health and well-being?”. The
interviews were recorded, and speaker notes and
observations were made during the conversation.
The data were divided into different categories and
variables and then analysed with an interpretive
approach.

Study results and analytical analyses
The intention of the first research question was to
gain a better understanding of what motivates women
to start their own business in the nature-based industry. Previous research highlights that the motivation
for entrepreneurship has a vital role in the inception
of new businesses, and it is therefore an important
area to study in order to stimulate increased selfemployment (Carsrud & Brännback, 2011; Segal
et al., 2005; Shane et al., 2003). Although different
factors such a country’s economic development and
culture are important for understanding the creation
of new companies (Reynolds, 2011), previous
research shows that individual factors such as motivation and confidence appear to have the greatest

impact on the complex decision to start new businesses (Minniti & Nardone, 2007).
The majority of the businesswomen in this study
own and operate their businesses themselves and
have done so for a long time, often for more than
10 years. One of the main reasons why they started
their own business is independence, as well as a keen
interest in what they are doing. The women expressed
a strong desire to “decide yourself”, “own power”,
and “take control over my life”. They also highlighted
the importance of doing what they wanted to do
based on a significant interest in nature and animals.
These are all examples of pull factors, that is, the
reason for starting a company is due to various
opportunities that the women associated with being
self-employed. There were also those who expressed
other opportunities for doing business, such as “making money”, “saw a need”, and “create jobs for
others”, and these are also examples of opportunitydriven entrepreneurship. For some of the female
entrepreneurs, however, the self-employment had
been a necessity: “there are no jobs available in this
industry” or “I wanted to live and work in the resort
. . . this solution was the only way to do that”. They
saw themselves as forced, or pushed, to start their
own business, as there were no other options. A
further reason why some had started their own company had to do with dissatisfaction with their previous work situation: “there is no thrill to be
employed” or “I was fed up being an employee, and
it’s fun to try something new”. These are examples of
a combination of pull and push factors, since the
change in their working situation resulted in something positive. In line with previous research, there
are various reasons why women start and run their
own business.
The second research questions explored whether
there are discernable patterns of ambition that
could contribute to understanding female entrepreneurship within nature-based businesses. In order
to answer this question, the women were asked to
describe their businesses. The interpretation of this
question developed, after several iterations, a pattern in which four different business types could be
discerned (see Figure 1). Some of the women considered their business activities to be a hobby,
whereas others were very interested in being innovative. Some of the female entrepreneurs wanted to
focus on the core “product” or “service”, and they
were not interested in dealing with “new” products
or services on their farms. Other women had many
new ideas but were lacking the resources to fulfil
them. Many of the women interviewed could not
make enough money from their company, so they
combined it with employment. Based on the different narratives from the female entrepreneurs, two
different perspectives were identified: time in
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Figure 1. Different female entrepreneurs within nature-based businesses.

business and extent of innovations. The following
model of different types of female entrepreneurs
was prepared.
The first category is referred to as the “traditional”.
These female entrepreneurs ran a conventional agriculture farm with the aim of producing raw materials
such as high-quality meat. These women did not see
themselves as innovators. Instead, they based their
business on traditional methods inherited from generation to generation.
The second category of entrepreneurs is called
“working training/green care”, as these women were
actually outside for their working life and had animals for rehabilitative purposes. Often, they ran their
business indirectly, that is, their partner was the
company owner, while they worked in the shadows.
Similar to the first category, they handled their business in a traditional way.
The third group of women are defined as “hybrid
entrepreneurs”. These entrepreneurs did not have the
business as their main income. Instead, they combined it with another job. Many of these entrepreneurs showed great capacity for innovation, but they
were limited mainly by time, since they did not
engage in the business on a full-time basis.
The fourth category of women are the “entrepreneurs”. These women ran their business in an innovative and groundbreaking way. The traditional
business had been supplemented with various core
areas such as “farm living”, “nature-based tourism”,
and so on, and the aim of the business was to create a
good living both financially and socially.
These results indicate that the support system in
Sweden, which almost exclusively is targeted at innovative entrepreneurs (Martin & Trippl, 2014), will
apply only to a minority of the entrepreneurs within
nature-based businesses.
Another finding, based on these four types, is that
self-employed women who are considered as “entrepreneurs” are motivated to start their own business
primarily out of a desire for independence.
Unequivocally, these women do what they want to
do. They have a high degree of innovation, and they

work full time or more in their company. A common
denominator for the hybrid entrepreneurs is that a
huge interest in what they do has motivated them to
be hybrid entrepreneurs, but they also expressed concerns about the economy, which constitutes the main
reason why they have another job in addition to their
own company. This is in line with the result from
Beach and Kulcsár (2016) who argue that work offfarm is often due to financial need.
The women in the business type identified as traditional also work full time or more in their company. The difference between them and the
entrepreneurs is that the traditional owners want to
work in the core business. Some of these business
owners have become entrepreneurs because there
were no other options. The last type of entrepreneurs
– “the work training entrepreneurs” – are largely
invisible as entrepreneurs. They do not own the
company themselves because of ill health. Instead,
their partner is the business owner. The women run
and take care of the company and also take responsibility for the animals. Their primary purpose is to
return to working life and to improve their wellbeing. They want to live on the income from the
company, but they are not able to do so.
Since some of the entrepreneurs have become selfemployed due to a lack of other options, an important question is how the origin to the situation affects
their health and well-being, which brings us to the
last research question in this study.
The women were asked to consider four statements in order to analyse in what way their selfemployment affected their health and well-being:
“The company makes me feel good; this is what I
want to work with”; “The company makes me feel
good, but it’s not what I want to work with”; “I
probably felt better as an employee”; and “I’d rather
be an employee”.
The results show that only one women would
prefer to be an employee. The rest of them preferred
to be self-employed, and they did not think that their
well-being would have been better if they had been
employed, despite the fact that the working
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conditions within the sector did not seem to be the
best. The majority of the female entrepreneurs report
a poor physical environment in terms of air and light;
long days with a lot of work that is often risky, and
ever-present economic responsibility. Nonetheless, it
seems that the benefits outweigh these, and the entrepreneurs highlight the the possibilities of combining
the company with their hobby and family life. They
decide their work and the pace of the work themselves. Some of the women argue that there is no
stress, since “you live the life you want”. This attitude
is not shared by all, as many women also highlight
the stress that is caused by being responsible for their
own income, which is in line with results of Beach
and Kulcsár (2016). Another finding during the interviews was that entrepreneurship in nature-based
businesses provides an opportunity to socialise within
the family if the partner is also involved in the activity, and “the children hang on”. It was important to
be able to combine family life with the company,
since they spend a lot of time in their company, or
as one woman described it, “there is an inherent risk
of working too much”.
The commonly characteristic for the businesswomen was that they reported a high level of wellbeing as entrepreneurs. As mentioned before, wellbeing is taken to mean the things that make people
grow as a person, such as personal development or a
sense of contributing to society. The women
expressed these concepts with statements such “I
feel like I make a difference” or “it feels good to
create jobs for other villagers”. There were also
those who highlighted the possibilities for personal
development that the self-employment entailed.

Discussion and conclusions
In Sweden, as well as in a large part of the rest of the
world, abandonment of traditional farming is a daily
problem, and it is therefore important to find new
ways for livelihoods to continue in these areas. Since
entrepreneurship is considered as one of the main
driving forces in a country, various methods are used
in order to increase the interest in creating new
businesses in general and in rural areas in particular.
Growth opportunities in nature-based businesses are
deemed to be very satisfactory. It is therefore considered important to provide the best possible conditions for those men and women who want to start
and run businesses in these areas. The focus of this
paper was female entrepreneurs, since previous
knowledge about women in this industry is limited.
The results of the study show that female entrepreneurs in nature-based businesses are mainly driven by a great interest in nature and wildlife, and that
they share basic values about what is important in life
in general. There is a desire from these female

entrepreneurs to combine their job with what they
are passionate about. This was a common feature of
all the interviewed women. This means that they have
chosen to become self-employed mainly from a pulldriven perspective, that is, they saw the opportunities
for this. Some of the women were outside the labor
market due to poor health and saw employment in
the industry mainly as a means of rehabilitation by
running a small (hobby) business as farmers.
Although they could not earn a living from their
company, and despite the fact that they had no
other options, they regarded their company as a way
back, that is, an opportunity-driven occupation.
The results also show major differences when it
comes to the ambition with the company and how
the female entrepreneurs run their businesses. Some
of the women consider their business activities as a
hobby, whereas others are very interested in innovation. Conversely, some of the female entrepreneurs
want to focus on the core “product” or “service”, and
they are not interested in creating “new” products or
services on their farm. There are other women who
have a lot of new ideas but are lacking the resources
to fulfil them. Many of the women interviewed do not
make enough money from their company, and so
they combine it with employment.
Another problem identified in the companies is
related to time. Self-employment within nature
based-businesses involves long working days, albeit
with tasks that the women mainly chose themselves.
However, only one of the entrepreneurs said that she
would rather be employed. This entrepreneur was a
hybrid entrepreneur and worked largely full-time as
an employee. She meant that her company had not
affected her well-being in a positive way, as she never
had enough time to finish her tasks.
Although most women described a work situation
that involved long hours of hard work, they felt good
and this was what they wanted to do. This is strongly
linked with the obvious interest that had motivated
the women to become self-employed in this area.
They run their businesses, often in rural regions,
and their work is meaningful to them.

Implications
Creating innovative environments is essential in order
to ensure innovation and competitiveness in small business. This is also something that today’s support systems aim to do, that is, to create a hotbed in order to
increase innovation in the natural resource–based
industry, since this business area is considered to have
great potential for development as well as possibilities to
create full-time employment. However, the results of
this study show that not all business owners want to be
innovative. Some just want to grow within the traditional business that they operate, and some just want to
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be able to feed themselves and feel well. Yet, all businesses, regardless of their growth ambition, contribute
to more sustainable development of rural society – and
this is something that the support system should understand more about, since they only target support
schemes at innovative businesses and start-ups.
The female entrepreneurs in this study are not
asking for support, but rather conditions that would
enable them to make a living from their company.
Previous research shows that nowadays it is difficult
to earn a living in this industry, and often at least one
member of the family is forced to take other employment away from the farm. By being aware of women’s
working conditions in this industry and that entrepreneurs often have to combine family life with their
business life, public actors should create better conditions that would have a positive impact on the companies’ ability to survive. The majority of the
entrepreneurs expressed concerns about the economy
and what would happen to the company if they
became sick.
All entrepreneurs contribute to a region’s development, since they live and work in the locality, which in
turn also generates work for others in the region. The
support system needs not only to target businesses that
are innovative but also to maintain existing businesses.
This is important to keep in mind when support
systems for entrepreneurs in nature-based businesses
are designed. It seems to be problematic to find an
innovation system that has a “one-size-fits-all” policy
that can be adopted by all women and their different
nature-based businesses. This finding is similar to that
of previous studies by Tödtling and Trippl (2011) and
Nauwelaers (2011). In line with Martin and Trippl
(2014), regional innovation policies must adopt a holistic approach where the peculiarities and capacities of
the region are taken into account.
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