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The Entrepreneurial Resilience of Rural Women Business Owners in a Time of Crisis
Abstract
Purpose – This study draws from ecological systems theory (EST) as the conceptual
basis to answer the question: what affects the entrepreneurial resilience of rural women business
owners in a time of crisis?
Design/methodology/approach – Evidence was gathered from two in-depth interviews
with each of 13 participants, three months apart, during the 2020-2021 pandemic. Thematic
analysis was applied, along with measures to ensure trustworthiness.
Findings – Immediate social contexts challenged entrepreneurial resilience with family
care obligations, homeschooling, and unsupportive close relationships. Certain institutional
contexts such as enterprises’ industry and business models also demanded more resilience – with
healthcare and in-person-only retail operations being most affected. Beyond contexts,
entrepreneurial resilience ebbed and flowed with recursive ecosystem interactions especially
with close, personal relationships. Business owners demonstrated agency with coping strategies
to bolster resilience including focusing on community and collaboration, employing clarity
around roles to navigate business and personal commitments, appropriate distancing from
ecosystem relationships at critical times, and strategic application of new ways of doing business
to accommodate COVID restrictions.
Originality/value – This study is unique in that it was conducted as a significant health
and economic crisis was unfolding, offering insight into the development of entrepreneurial
resilience, over time, and focusing on a relatively unexplored field of rural women
entrepreneurship.
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Background
With COVID-19, small businesses around the world became vulnerable. In July 2020 the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) reported results from 41
different surveys, showing that in some countries more than half of small and medium-sized
businesses (SMEs) have been severely disrupted, with one-third at risk of going out of business
within one month, and half within three months (OECD, 2020b). The situation was even more
critical for women-owned businesses, as the pressures of caring for family members and
homeschooling children have pulled many women entrepreneurs away from their businesses
(OECD, 2020a).
In 2020 the Canadian economy contracted by 5.4% (Government of Canada, 2021a). The
effects of the pandemic were felt most acutely by SMEs, which account for 98.0% of all
employers (Government of Canada, 2021b). As of May 11, 202,1 the Canadian Federation of
Independent Business (CFIB) estimated 58,000 Canadian SMEs have closed operations or
declared bankruptcy due to COVID, with CFIB members who remain operational reporting a
median debt load of $60,000 per business (Canadian Federation of Independent Business, 2021).
While Canadian government programs have provided support to SMEs to a greater extent than
many other countries (OECD, 2020b), such programs have failed to include a greater portion of
women-owned businesses due to structural barriers such as eligibility definitions and emphasis
on larger businesses with employees versus solopreneurships (Women Entrepreneurs Knowledge

ENTREPRENEURIAL RESILIENCE OF WOMEN

6

Hub, 2020). In addition, significantly more women operate businesses in sectors that have been
more adversely affected by the pandemic – such as personal care, independent retail, and small
foodservice/hospitality (Cukier, 2020; OECD, 2020a; Women Entrepreneurship Knowledge
Hub, n.d.). For many women business owners, COVID has created not only a financial but also a
mental health crisis (Canadian Women’s Chamber of Commerce, 2020).
The pandemic has further compounded challenges for SMEs in non-urban areas. Prior to
COVID, rural businesses already were contending with small, dispersed customer bases, limited
local talent (Steiner & Atterton, 2015), as well as infrastructural barriers such as lack of reliable
online access (Cukier, 2019; Jeffords, 2019). In Canada rural economic development was
identified as a key priority for national prosperity, with a major component aimed to bolster
internet infrastructure (Government of Canada, 2019; Government of Canada, Infrastructure
Canada, n.d.). With this pandemic the need for rural broadband is greater than ever as parents –
women in particular – struggle to access educational resources for their children, work from
home and deliver goods and services online (Cukier, 2020).
Research Question & Objectives
The realities faced by some rural business owners are stark. How will they avoid
bankruptcy? How will they change their business model – going from in-person retail to online,
for instance? If they are fortunate to be in a sector that has continued to operate through the
pandemic, how will they continue to adjust? In addition to the business realities, how will rural
women entrepreneurs manage the increased demands at home? These questions loom large in
many rural communities across Canada.
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In this study I demonstrate how this pandemic has required rural women entrepreneurs to
be resilient, and what contexts, relationships and actions may have helped or hindered in that
process. In other words, how they demonstrate resilience. My research question is: what
influences the entrepreneurial resilience of rural women business owners in a time of crisis?
With the purpose to inform entrepreneurial practice and structural entrepreneurial supports, this
research sheds light on how rural women entrepreneurs define resilience, what contexts enabled
or inhibited them in their level of resilience vis-à-vis their business, and what strategies fuelled
or depleted resilience.
Literature Review
This paper focuses on the individual rural woman entrepreneur and her interactions with
the various components of her ecosystem, given personal and business factors, and what leads
her to feel resilient in business endeavors as she confronts the challenges of running a business
during a pandemic. This literature review therefore offers definitions of entrepreneurship and
entrepreneurial ecosystems, a look at the contextual lenses of gender and rurality, and the
relevance of rural women entrepreneurship within entrepreneurial ecosystem scholarship. To set
the stage for this study and the focus on resilience in a pandemic, I also review literature on
entrepreneurial resilience both within the context of a crisis and as a normal course of business.
Finally, I provide justification for the use of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (EST)
as a model to study entrepreneurial resilience.
Defining Entrepreneurship & Ecosystems
Entrepreneurship has been defined variously as an individualistic exercise of identifying
and taking advantage of market opportunities to create value and derive economic gain (Shane &
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Venkataraman, 2000), to an interactive social process whereby entrepreneurs leverage their
social environment to shape the creation and expansion of a venture (Jack & Anderson, 2002).
Framed by parameters that primarily revolve around economic principles, entrepreneurship has
given rise to the study of entrepreneurial ecosystems, which has sought to identify contexts and
characteristics that predispose a region to be more competitive over another, to attract more
employment and development (Acs et al., 2017; Lux et al., 2020; Wurth et al., 2021). In a paper
that popularized the ecosystem approach in entrepreneurship study, Isenberg (2011) drew
attention to the macro-economic domains that pre-dispose entrepreneurial activity, including
government policy, the availability of financial capital and human capital, the presence of
communications and transportation infrastructure, professional advisory and entrepreneurial
support services, along with favourable markets and culture. Other scholars have urged
entrepreneurship researchers to consider microeconomic factors as building blocks for
entrepreneurial activity. Lux, Macau, and Brown (2020) for instance advocated for the inclusion
of factors such as entrepreneurs’ psychological capital, social networks, and entrepreneurial
education. Throughout the discussion in this area of literature, much emphasis has been on the
economic productivity of entrepreneurship (Acs et al., 2017; Isenberg, 2011; Lux et al., 2020;
Wurth et al., 2021).
Informed by descriptions in Isenberg (2011) and Lux et al. (2020), Figure 1 below
combines macro- and microeconomic components of an entrepreneurial ecosystem. At the nexus
of the micro-system is the entrepreneur and their individual business. Extending outside the
micro-system are customers and suppliers, as well as the entrepreneur's extended network, which
could include members of a professional association, and immediate community network such as
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the local chamber of commerce. At the next more distant level is the macro-system, which
encompasses the legislative or regulatory structures, financial institutions, markets, and
organizations such as economic development agencies, to name a few.
Figure 1 – Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

Because of the preoccupation with productivity, critics of the economic view underlying
much of the entrepreneurial ecosystem conversation have asserted that this puts too much
emphasis on a small segment of entrepreneurs – those involved with high-growth, technological
ventures in particular (Welter et al., 2017). Scholars have been urged to widen the lens and
embrace a more heterogeneous view of entrepreneurship to include social, not only economic
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benefits (Wurth et al., 2021), bringing greater attention to social and cultural contexts (Baker &
Welter, 2020; Dodd et al., 2021; Welter et al., 2019), which are the “circumstances, conditions,
situations, or environments that are external to the respective phenomenon and enable or
constrain it” (Welter, 2011, p. 167).
Ecosystems & Contexts
Gender as a Context in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems
Entrepreneurship consistently is positioned as a gender-neutral activity where the most
innovative or resourceful can earn success, with no account for the constraints women face due
expectations that they prioritize caregiving, and domestic needs over entrepreneurial aspirations
(Brush et al., 2019; McAdam et al., 2019; Yousafzai et al., 2019). In a highly cited paper about
women’s entrepreneurship, Ahl (2006) identified chronic, gender-biased discursive practices in
entrepreneurship research, with the depiction of the ideal entrepreneur as a male archetype,
driven by individualist motivations valuing work over family and caregiving, for the sole
purpose of wealth accumulation and growth. Fifteen years later women’s entrepreneurship
continues to be evaluated according to patriarchal economic norms and narratives, whereby
women must learn to be proper entrepreneurs, being productive and networking in the same way
that their male counterparts operate (Roos, 2019). Indeed, the masculine norms and the discourse
around entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2006; Cukier, Gagnon, & Saba, 2020; Down & Warren, 2008;
Hamilton, 2013) make it so that women tend not to identify as entrepreneurs, even when they are
self-employed or business owners (Chadwick & Dawson, 2020; García & Welter, 2013; Warren,
2004).
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Studies report women have been pushed into self-employment and business ownership by
the promise of greater flexibility to accommodate professional and family demands (Chadwick &
Dawson, 2020; Cukier et al., 2020) but that elusive balance is a constant source of stress, with
permeable boundaries that leave women feeling guilty that they cannot focus effectively on
either (McGowan et al., 2012). Marlow and McAdam (2013) observed that gendered norms
impel women entrepreneurs to choose sectors that offer flexible work patterns, and can be homebased, but which often fetch lower remuneration. They concluded women-owned enterprises
may not necessarily under-perform, but rather perform as best they can under constrained
circumstances. St-Arnaud and Giguère (2018) also examined the professional-versus-home life
balance of women entrepreneurs and reported how some successfully brought to light the work
activities of the family by socially reorganizing and subverting the division of labour between
business and family that effectively devalues family work.
Furthermore, women are generally under-represented in entrepreneurial ecosystems
(McAdam et al., 2019), and face greater barriers (Cukier et al., 2020; Orser et al., n.d.). They
tend to have lower social capital than their male counterparts (Neumeyer, Santos, Caetano, et al.,
2019), belonging to social networks bounded by gender which are less extensive and less
relevant to their entrepreneurial journey (Neumeyer, Santos, & Morris, 2019). Women also are
less likely to apply for and obtain financing (Orser & Hogarth-Scott, 2009; Orser et al., 2006),
and less likely to have relatable entrepreneurial role models and mentors (Bosma et al., 2012;
Feder & Niţu-Antonie, 2017). Media outlets also are more likely to depict women entrepreneurs
in relation to how they juggle motherhood and home responsibilities, as opposed to how they
perform in business (Byrne et al., 2019).
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Collectively, the above studies demonstrate the need to examine the gendered
entrepreneurship process, yet Hamilton (2014) maintained that scholars have not paid adequate
attention to gender dynamics and how individuals make sense of their identity in relation to the
various components of their ecosystem. Calás, Smircich, and Bourne affirmed that
entrepreneurship is produced by a “complex set of social activities and processes” (2009, p. 564)
which must include family and social contexts (Brush et al., 2019; Brush et al., 2009). Others
have advocated for a longitudinal approach, allowing for multi-level analytical frameworks
where gendered contexts are explicitly acknowledged in the entrepreneurial process (Yousafzai
et al., 2019). Unfortunately, aside from the dissenting voices of feminist scholars who have
identified the impact of social norms, mainstream entrepreneurship studies appear to lack in
focus and analysis of gendered contexts; greater attention in this area would add deeper
understanding to the field.
Rural as a Context in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems
Since so much of entrepreneurship research has focused on high-growth, technologically
inclined business which most often occurs in urban areas (Welter et al., 2017), it is unsurprising
that rural entrepreneurship has received relatively little attention. When rural venturing is
studied, findings are fragmented in economics, agricultural studies, or rural development, with
few references to entrepreneurship (Hunt et al., 2019; Plummer & Pe’er, 2010). Yet looking at
geography and the concept of place and space offers a rich set of contextual lenses from which
we can observe entrepreneurial activity (Berglund et al., 2016; Korsgaard et al., 2015; Zahra et
al., 2014)
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In a comparative study of 17 Chilean rural communities, Muñoz and Kimmit (2019)
concluded contemporary entrepreneurial ecosystem models do not account for the complexity of
rural contexts and apparent supporting factors of rural entrepreneurship such as natural beauty,
grassroots leadership, and cultural embeddedness. Hunt et al. (2019) observed current
entrepreneurship research ignores both the inherent difficulties of rural entrepreneurship, such as
sparseness of local markets and lack of diversity in social networks, as well rural contexts’
potential benefits such as the community mindset, sustainability focus, and novel business
models that typify thriving rural entrepreneurial communities. They pointed to the concept of
distance as a liability or an asset, depending on how the entrepreneur sees it as an inhibitor or an
enabler of their business model. The study of rural entrepreneurship, they maintained, must go
beyond structural and economic factors to focus on individuals’ abilities and interactions within
their ecosystem because the creation and evolution of rural enterprises tend to be driven by noneconomic goals related to family, community, and local culture. Korsgaard et al. (2015)
concurred, finding that “rural” entails multiple contexts with spatial as well as social dimensions.
For instance, these ranged from the operational impact of distance between a business and
customers, to the sense of connection and how people relate to one another in sparsely populated
areas. They posited that the impact of space on rural entrepreneurship may give rise to
enterprises that do not necessarily function according to neoclassic economic metrics. Spatial
and cultural contexts represent another set of circumstances that entrepreneurship studies appear
to overlook in the creation and growth of business ventures.
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Gender and Rural as Intersecting Socio-Spatial Contexts in Entrepreneurial Ecosystems
Entrepreneurship scholars’ preoccupation with the Silicon Valley business model
highlights male, urban, high-growth entrepreneurs to the detriment of “everyday entrepreneurs”
and activity in other contexts (Welter et al., 2017). When gender and rural contexts intersect,
scholarly attention is sparse for both agricultural entrepreneurs (Grandy et al., 2020) and
entrepreneurs in other sectors (Berglund et al., 2016; Markantoni & van Hoven, 2012).
Gaddefors and Anderson (2019) noted that scholarly interest in rural entrepreneurship appears to
be a European phenomenon, with North American studies mostly focused on agriculture and
agri-tourism.
Interestingly studies that focus on gender and rurality suggest these contexts may
contribute to the resilience and revitalization of ecosystems. Warren-Smith and Jackson (2004)
found women-led rural enterprises have been an important source of economic diversification as
well as social and cultural preservation in the English countryside. Similarly, a study of Greek
rural women involved in food processing businesses described their collective impact as
significant, contributing to the revitalization of the economy as well as culinary traditions
(Anthopoulou, 2010). Markantoni and van Hoven also reported that women entrepreneurs’ small,
home-based ventures in a remote area of the Netherlands provided them with a high degree of
personal satisfaction, which in turn created a “social and emotional glue” (2012, p. 507) leading
to the retention of families and greater community well-being.
Entrepreneurship is not a panacea for rural women, however. Rural women face social
structural barriers, which entrepreneurial support programs do little to alleviate (Bock, 2004,
2015; Warren‐Smith & Jackson, 2004). All of the above-mentioned studies described the
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structural barriers women entrepreneurs face in rural areas; some are due to rurality (lack of
entrepreneurial resources and social services, lack of employment opportunity, distance to
markets and suppliers, lack of qualified labour), while other barriers are exacerbated by gender
(distance to schools and shops and the lack childcare) and reinforced by the gendered norms that
keep women in the traditional roles of mothers and caregivers (Anthopoulou, 2010; Markantoni
& van Hoven, 2012; Warren‐Smith & Jackson, 2004). Indeed, entrepreneurs in all three studies
created home businesses with the specific intent to facilitate caring for loved ones while
supplementing family income, and all reported significant stress juggling roles and maintaining
boundaries between business and family matters (Anthopoulou, 2010; Markantoni & van Hoven,
2012; Warren‐Smith & Jackson, 2004).
While the intersection of gender and rural contexts offers a rich territory of inquiry that
barely has been explored by entrepreneurship scholars, the application of multiple contexts
makes for a challenging research approach. Gaddefors and Anderson (2019) observed that
context in entrepreneurship can be compared to a tiered cake stand; a set of multiple layers where
some layers are overshadowed, or where different contexts can carry different weight at different
times. Welter, Baker, and Wirsching (2019) further argued contexts overlap and interact and that
entrepreneurs operate within multiple contexts, engaging with people, organizations, and
structures in their ecosystem.
Now that I have framed the understudied field of rural women entrepreneurship and the
complexity of contextual factors, the next section looks at entrepreneurial resilience research, an
area of entrepreneurship that remains relatively unexplored (Pérez Alonso & Moreno de Castro,
2020; Santoro et al., 2020) and fragmented in approach (Korber & McNaughton, 2018). I review
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how resilience has been defined, and how it is “shaped by the ecological interplay of relational,
social and cultural contexts,” (Harney, 2007, p. 73). This review of entrepreneurial resilience
research therefore will cover studies that focus on contexts of interests to this paper, namely
gender and rural, and accounting for the development of resilience over time and across various
levels of analysis from the individual entrepreneur to the immediate family, firm, community,
and macro-level. This will dovetail into the final section of the literature review with the
justification of Bronfenbrenner’s EST (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) as a suitable framework
to examine the entrepreneurial resilience of rural women business owners during the pandemic.
Entrepreneurial Resilience, Ecosystems & Contexts
Definition of Resilience
In psychology resilience has been defined as a process of overcoming adversity, where
individuals recover from significant stress by applying mindsets and behaviours that can be
learned and developed (American Psychological Association, 2012). Bonnano (2004) described
it as the ability to sustain wellbeing over time. Masten (2010) advanced that it is simply the
ability to bounce back, a process that naturally arises as humans interact with and adapt to their
environment. While psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists have debated definitions,
resilience has evolved from a focus on pathology to one based on beneficial aspects of
overcoming adversity (Harney, 2007; Masten, 2010; Southwick et al., 2014; Ungar et al., 2013;
Winders, 2014). Furthermore, resilience is conceptualized as a personal process that depends on
contexts and specific challenges; individuals find ways to cope, as best they can, in a way that
works for them in their environment (Patterson, 2002; Southwick et al., 2014; Ungar et al.,
2013). In entrepreneurship resilience is highlighted as a key element for success, at times
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portrayed as a cognitive ability or behavioral trait (Ayala & Manzano, 2014; Bullough et al.,
2014; Bullough & Renko, 2013), at other times as a process demonstrated by entrepreneurs or
organizations, akin to persevering through hardship (Korber & McNaughton, 2018).
Resilience & Relationships at Various Levels of the Ecosystem
Entrepreneurship studies have focused on ecosystem (macro-level) resilience,
(Linnenluecke & McKnight, 2017; Roundy et al., 2017) or firm (micro-level) resilience (Dahles
& Susilowati, 2015; Santoro et al., 2020) and the contribution of individual and firm resilience to
community resilience (Bakas, 2017; Branicki et al., 2018; Steiner & Atterton, 2015). Yet
entrepreneurial resilience appears inextricably tied to the entrepreneur’s personal resilience as
the founder/creator of the business (Ayala & Manzano, 2014; Bullough & Renko, 2013; Corner
et al., 2017; Crick & Crick, 2016; Yang & Danes, 2015; Lugo & Shelton, 2017; Martinelli et al.,
2018).
Some research suggests entrepreneurial resilience is a dynamic process that involves
interaction with others, with development over time. In a review of 52 entrepreneurial resilience
studies, Lee, and Wang (2017) identified relationships as important influencers of
entrepreneurial resilience. These relationships exist at multiple levels of the ecosystem, from
immediate family and friends to more distant ecosystem levels with formal business relationships
and professional groups. Yang and Danes (2015) assessed 94 business couples, taking into
account how a spouse’s emotional support affects entrepreneurial resilience. They found
entrepreneurs who perceived their spouse as committed to the business felt more resilient and
reported more positive business outcomes than if they saw their spouse as unsupportive.
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Extending to relationships in business Santoro et al. (2020) discovered that performance
in smaller firms depended significantly on owners’ personal resilience and their ability to
communicate and inspire resilient and innovative behaviour in their employees. Branicki et al.
(2018) similarly identified an entrepreneur’s attitude and relationships with employees may be
the most significant contributors to their firm's ability to adapt to adverse conditions and generate
resilience. However, the authors caution that there is limited understanding of how resilience is
enacted, and how this process could be explained by multiple relationships between the
individual and others at the firm or wider ecosystem level.
Resilience and Contexts
In their theoretical analysis, Roundy, Brockman, and Bradshaw (2017) described
entrepreneurial ecosystem resilience as the way systems constantly evolve and recover from
external shocks and internal stresses. They contended that resilience depends on interaction
between micro-level and macro-level processes such that elements outside the firm and its owner
can affect the business, just as the entrepreneur can take action that can impact the ecosystem.
The entrepreneur thus interacts with micro- and macro-levels in their respective ecosystems
through relationships with other people, and these relationships are affected by different
contexts.
From their review of 144 studies on resilience in entrepreneurship, Korber and
McNaughton (2018) concluded that research must do a better job of making explicit the
contextual circumstances of entrepreneurs and the effects on their enterprises. Similarly, the
review by Lee and Wang noted a lack of “holistic perspective” in existing resilience research,
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pointing to a need to delve beyond psychological aspects to include components related to
“domain-specificity” (2017, p. 99) as well as social and financial context.
Studies accounting for gender as a social context include Ayala and Manzano (2014) and
Lugo and Shelton (2017), who used psychometric assessments to determine and compare the
level of resilience in men and women entrepreneurs. Ayala and Manzano (2014) found
resourcefulness, a dimension of resilience, to be more strongly related to business growth for
men than women, whereas optimism had a greater influence on growth for women versus men.
In Lugo and Shelton’s study (2017), women scored higher on self and social resilience than men.
However, both studies do not explain why there might be differences between genders, and what
processes may be in play. This points to a need to examine context at a deeper level, possibly
through qualitative or mixed methods (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For instance, Martin et al. (2015)
used a qualitative study design to delve into 15 women’s resilience in science, engineering, and
technology entrepreneurship. They found participants navigate the masculine norms of their
industries by resorting to a process of continual adjustment of their feminine identity and
entrepreneurial identity, at times accepting the male norms and downplaying the effects of
gender, at times focusing on self-efficacy and expertise in their field, while at other times using
their gender as a distinguishing factor in business. It appears a qualitative approach could offer
relevant, practical insights.
Looking at a socio-spatial context, Steiner and Atterton offered a pertinent discussion of
“rurality as a business context” (2015, p. 33) where geography influences what entrepreneurs do,
how they do it, and why they do it. The authors reported entrepreneurial practices such as
cooperating with what might be described as competitors, relying on local suppliers even though
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these were not the cheapest option, and generally a high level of information exchange across
social networks. They suggested the harsher conditions of the rural context causes rural
entrepreneurs to practice a greater level of social entrepreneurship, thus contributing to the
economic, social, and environmental development of their rural community.
In their review of 30 studies focusing on entrepreneurial resilience in connection to a
crisis, Portuguez Castro and Zermeño (2020) found that research has covered individual attitudes
towards disasters, individual attributes, and business characteristics as predispositions to
resilience, and interaction across ecosystems. They concluded that research is generally scant on
the specific actions, relationships, and processes that lead to entrepreneurial resilience through a
crisis. One exception is Bakas’ ethnographic study (2017) of rural micro-entrepreneurs through
the 2008-2012 Greek economic crisis. The author uncovered that business owners’ resilience
behaviours were based on “context-based gender roles” (2017, p. 68) where male research
participants placed more emphasis on business outcomes such as innovation and productivity,
while female participants reported focusing on earning for their families, balancing business and
family demands, and contributing to their community. Being less focused on productivity,
female entrepreneurs felt less pressure to take out loans; for them, debt represented added risk
and therefore a threat to their families. This proved to be a more sustainable business strategy
through the economic crisis. Bakas (2017) further observed that the women entrepreneurs did not
act according to a neo-classical economic mindset of entrepreneurship which prioritizes profit,
but instead were guided by family and community wellness. This, she concluded, contributed to
firm as well as overall community resilience.
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In another ethnographic study, Dahles and Susilowati (2015) monitored Indonesian
tourism firms’ resilience over 20 years of crisis caused by economic shocks, terrorism, and
natural disasters. Their sample included men and women who demonstrated tremendous
resilience, with only two of 17 businesses closing permanently. The remaining group enacted
survival, adaptation, or innovation strategies, which appeared to be related to individual business
owners’ resources, including family and social connections. While the authors did not draw
conclusions along gender lines, they observed that crises do not affect all in the same way;
entrepreneurial resilience depends on how individual entrepreneurs navigate a given crisis, with
their personal package of “livelihood strategies” (2015, p. 48), which considers the situational
character of their business as well as family and social context.
Martinelli et al. (2018) observed the resilience development processes of Italian retail
entrepreneurs who had endured the 2008-2012 European economic crisis only to suffer another
disaster with the 2012 Emilia earthquake. They identified a set of “dynamic capabilities” which
included; “reconfiguration” (reorganizing resources in new, creative ways), “leveraging”
(deploying reconfigured resources to better serve the clientele), “sensing and interpreting”
(interacting with the ever-changing environment, repositioning resources as required), “learning
and knowledge integration” (extracting and applying lessons to change and innovate further)
(2018, p. 1231). These dynamic capabilities describe a learning process that the entrepreneur
acquires as they interact with their environment and the people in that environment. The authors
found this learning was amplified by “the enormous importance of being in a favorable social
capital condition, with a portfolio of long-lasting and strong relationships with both suppliers and
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customers” (2018, p. 1239), where social bonds accelerated resilience and recovery from
disaster.
Lastly, time appears to be an important factor in the development of resilience. The
Martinelli study (2018) cited above suggests resilient entrepreneurs had learned from prior
experience with hardship, and applied resilience-building processes from the financial crisis to
the earthquake situation. This was echoed by Doern (2016) whose phenomenological study of
business owners in the aftermath of the London 2011 riots found that owners who had faced
prior adverse events in their business demonstrated a more resilient mindset and were more
effective in leveraging resources and social networks to overcome the effects of the unrest. Lugo
and Shelton (2017) also reported older entrepreneurs show more resilience than younger ones,
suggesting business experience or even general life experience may be a factor in the resilience
development process. Similarly, other studies found once-failed entrepreneurs can recover and
learn from failure (Corner et al., 2017), some crediting past failures for success in subsequent
ventures (Crick & Crick, 2016).
The above discussion of entrepreneurial resilience in different contexts, with ongoing
interaction between the individual and various levels of the ecosystem over time, aptly positions
the last section of this literature review on ecological systems theory.
The Case for Ecological Systems Theory (EST) to Study Entrepreneurial Resilience
Current Entrepreneurial Ecosystems Approaches Miss the Mark
Roundy, Brockman & Bradshaw (2017) cautioned that many entrepreneurial resilience
studies based on ecosystem models do not explicitly account for human agency factors; that the
entrepreneur can take action and significantly impact the ecosystem, just as the ecosystem can
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affect the firm and its owner. Branicki et al. asserted that “advancing understanding of
entrepreneurial resilience requires a multi-level appreciation of how entrepreneurial behaviors
shape SME resilience” (2018, p. 1245), advocating the use of a model that integrates the
individual entrepreneur’s constant interaction with various levels of their ecosystem. Lux et al.
(2020) further argued that current entrepreneurial ecosystems thinking largely overlooks the
influence of contextual factors on individual business owners’ will to act with the relationships
and resources they have. Collectively these studies suggest that an ecological approach should
focus on the individual entrepreneur as the starting level of analysis, keeping in mind that other
ecosystem actors, such as employees, suppliers, and investors, also have agency in the system
(Wurth et al., 2021).
Turning to Bronfenbrenner’s EST
Recognizing the interdependence of actors in an entrepreneurial ecosystem, Wurth et al.
(2021) warned that the ecosystem as an analytical framework risks becoming a fad unless
scholars are clear about the theoretical underpinnings of the concept. Lux et al. (2020) advocated
for a re-conceptualization of entrepreneurial resilience using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), bringing together an
interdisciplinary approach from psychology and human development with business management
and economics. This is necessary, they say, as “neither favorable business conditions, nor wellequipped individuals, can generate sustained firm performance on their own” (Lux et al., 2020,
p. 1015); people and relationships are at the heart of entrepreneurial ecosystems.
Boon et al. (2012) also proffered Bronfenbrenner’s EST as an appropriate framework to
study resilience in relation to natural disasters. They described resilience as a process of
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adaptation by individuals, businesses, and communities, affirming the dynamic aspects of
resilience as recursive activity or “bi-directional processes of influence between contexts and the
individual,” (2012, p. 391) at various levels of the environment. They posited that individuals
process the effects of disasters either directly or through other people with whom they have close
relationships, and these interactions shape individuals’ perceptions, coping mechanisms, and
ultimately their resilience. Community resilience, they concluded, depends on individuals being
resilient within resilient economic and social systems (Boon et al., 2012).
Description of EST
Urie Bronfenbrenner first introduced ecological systems theory (EST) as a model to
explain how children were products of their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). He described a
person’s micro-system as the environment and relationships with whom they have the closest and
most impactful interaction, typically the immediate family or school. For adults, this would
include their work or business environment. At the meso-system level, the theory accounted for
the interaction between various components of the micro-system, which may influence the
person. For instance, in the case of a home-based woman entrepreneur, the meso-system could
account for the situation in her child’s schooling changes to online delivery, thereby interfering
with the internet bandwidth she needs for her work. Next, the exo-system referred to a more
distant environment that does not directly involve the person, yet still affects them. Keeping with
the example of a woman entrepreneur, this could be her spouse’s work which requires him to
travel extensively, leaving her with the bulk of family responsibilities. Finally, the macro-system
environment encompassed the wider web of systems such as social norms, cultural values, and
economic infrastructure. Bronfenbrenner stipulated that these four systems affected one another
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in a nesting fashion, “each inside the other like a set of Russian dolls” (1979, p. 3). In a later
iteration of his theory, Bronfenbrenner added time as another dimension of EST, which he
labeled the chrono-system (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) to reflect the impact of time on a
person’s development, as well as the timing of an event in the person’s life.
Bronfenbrenner continued to hone EST over more than 30 years. For instance, he realized
that his earlier theory focused too much on the role of the environment, at the expense of the
inter-relationships of the person with contexts. These “proximal processes” – ongoing and
recursive activity over time – were eventually deemed “the primary mechanisms producing
human development” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007, p. 795). The theory was renamed The
Bioecological Model of Human Development and repositioned around four “defining properties”
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007, p. 794):
1. Process: the bi-directional dealings with people and objects or symbols
2. Person: the individual’s personality and physical, emotional, and cognitive abilities
3. Context: the circumstances of the micro-, meso-, exo- and macro-systems
4. Time: the chrono-system, the timing in which proximal processes happen.
The concept of ecosystems has been applied widely in entrepreneurship research (Cukier,
Gagnon, & Saba, 2020; Isenberg, 2016; Orser et al., n.d.; Roundy et al., 2017), but in
comparison, Bronfenbrenner’s human development approach adds important concepts, such as
the interaction of different micro-systems and the resulting exosystem, the dynamic and
interactive processes between the person and her contexts and the explicit effects of time
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007; Harney, 2007; Ungar et al., 2013). It also further supports the
inclusion of elements that are within the entrepreneur’s micro-system, as advocated by
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entrepreneurship scholars (Baker & Welter, 2020; Dodd et al., 2021; Lux et al., 2020; Welter et
al., 2017; Zahra et al., 2014). In this light, EST may offer a comprehensive model with which to
analyze entrepreneurial resilience, which requires a multi-level, contextual approach to explore
recursive processes that evolve over time (Wurth et al., 2021). Figure 2 below provides a
reconfigured model of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, applying Bronfenbrenner’s micro-, meso-,
exo-, macro-, and chrono-systems, and showing interactivity, as various ecosystem actors
interact with the entrepreneur who is at the center of this system. It should be noted that in this
model the entrepreneur’s business is illustrated as spanning from the micro-system out towards
the macro-system, denoting increasingly distant, but no less important relationships with
ecosystem actors from employees, customers, and suppliers, to extended networks that include
advisors, professional colleagues, other entrepreneurs, as well as financial institution
representatives, entrepreneurial support agencies, and government economic development
agencies.

ENTREPRENEURIAL RESILIENCE OF WOMEN

27

Figure 2 – Reconfigured Entrepreneurial Ecosystem according to Bronfenbrenner’s EST

The above literature review outlined how entrepreneurship has been studied with an
ecosystem view favoring predominantly male, urban, and high-growth enterprises, eschewing a
multitude of important contexts. I demonstrated the lack of research at the intersection of gender
and rural contexts, especially when looking at resilience in a time of crisis. I also reviewed
resilience research in entrepreneurship and disaster management, finding that Bronfenbrenner’s
EST to be a suitable framework to look at entrepreneurial resilience in rural women business
owners, given a multi-level, contextual perspective, and accounting for a process that evolves
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over time. In the next section, I expound on the conceptual framework that guided this
qualitative study and outline the methodology.
Methodology
Conceptual Overview, Research Design, and Paradigm
In this study I put the spotlight on individual business owners in order to make visible the
influences of contexts (Zahra et al., 2014) and how “entrepreneurial behavior evolves through a
continuous ‘dialogue’ of entrepreneurs and their environments, throughout which entrepreneurs
play a more or less active role, filtering impulses from their environments and making sense of
institutional pressures” (Welter, 2005, p. 17). Lastly, to make my theoretical underpinnings clear,
I am relying on the later version of Bronfenbrenner’s model, with the Process-Person-ContextTime dimensions of the theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). Before moving on to the
description of the method, I provide clarity around important terminology used throughout this
paper.
Definitions and Boundaries
Key terms are defined as follows:
•

entrepreneur: The term entrepreneur is defined as someone who is self-employed or
currently engaged in a business as a sole owner or in partnership with others, with or without
employees. This definition is consistent with international entrepreneurship studies (GEM,
n.d.; GEM Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2017). The terms business owner and founder
also are used inter-changeably.

•

entrepreneurial resilience: From my own explorations into entrepreneurial resilience, the
definition that resonates the most is: “the capacity of individuals to navigate their way to the

ENTREPRENEURIAL RESILIENCE OF WOMEN

29

psychological, social, cultural and physical resources that sustain their well-being and their
capacity individually and collectively to negotiate these resources to be provided and
experienced in culturally meaningful ways” (Hedner et al., 2011, p. 1). However, in this
study I advance that what constitutes resilience is in the eye of the beholder; anyone looking
to help entrepreneurs develop or maintain resilience ought not to impose their own views of
what is appropriate resilience, lest they perpetuate systemic barriers to women business
owners.
•

woman/women: As I consider gender to be a social construct subject to interpretation
(Lorber, 1994), the term woman (plural: women) denotes a person who identifies as a
woman, regardless of biological sex or sexuality. Throughout this paper, the term woman
entrepreneur or woman business owner therefore will denote “women-identifying”
entrepreneurs and business owners.

•

context: I agree with Welter’s definition of “context” as “circumstances, conditions,
situations, or environments that are external to the respective phenomenon and enable it or
constrain it” (Welter, 2011, p. 167). Applying a contextual lens in entrepreneurship,
therefore, entails looking at historical, temporal, institutional, spatial, and social contexts
(Baker & Welter, 2020; Welter, 2011).
This study was conducted with a qualitative research design, an approach which is

justified since my intent was to understand the what and the how underlying the entrepreneurial
resilience process, as opposed to explaining the how many, how much, or how often of the
phenomenon, which would be typical of a quantitative study (Bourgeault et al., 2010). This
orientation is supported by the call for more qualitative research in entrepreneurship, a field
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traditionally studied through quantitative research (Kirkwood & Campbell-Hunt, 2007;
Neergaard & Ulhøi, 2007; Suddaby et al., 2015; Watkins-Mathys & Lowe, 2005).
My purpose was to undertake an exploratory and possibly explanatory inquiry (Marshall
& Rossman, 2014), delving into entrepreneurs’ beliefs, emotions, and actions, given their
individual circumstances or contexts, with the aim to understand resilience from their point of
view (Agee, 2009; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Myers, 2013). The overarching research question
guiding this inquiry is: What factors influence the entrepreneurial resilience of rural women
business owners in a time of crisis?
Marshall and Rossman (2014) asserted the importance of delineating a researcher’s
positionality so as to demonstrate sensitivity to bias in qualitative research. I wish to clarify,
therefore, that the above conceptual framework also was influenced by my own entrepreneurial
activities and my interest in mentoring women entrepreneurs in my rural community. In addition,
I see entrepreneurship as a gendered process (Ahl, 2006; Brush et al., 2019; Hamilton, 2013,
2014; Orser & Elliott, 2015), both a highly personal journey and one shaped by the
entrepreneur’s family and social networks (Chasserio et al., 2014; Jack & Anderson, 2002;
Warren, 2004). Please see Appendix A for a brief overview of my entrepreneurial career, which
might further inform the reader about my positionality. In addition, based on a pragmatic
worldview, I see my purpose as studying a real-life issue to identify practical solutions to inform
entrepreneurial practice and possibly entrepreneurial development and support programs.
Bounding this study with a clear and achievable focus (Myers, 2013), I observed the
entrepreneurial resilience process given a constant set of contexts for all research participants –
during a pandemic, woman-identifying entrepreneurs each operated a business which had been in
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existence for more than one year, in the area of Prescott-Russell and Stormont-DundasGlengarry (SDG) (see map in Appendix B). This is confirmed to be a rural area according to the
latest Canadian census by Statistics Canada (S. C. Government of Canada, 2017). These
overarching contexts kept data collection and analysis related to the continuance of an existing
business as opposed to adding another layer of complexity with, for instance, a start-up context
which inherently involves great uncertainty and pressures. In addition, because this area was
under the jurisdiction of the Eastern Ontario Health Unit, variations in contexts due to public
health directives were removed as all businesses were subject to the same COVID measures.
The next section outlines the steps taken within the above conceptual framework to
collect and analyze data to elucidate the question of what factors influence the entrepreneurial
resilience of rural women business owners in a pandemic context.
Method
As qualitative methods offer a superior means of studying entrepreneurial resilience
(Portuguez Castro & Gómez Zermeño, 2020), I chose to conduct in-depth interviews. To
document the entrepreneurial resilience development process, I carried out two interviews with
each participant over the span of three months. The average length of interviews was just under
one hour (see Appendix C). While two interactions may not fully explore the resilience
development phenomenon, I believe this study achieved data saturation (Hennink et al., 2010;
Miles et al., 2014) with a total of 13 participants.
Ethical Considerations
Because this study inquired into women business owners’ lives, I was mindful of my
position in relation to participants, as one can never fully know how questions may be interpreted
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or how it will affect others in the short or longer-term (Agee, 2009). I considered participants
were more than data sources to be prodded and whose narratives are to be analyzed; their stories
deserved to be treated with great care as they could impact not only the participants and their
business, but also their families, employees, and the communities in which they operate. I was
especially conscious of this consideration as the community under study is relatively small,
population-wise, and tight-knit. The measures I took to address important ethical considerations
are detailed in Appendix D.
Data Collection
Recruitment
Participants were recruited using a purposeful, criterion-based sampling approach
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). First, a one-page website was created at https://dashtonwagner.ca/ and
launched on September 21, 2020. The site outlined the study as approved by the Royal Roads
Ethics Board, including criteria for participation, a copy of the Consent Form, and a link to an
online calendar to book a time to learn more about the research (see Appendix E for the text of
the website). On September 23 social media posts announcing the launch of the project were
published on my LinkedIn profile, my personal Facebook page, and on a Facebook Page that I
manage for the social enterprise I founded called Business Sisters | Consœurs en Affaires. I also
shared the posts in a variety of Facebook Groups I belong to including: Embrun & Area Female
Entrepreneurs, PARO Women from the 1000 Island- Leeds& Grenville - Cornwall & the
Counties, Women Empowered, and the Vankleek Hill Business Owners. All social media posts
directed potential participants to the website.
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Emails asking for recommendations to women business owners fitting the study
parameters were also sent to two influential women leaders. Three suggestions were received
from this effort, though I knew of the three founders already. I then sent a personal email
invitation to the recommended business owners, along with 22 other women business owners
whom I knew from my Business Sisters activities. Please see Appendix F for a copy of the email
invitation.
My original aim was to secure eight participants. I had anticipated securing a few more in
the first round, in case some might cancel their participation due to work or family demands.
From previous experience with research interviews with entrepreneurs, these could often happen
at the last minute. There was also the real threat of individuals being directly affected by
COVID, and so I confirmed 13 initial interview appointments. One participant said she signed up
for the study because of the social media posts. The 12 other participants responded to the
personal email invitation.
In the end, no one dropped out of the study. Below is a chart summarizing key
information about each participant. All but one entrepreneur was based in the geographical area
of interest; the one not in the target area operates from a location a few kilometers outside the
territorial boundary. I deemed this participant to be eligible as her home-based business was
governed by the same health measures. Please note, following the confidentiality measures
described in Appendix D, all names are pseudonyms, and details regarding location, industry,
family context and other details have been generalized:
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Table 1 – Summary Description of Study Participants
Name

Business Sector

Spouse
involved in
business

Number of
Children

Number of
Children at
Home

Janelle

11

Small
town
Rural

Anik

Personal
Services/Health
Vehicle Sales &
Repair
Professional Services

Married

No

2

2

13

Married

Yes

2

1

4

Town

0

Married

No

1

1

Lillian

Manufacturing/ Retail

5

Town

0

Married

No

3

3

Carolyn

Manufacturing/ Retail

7

Rural

6

Married

Yes

2

1

Heather

Maintenance Services

9

Rural

3

Married

Yes

2

2

Elise

Manufacturing/ Retail

3

0

2

0

7

2

No

3

3

Helen

Personal
Services/Health
Manufacturing/ Retail

Divorced –
Single
Married

N/A

Patricia

Small
town
Rural

10

Rural

0

Married

Yes

0

0

Zara

Manufacturing/ Retail

2

2

Married

No

2

2

Victoria

Professional Services

3

Small
town
Rural

4

No

2

2

Annie

Personal
Services/Health
Professional Services

23

Rural

0

No

2

4

8

Town

4

Divorced Remarried
Divorced Remarried
Divorced Remarried

No

1

1

Claudia

Betty

Years in
Business

3

Business
Location

Number of
Employees/
contractors
(not including
owner)
3

Marital
Status

Interviews
Two interviews were conducted with all 13 participants, roughly three months apart. For
example, the first interview with Janelle was conducted on September 28, and the second
interview was on January 3, 2021. Interviews were semi-structured, with standardized questions
for all participants, and allowing for flexibility to ask context-specific questions to deepen
understanding or explore new areas of inquiry (Patton, 2014). Please see interview protocols in
Appendix G (Interview 1) and H (Interview 2).
In accordance with Royal Roads University directives regarding research during COVID
(Personal correspondence, Kyla MacLeod, Student Service, Royal Roads University, March 25,
2020), interviews were conducted virtually with a paid subscription to Zoom. This allowed for
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audio and visual interaction with participants, helping to build rapport (Patton, 2014). The paid
version of Zoom offered a password-protected, safe online environment for the interviews, and
enabled the recording to be stored securely. Due to rural internet bandwidth issues, some
interview recordings had distorted sound and a few inaudible snippets. In addition, technical
difficulties prevented two interviews from being recorded at all: the first interview with Betty,
and the second interview with Claudia. As soon as this was recognized, a few minutes after the
conclusion of each interview, I developed summaries from my notes and recollection of each
call.
Data Preparation
Data collection resulted in a total of 24 interviews lasting a total of 23 hours and 47
minutes, an average of just under one hour per interview (see Appendix C). All recordings were
transcribed verbatim using artificial intelligence software, Sonix.ai (https://sonix.ai/). I reviewed
all transcripts to ensure accuracy. There were also two interview summaries, one for Betty’s first
interview and the other for Claudia’s second interview. The resulting textual data was
anonymized by removing people’s names, and making location, company, and other references
generic (Hennink et al., 2010). In the final preparation step, data were uploaded to NVIVO, a
qualitative analysis application, for thematic analysis.
Data Analysis
My intention was to perform thematic analysis following the grounded theory steps
outlined by Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013), an approach that has gained recognition and
respect in the fields of entrepreneurship, management, and organizational behaviour (Baker et
al., 2017; Gehman et al., 2018; Rheinhardt et al., 2018; Van Burg et al., 2020). The Gioia
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method, as it has become known (Gehman et al., 2018; Rheinhardt et al., 2018), resonated with
me because it acknowledges that business research often comes from a traditional scientific
method mindset, which the authors assert may lessen originality in theorizing. This approach
makes the basic assumptions that organizations are socially constructed and that both research
participants and researchers are knowledgeable and agentic (Gioia et al., 2013). Furthermore, it
recognizes the duty to treat participant data with respect, while acknowledging that researchers
are not just “glorified reporters” (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 17) but that knowledge and experience
allow researchers to identify concepts and theoretical links. I saw the Gioia method as balancing
the opportunity to develop new concepts by focusing on participants’ input, while allowing for
analysis in a wider framework that does not solely rely on existing literature and theoretical
constructs. At the same time, I appreciated that this methodology advocates for specific steps and
a level of rigor that appeals to my pragmatic, business mindset.
Appendix I outlines the detailed description of my thematic analysis procedures, which I
hope will convey my genuine concern to reflect my research participants’ stories while
extracting valuable insights that could help other entrepreneurs.
Measures to Ensure Trustworthiness
In qualitative research trustworthiness is established by addressing credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The following
measures were taken to bolster these trustworthiness criteria and mitigate the inherent limitations
of the qualitative approach:
•

credibility: Credibility strategies focus on reporting participants’ stories and perceptions
appropriately (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). With prolonged field engagement of two

ENTREPRENEURIAL RESILIENCE OF WOMEN

37

interactions over several months I got to know participants at deeper level. This enabled me
to capture their story and gain a greater understanding of their resilience process and provide
a credible account of their experience (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Member checks also
helped corroborate findings and counter researcher bias (Miles et al., 2014). In the two cases
where recordings failed, I verified with Betty and Claudia that my summaries accurately
reflected our interview. Finally, I shared top-line conclusions and asked participants whether
the analysis made sense to them.
•

dependability: The description of my sequential analytic strategies (Gioia et al., 2013), and
the few analytical detours I took along the way (see Appendix I), hopefully, demonstrates my
intent to provide a transparent rationale. Throughout I maintained careful notes in my
research journal, to create an audit trail (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). I also had the input of a
trusted colleague who provided feedback on my interview questions and analysis.

•

confirmability: Confirmability is achieved when a researcher can demonstrate how they
have arrived at certain interpretations and journaling is a sound strategy to do this
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Reflexivity is an important practice for social researchers to
counteract bias (von Unger, 2016). As a habitual journaler, I reflected extensively on the data
collection and analysis, carefully noting how my experience as an entrepreneur could present
a bias – a sort of bracketing or suspension of assumptions, as described in Creswell & Poth
(2018).

•

transferability: With purposeful sampling my intent was to attract information-rich cases to
help frame the study in a particular context, thereby improving transferability. Bloomberg
and Volpe (2019) asserted that such an approach helps readers assess how they could apply
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findings to similar circumstances. A prolonged engagement in the field also helped me
produce a holistic and comprehensive description of a complex process, a thick description
offering readers “an element of shared or vicarious experience” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019,
p. 205).
Findings
This section presents findings starting with the definitions offered by participants about
their understanding of resilience, the contexts that enabled or inhibited resilience, and the
processes they reported employing to restore or bolster resilience, over time. This section
therefore will follow the Process-Person-Context-Time dimension of the EST model (see Figure
2), but in a different order.
As reported above (see Table 1), the 13 business owners in this study ranged in
entrepreneurship experience from two to 23 years. Five are solopreneurs with no employees or
regular contractors. Five women operate businesses in manufacturing/retail in that they make
products that they sell either in their own physical location, online and/or through a retail
network. Three are in the healthcare sector, while another three are in professional services. The
remaining two are in vehicle sales and repair, and maintenance services respectively.
Looking at family context, one woman is single; the rest are in full-time, committed
relationships. All are mothers, except one. Two are also stepmothers, one of whom is in a
blended family household on a full-time basis. Another has shared custody of her children and
lives with a partner who has no children. Of the remaining nine participants, one is an emptynester, and eight have children living at home – six of whom have children under 16 years of
age.
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The rest of this section describes the themes identified from the interviews, starting with
participants’ definitions of resilience, followed by the contexts and relationships that enabled or
inhibited their entrepreneurial resilience and the actions they took to improve or regain
resilience.
Definitions of Resilience
The definitions of resilience offered by participants were remarkably consistent. With 10
of the 13 research participants using this terminology, resilience was predominantly described
with action-oriented words related to overcoming obstacles, often with a degree of effort
requiring the entrepreneur to “move forward,” “power through” or “plow ahead.” For six of the
participants, this was accompanied by an element of “continuing no matter what.” Claudia
described her definition of resilience as follows: “Resilience means I won't bring my arms down
and I will not give up. Nobody is going to step on me. I'm going to outsmart, outwit and outplay.
I'm going to give it all that I can. I'm going to strategize to a tee. Until there's… Nothing left in
me.” The concept of flexibility and being resilient by adapting and maintaining a positive
outlook was also brought up by four participants. Annie, the participant with the most experience
as an entrepreneur, declared resilience is an essential ingredient to being a business owner.
“When you are self-employed… you don't have that safety net. I think you have to be resilient,
otherwise you can't be an entrepreneur,” she asserted.
Participants’ definitions and examples of resilience depicted a range of resilient
behaviours, though there are differences of views in how resilience in business differs from
personal resilience. For five participants, there were no differences. Heather said resilience in
business and in personal life “go side-by-side,” while Janelle asserted, “In my experience,
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resilience in business and personal is kind of melded together.” In contrast, Annie found she had
more resilience in her work: “I have a little more resilience when it comes to the studio because
there's still a framework.” Zara, on the other hand, felt more resilient in her personal life than in
business, which might be indicative of her relative inexperience as an entrepreneur, coupled with
the demands of her highly collaborative business model involving many suppliers.
Overall participants’ resilience descriptions were not defined in binary terms, but rather
that resilience ebbed and flowed. Neither was resilience about always succeeding; resilience
occurred by learning from mistakes. Anik described a process of trial, error, and comfort with
failure: “There's absolutely no way to know what is the right thing for you until you actually try
something. So, I… try and fail at a lot of things, but I never really look at them as failure. I just
look at them as, ‘that didn't really work out.’ Something came of it. I learned something of it, or I
had fun in part of it, it really sucked in other parts, and I'll try something else.”
Within the range of definitions, different themes emerged around the contexts that helped
or prevented participants from feeling resilient through the pandemic. These contexts stemmed
from social, institutional, spatial, and temporal circumstances, and were expressed through
relationships, as outlined below.
Contexts that Enabled or Inhibited Resilience
While participants shared gender and rural as overarching contexts, there were inhibiting
sub-contexts that created greater exigency for resilience for some entrepreneurs than others. For
two of the entrepreneurs, demand for resilience was relatively low through the pandemic.
Helen’s manufacturing/retail business was already online, and she has no employees. With no
dependents or relatives to care for, she could devote her attention to her business while enjoying
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her pets and the great outdoors. She admitted, “So, for me personally, nothing really changed.
Besides that, I couldn't hug my friends anymore or go and have a drink with them. But, you
know, that's why you have Zoom and Face Time and all those things.” Similarly, Anik expressed
relief for having voluntarily scaled back her operation prior to COVID; “Thank God I don't have
the office anymore because I would be owing rent, I would be owing Internet, and owing on all
that stuff, and never going there. So basically, just throwing money out the window.” At the
same time, the demand for both these participants’ goods and services remained healthy through
the time of the study, a situation for which both expressed gratitude.
At the other end of the spectrum, business and family contexts converged into a perfect
storm for Patricia. The pandemic severely curtailed her operations as health measures prevented
her from performing services. Her ability to keep up with public health directives and
communicating with facility administrators and customers was complicated by managing
homeschooling for her children, in an area with poor internet connectivity. At the same time, her
youngest child was not taking well to online education, throwing her into emotional struggles as
she tried to enforce homework. Patricia’s partner, who now had to work from home, did not lend
as much support as she had hoped. She emotionally described her struggle with the added pain of
losing some clients to COVID: “I’m just trying to keep my head above water… It's also been
really hard. I've lost a couple of clients as well since we last spoke.”
Table 2 below captures the contexts that seemed to enable participants’ resilience versus
those that seemed to inhibit it. The labels under Type of Context follow those in Welter (2011)
and Baker and Welter (2020). Definitions and examples of these contexts from participants’
interviews are provided in the discussion below the table. A context was deemed to have an
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enabling or an inhibiting effect depending on how participants reported feeling more or less
resilient. In addition, the order of the contexts in the table and ensuing discussion reflects the
relative effect of context type. For instance, participants reported social contexts more
frequently, assigning greater influence on their resilience in comparison to institutional, spatial,
or historical/temporal contexts.
Table 2 – Sub-Contexts Enabling or Inhibiting Entrepreneurial Resilience
Type of Context
Social

Enabler
Life Partner
Trusted Employee
Close, supportive relationships (Employees

Institutional

Business model; online shopping, teaching
Government assistance programs
Entrepreneurial education programs
Space, nature
Home-based business: low-cost, flexibility
Rural: close-knit, positive word-of-mouth
Embeddedness: Entrepreneur is from the
area
Years in business, experience/training

Spatial
Historical/Temporal

Inhibitor
Younger children/ Homeschooling
Close & distant unsupportive relationships
Marital disagreements
Emotional client relationships
Discord in the wider professional network
Industry
Business model
Home-based business: infringing on personal life
Rural: negative word-of-mouth, rumours

Social Contexts
According to Welter (2011), social contexts include relationships close to the
entrepreneurs, such as their family and roles family members play in the household, to the
greater network of relations, including clients, suppliers, and other business relationships. This
definition is very similar to what Bronfenbrenner called “proximal processes.” Discussion of
social contexts and their influence on entrepreneurial resilience became practically
indistinguishable from participants' relationships in these contexts. At the heart of the more
beneficial relationships to entrepreneurs’ resilience were life partners and trusted employees.
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Relationships that Enabled Resilience: Life Partners. Four of the 13 participants
specifically cited their partner’s support in the home with childcare responsibilities or meal
preparation. Six mentioned how their partners helped in the business with tasks such as shipping,
ongoing repairs and even keeping customers entertained during curbside pick-up queues. Only
two participants described getting significant support in both the home and the business from
their spouse. Claudia, who is the face of the vehicle sales and repair business she owns with her
husband, explained the complicity she shares with her husband when clients want to speak to her
husband instead of her: “I laugh. It’s like, ‘Sure! He'll be with you in five minutes.’ Then when
[he] is with them, and if it's something for me, he comes and gets me.”
Life partners’ involvement as “sounding boards” appeared as a dominant theme when
participants related examples of relationships that contributed to their resilience. Victoria, a selfdescribed introvert, called her life partner “my only venting person.” “I think just the fact of
having that person there for you, like I know that I can always rely on him, so that's
strengthening and companionship, joy, conversation, all those things.” Recently remarried,
Annie described her husband as a key business advisor: “There isn't anything I can't tell him.
Like I said to him last night, you know, I'm scared...I'm scared because my arms are sore. I'm
scared because my wrist is bothering me. What am I going to do? And, you know, it's quiet. He's
like, ‘Just take that time. Take that time to allow it to be quiet.’”
Relationships that Enabled Resilience: Employees. Of the eight entrepreneurs with
employees, two participants regarded a trusted employee as their business confidantes and
resilience enabler. About her assistant, Janelle said, “I consider her my partner, even though she's
not my partner on paper, but she really is my partner for the business. It's just been her and I
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trying to do all this on our own.” Beyond business assistance, she added “[this employee] helps
me keep my sanity, too. And she's actually put me on a very strict schedule. So, I do stop…
Because when COVID hit, I was 24-7.” When Janelle decided to start another company in the
middle of the pandemic, she made her assistant a formal partner. Similarly, Zara described a key
employee who had to be absent from the business for a time and how “her help makes a huge
difference in my day-to-day and how I have to plan a week… Not to mention she's just personal
support, which is when she's out of commission... I miss her. I miss the interaction.”
Relationships that Enabled Resilience: Wider Networks. Nine participants reported
relationships that were more distant, yet also fueled resilience. Even though they have life
partners who are very involved in their business, Carolyn and Helen enjoyed supportive
relationships with other women entrepreneurs in their area with whom they could “check-in”
periodically. Not having a life partner or employees, Elise became involved with an online
Facebook group that was organizing a virtual event to promote each other’s businesses. She
credited this group for helping her through difficult days of social isolation and business demand
during the pre-Christmas rush; “The support from the people that I was working with... Yeah,
very encouraging. It was all positive feedback. Like, ‘you can do this, you got this, love ya!’ It
was all very, very positive feedback.”
Every participant mentioned at least one supportive relationship outside their immediate
family or business, with eight of the 13 participants reporting multiple supportive relationships.
While discussions focused on the positive effects on entrepreneurial resilience, four women
admitted that at least one business relationship developed into a friendship, which helped bolster
resilience on a personal level as well.
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Relationships that Inhibited Resilience: Life Partners. Life partners were hailed as
enablers of resilience, yet they were also mentioned as a source of acrimony, leading to
diminishing resilience in business. At times this stemmed from the partner’s work and inability
to be home and partaking in home and childcare. None of the participants complained of
partners’ unwillingness to help, though three mentioned their partner’s work prevented them
from providing effective support in the home and with children – an example of exosystem
influence, described above.
The pandemic appeared to magnify marital tensions, which led to diminished
entrepreneurial resilience. Having operated her professional services firm from home for eight
years, Betty reported intense frustration with her husband who retired around the time of the first
shutdown. Between his constant presence and their newly adopted puppy, she described the
interruptions in her day and the infringement in her physical and mental space as the biggest
inhibitors to her business resilience during the pandemic.
In other instances, friction between partners hinged on conflicting roles at home and in
business. For Janelle, being resilient entailed balancing home life versus work: “It's trying to
maintain a home life, because no matter how hard I work, I'm still in charge of home. And no
matter how hard I work, no matter how much I give lists to my husband to be able to do, I'm still
in charge of those lists... I'm still in charge of being the thinker in the house, not just the doer. So,
my husband a lot of times feels like he's doing everything. He doesn't see all the preparation that
comes into him having to do everything.” In our first interview, Janelle added, “My business is
an annoyance to him.” In our second conversation, she reported less frustration and an increased
feeling of resilience. Explaining the ease in tension at home, she said: “Our conversation has
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changed. It wasn't so much my business was an annoyance. It was more how I would speak to
him about my business was an annoyance. [He] would have suggestions and I would take those
[as] criticisms and then I'd walk away.” In the second interview, she reported turning to her
assistant, the one she made partner in her second business, for more resilience support. “I lean
more heavily more on [her] than I do on my husband... I suppose it’s more because she's more on
my page, the same page as I am. We're in it together,” she added.
Other participants reported changes in relationships from the first to the second interview,
but in the reverse direction. Some supportive husbands went from resilience enabler to resilience
inhibitor in the eyes of their wives as the pressures of business and the pandemic mounted.
Patricia confided she and her husband have different levels of comfort around COVID safety.
Differences of opinion came to a head around Christmas: “For me, it's not as much about the
risk. The risk is probably pretty low in this area, but the risk is still there. It's the optics of it. I
work in healthcare and I'm trying to keep the most vulnerable population during this pandemic
safe. And it's pretty bad if I'm not following the rules... That weighs on my conscience… It goes
against everything that I believe in.” She raised the prospect of how even one photo of her at a
family gathering posted on social media could become a liability if there was an outbreak.
Relationships that Inhibited Resilience: Children & Family Members. Children and other
family members did not appear as important enablers of entrepreneurial resilience, but the time
and worry spent on their care was a significant inhibitor of entrepreneurial resilience. The
obligation to be “Caregiver-in-Chief” weighed on all but one participant – Helen, who has no
children or immediate family members living in Canada. One business owner reported having to
manage the liquidation of her brother-in-law’s estate after his unexpected passing, which took
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place only a few short weeks after her husband’s heart attack. Another described having to make
more time to care for an elderly parent. All mothers reported a high level of stress regarding their
family’s safety. Said one entrepreneur who operates from her home: “Oh, my God, the kids were
driving me fucking bonkers…I was uptight. I was anxious because it was like... Where'd you go?
Who were you with? Did you wash your hands? Take your shoes off!”
As noted in Table 2 above, the context of homeschooling landed squarely in the
resilience inhibitor column for everyone with children at home. In households with older
children, the struggle was mostly over internet bandwidth. In comparison, mothers with younger
children also found themselves in educator roles they did not want. One mother with shared
custody of her children with her ex-spouse in nearby Quebec described: “There were police on
the bridges trying to figure out what the law was, with where we could stay and where we could
travel, and how to exchange the children… [It] was very stressful.” With her professional
services in higher demand than they had ever been, she gave up homeschooling. She said she
convinced herself that “If I don't teach them the rest of the school year, they're going to be just
fine because I can't be a full-time teacher and do work and all the things that I had to do.”
Recalling her decision, however, her anguish was palpable. “I don't want to be down on myself
too much, but I just ended up being a bad mom. I just parked them in front of the TV a lot of the
time because that was all I could do,” she said.
Relationships that Inhibited Resilience: Clients, Suppliers & Employees. Outside the
family unit, business relationships became resilience inhibitors for five entrepreneurs. Claudia
described the chaotic and emotionally charged atmosphere as supply chain disruptions meant
presold Christmas orders could not be fulfilled. “We had people upset with us that we were
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ruining their kids’ Christmas,” she said, as she explained the emotional toll angry customer
reactions had taken on her and her employees. Victoria sees herself as a trusted advisor,
customarily hand-holding clients through technology issues they do not understand. In the
pandemic she found herself also being their therapist, listening to their worries about their
business and even personal matters. She had considered herself privileged to have her clients’
trust but deplored the lack of reciprocity: “It pisses me off and they don’t ask me...They just like
‘blah’ and then they tell me what they want done, and then they go. And it’s like, well, I'm going
through it, too, you know... Do you want to hear about what I'm dealing with my kids or my
business? ...But maybe it’s not that kind of a relationship.” Even Zara, who until the pandemic
had considered her suppliers to be a highly supportive network, found herself at the receiving
end of their anxiety, making her feel less resilient: “I think everybody is stressed with this
pandemic because I've even found that the vendors are, well, they’re sometimes a little on edge,
like out of character. Because I think everybody has stuff going on in the background that
nobody knows.”
Institutional Contexts
Welter (2011) described institutional contexts to include organizations and formal
structures that can shape entrepreneurship. These can range from organizational frameworks
such as business models, to legal or regulatory frameworks, and financial or economic
frameworks like banking and COVID supports. In this study institutional contexts appeared at all
levels of the ecosystem, from micro- to macro-levels.
Institutional Contexts that Enabled Resilience: Business Models. At the firm-, microsystem level, entrepreneurs who already had online shopping in their business model saw this as
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a resilience enabler. This was the case for three of the five manufacturers/retailers. Carolyn
explained, “Last year we really put a lot of time, and effort, and money into promoting
online…We did Google ads, which were quite pricey, really trying to get people to reach out to
people online. And it just didn't bring what we had hoped it would bring. Then we looked at the
business again and decided that in 2020 we would just work with what was working, which was
bringing people here and agri-tourism. And then COVID hit. All of a sudden the online store, the
online sales just skyrocketed.” Through the pandemic, those without an online outlet had to
spend significant time and resources improving their online presence and sales systems. Claudia,
Lillian, and Zara all upgraded their websites, shopping platforms and social media, while Janelle,
Patricia, and Annie pivoted to online teaching as alternative sources of income.
Institutional Contexts that Enabled Resilience: COVID Business Relief Programs. At the
macro-system level, government assistance included loan and grant programs such as the Canada
Emergency Business Account (CEBA), the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB), and
other subsidies. Five of the 13 participants applied for and obtained COVID business relief. All
expressed that these benefits gave them financial room in their operation. At the time of the
second interview, one participant was considering applying for support, stating she simply had
not had the time until then. The rest of the participants said they did not feel the need to apply.
Institutional Contexts that Enabled Resilience: Entrepreneurial Education Programs.
Participants also mentioned entrepreneurial education programs as a factor that had contributed
to their resilience. Two of the participants initially created their business plan with the support of
the Self Employment Assistance Program through St-Lawrence College (located in Cornwall,
ON), while another learned with a local Business Enterprise Centre as well as an industry-
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specific training to get her business “shelf-ready” in retail. Participants asserted that their
completion of such training helped them feel more confident starting and running a business.
Patricia described, “I was able to get the sort of business experience and training through the
local college. And it was a supportive program where they got you to do your business plan,
supported you in the first year of your business, and really got your feet on the ground. The
program doesn't exist anymore…Too bad.” Because participants described using some of the
business planning processes and resources from these programs even years later, I deemed this
an enabling institutional context.
Institutional Contexts that Inhibited Resilience: Industry and Business Model. In contrast,
an inhibiting institutional context relating to the business itself was the industry sector. During
the pandemic, enterprises deemed non-essential or those with in-person service delivery such as
healthcare and maintenances services were severely curtailed, especially in the first shut down.
At times sector governing bodies affected operational outcomes, as registered healthcare
practitioners were able to operate through the second COVID shutdown, whereas non-registered
professionals were precluded by provincial regulators. Retail businesses were also affected,
especially if they did not have an online sales channel.
Spatial Contexts
Spatial contexts focus on the place of a business, especially with geography and the
characteristics of a place, region, or community (Welter, 2011). Perhaps unsurprisingly, one
context that all participants said contributed positively to their resilience was the ease of access
to nature with trails, waterfronts, and quiet country roads providing space to exercise and relieve
stress. Beyond this, the themes identified in this set of contexts appeared to be two sides of the

ENTREPRENEURIAL RESILIENCE OF WOMEN

51

same coin; the specific effects of space could be said to be positive at times, and negative at
others.
Home-Based Business as a Spatial Context. Eight of the entrepreneurs in the sample run
home-based businesses, which was a plus for half of them. For instance, Anik, Lillian, Helen,
and Annie all reported feeling grateful for the flexibility and low overhead of their home-based
business. For the other four being home-based became a source of added stress due to the
presence of family members, employees, or customers. As an example, Carolyn struggled with
the higher business volume her business was generating and the infringement on her personal
space as production needed to grow to meet demand. This became especially critical when the
home and business Internet connection was failing, and her son had to complete an online exam.
In the most hectic Christmas season she ever had in her eight-year history, Carolyn reported
seeking every possible opportunity to physically leave her rural property to run errands just so
she could take a break from the chaos.
Rural-Based Business as a Spatial Context. Another aspect of spatial context is the
operation of the business in a small, close-knit rural community. At times this positively affected
resilience because founders said it was easy to get their business known and to approach
decision-makers and other entrepreneurs in the community. Yet this context also has a dark side.
Janelle explained: “The best part and the worst part about being in a small town is the same
thing, and that is word-of-mouth and communication. Everything I do right is wonderful, and a
lot of people know about it and everything I do wrong is terrible and everybody knows about it.”
Zara related, “I hate to say it this way, but it only takes you to piss off one person, and then it can
kind of get out of hand…I've had customers come in and say, 'well, I heard, but I didn't really
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want to believe it because...' They've been in, they know, they see.” Shutting out negative talk
appears to be a necessity for rural and small-town business owners, as Zara added: “I don't really
play that game… I don't have a lot of time for that. I know what the truth is. I don't really
engage, and I encouraged [employees] to not engage. I said feel free to listen, let me know, but
please don't engage with it... Like that's it, you just know the truth. It's not anything you need to
defend.” All participants who operated businesses with some form of contact with the general
public expressed worry about potential contamination and the repercussions on their reputation
in the community. Annie worried, “There's always a fear of being shut down. There's a fear of,
you know, well, what if we... What if there's COVID in our house? Then what happens? What
happens to my job? My business? Is the health unit going to be like breathing down my neck?
Then will that wreck my reputation? Because I was being irresponsible in some way?”
Historical/Temporal Contexts
Welter (2011) suggested entrepreneurship research ought to examine two dimensions
related to time: historical factors and temporal factors. In my interviews, time came up in relation
to the origins or history of an entrepreneur in their community, as well as the development of
resilience through lessons learned over time. Both aspects appeared to have positive effects on
entrepreneurs’ resilience.
Embeddedness as a Historical/Temporal Context. Two of the entrepreneurs with longstanding roots in their community reported feeling an edge in establishing and growing their
business because they had grown up there. They knew key people, they said, thereby enabling
resilience. One entrepreneur who ran a business in both her small rural community and a larger
town nearby described her feelings about her lack of embeddedness in the larger community as
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follows: “There's that little clicky group of … all those, you know, kind of mucky-mucks in
Cornwall… I never felt welcomed in Cornwall. Never. By people who are individuals, yes, or,
you know, that came to the [establishment], but I was never approved of or accepted by the
mucky-mucks of Cornwall.” Interestingly, the effects of embeddedness, positive or negative,
were not mentioned by people who were newly established in the region.
Experience as a Temporal Context. None of the participants in this study were new in
their business, but those with more experience reported more examples of making changes to
their business to get through the pandemic. Said one experienced business owner: “I don't know
if that’s age or like, experience… Because you learn from your mistakes, but then… every five
to ten years, your perspective changes, right? So, at 50, I want a lot different a future in the next
10 years than I did when I was 40. What I would have thought I wanted when I was 40, [versus]
what I thought I wanted when I was 50 moving forward is a lot different. I wanted to expand; I
wanted a franchise. I wanted... That big global kind of experience. Yeah, fuck that shit, I don't
want that anymore. I don't want to manage people. I want to just do my thing... I find more
simplicity is what I'm going for, as opposed to bigger and better.” Another entrepreneur asserted
personal experience adapting to significant change following emigration to a new country helped
her feel more resilient during the pandemic: “We made the decision, and now we have to live
with this and how are we going to make things better? It was kind of just, again, shifting our
mentality… Like [now] try to let go of what I had and seeing this as my new reality.” Ten
participants specifically mentioned learning and applying knowledge in the time elapsed between
our interviews. This suggests an active developmental process in the chrono-system.
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Resilience Processes: Taking Action
Fundamentally, EST presumes that development occurs as individuals interact with their
environment. Building on the above exploration of contexts that enabled or inhibited
entrepreneurial resilience, this section describes the actions that participants reported taking that
bolstered resilience in their entrepreneurial endeavours. For instance, as mentioned above, all
participants leveraged their rural context to spend time outdoors alone and with their families at
every possible opportunity; being active in nature contributed to their personal resilience, and
because of this, their resilience in business as well. In addition, thematic analysis identified other
processes that enabled participants to feel more resilient as entrepreneurs, as inventoried below:
Navigating Roles or “Wearing Different Hats”
The process of navigating tension between personal and business roles emerged as an
important theme with 10 of the13 participants in this study. Two of the participants described
how they consciously resorted to “wearing different hats” to resolve conflicting situations.
Carolyn described this process as “the most valuable thing I have learned that has helped me to
be resilient.” She explained how this evolved: “In the beginning [of her entrepreneurial journey],
I only had one hat and that was my own personal hat… I’ve had to create other hats depending
on what I need them for.” She recounted a disagreement with a supplier whom she considered a
friend. Donning her “business hat,” she confronted the situation. “I look back and wonder if
there's anything that I could have done differently or something I could have said. And honestly,
there wasn’t. She had her own things going on and became very angry at us… It bothered me for
the longest time because I don't like to have people not like me or not like something I've done…
I treated the incident as a professional businessperson. She didn’t.”
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Heather insisted wearing different hats helped her navigate the emotional minefield as
she juggled family and business demands. She explained making a conscious decision to remove
her business hat whenever she comes home from work, so she can put on her mom hat and be
present for her young family. “I’ve had to learn how to separate my time,” she says. “It is a
balancing act to be able to put your mind aside because I've learned through the years that if I
don't take off the business hat and put it in the closet, my brain is kind of grayed. Trying to listen
to my child but have the business running in my head. Separating the two allows me to
concentrate on my son when I need to.” Heather reported finding this process difficult to apply
during the first lockdown, though she returned to this mindset technique later in the pandemic.
Related to the concept of “wearing different hats” and the process of navigating roles,
three participants reported giving up on roles when they became too burdensome. Earlier I
described the guilt Victoria felt when she decided she could not both run her business and
homeschool her children – she had to give up that second role so she could attend to her booming
business. While this did not lead to immediate relief and a return to resilience, Victoria described
how this eventually led her to hire help in her business; “I was able to offload a bit of the work
so that I didn't have to work quite such long hours. I was able to devote a bit more time… So,
yeah, I would say probably beginning of August was... It was starting to get a bit better and then
it started to normalize more with school starting.” Similarly, Patricia reported feeling more
resilient when she gave up being the homework enforcer. “I had to step back and say my
relationship with my son is more important than him getting the schoolwork done,” she stated.
Claudia described the stress around two employees feeling sick and having to be tested for
COVID. This happened at a time when her right-hand person had to be hospitalized for a hip
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injury and a death occurred in the family. Normally, she said, she would have checked in with
her employees, helped them apply for special COVID sickness benefit. “I just didn’t have time to
do it,” she admitted, adding: “I had to stop being their mother.”
The above cases demonstrate how extra caregiving demands can become too heavy and
resilience means giving up on roles. This is further demonstrated by five other participants who
were struggling to navigate roles, affecting resilience in business. For instance, Janelle reported
struggling between her healthcare role and her business owner role since in her former career as
a nurse managing costs would not have been a consideration. When she had to raise prices to
cover for added COVID measures, she described the conflict with her caregiving nature:
“…When COVID hit I really had to switch mindset from nurse to business. And get not
cutthroat, but a little bit more hard, right?” Similarly, with the pandemic supply fluctuations,
Zara was dreading the prospect of a difficult conversation with a vendor who had been
instrumental in her enterprise’s success and had become a friend. She had not reconciled how to
navigate their personal versus their business relationships.
With Carolyn and Heather both having more entrepreneurial experience than either
Janelle or Zara, it could be that “wearing different hats” is a coping strategy that gets better with
practice, as entrepreneurs align their way of doing business with who they are. “The business hat
doesn't have to be harsh and firm, but it’s a different way of thinking,” maintained Carolyn.

ENTREPRENEURIAL RESILIENCE OF WOMEN

57

Community Focus & Collaboration
Focusing on the needs of their respective communities and initiating collaboration with
others in the community helped seven of the 13 participants experience more resilience in their
business. For example, both Lillian and Elise recalled feeling initial shock with the first
shutdown and quickly realizing that the situation could be devastating for their business. Their
second thought turned to the impact on their community. In Lillian’s case this was the
community of food vendors and artisans she regularly encountered at farmers’ markets where
she had sold her goods. She decided to reach out to see how others were feeling and what they
were doing. That is when the idea of collaborative gift baskets came to her. “I landed my first
collaboration with other producers for a Father’s Day gift package.” Even though she feared not
having enough time to pull all the various vendors together, she took the plunge. “It was much
better than I expected,” she said. “I just did my third one, and it’s been great. And every time it's
been a learning curve and at the same time trying to improve what we did, what I did, in the
previous one.” Not only did Lillian’s idea help her sell more of her products and those of her
fellow vendors, but she also credited the initiative for landing her on the shelf of a major retailer
in Ottawa.
In mid-March 2020, when Elise had to close her store due to public health measures, she
started making masks. “At the beginning, it was just about helping my family, my parents, and
people that I love, people I knew that were sick. I was mailing things out to people that I knew
had immune disorders.” To make ends meet, she began selling masks on her website. She
admitted feeling uncomfortable about selling masks because it felt like she was taking advantage
of the crisis. “Then I started for every 10 masks I sell, I'll donate one. Because I didn't have a lot
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of material and had to be careful with my expenses,” she explained. That’s when a textile
distributor contacted her to begin a collaboration that financed the masks she was donating. She
was featured in the local newspaper and sales continued to increase. By the end of 2020, Elise
had her best year in business yet, a credit she attributes to her community focus.
Other collaborative actions included forging alliances with other women entrepreneurs
for Instagram promotions (Carolyn) and packaging of complementary services (Anik), to sharing
re-opening protocols and business processes (Janelle, Annie, Zara). In the end the process of
interacting with others and finding solutions collectively contributed to these entrepreneurs’
feelings of resilience, and it did not appear to be primarily profit driven. Carolyn concluded,
“[The Instagram program] was a big connection for us. We received a lot of extra followers,
learned about businesses I had never heard about, connected with them. That was a great
opportunity and fun.”
Ecosystem Distancing
Inasmuch as communities offered opportunities for collaboration and mutual support, in
the case of six participants, distancing from their ecosystem at times became necessary to reestablish resilience. This was the case for Janelle who reported reducing her exposure to her
professional Facebook Group when discussions about re-opening protocols became contentious,
distracting her from what she wanted to do in her business. She had previously been a leader and
professional standards advocate in that forum, but her diminishing entrepreneurial resilience
required her to disengage: “So I’m trying to let some of that go and realize that by having so
many balls up in the air, I was stumbling too much. So, it’s time to stop juggling and just focus.”
Similarly, Claudia related how she had pulled back from her pre-COVID involvement in
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customer association activities because of the increased demands at her store location and the
added exposure to negative comments due to the above-mentioned supply chain disruptions.
Along the same vein Elise and Lillian both passed on opportunities for New Year’s collaboration
because they felt the need to recover from what had been a very busy Christmas shopping
season. Distancing was not limited to business-based ecosystem relationships, however; as we
saw above, Patricia felt the need to limit extended family interaction at Christmas, in compliance
of health regulations, but also due to the potential criticism she could face in her business, if
exposed. Helen took a step back from a volunteer position with a local organization, “because I
just couldn’t afford to get sick,” she explained. Whether distancing happened from professional
or personal circles, the reported effect appeared to be stress relief and thus resilience
enhancement or maintenance.
Pivoting: Developing New Ways of Doing Business
A final resilience enabling process was the taking action to do business differently. For
healthcare entrepreneurs Janelle, Annie, and Patricia, the first shutdown eliminated regular
revenue streams so each pivoted their business model to teach online. In Janelle’s case, she had
dabbled with online teaching prior to the pandemic, but the crisis incited her to fully launch this
aspect of her business. Annie recalled that once she found comfort with the online platform, she
loved not leaving her home to teach classes. Meanwhile Claudia, Elise, Lillian, Heather, and
Zara all focused on their virtual business presence by creating or improving their websites,
stepping up social media, and facilitating online transactions. Across these stories of
implementing business changes were consistent sub-themes of looking at what others were
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doing, being willing to try something new, not being afraid of making mistakes, and “just doing
it,” as Lillian affirmed.
This study gathered evidence from rural women business owners who adopted specific
mindsets and took deliberate action as they each faced challenging social, institutional and
spatial contexts during a time of crisis. In the next section I analyze the findings in relation to the
literature, and assess how the research question was addressed, and what is left unanswered.
Discussion
The literature reviewed above showed that entrepreneurial resilience of rural women
business owners is a sparse area of study. Nevertheless, this research echoed several themes that
had been previously identified in the field, plus a few new ones that may represent fruitful
avenues for further investigation. This section discusses findings in relation to extant research,
starting with the importance of contexts in entrepreneurial resilience, with the notable dominance
of gender as a social context. Then I examine findings about proximal processes and actions,
along with EST’s suitability as an analytical framework for entrepreneurial resilience. Finally, I
outline implications for practice, both for individual entrepreneurs and for entrepreneurial
support agencies, wrapping up with limitations and opportunities for further study.
Showing How Contexts Matter
Korber and McNaughton (2018) urged scholars to make clear the contextual
circumstances of entrepreneurship when assessing resilience, though they did not specifically
refer to the personal circumstances of entrepreneurs. There is ample evidence that personal and
business resilience tend to blur for entrepreneurs in relation to traits and personality (Ayala &
Manzano, 2014; Bullough & Renko, 2013; Lugo & Shelton, 2017), with some research alluding
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to personal contexts as factors in entrepreneurial resilience, but not explicitly. Examples of the
latter include perceived life partners’ support in an enterprise (Yang & Danes, 2015), and access
to family resources and social connections (Dahles & Susilowati, 2015). In comparison, this
study focused deliberately on contexts affecting the individual entrepreneur, highlighting that
family circumstances mattered significantly in entrepreneurial resilience, along with
circumstances pertaining to the business. Using a contextual lens in the manner advocated by
Welter and colleagues (Baker & Welter, 2020; Welter, 2011; Welter et al., 2017, 2019) the
findings demonstrated how personal and business circumstances indeed intertwine. The next two
sections delve deeper into findings in relation to the two overarching contexts in this study:
gender and rurality.
For Women, Entrepreneurship is Indeed a Gendered Process
The interaction of personal and business contexts was most evident in the observation of
gender. The findings in this study confirmed that entrepreneurship is a gendered activity (Brush
et al., 2019; McAdam et al., 2019; Yousafzai et al., 2019), and that gender as a context mattered
in the decisions women entrepreneurs made when starting and operating their business. The hope
for flexibility to accommodate family needs and professional aspirations was the primary reason
to launch a business for five of the participants, but throughout the thematic analysis all but one
participant referred to gendered norms related to making caregiving a priority over business
management. This was the case even when life partners arguably were equally equipped to take
on family responsibilities. This asymmetry in domestic responsibilities hardly was questioned by
participants, suggesting gendered roles are deeply embedded and reproduced in entrepreneurship
(Hamilton, 2013; Marlow & McAdam, 2013), thus substantiating the presence of societal
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barriers (Bock, 2004, 2015; Canadian Women’s Chamber of Commerce, 2020; Cukier, 2020;
Cukier, Gagnon, & Saba, 2020; Warren‐Smith & Jackson, 2004).
Entrepreneurial resilience in this study largely entailed overcoming the stress experienced
as a result of the constant tug-of-war between the domestic and the business sphere (Hamilton,
2013). Participants brought to light the inequities of the work activities of the family where
women juggle caregiving and domestic needs as well as manage their business (St-Arnaud &
Giguère, 2018). This process at times was described as “wearing different hats” to reconcile roles
associated with being a mother, a caregiver, and a business owner (McGowan et al., 2012).
Collectively findings showed that for women the weight of caregiving affects the way they
establish and run their business and how they experience resilience, reaffirming the position of
feminist scholars that gender is a context that matters a great deal in entrepreneurship (Brush et
al., 2019; Brush et al., 2009; Cukier, 2020; Cukier et al., 2020; Orser et al., n.d.).
The Difficulty of Assessing Rurality as a Context
Although gender appeared with clear implications for women’s entrepreneurial resilience,
rurality was a more difficult context to assess, and even disentangle, from gender. For instance, it
was unclear that structural barriers were reinforced by traditional, rural culture which assigns
child-rearing and homesteading roles to women, in the way found in the research by
Anthopoulou (2010), Markantoni and van Hoven (2012) and Warren-Smith and Jackson (2004).
Participants talked about how their roles as mothers harmonized or conflicted with their business
roles, but there was no evidence that this came from their rural roots, if indeed they were raised
in a rural area, or the expectation that they do so from their current community.
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Present findings showed that participants had a deep concern for their community,
seeking opportunities to collaborate with others, much as Bakas (2017) found in her study of
Greek rural women business owners. It was unclear, however, whether this socially conscious
orientation was because of gender or rurality. Collaborative actions taken by business owners in
this study were similar to those reported in Steiner and Atterton (2015), where contribution to the
wellbeing of the rural community was a driving factor in overcoming adversity, regardless of
gender. But did the women in this study collaborate because of rural social expectations, or
because, as women, they have been socialized to collaborate? What came first, gender or
rurality? This might exemplify the nesting effect of the Russian dolls concept described by
Bronfenbrenner (1979), but I would argue the better analogy is the tiering of influences as
reported by Gaddefors and Anderson (2019); in this study, gender appeared to be the dominant
context over rurality.
Assessing the effects of rurality was further complicated by the presence of multiple rural
spatial and social sub-contexts. From a spatial point of view, in this study rural included storefront businesses in small towns, home-based professional services, and manufacturing. The
sample had no farmers and arguably none of the businesses absolutely depended on a rural
setting to exist, affirming that a rural context does necessarily refer to agricultural
entrepreneurship (Hunt et al., 2019; Korsgaard et al., 2015). It makes sense that, since the rural
spatial context of this study is different from studies involving farming women entrepreneurs
(Anthopoulou, 2010; Markantoni & van Hoven, 2012; Warren‐Smith & Jackson, 2004), it is
easier to identify resilience outcomes stemming from gender rather than rural-agrarian contexts.
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From a social point of view, the impact of rurality on entrepreneurial resilience was
evident both positively and negatively with small-town talk. Embeddedness in the community,
the density and quality of connections were reported by Yang and Dahles (2015), though only as
an enabler, and not necessarily with regards to rural-based connections. The only rural contexts
that clearly affected entrepreneurial resilience were the ease of access to nature during the
lockdowns (a resilience enabler), and the inadequate internet service (a resilience inhibitor). With
ambiguity surrounding the effects of rurality and related sub-contexts, this represents an area
deserving of further investigation, as is outlined in the last section of this discussion.
Gendered Contexts Expressed through Proximal Processes
This study also demonstrated that close relationships matter the most in women
entrepreneurs’ resilience, confirming the effect of proximal processes that Bronfenbrenner
(2007) asserted most inhibit or enable resilience. Like Yang and Danes (2015), findings in this
study suggested a link between life partners’ support for the women’s enterprises and their
reporting resilience in business; when partners were supportive, entrepreneurs felt more resilient,
and when there was discord, entrepreneurs felt less resilient. Participants also reported feeling
more resilient when they felt support from employees and other close business contacts. In
contrast, the interaction and need to care for children and elderly relatives appeared solely to act
as resilience inhibitors. Stressful family contexts created by the pandemic undoubtedly added
pressure and diminished entrepreneurial resilience, but the added weight of caregiving had been
identified as a significant deleterious factor in women entrepreneurship even before the
pandemic (Brush et al., 2019; Brush et al., 2009; Calás et al., 2009; Yousafzai et al., 2019). This
study adds to previous findings.
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Taking Action & Dynamic Capabilities
Definitions and examples of resilience offered by participants in this study showed that
entrepreneurial resilience is a very personal process, with business owners doing the best they
can and persevering through hardship (Korber & McNaughton, 2018). Whether they found ways
to think differently about their roles, to initiate community-based collaborations, or pivot to new
business models, participants’ actions echoed many of the dynamic capabilities identified by
Martinelli et al. (2018). In reviewing stories of change and reinvention, this study showed how
existing resources were reconfigured and relationships were leveraged, exactly as the
aforementioned research had found. The dynamic capability of sensing and interpreting was
reflected in how participants sought information outside their business, with their employees,
suppliers, and other business owners in the community. Learning and knowledge integration was
reported when some business owners improved upon prior collaborative promotions (Lillian,
Carolyn, Elise). Interviews also revealed how learning had taken place in relation to managing
roles, from one point in the pandemic, to three months later (Janelle, Patricia, Heather, Claudia).
Lastly learning and integration were clearly apparent with the more experienced entrepreneurs,
who expressed confidence that they could overcome the difficulties of the pandemic because
they had faced other difficulties before (Annie, Anik). This demonstrates how resilience can be
learned over time, confirming what others have reported about business owners learning from
failure (Crick & Crick, 2016), as well as previous experience processing emotional trauma
following a disaster (Doern, 2016, 2021). None of this would be a surprise to human
development scholars who have maintained resilience is learned through proximal processes, as
individuals interact with others in different contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner &
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Morris, 2007; Harney, 2007, 2007; Masten, 2010; Ungar et al., 2013). What remains vague is
how the above-described dynamic capabilities found expression through proximal processes.
Mapping out ecosystem interactions and processes that lead to change was a challenge in this
study, as discussed further below, under Limitations and Opportunities for Further Study.
The Relevance of the EST Perspective
Ecological systems thinking is not new to entrepreneurship, but Bronfenbrenner’s EST
theory of human development offers a novel inter-disciplinary approach that is well-suited for
the observation of entrepreneurial resilience. In this study, I found that the explicit application of
Process-Person-Context-Time dimensions in EST (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) built on the
ecosystem framework already familiar in entrepreneurship studies, but that it added critical
details about how entrepreneurs’ personal and business contexts affect ecosystem relationships
and entrepreneurial resilience outcomes. This answers the call for scholars to increase focus on
contexts in entrepreneurship (Baker & Welter, 2020; Wurth et al., 2021), especially contexts
pertaining to the individual entrepreneur (Lux et al., 2020), and to provide a more holistic view
of entrepreneurial resilience (Korber & McNaughton, 2018; Lee & Wang, 2017), particularly in
a time of crisis (Boon et al., 2012).
Specifically, findings confirmed the relevance of the meso-system and the interaction of
family and business contexts, across the sample. Secondly, findings also validated the effect of
exo-systems, those more distant environments that do not directly involve the person, yet still
affects them. In this study exo-systems ranged from partners’ work and children’s schooling to
supply-chain interruptions. In addition, findings aligned within the Process-Person-Context-Time
version of the EST framework, mapping out the development of entrepreneurial resilience over
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time. Please see Figure 3, which highlights findings onto the reconfigured entrepreneurial
ecosystem model used in Figure 2. Below the figure are explanatory notes corresponding to
numbers 1 through 6:
Figure 3 – Findings Highlights Applied to Reconfigured Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

1. Some relationships are more important than others: Just as Bronfenbrenner described
proximal processes and the influence of immediate relationships (1979; Bronfenbrenner
& Morris, 2007), this research showed how family members played a primary role in
supporting or inhibiting entrepreneurial resilience.
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2. A heavier burden: However, dependent relationships such as children impacted
participants’ personal and entrepreneurial resilience, mostly in a negative way.
Admittedly this was the result of unusual contexts (pandemic confinement,
homeschooling, etc.), but the responsibility to care for others appeared to automatically
confer a heavier burden on women entrepreneurs in this study.
3. Ecosystem relationships are dynamic: Consistent with other studies in human
development (Ungar et al., 2013), relationships are dynamic and evolve constantly, at
times reversing normally supportive, resilience-enabling relationships to resilienceinhibiting, and vice-versa. Findings showed the dual impact of life partners, at times
being positive influences, and at other times being negative influences on resilience
(denoted by red and green arrows in Figure 3). Pandemic pressures may have accelerated
the process, making it more difficult for business owners to replenish resilience through
close relationships.
4. Russian dolls & the tiered cake stand concept: The themes identified in participants’
stories confirmed the nesting and overlapping effects of contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979;
Gaddefors & Anderson, 2019). While it was impossible to assess relative impact of
gender and rural contexts, as explained above, there appeared to be a compounding
effect. This was clearly exemplified with overlapping institutional contexts, for instance
when participants operating in an industry that was significantly affected by the
lockdown (e.g., retail) also did not have an online business model that could at least
partly mitigate the loss of in-person shopping. The overlapping of contexts was also
evident within family micro-systems, when schools switched to online learning and
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women with younger children and inadequate rural internet connections were severely
hampered in their business operation.
5. Taking action: Adding to the dynamic nature of the ecosystem model, findings in this
study demonstrated how individuals initiate action to fuel resilience or mitigate its
depletion. All actions reported in study findings pertained to interaction with other people
in the ecosystem; the mindful navigation of roles (referred to as “wearing different hats”
above) pertained to the tone or nature of interactions with others, collaboration and
developing new ways of doing business entailed increasing the level of interaction, while
distancing involved diminishing interaction. Processes are difficult to illustrate in a static
visual, but the reader will note that in Figure 3 the red arrow refers to ecosystem
distancing, showing a short red arrow moving away from professional colleagues.
6. Experience, learning and integration over time: Bronfenbrenner’s model typically has
focused on early human development, but this study demonstrates how it also applies
with adults. Even in the short window of time for this research, findings demonstrated the
critical importance of the chrono-system and how there is movement in entrepreneurial
resilience. This was evident from examples that imply learning and integration of
knowledge or practices, over time.
Not all findings fit neatly into the EST model, specifically pertaining to how
entrepreneurial resilience is developed over time. This will be addressed under Limitations and
Opportunities for Further Study. Beyond finding a fit with the conceptual model, however,
findings suggest important implications for practice.
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Implications for Practice
As I set out to elucidate entrepreneurial resilience, my main objective had always been to
identify practical solutions to inform practice. The most important implication of this study, I
believe, is that entrepreneurs and those offering support to entrepreneurs ought to be questioning
whether social norms should dictate that women be the main caregivers and educators for their
family. This issue was raised in a number of studies prior to COVID, such as those by Brush and
her colleagues (2019; 2009; De Bruin et al., 2007), and in Canadian papers published since the
pandemic by the Women Entrepreneurs Knowledge Hub (Cukier, 2020; Cukier, Gagnon,
Hodson, et al., 2020; Cukier, Gagnon, & Saba, 2020). Without awareness and action at the
micro- and macro-level, systemic limitations on women’s entrepreneurial journeys will be
perpetuated. In practical terms, I propose the following measures could help:
•

For Entrepreneurs:
o Recognizing systemic barriers: The view that systemic barriers impose caregiving
responsibilities on women may be a subjective one and it would be up to the
individual woman entrepreneur to assess the applicability of that conclusion to their
situation. Once aware the next step is for the woman entrepreneur to decide how to
change the situation, something that may be difficult for some. This is where other
entrepreneurs and support agencies (see below) may help facilitate conversations
about systemic barriers, and for women to share views and solutions. It has been my
experience that peer-to-peer exchanges may help by providing relatable advice from
other women on how they have dealt with situations in their own micro-system. This
might involve conversations around strategies to effectively engage partners, children
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and others in caregiving and domestic chores or how to articulate needs, set
boundaries, and hold others accountable.
o Being willing to change: Closely related to fostering conversations around systemic
change is reminding entrepreneurs that doing it alone is not resilience. Overcoming
adversity appears endemic to entrepreneurship and the field tends to favour
entrepreneurial resilience when it leads to business survival over discontinuance
(Corner et al., 2017; Korber & McNaughton, 2018). The glorification of individual
pursuit and perseverance above all else has been shown to be detrimental to the
mental health of business owners (Canadian Mental Health Association, 2019). The
mitigation of conditions leading to isolation thus is an important implication for
entrepreneurs. During the study, participants confided that the mere act of talking
about their experiences and reviewing interview transcripts helped them better
understand their resilience journey. Furthermore, when conducting member checks
after the second interview, I found participants eager to learn about study findings and
what others had to say. It appears therefore that talking about the contexts and
relationships that affect resilience at home and at work is an important step in
building the resilience capacity of entrepreneurs.
o Making meaningful connections: Recognizing systemic barriers, listening to stories,
and learning from others’ experience also can lead to connecting with other women
entrepreneurs at a deeper level, in peer mentorship, whether formal or informal. This
study found how resilience was enhanced when entrepreneurs cultivated their
extended network relationships mindfully, especially when closer relationships can
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become unsupportive. This can apply to the business micro- and macro-system
relationships (as in the action of seeking collaboration), and also within the family
micro-system.
o Lastly, as one entrepreneur suggested, admitting hardship, and talking about negative
experiences may help reinforce the notion that resilience is not about being
successful. Entrepreneurs ought to recognize that asking for help, using trial and
error, and learning from setbacks is part of the entrepreneurship process. Being more
at ease with failure, remembering that “this too shall pass,” and learning from
setbacks are critical skills to develop entrepreneurial resilience.
•

For entrepreneurial support agencies: Several stories of resilience I heard in this study had
their root in the very reasons why women start a business in the first place. Faced with
structural barriers in the workplace, many had turned to entrepreneurship. If meaningful
change is to take place through entrepreneurial support agencies, it begins with the
recognition that entrepreneurship is a gendered process (Brush et al., 2019; Brush et al.,
2009) and that conversations around support must evolve from programs that aim at fixing
women entrepreneurs, to helping with the elimination of systemic barriers. This begins by
engaging women and facilitating conversations, as mentioned above, and a variety of
entrepreneurship initiatives such as:
o Implementing gender-smart entrepreneurial education and support programs (Orser et
al., n.d.; Orser & Elliott, 2020);
o Facilitating networking opportunities to encourage collaboration and organic sharing
of resources amongst peers;
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o Funding more entrepreneurship field research, with designs accounting for a
contextual lens, as suggested in opportunities for further study outlined below.
It is important to keep in mind that organizations that support entrepreneurship often are
led by administrators in urban areas, and while they may be sensitized to gender contexts, not all
may be aware that rural contexts also need to be accounted for. Some rural-based agencies such
as Community Futures Development Corporations (https://communityfuturescanada.ca/), and the
PARO Centre for Women’s Enterprise (https://paro.ca/) can spearhead such efforts, especially if
supported by nationally-focused groups like Canadian Women’s Chamber of Commerce
(https://canwcc.ca/), the Women Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub (https://wekh.ca/), and
others.
Limitations & Opportunities for Further Study
Due to limitations in time and resources, this study could not fully uncover the picture as
it relates to the relative influence of gender and rural contexts, and resilience development
processes. These limitations represent opportunities for further study.
The Relative Importance of Gender Versus Rural
Other than the historical/temporal context reported by entrepreneurs who were originally
from the rural area, and the context where rurality leads to greater awareness of everyone’s
business (for better or worse), the importance of rural contexts versus gender was not entirely
clear in this study. With the focus on resilience and the time given to conduct the interviews, I
did not consider how rural norms may have dictated the choice of business or how family labour
was divided between partners, and what those things may have influenced resilience one way or
another.
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Investigating the Type of Rural Context
As outlined in the discussion, there are social and spatial sub-contexts of rurality that
merit further investigation. For instance, what may be the differences in resilience for homebased, rural entrepreneurs versus farmers? Or compared to main street, small-town
entrepreneurs? How would any of the various types of rural entrepreneur compare with urban
entrepreneurs? It may be that the impact of rurality is less than that of gender, and that more
unites women in entrepreneurship than geography would suggest, but this deserves more
investigation.
The Difficulties of Identifying/ Breaking Down a Process
The literature review by Portuguez Castro and Gómez Zermeño (2020) found that
research generally is scant on the specific actions, relationships, and processes of resilience
development in times of crisis. Inasmuch as EST offered a suitable framework with which to
study resilience, it also highlighted the complexity of the resilience development process with
multiple interactions in recursive directions. Participants appeared to struggle when trying to
describe how they assessed their reactions to various contexts and managed relationships in the
stressful conditions presented by COVID. Uncovering more about the how of resilience
processes could help establish better practices and learning opportunities for new and existing
women entrepreneurs.
Suggested Approaches to Filling the Gaps
Addressing the above-listed research opportunities I believe require different study
designs:

ENTREPRENEURIAL RESILIENCE OF WOMEN
•

75

Longitudinal approach: Allowing for a longer-term research window with multiple
interactions with study participants to enable the documentation of more than just a snapshot
in time. This possibly could uncover more detail and nuance related to the resilience
development process. In addition, touchpoints could involve different types of data collection
such as entrepreneurial journal entries, video check-ins or in-situ observation. Such an
approach might even reveal specific practices employed before, during and after a crisis, as
Martinelli et al. (2018) found in their study.

•

Mixed methods: Adding a quantitative instrument to benchmark resilience levels at the
beginning, and at the end of a study might provide further clues as to positive or negative
impacts over time. Similarly surveying partners, employees and/or other significant people in
entrepreneurs’ ecosystems could shed light on the recursive processes at various levels in the
ecosystem.

•

Comparative Study Design: Finally, a study design to compare entrepreneurial resilience
across genders, rurality types (farming, home-based, main street) or both might elucidate the
relative impact of such contexts.
Conclusion
This study used Bronfenbrenner’s EST with the Person-Process-Context-Time

dimensions as the conceptual basis for inquiry into the question: what affects the entrepreneurial
resilience of rural women business owners in a time of crisis? The literature review uncovered
the need to consider entrepreneurial resilience as a multi-level process of interaction between an
individual and her environment, which depends on contextual factors that enable or inhibit
resilience, over time. With a qualitative design, the inquiry focused on a specific area in rural
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Eastern Ontario during the first 10 months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Findings documented the
tremendous level of resilience demonstrated by participants as they faced social contexts that
significantly challenged entrepreneurial resilience with family care obligations, homeschooling,
and unsupportive, close relationships. At the same time, institutional contexts such as
enterprises’ industry and business models demanded even more resilience, with healthcare and
in-person only retail entrepreneurs being most affected. Beyond contexts, entrepreneurial
resilience ebbed and flowed with recursive ecosystem interactions that were more affected by
close, personal relationships. Finally, business owners demonstrated agency by taking specific
actions that bolstered resilience, by strategically focusing on community and collaboration,
employing clarity around roles to navigate business and personal commitments, appropriate
distancing from ecosystem relationships at critical times, and applying new ways of doing
business to accommodate COVID restrictions. The paper concluded with practical suggestions
for practice, as well as approaches to deepen understanding of resilience processes and the
relative importance of gender and rurality.
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Appendix A – Doreen Ashton Wagner’s Entrepreneurial Journey
I spent 13 years in the corporate world, but I was always an entrepreneur at heart. When I left my
job as VP Marketing of a small hotel company in Toronto, it was because I wanted more
freedom balancing my family with my professional life.
Together with my husband Heinz, I co-founded Greenfield Hospitality Service Inc. in 1998 as a
business development consultancy serving the business events industry and the non-profit sector.
At its peak, the company employed 23 people, based in Alexandria, ON. My partner and I sold
the company to an employee in November 2016, and I stayed on as consultant to assist with
transition for a year. From 2016 onwards I continued to freelance for association and non-profit
clients, facilitating stakeholder research and producing a variety of events.
In addition, I am focusing on helping others succeed in their own enterprise and creating healthy
entrepreneurship eco-systems. In 2018 I founded Business Sisters | Consœurs en Affaires, a
bilingual social enterprise for women entrepreneurs in rural areas and small towns. We offer free
online resources, workshops, and networking events for new and established business owners,
including The Business Sisters Conference, which has taken place annually in the fall since 2018
(on hold currently due to COVID). Since November 2020 I have also been contracting with the
Community Futures Development Corporation of Cornwall and The Counties, helping business
owners navigate and apply for various government supports to see them through the hardships of
COVID-19.
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Appendix B – Maps
Here is a map of the federal riding of Glengarry-Prescott-Russell, which includes all of PrescottRussell and the northern half of Glengarry:

map accessed October 17, 2021, from:
https://www.elections.ca/res/cir/maps2/mapprov.asp?map=35031&lang=e
Similarly, here is a map of the federal riding of Stormont-Dundas-South-Glengarry (SDG),
which includes all of Stormont and Dundas, and the southern half of Glengarry:

map accessed October 17, 2021, from:
https://www.elections.ca/res/cir/maps2/mapprov.asp?map=35102&lang=e
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Appendix C – Summary of Interview Times
Participant
Name
#
1
Janelle
2
Claudia
3
Anik
4
Lillian
5
Carolyn
6
Heather
7
Elise
8
Patricia
9
Helen
10
Zara
11
Victoria
12
Annie
13
Betty
interview time for each round

Interview 1

Interview 2

0:59:11
1:07:32
1:08:54
1:05:34
0:59:11
1:06:51
0:57:10
1:11:37
0:52:57
1:07:34
0:51:31
1:01:32
n/a
12:29:34
total time
average per interview

1:00:24
n/a
1:12:11
1:00:22
0:44:19
0:42:35
1:07:02
1:24:26
0:58:24
1:05:28
0:51:04
1:10:53
1:05:08
11:17:08
23:46:42
0:59:27
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Appendix D – Ethical Considerations and Consent Form
Ethical Considerations
Informed Consent – My aim was to obtain unequivocal, ongoing informed consent from all
participants. This was achieved before any data was collected by asking for a signed written
consent form which outlined the potential risks and benefits of the study, with a description of
the measures to maintain confidentiality and anonymity, including the management and
conservation of data (see below Consent Form). Before starting interviews, this informed consent
was reconfirmed (see text of Interview protocols, Appendix G and H), with the understanding
that any participant may decide to withdraw and have their data removed from the study at any
time. Moreover, participants were given the opportunity to review transcripts and interview
summaries and could request some parts of the interview to be stricken. Two participants
requested some details of their interviews to be omitted from transcripts for analysis.
Anonymity – Because some businesses and their founders easily could be, interview transcripts
were anonymized and details such as name, age, family status, location, business name and other
identifiable details were removed so that no part could be attributed to a particular participant or
identifiable group of participants (Hennink et al., 2010).
Protection of private information – Precautions to protect private information and maintain
confidentiality were taken by storing data on a password-protected hard drive with two-factor
authentication. Hard copies were kept in a locked, fireproof safe in my home-based office. All
electronic data will be deleted, and hard copies will be destroyed 12 months after I graduate in
December 2021. I acknowledge that this study data is within the jurisdiction of Canadian law,
where I am legally required to meet strict compliance requirements around laws such as Personal
Information Protection and Electronic Documents Act (Canada, 2019), in regards to data
privacy.
Consent Form
Name of student researcher: Doreen Ashton Wagner
Coordinates: [email] @royalroads.ca; [phone number]
Name of Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Jaigris Hodson, [email] @royalroads.ca
Invitation to participate: I am invited to participate in the research study entitled Entrepreneurial
Resilience in Rural Women Business Owners in a Time of Crisis conducted by Doreen Ashton
Wagner for the MAIS Program at Royal Roads University.
Purpose of the study: I understand that the purpose of the study is to understand the factors
underlying the resilience process experienced by small business owners during the COVID-19
crisis. I understand I may be asked about my own definition of resilience, what I think it looks
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and feels like, what I do when I feel I am being resilient in my business and what I believe helps
or prevents me from feeling and acting in a resilient way.
Participation: My participation will consist of taking part in up to two individual interviews,
conducted virtually over Zoom, each lasting about one hour. I agree to the sessions being
recorded for better data collection purposes only.
Risks: I understand that since my participation in this study will entail sharing personal
information, this may trigger emotions and cause me to feel discomfort. I have received
assurance from the researcher that every effort will be made to minimize these risks. For
instance, I may request a copy of sample questions prior to interviews; I will be extended as
much time to answer as I need; I may review my interview transcripts and choose to remove or
alter parts; and I may stop the interview process at any time.
Benefits: My participation in this study will help understand what factors may influence the
resilience of women business owners in their enterprises, providing insights into how to help
entrepreneurs develop resilience over time. I understand potential benefits of my participation
include the opportunity to reflect on my own practices and to learn from the study’s analysis and
findings.
Confidentiality and anonymity: I have received assurance from the researcher that the
information I will share will remain strictly confidential. The contents will be used only for the
student’s research project. Anonymity will be protected in that I have been assured that my
identity, company and business details will be disguised in any report of findings.
Conservation of data: The data collected in all interviews – the digital recording of interview, the
interview transcript, and the researcher’s notes – will be kept in a secure manner. They will be
stored on a computer with secure password and double authentication. Only the student
researcher and the supervisor will have access to the interview data. The data will be conserved
for one year and destroyed thereafter.
Voluntary participation and option to withdraw: I am under no obligation to participate and if I
choose to participate, I may refuse to answer any questions and may withdraw any time until
completion of the second interview transcript review. If I choose to withdraw, all data gathered
until the time of withdrawal will be deleted.
Acceptance: I, ___________________________, agree to participate in the above research study
conducted by Doreen Ashton Wagner of Royal Roads University, whose research is under the
supervision of Dr. Jaigris Hodson. I understand that by accepting to participate I am in no way
waiving my right to withdraw from the study.
If I have any questions about the study, I may contact the student and/or the supervisor at the
numbers mentioned above.
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If I have any ethical concerns regarding my participation in this study, I may contact the Royal
Roads Office of Research Ethics, at (250) 391-2600 or [email] @royalroads.ca.
There are two copies of the consent form, one of which is mine to keep.

Participant's signature: _________________________

Date: _____________________

Researcher's signature: _________________________

Date: ______________________
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Appendix E – Website Text
See website live: https://dashtonwagner.ca/
(Image: What makes Women Business Owners Resilient?)
With COVID-19, small business owners are facing increased financial and operational stress.
The situation may be even more critical for women, as the pressures of caring for family
members and homeschooling children have pulled many women entrepreneurs away from their
businesses. The challenge is compounded in rural areas with the lack of reliable internet access,
small customer bases, and limited local resources.
The realities faced by many rural business owners are stark. How will they avoid bankruptcy?
How will they change their business model – going from in-person retail to online, for instance?
If they are fortunate enough to have continued operating through the pandemic, how will they
continue to adjust to the new normal? In addition to the business realities, how will rural women
entrepreneurs balance the increased demands at home? These questions loom large in many rural
communities across Canada.
That’s why I am dedicating my Master’s Thesis research to find out what affects the
entrepreneurial resilience of rural women business owners in this time of crisis?
Hi. My name is Doreen Ashton Wagner.
I am a 56-year-old woman living, working, and studying in Alexandria, ON. I have been an
entrepreneur since 1998 and you can read a little more about my background HERE.
I have been curious about how rural business owners – women especially – run many of the
enterprises that make our small towns so special. Two years ago, I made the decision to go back
to school to study entrepreneurship so I could better understand what makes them “tick”.
I’d always aimed to do this to help rural business owners. Then COVID hit. Now the need to
uncover strategies and develop resources that promote entrepreneurial resilience is more urgent
than ever. I also hope my research will assist policymakers create programs that are better suited
to support women-led rural businesses, not just during this pandemic, but far beyond.
Looking for Participants
The focus of my research is women (or women-identifying individuals) from the rural area of
Prescott-Russell and Stormont-Dundas-Glengarry (SDG), the area where I have spent most of
my adult life. I am looking for study participants who had already established businesses when
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the COVID-19 shutdown was declared by the Canadian federal government in March 2020.
Participants should be engaged in their business on a full-time basis, as a sole owner or in
partnership with others, with or without employees. Their business can be in any industry sector.
Interested?
Button: [Schedule a time to talk]
This will pull up my calendar and the times available for us to have a short preliminary call.
After that call, if we both feel comfortable, we can schedule a mutually convenient time for our
first interview.
How the study will be done
Participants will be interviewed twice over a three-month period, roughly between October and
December 2020. Interviews will take place in English, just between the participant and me, as the
interviewer. Due to COVID-19 safety concerns, all interviews will be on Zoom, a video
platform. A computer or smartphone, headphones and internet access are all that is required.
Interviews will be recorded so they can be transcribed. Participants will have the opportunity to
review the interview transcripts prior to my analysis, as well as the research report before it is
submitted.
Each of the two interviews will last about one hour. Everything shared during the interview will
be kept strictly confidential. The contents will be used for my thesis and possibly for the
development of resources for entrepreneurs. And as I mentioned earlier, it might even help
policymakers create programs that are better suited to support women-led rural businesses.
What’s in it for the participant?
There is no material incentive to participate. Other than my deep gratitude, and the opportunity
to contribute to knowledge about entrepreneurial practices, participation may help study
participants to reflect on their situation and to learn from the study’s analysis and findings. This
may benefit their confidence as business owners. Participants may also feel satisfaction from
knowing they can help other rural business owners with new tools, resources, and better policies.
What are the risks?
Although minimal, there are risks to participation. Since the study entails sharing thoughts and
feelings about stressful times, this may trigger emotions that cause some to feel minor
discomfort. In case feelings are more intense, I’ve gathered a number of resources to assist
participants should they need additional emotional support.
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Every effort will be made to minimize risks. For instance, participants may request a copy of
sample questions prior to interviews. Participants will be extended as much time to answer as
they need. They may also review interview transcripts and choose to remove or alter parts.
Finally, participants may stop the interview process at any time.
Consent Form
If you decide to participate, I will send you a form to review and sign. In compliance with Royal
Roads University’s ethics protocols, it is a requirement of this research project that all
participants review and sign this Consent Form. (Link to Consent Form)
This Consent Form outlines the purpose, risks, and benefits of the study, and all the precautions
described on this page regarding confidentiality, security of data and retention of data.
Confidentiality, security of data & retention period
I promise to work hard to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information will be
kept in strictest confidence. At no time will any specific information or insights be attributed to
any individual. Electronic data will be stored on a portable hard drive, with password protection
and two-factor authentication. Hard copies of interview transcripts will be stored in a locked,
fireproof cabinet in my home office. All data will be deleted one year after I graduate. My
expected graduation date is June 2021.
Sharing results
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University for a Master of Arts in
Interdisciplinary Studies, I will be sharing my research findings in the form of a final report to
agencies that support women entrepreneurs throughout the study area, including but not limited
to:
• Prescott and Russell Economic Development and Tourism
• Prescott-Russell Community Development Corporation
• United Counties of Stormont, Dundas, and Glengarry
• Cornwall & the Counties Community Futures Development Corporation
• Eastern Ontario Training Board.
It is possible that the results of this research may be part of an article, a conference presentation,
or another kind of knowledge product in the future.
The final report will also be posted on this website after it is presented to my university and the
support organizations mentioned above.
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I will happily share the report with all participants.
Procedure for withdrawing from the study
If, for whatever reason, a participant wishes to withdraw from the study, they may do so any time
before the final interview is approved. After the final interview is approved, analysis will be well
underway, and it will be too late to withdraw. Withdrawal may be done by notifying me by email
or by phone. I will then confirm that all of the participant’s data has been deleted from the study.
Interested? Let’s chat.
Button: [Book a time with Doreen]
(Footer: link to email & Doreen’s LinkedIn Profile)
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Appendix F – Invitation Email Message
Dear (First Name),
As you know already, I have been studying at Royal Roads University for the last two years.
Now, FINALLY I'm starting my research!
You are a woman business owner I respect in this area, and I was wondering if you might
consider participating?
The purpose of this study is to understand: what affects the entrepreneurial resilience of women
business owners? You can find out more here: https://dashtonwagner.ca/.
In a nutshell: We would have two interviews, three months apart (one in the next few weeks, the
other in December-January. Due to COVID, interviews will be on Zoom, just between you and
me, and at whatever time works for you.
Each of our two conversations would last about one hour. Everything you'd share during the
interview will be kept strictly confidential. Your identity, company and business details will be
disguised in my final report.
There is no incentive for you to participate. Other than my deep gratitude, and the opportunity to
contribute to knowledge about entrepreneurship, your participation may give you the opportunity
to reflect on your practices and to learn from the study’s analysis and findings.
I hope you will consider participating, but if this isn't for you, I completely understand.
Then perhaps you can think of someone else you would recommend? I am looking for women
business owners who had already established businesses when the COVID-19 shutdown was
declared in March 2020. They need to be engaged in their business on a full-time basis, with or
without employees. And they should be in Prescott-Russell or SD&G.
If you are interested, please just reply to this email. We can set up a time to chat at your
convenience.
Thank you very much for considering this, and I hope to hear from you soon!
Doreen
Doreen Ashton Wagner
Entrepreneurship Researcher & Ecosystem Leader
Recherchiste et leader en entrepreneuriat féminin
[phone number]
[email]
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Appendix G – Interview Protocol, Interview 1
(Name) thank you very much for agreeing to speak with me.
(If consent form has yet to be sent) I have sent you a copy of the consent form by email before
this meeting. What questions did you have about the form? (Address questions as required). OK,
after the interview, please return this form with your signature; it is a requirement of my study
program.
Please know that everything you share with me today will be kept confidential. I will take notes
to help me remember our conversation. I would also like to record our talk, with your
permission. Is it OK with you if I turn on the record button? (Turn on RECORD).
Great, thank you. (Name) the purpose of this interview first is for me to learn about you and your
business, and then for you to tell me about experience from the time the COVID-19 shutdown
was declared in March 2020.
Before we jump in, what other questions come up for you? (Address questions as required).
Questions:
About the participant’s current situation:
To get things started, please tell me about you and your business. (Listen for personal contextual
factors such as background, family/relationship status, time in business, business sector, number
of employees, etc. Probe as required).
Exploring the concept of resilience for the participant:
When you hear the term resilience what does that mean for you? (Listen for qualities or
behaviours relating to resilience. Probe as required: What makes a resilient person? A resilient
business?).
What is an example of your resilience in business before COVID-19?
Exploring resilient behaviour during the first six months:
Think back to March 2020 when the shutdown came into effect. Tell me about what happened in
your business. (Probe for details on contextual factors relating to business conditions,
family/immediate circle support and demands, community support and demands, etc.).
At the same time, what was happening on a personal level?
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How did that make you feel? How did you cope?
Please describe an example of your resilience during COVID-19?
What helped you be more resilient? (Listen for enabling factors).
Follow-up: What (else) energizes you (makes you feel more resilient personally)?
What hindered you or made it more difficult to be resilient? (Inhibiting factors).
Follow-up: What drains you (makes you feel less resilient personally)?
How do you think being in a rural area/smaller town made it easier or harder to be resilient in
your business?
Can you think of anything else you have done to make yourself more resilient? Is there anything
else you have done to make your business more resilient?
Is there anything else you would like to add about your experience during the first six months of
this crisis?
Looking ahead, what do you feel will happen in the next six months?
What did I not ask you, but should have asked about your experience?
(Optional questions if there is time)
How does being a woman business owner affect resilience?
Can you please describe another situation where you have felt especially overwhelmed in your
business (not necessarily during Covid)? What did you do to make yourself feel better in the
moment? And over time what else have you done?
Conclusion:
(Name) thank you very much. You have been very generous with your time and input here. This
interview will be transcribed, and you will have the opportunity to review it.
One last question before we go; as I review and reflect on what you have shared with me today,
is it OK if I follow up with you for any clarification?
Thank you again.
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Appendix H – Interview Protocol, Interview 2
(Name) thank you very much for agreeing to speak with me again.
(Reconfirm consent) As we discussed during our first interview, consent for your participation in
this study still apply. You signed and returned the consent form, so thank you. Did any questions
about this consent procedure come up for you since we last talked? (Address questions as
required).
Just like the last time, please know that everything you share with me today will be kept
confidential. I will take notes to help me remember our conversation. I would also like to record
our talk, with your permission. Is it OK with you if I turn on the record button? (Turn on
RECORD).
Great, thank you. (Name) the purpose of this interview is for me to learn about your experience
since our last interview. I also want to give you an opportunity to reflect on your experience
since the start of this pandemic.
Before we jump in, what other questions come up for you? (Address questions as required).
Also, I realized that I have omitted to ask you a few questions the last time:
Can you please tell me how old were you last (Oct/Nov) when we last spoke?
I did not ask you specifically the last time if any of your immediate family members or close
family friends were business owners or entrepreneurs when you were growing up?
Did you have a chance to select a pseudonym for the project?
Did you have a chance to read the transcript of our last interview? Any thoughts/realizations?
Tell me what has happened in your business since we last spoke?
(Depending on answers/participant, inquire about):
Employees
Clientele
Community/ Network
Tell me what has happened in your family since we last spoke:
(Depending on answers/participant, inquire about):
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Husband/Partner
Children
Looking back on the last 10 months of the pandemic, when have you felt the most resilient?
Could you please describe an example?
When have you felt the least resilient? Please describe.
Looking back, were there any surprises for you about how (use resilience terminology used by
participant the last interview)?
One of the things I am wondering about in this research is the interaction between an
entrepreneur and the people around her, her “eco-system.” How relationships help us or prevent
us from feeling resilient in our business.
What can you tell me about the relationships that help you feel resilient as an entrepreneur?
(Insert details mentioned earlier in interview or from last time regarding relationships) Can you
give me a specific example of how that has worked for you in the past?
What relationships at times hold you back? (Insert details mentioned earlier in interview or from
last time regarding relationships) Can you give me a specific example of how that has worked
for you in the past?
Another thing I have wondered about it is whether the relationships go both ways. Can you think
of an example when this relationship worked both ways?
What fuels you/keeps you going? (Listen for enabling factors).
What slows you down/stops you from (use resilience terminology used by participant the last
interview)? (Listen for inhibiting factors).
We talked about being in a small town the last time. What do you think contributed or prevented
you from being resilient in your business? How would it have been different if you’d been in a
large city like Ottawa?
Can you think of anything else you have done to make yourself more resilient? Is there anything
else you have done to make your business more resilient?
Looking ahead, what do you feel will happen in the next six months to a year?
Is there anything else you would like to add about your experience during this crisis?
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Conclusion:
(Name) thank you very much. You have been very generous with your time and input here. This
interview will be transcribed, and you will have the opportunity to review it.
Ask about Member Check.
One last question before we go; as I review and reflect on what you have shared with me today,
is it OK if I follow up with you for any clarification?
Thank you again.
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Appendix I – Description of Thematic Analysis
Following the uploading of all the transcripts and interview summaries into NVivo, I
began with a deliberate, line-by-line review of the transcripts and the assignment of descriptive
codes capturing respondents’ comments. At times this included the retention of direct quotes
which succinctly and vividly described certain concepts. This first round of coding yielded 942
descriptive codes. Upon reviewing this initial list, I realized I had assigned different codes to
themes that represented the same meaning across different participants. Applying clearer
definitions and consolidating duplicate codes brought the list down to 631 codes. This initial part
of my analysis was what Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) call an inductive process. For me it was
one that felt overwhelming; there were still many codes, but I could not see clear patterns.
Next the Gioia method calls for 2nd-order coding, where the researcher compares codes
to arrive at more relevant categories, going from an informant-centric level of analysis to a more
theoretical realm. In my previous use of the approach, I had found this could involve a widening
of code labels, making them more encompassing of themes in the data. This step led me to
narrow my descriptive coding scheme to just under 500 codes.
Qualitative analysis entails an iterative, often non-linear analytical process (Baker et al.,
2017; Gehman et al., 2018; Neergaard & Ulhøi, 2007; Rheinhardt et al., 2018; Van Burg et al.,
2020). In the grounded theory mindset of Gioia further analysis calls for looking for a data
structure. This is when I began looking for relationships between themes; were some themes
more strongly associated with certain contexts? Did certain contexts appear to enable or inhibit
resilience more than others? This is when I formulated Table 2, which you will find on page 40.
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Still considering data structure, I returned to my conceptual framework, Bronfenbrenner’s
EST, looking for any patterns related to Process-Person-Context-Time dimensions. For instance,
I began looking at the data to see how if the passage of time (e.g., reported developments
between interview 1 and interview 2) provided any evidence of recursiveness in the entrepreneur
relationships, looking for any reported actions or demonstration of resilience processes. I found
this deductive analysis revealing, especially in identifying the nuances of family context and how
a mostly supportive relationship quickly can devolve into a negative influence when there are
disagreements over homeschooling or COVID health measures.
While analyzing data from a conceptual framework provided more explanatory power –
themes were being re-arranged in a more meaningful patterns – I found myself asking, “So what?
How does this help anyone in the field?” According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2019), this points
to a third approach in qualitative analysis: abduction. This is the idea of the researcher as the
bricoleur, or tinkerer, someone who finds practical solutions through an iterative process. I found
out that this is an approach rooted in pragmatism and the process of sense-making as described
by Charles Sanders Pierce (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Here I began looking at the data more
holistically, with all its codes, themes, and relationships, seeking to understand how these
elements fit in the ecosystem framework, and spotting more specific processes and coping
mechanisms reflected in participants’ stories. One example was the practice of deliberately
retreating from the ecosystem as reported by some participants. This applied particularly to wellconnected entrepreneurs who were members of various professional networks that were debating
the best way to re-open in their field. Some participants described their conscious disconnection
from social media, and in particular Facebook groups, which previously had been sources of
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support and important information. But the volume of that information and possibly the level of
discord in the conversations led several participants to report distancing themselves from those
networks. This information was not readily apparent in my thematic analysis until after I
reconsidered the ecosystem model, but there was more. Somewhere in the process I looked at the
data and started asking more practically, “What is going on here? What was the participant doing
that was making them more resilient?”
One last point I found useful from Gioia et al. (2013) was the graphic representation of
data structures. I created a table summarizing each of the main categories outlined in the
Findings section. This enabled me to see similarities and differences across the participant
sample and the relative importance of themes.
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Appendix J – Data Summary

Participants 1-7

Totals/
Notes

Janelle
Personal
Services/
Health

Business Sector
Years in Business

Average: 7

Small town
8 have
employees

Anik

Vehicle
sales/
repair
3

Work Location
Number of
Employees (incl
themselves)

Claudia

Carolyn

Heather

Elise

Professional Manufacturing/ Manufacturing/ Services/
Manufacturing/
Services
retail
retail
Maintenance retail
11

Rural

4

Lillian

4
Town

13

5
Town

1

7
Rural

1

9
Rural

8

3
Small town

4

1

Marital Status

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Divorced Single

Spouse involved
in business

No

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

N/A

Number of
Children

2

2

1

3

2

2

2

Number of
Children at Home

2

1

1

3

1

2

0

Number of
Children Needing
Support

2

0

1

3

0

2

0

Entrepreneurship
to accommodate
family
Resilience
Push/Strength

6 yes

10 x

Resilience
Flexible/ balance

4

Resilience/
Persistence, no
matter what

6

x

yes

yes

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Demand for
resilience

High

High

Low

Resilience in
business
different than
personal?

No - "in my
experience,
resilience
in business
and
personal is
kind of
melded
together"

No - "I
think I
apply that
to
everything
I
undertake"

No - "I'm
not sure
that there is
a
difference,
for me."

Medium

Medium

x

Medium

No - "sideby-side"

x

Medium
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Totals/
Notes

Janelle

Claudia

Anik

Lillian

97
Carolyn

Heather

Elise

Enabling
Contexts
Social: Life
partners - care
activities

4 x

x

Social: Life
partners sounding board

4

x

Social: Life
partners business
activities

6

Social:
Employees

2 x

Social: Network

x

x

10 x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Social: Business > friends

4

x

x

Social: Multiple
supports

8 x

x

x

Institutional
Micro: online

3

Institutional
Macro: govt
support

5 x

Macro:
education

3

Spatial: Homebased was +

4

Spatial: Closeknit nature of
rural

6 x

historical/
temporal:
Embeddedness

2

Experience/
learning from
past

10 x

x

x
x

+

x

3

Social: Life
partner
relationship

3 x

x
x
x

+

x

x

x

x

x

x

Inhibiting
Contexts
Social: Life
partners' work

x

x
x

x

x

x

x

x
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Participants 1-7

Totals/
Notes

Janelle

Social: Life
partner changes
in resilience
effect

4 x

Social: Children
& extended
family

12 x

Social: Clients,
suppliers &
employees

5

Institutional
Micro: industry

3 x

Institutional
Macro:
governing bodies

7 x

Spatial: Homebased was -

4

Spatial: Closeknit nature of
rural

6 x

Claudia

Anik

98

Lillian

Carolyn

Heather

Elise

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

-

x

x

-

x

Actions
Wearing
Different Hats/
Roles

2

Or Not Wearing
Hat/ Giving up
Roles

3

Conflict with
Hats/ Roles

5 yes

yes

yes

Community
Focus &
Collaboration

7 yes

yes

yes

Ecosystem
Distancing

6 yes

yes

Proactive
Information
Seeking &
Developing New
Ways of Doing
Business

7 yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes
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Participants 8-13

Totals/Notes Patricia

Zara

Victoria

Annie

Betty

Services/ Manufacturing/ Manufacturing/ Professional Personal
Professional
Health
retail
retail
Services
Services/Health Services

Business Sector
Years in Business

Helen

99

Average: 7

7

10

2

3

23

8

Rural

Rural

Small town

Rural

Rural

Town

3

1

2

4

1

4

Marital Status

Married

Married

Married

Divorced Remarried

Divorced Remarried

Divorced Remarried

Spouse involved in
business

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Number of Children

3

0

2

2

2

1

3

0

2

2

4

1

3

0

2

2

4

1

yes

yes

Work Location
Number of
Employees (incl
themselves)

8 have
employees

Number of Children
at Home
Number of Children
Needing Support
Entrepreneurship
to accommodate
6
family
Resilience
10
Push/Strength
Participants 8-13
Resilience Flexible/
balance
Resilience/
Persistence, no
matter what
Demand for
resilience

yes
x

Totals/Notes Patricia

x
Helen

Zara

x
Victoria

4

Annie

Betty

x

6
High

x

x

x

Low

Medium

High

Yes - "probably
am more
resilient in my
personal life
than I am in
business."

Yes - " I find my
resilience with
work or
business to be
No - "I don't
better than my
see a huge
resilience in
split for me
the house... it's
between
almost like I
business
have a little
and
more resilience
personal
when it comes
life."
to the studio
because
there's still a
framework. "

Resilience in
business different
than personal?

Medium

Medium

Enabling Contexts
Social: Life partners
4
- care activities
Social: Life partners
4
- sounding board
Social: Life partners
6
- business activities
Social: Employees

2

Social: Network

10

x
x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x

x

x
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Participants 8-13
Social: Business ->
friends
Social: Multiple
supports
Institutional Micro:
online
Institutional Macro:
govt support
Macro: education
Spatial: Homebased was +
Spatial: Close-knit
nature of rural
historical/temporal:
Embeddedness
Experience/
learning from past

Totals/Notes Patricia

Helen

Zara

4

x

x

x

x

8

x

3

100
Victoria

Annie

Betty

x

x

5
3

x

4

+

6

+
x

x

2

x

10

x

x

x

Inhibiting Contexts
Social: Life
partners' work
Social: Life partner
relationship
Social: Life partner
changes in
resilience effect
Social: Children &
extended family
Social: Clients,
suppliers &
employees
Institutional Micro:
industry
Institutional Macro:
governing bodies
Spatial: Homebased was Spatial: Close-knit
nature of rural

3

x

3

x

4

x

12

x

5

x
x
x

x

3

x

7

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
-

x

x

x

Actions
Wearing Different
Hats/ Roles
Or Not Wearing
Hat/ Giving up
Roles
Conflict with Hats/
Roles
Community Focus
& Collaboration
Ecosystem
Distancing
Proactive
Information
Seeking &
Developing New
Ways of Doing
Business

2
3

yes

yes

5

yes

yes

7

yes

yes

yes

yes

6

yes

7

yes

x

x

4
6

x

yes
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