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Fashioning Founders: Dress and Gender in the Entrepneurial Ecosystem

Abstract

This article considers how entreprenetdieshionthemselves as founders. Based on ethnographic
research conducted in Australia, we discuss whetherinformal dress codes of the startup
world neutralize gender differences. Our findingggest that informal dress codes reinforce the
normative positionality of men as archetypal eneapurial actors. They re-inscribe gendered
hierarchies that affect the everyday entreprenkaexperience, and extend distinctly different
allowances for nonconformity and unconventionaldymen and women. Founders attempt to
inhabit these gendered inequalities, performingiral lof aesthetic labor that mobilizes their
appearances to play into as well as counter theleged expectations of the ecosystem and

extract value from their personal and professidasthioning.

Keywords: Aesthetic Labor; Dress; Entrepreneurship; Foundgesider; Identity; Legitimacy
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Introduction: ‘Dressing Like a Founder’

It was late October 2019 when we attended the fitah Night event for a cohort of Masters of
Entrepreneurship students in Melbourne, Australe. enjoyed the wine and canapés and sat
down among the 500 event attendees to hear therdtidive their pitches in the hopes of
winning the AU$10,000 of capital at stake — oreatst attract the attention of the investors in the
room. After a steady stream of young men in prirtstirts and logo polos, pitching ideas for
car insurance, silicon deli lids and environmegtéilendly accommodation, a young female
founder took the stage and pitched her idea ofledibaweed products. The audience was
captivated by her enthusiasm for the slippery blsek vegetable. We were also enchanted by
her attire: shiny, slinky, glistening black leggimgeminiscent of the very ocean kelp she was

trying to sell us.

This student did not win the AU$10,000. Insteaa slon the ‘People’s Choice’ Award — a vote
that was, perhaps, motivated by her bold and tizehtchoice of “wearing” her product in a

literal sense (Anderson 2005). Like many other fienfaunders, this student decided against
emblazoning the name of her business on a colesédttt Instead, she identified quasi-formal
clothes, which evoked the kelp she planned to Isaraed commercialize — a kind of aesthetic

labor that enmeshed her fashioned self with hedyrb

As our ethnographic research developed, we foundetues embedded in three accelerator
programs at the heart of Melbourne’s entreprenkbw@tasystem.Despite the relatively fast
growth of the startup scene in Melbourne, whichatodonsists of 2,031 startups and scaleups,

152 Venture Capital investors and 435 corporaténpes, and 40 accelerator programs in the
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state of Victoria (LaunchVic 2020), we observedttfaunders were often pushed to make
aesthetic choices about their dress in order tdoper (or embody) specific gendered and
entrepreneurial selves. We became increasinglyedtio the practices of dressing adopted by
startup founders within the different branchesh# entrepreneurial ecosystem in Melbourne:
How do entrepreneurs use dress to ‘fashion’ theraseds founders? How are the practices and
activities of entrepreneurship gendered througtedht approaches to dress? How are corporate
dress codes (re)configured in the startup spacehaw do founders use dress to represent their

self-identity whilst simultaneously optimizing th@pportunities for success?

Since the 1990s, theorizing about the ‘gender gaphtrepreneurship (Guzman and Kacperczyk
2019) has documented how gender stereotypes arckeptens affect access to capital
investment (Balachandra et al. 2019; Malmstrém.e2@L7), as well as influence perceptions of
entrepreneurial potential (Gupta et al. 2009) agitimacy (Swail and Marlow 2018), even in
the digital space (Dy, Marlow and Martin 2016). Bamalyses have ‘highlighted the embedded
masculinity within entrepreneurial discourse whpoivileges men as normative entrepreneurial
actors’ (Marlow and Dy 2018, p.3), whilst also derswating the performative nature of gender
identity in the startup space (Giazitzoglu and DA&@17). While the literature has considered
gender performance, and the experience of entreprehip in the fashion industry (Aakko and
Niinimaki 2018; Gurova and Morozova 2018; McRobB# 6; Mills 2011; Moreno-Gavara and
Jimenez-Zarco 2019, among others), we argue thattending to théashioningof gendered
entrepreneurial identities, we can understand hdihe gendered inequities of innovation
ecosystems, which echo broader social inequaliies,reproduced and contested, in order to

improve diversity and inclusion within the startwprid.
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Of the research that does consider how foundersgasments in their entrepreneurial self-
fashioning, recent studies have looked at the obldress (and other non-verbal devices) in
entrepreneurial performances to increase ventugginecy (Clarke 2011), and how dress
functions in the formation of ‘ethical subjectivit§Poldner, et al. 2018). In addition, there is a
growing literature concerned with the dress prastiof different professions, such as teaching
(Weber and Mitchell 2015), social work (Scholar 2f)lacademia (Lipton 2020; Moore &
Williams 2014; Thompson 2020), football managem@réhon et al. 2018) and the creative
industries (Armstrong and McDowell 2018). Theraalso an advancing scholarship attuned to
‘aesthetic labor’ (Witz et al. 2003) and the pobtof beauty and appearance under neoliberalism
(Elias, Gill and Scharff 2017), as well as to thesthetics of post-Fordist labor,” particularly in
relation to dress (van den Berg and Arts 2019). &law, little focus has been paid to how these
practices converge in the entrepreneurial ecosydtewking specifically at how entrepreneurs
use garments to “fashion” their identity as a “fdarf not only demonstrates the performative
value of dress (a value that can be extracted),atsd the role dress plays in reinforcing
discourse that privileges men and re-inscribinggbedered hierarchies that affect the everyday
experiences of entrepreneurship. As a ‘micro-pecattof entrepreneurship, dress effectively
contributes to the gendering of entrepreneurshimdycing and reproducing ‘normative
gendered social expectations about what/who is raregreneur’ (Bourne and Calas 2013,
p.425). Reading the experiences of entrepreneutistopgh fashion, as an exterior expression of
gendered expectations that run far deeper, makas ttie very distinct differences in allowances
for unconventionality and nonconformity extendedrten and women, as well as the challenges

to inclusion and diversity that endure.
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In order to unpack the role of fashion for founderghis article, we reflect on the labor that
well-known Silicon Valley entrepreneurs and our aweearch participants and interlocutors put
into “fashioning” themselves through dress prasticéhis paper is part of a larger research
project that began in 2018, when we led a teamcohemists, management scholars, and
anthropologists to explore what startups collodyidescribe as the “Valley of Death” — the
‘nascent’ (Swail and Marlow 2018) period betweerstfirounds of funding and economic
viability. During the two years of this researche wpent time with a range of founders in a
variety of activator, accelerator and incubatorgpams. In the pre-Covid-19 period, we utilized
a light-touch ethnographic approach, where we speatday per fortnight with each of our six
key startups. In the months of lockdown necessltdtg the Covid-19 pandemic, we relied
mostly on digital ethnography and interviews tddal the operation of startups. During both
periods, we interviewed over 50 investors, acc&erananagers, public officials, and other
startups — sometimes collaborating on small prsjectconducting short stints of ethnographic
work. As our research evolved, we recognized thatiovestigations into accounting metrics,
labor relations, gender, and the social relatityali entrepreneurial finance (Mattioli, Richards
and Sellers, forthcoming), were all accompanied&hcate negotiations of dress. Given that, for
nascent startups, the founder ‘becomes the phyagalell as metaphorical embodiment of the
envisaged future firm’ (Marlow and McAdam 2015, 967, it is little wonder that dress plays

such an important part in everyday entreprenepadibrmance.

In this paper, we reflect on our ethnographic okm@wns of founders participating in one

incubator program, one equity accelerator program darly-stage startups and one private
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startup consultancy firm. We concentrate our atbendn four key startups and their six founders
(four women and two men), and the founders and gexsaof the three different programs. To
contextualize these ethnographic cases, we fimemeexamples of (in)famous Silicon Valley
founders, including Steve Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg Blihbeth Holmes, and we consider how
popular media representations contribute to gendeeeceptions of what being an entrepreneur
means, and what being an entrepreneur looks likeor®l, we analyze gendered dress codes
within the Melbourne startup sector, consideringvhonofficial codes affect the everyday
experiences of startup founders. Dress has a teolkeao play in the re-making and un-making
of gender norms. This is made explicit in the gmeaeurial ecosystem, where the rules of
engagement differ for female and male founders.ly&iag these differences in relation to the
experiences of the founders we worked with, itésicthat, despite rhetoric of equality, diversity
and inclusion, very real distinctions in stereoty@xpectations persist. Despite this, founders —
attentive to the representational power of dresalse extract value from their appearance,
mobilizing aspects of their sartorial fashioningeaglence of power or status, or to make explicit
the exclusionary work of these codes. Finally, sirés not only a crucial dimension of
performative external social relations within th@repreneurial space, it is also fundamental to
the construction of founder self-identity. Entraprars in our research used whatever means
they could to stand out from the crowd — includdrgss. Yet they also used dress to fashion a
sense of personal ‘authenticity,” which allowednthéo maintain their private sense of self,
whilst performing publicly. Investigating the frdgiways founders navigate the gendered
expectations of aesthetic labor — the ‘differemtrfe of work that are involved in presenting the
self’ (Elias, Gill and Scharff 2017, p.5) — in ord® optimize their opportunities for success,

whilst simultaneously attempting to remain true tteeir self-identity, provides a unique
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perspective into what ‘professionalism’ means i sktartup space, and how founders carve out a

place in this space for themselves and their basase

The article suggests that the consequences of yiegltaesthetic labor” through dress practices
differed significantly for entrepreneurs who idéetl (and were recognized) as males or
females. Given the extensive literature on thetamdil, unrecognized labor that women tend to
take on in capitalist settings, this is hardly sisipg. Indeed, we often found that the “aesthetic”
labor that female startup entrepreneurs performasl assumed, hidden and fused together with
“emotional” labor (Hochschild 1983). As in the vaus forms of “relational” labor that female
micro-entrepreneurs perform across the globe, tsthatic labor of Melbourne’s female
founders enabled hierarchies of value that reiedt#te aesthetic and social primacy of male
entrepreneurs (Kar 2018; Shuster 2015). This wadsbaoause women shouldered a specific
burden. In Melbourne’s startup ecosystem, maleepnéneurs were involved in fashioning
themselves as much as their female colleaguegct@iElias, Gill and Scharff's observation
that (2017, p.5; original emphasis) ‘neoliberalisrakes usll “aesthetic entrepreneurs™. Yet,
the kind of aesthetic labor that women performed \waalitatively different. It consisted of
combining recognized aspects of formal dress colgiscould draw business legitimacy with
more casual pieces that allowed these women to @ynbwe values of their products and
capitalize on the informal settings of entrepreskip. This kind of aesthetic labor not only
rendered the “cool” ease of male entrepreneurshgecessible for female founders; it also
pushed them to be valued only as an extensioregbithducts —rather than vice-versa, as was the
case for their casually-dressed male counterpBhis.impossibility of informal self-presentation

meant that these women were forced to invest mare, teffort and energy into their self-
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fashioning, simultaneously presenting corporatdautly and relaxed confidence: a degree of

manufactured femininity that also disguised its a@phistication.

It is important to note three further contextuaint®. First, we conceive of entrepreneurship and
“founders” here as specifically related to innowatied practices of new venture creation. As
such, we are not so much interested in the a&s/af small business owners (as scholars such as
Bourne and Calas 2013 are), as in the practicggdicipants in innovation ecosystems that
model themselves on Silicon Valley and promote éstablishment of technology-enabled
ventures that aim to ‘disrupt’ established modesdoing business (Bower and Christensen
1995). Second, the vast majority of the startumétans and ecosystem participants and investors
we worked with (including the founders and accdt@rananagers we discuss here) were white,
middle-class, gender-conforming Australians. Thss reflective of the classed, raced and
gendered dynamics of the Melbourne ecosystem menerglly, a sector beset by issues of
intersectional inequality. Following Lipton’s (2020.7) work on the dress practices of female
academics, we recognize that ‘there is a need ddhdr reflection on intersectionality and
aesthetic labor, and to challenge the race prigilegthis article.” We also argue that further
research into the dress practices of gender-nonowoirig entrepreneurs is necessary in order to
account for the different ways in which ‘dressingr fsuccess’ factors into the gendered
performances of those founders who do not fit withinary gender distinctions. Finally, in
many of our conversations, the subject of dress lwasght up not by us but by the founders
themselves. Entrepreneurs are finely attuned toptheer of presentation, including the role
played by clothes. Of course, fashion — like enapurship — is a speculative, forward-looking

endeavor (Barthes 1990; Rovine 2015; Wilson 19BBunders fashion themselves through the
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eyes of others, producing their self-identity forestging, at times irreconcilable, purposes. They
perform or ‘do’ gender (Bruni et al. 2014; Butle39D; Goffman 1957) every day in ways that
produce, reproduce and un-do entrepreneurial exp@as, both generating and dismantling
agency. Understanding the significance of dres$denders provides insight into the prevailing
barriers to inclusivity, as well as opportunitiesr fre-configuring these ecosystems more

equitably.

Black turtlenecks and ‘the next Steve Jobs’: Fashioin Forbes and Fortune
In March 2015,Glamourmagazine published an article entitled: ‘Meet t®eBflion Woman:
Career Advice from Theranos Founder Elizabeth HelhiEhe piece, written by then editor-in-
chiefCindi Leive, documents Leive’s trip to a ‘slilee room at a Walgreens in Palo Alto’ to get
her finger pricked for blood-testing using the Tdreys method and her subsequent interview
with Theranos founder Elizabeth Holmes. Like mueparting on Holmes and Theranos at the
time, the article is effusive. Leive recounts Hodé'seimpressive résumé, dropping out of
Stanford at 19 to ‘start the biotech company of drefams,’” the company which, in 2015, was
worth US$9 billionand boasted two former Secretadé State on its Board of Directors. Leive
also makes a case for Holmes’ ‘coolness’ — the tlaat her ‘actual life goal is not simply to
make more money; it's to change our entire vievhedlth care’ (Leive 2015). In many ways,
this article is like any other about Holmes and Werld-changing’ company published at the
time (between 2013-2015). However, in one importaay it is different: Leive also talks to
Holmes about her clothes, particularly her sigretlack turtleneck:

Cindi Leive: | wouldn't ask every entrepreneur about fashlmut, you are wearing a

black turtleneck and—
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Elizabeth Holmes My mom had me in black turtlenecks when | wake,lieight. |
probably have 150 of these. [It's] my uniform. lakes it easy, because every day you
put on the same thing and don't have to think alteubne less thing in your life. All my
focus is on the work. | take it so seriously; I'mres that translates into how | dress.
(Leive 2015)
This quote echoes an earlier claim by Barack Obavha, when asked in 2012 about what it
takes to be president, toltanity Fair reporter Michael Lewis: ‘You'll see | wear only grar
blue suits. [...] I'm trying to pare down decisiohslon’t want to make decisions about what I'm
eating or wearing. Because | have too many othesidas to make.’ Deciding what to wear, for
Obama and Holmes alike, was framed as a distra¢tmn the work, a misuse of valuable
energy that could be spent on more meaningful efmisaThe founders we worked with were
similarly committed to this ethic of hard work, evevhen it brought them to the precipice of
breakdown. One of our participants told uBhére is no way that you can compartmentalize
your business and not let it affect you physicafig mentally. Your whole life becomes wrapped
up together.The entwinement of founder and business is whaltea dress so significant. That
Holmes (following Obama) perceives of dress asofdus and insubstantial in contrast to the
virtue of her business ambition is ironic given trecial role her attire played in her public

persona.

In the time since Holmes was charged with fraud thg US Securities and Exchange
Commission in March 2018, this black turtleneck hasome a defining feature of the Theranos
and Elizabeth Holmes story. As Nick Bilton wrote his piece forVanity Fair in 2018: ‘For

years, Holmes was on top of the tech world, grativegcover ofl: The New York Times Style
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Magazine,Forbes,Fortun@ndinc., always wearing a black turtleneck and often gittirext to
the title: “The Next Steve Jobs.” John CarreyrdadskBad Blood: Secrets and Lies of a Silicon
Valley Startup(2018), the ABC Audio podca3the Dropout(2019), and the HBO documentary
seriesThe Inventor(2019) all used the black turtleneck — as well geeloaspects of Holmes’
appearance, including ‘the deep, supposedly fakiéoba, the bright blonde hair, the too-busy-
to-care bun’ (Krause 2019) — to paint a picturedfaudulent founder slowly — and then quite
rapidly — coming apart. Holmes’ signature styleredily inspired by the sartorial uniform
favored by Jobs, has become integral to the pumiginary of the Theranos scandal. Although
Holmes wore her turtleneck with black trousers atatk blazers or puffer vests, rather than
Jobs’ preferred Levi’'s and New Balance sneakeesy tioth subscribed to a shared idea of the
powerful ‘business uniform.” Holmes may have claihmbat it made life easier, taking one less
decision out of her day, but the reality is morenpbcated. Wearing the same thing every day is
not simply about minimizing decision-making. Itabout presenting a self-identity that has been
carefully formulated to represent a certain satehtifiers, values and meanings. It is also about

maximizing image retention and reputational potras a “founder” within a competitive field.

Fashion is a cultural form intimately tied to idépnformation: ‘on the one hand the clothes we
choose to wear can be expressive of identitynigllithers about our gender, class, status and so
on; on the other, our clothes cannot always bed“esince they do not straightforwardly
“speak” and can therefore be open to misintergoetafEntwistle 2015, p.112). For Holmes, the
black turtleneck, in explicitly recalling Jobs, ealed her ambitions as well as the aesthetic labor
she undertook to present an image of restraineal, intelligence. Contrary to Holmes’ claim

that she began wearing black turtlenecks when s eight years old, former Chief Design
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Architect at Theranos (previously Product Desigitekpple), Ana Arriola suggests that she only
started wearing the infamous garment after sheftnaabed the company. In the first episode of
Rebecca Jarvis’ podcadthe Dropout Arriola remembers Holmes wearing ‘these frumpy
Christmas sweaters, you know, things you would @dg during the holiday season’ (2019).
Arriola was surprised that Holmes didn’t ‘look thart’ as a founder of this groundbreaking new
company. However, she was no doubt aware of theepaivappearance. Arriola tells Jarvis
(2019):
She [Holmes] was very curious about Steve’s [Jaligle, and | explained to her that he
was inspired by Sony’s heritage of having Issey &g/ come in and create a lot of the
[Sony] line manager apparel. And that eventualty $¢eve to get the Issey Miyake black
turtleneck. | pointed that out to her and thenihmklshe went off and tracked down who
Issey Miyake was, and the rest is couture hist®he did change her aesthetic and | think
it was for the best.
The conscious adaptation of her sartorial aesthééimonstrates the deceptive quality of
appearances, and the important role fashion caniplahaping our perception. For a young
female founder hoping to make a big splash in tleerdominated startup space, the black
turtleneck constituted a fashion choice that ermhlier to mitigate her femininity whilst
maintaining an association with the “uncommon” hests of Steve Jobs. It transformed doubts
about her qualifications into credentials of heiqueness. However, as Holmes’ facade began to
crumble, the black turtleneck started to seem ‘&ebsllliant frame than a false front; a carefully
calculated costume that fooled everyone into assgirshe was more brilliant than she was’

(Friedman 2019). The garment that had once pedeber now betrayed her, becoming so
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enmeshed with Holmes’ fraudulent Theranos experirtieat it turned into ‘a symbol of hubris

rather than success’ (Friedman 2019).

How individuals like Holmes or Jobs are understasdoublic personalities and entrepreneurial
touchstones is largely shaped through their agstigntity. The images we encounter have
significant power, meaning that ‘a single image sarve a multitude of purposes, appear in a
range of settings, and mean different things téebht people’ (Sturken and Cartwright 2001,
p.10). Both Holmes and Jobs fashioned their ‘siriglage’ through their use of the black
turtleneck, yet their reasons for doing so differé@r Jobs, the Miyake turtleneck was
understood as representative of the Apple bramdbelizing streamlined efficiency and uniform
recognizability. For Holmes, it was a foil to headdulence. She mobilized the garment to
render herself in the image of Jobs, wearing tsérditively indistinct turtleneck as part of her
deliberate attempt to gain a reputation for pratessism, acuity and brilliance. As the truth of
Holmes’ project was exposed, that same single in@gee to serve a new set of purposes,
telling instead a story about a fraudulent ‘soctbpéBilton 2018). This single image contributed
to the celebrity status of both Holmes and Jobkeir instant recognizability on the cover of
magazines. But where it turned Jobs into a vengrgeaius, it turned Holmes into a caricature.
As ‘grotesque portraits which express personalitsough the distortion of notable and/or
“flawed” physical attributes,’ caricatures are aimgsspecimens that reflect moral or intellectual
failings (Andrews 2020, p.4). While the simphcif her black turtleneck, dry blonde hair and
unnaturally deep voice aided the rise of Holmeghnidfiable “celebrity,” these same sartorial
features also facilitated her dissection, allowihgr image to be deliberately distorted,

exaggerated — even parodied for Halloween (Minud&zf)19).
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In sharing this simple garment, Holmes and Job$ eammtributed to the fashioning of an
entrepreneurial “look”: a code of dressing that biase been replicated around the world. They
mobilized their aesthetic labor as an importantt per their entrepreneurial performance,
extracting value from their appearance just as n{ifchot more, in the case of Holmes) than
their outputs. The representation of these two réigu epitomizing the extremes of
entrepreneurialism, has fed into a shared peraeptiostartup culture. Clothes function as
cultural signifiers, ‘they construct a meaning aradry a message’ (Hall 2013, p.22). Yet they
also contribute to the replication of gender steq@es and expectations. In the ‘man’s world’ of
entrepreneurship, masculine characteristics areat@g to receive more interest and investment
(Balachandra et al. 2019, p.117). For Holmes, adghe black turtleneck favored by Jobs was
not just in the service of projecting an image gerius.” Rather, when coupled with her
(allegedly feigned) baritone, it was designed tespnt an image of diminished femininity, of
gender ‘invisibility’ (Lewis 2006). The fact thateive asked Holmes about her black turtleneck
not only suggests the significance of this recagole garment as part of her public persona. It
also points to the ongoing aesthetic labor requafefimale entrepreneurs, scrutinized for their
appearance as much, if not more, than for thepegnce of their products. Despite attempts at
producing gender neutrality through dress, the geel nature of entrepreneurial activity
remains, influencing access to funding and peroaptof venture legitimacy as well the way in

which a founder is represented in their eventuetasss or failure.

High heels and flip-flops: Gendering entrepreneurihactivity
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Holmes and Jobs wore the same item of clothinghgetthey did so was different. As noted,
Jobs paired his turtleneck with blue jeans and Bafance sneakers, even at large conferences
and public appearances. Holmes, by contrast, weretdrtleneck with black dress trousers,
blazers and black shoes. The difference may bbtshgit it is significant. It indicates the sharp
divide in the gendered expectations of the entresargal space and the different aesthetic labor
required of its participants. In the startup worlttessing informally is perceived as an
‘equalizing’ (Simmel 1957) or ‘democratizing’ (Crar2000) force, which works hand-in-hand
with assumptions of neoliberal meritocracy to ergeader difference behind a mask of hard
work. In the experiences of our founders, howedeess, like entrepreneurship itself, was far

from impartial.

Kate! is co-founder of a holistic wellness startup. $tas a mane of dark curls and wears
colorful skirts and bright trousers. In our firsteating, she told us about a moment in her
incubator program when she was abruptly told bypiteggram benefactor that sHedked like a
hippie’ Her male peers often attended workshops and oneassions in sweatpants, sneakers
and branded t-shirts. However, when she wore |posg¢ed trousers and a white vest, she was
met with disparagement.
As a woman you can hardly enter the space if yougein high heels, whereas the
guys... well. Can you imagine the response if Itvwerwearing a hoodie, sweatpants,
sneakers?!
The casual approach to dressing taken by manyeofndide founders in the program, in the style

of Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg — who is known forgrsference for hoodies and Adidas slides —

INames and locations have been altered to preseore/mity. Most quotes are not verbatim, but recurmséed
from conversations.
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was not available to the female founders like Katdo were encouraged to present a

professional image, inclusive of corporate-wear laigth heels.

This sense of a ‘dress code’ in the entreprenewsace, whether in Silicon Valley or
Melbourne, is not an official one. Rather, we cammeunderstand it as something of what
Armstrong and McDowell (2018, p.11) call an ‘unseokuniform: a way of dressing that ‘is
practiced none the less [sic] according to, largétjormal codes of conduct and taste that
inform aspects of one’s identity and identificatwith “work.” The code may be unofficial and
unspoken, but that does not make it any less revednespecially for female founders like
Kate, to whom this gendered code felt restrictivecanstraining, a re-iteration of the division
she felt between herself and her male peers. Hawéwinders like Kate are also conscious of
their capacity to ‘extract value’ (Dal Maso et 2019) from their appearance, capitalizing on
these limits to present evidence of status or tkenexplicit the very exclusionary work of this
code. While male founders — in the image of Zuc&ggh- may capitalizeon the very fact of their
casual nonconformity, reflective of their normatiuelusion in the startup ecosystem, for
founders like Kate, acceptance and status reliehiaynadherence to the unspoken codes of
professionalism, dependent upon her aesthetic lalegotiating these codes and the work

shedoes tomaintain thisperformance.

In their research into the so-called ‘red sneakéfiect,” Bellezza, Gino and Keinan (2013, p.35)
argue that while, ordinarily, individuals ‘make @grsficant effort to learn and adhere to dress
codes, etiquette, and other written and unwrittandards of behavior [in order to] gain social

acceptance and status [...] under certain conditiooegconforming behaviors can be more
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beneficial than efforts to conform and can signghhbr status and competence to others.” The
study considers a number of settings — includingdamic conferences and luxury fashion
boutiques — in which not conforming to conventiooalexpected dress codes contributes to
external perceptions of higher social value. Onehssetting is the startup space, where this
theory has particular resonance. The researcher§ om Searcy who, writing fdvloneywatch

in 2011, remarked: ‘I have a number of super-swgfaésSilicon Valley clients who dress in
ripped denim, Vans shoes, and T-shirts. They amthwaundreds of millions, even more, but it's
a status symbol to dress like you're homelesstendtboard meetings.’ Certainly, our research
reflects this trend. We encountered numerous fosnatbo adhered more to streetwear trends, in
jeans and sneakers, than to corporate dress dddesver, they were all young men — able to
turn the very garments that traditionally signal/lstatus and lack of power into symbols of the
opposite. While Bellezza, Gino and Keinan’s studgitools for gender and age — and claims that
demographic differences do not alter their conolusi — our research found that the

entrepreneurial ecosystem functions differently.

The accelerator programs and startups we studiete rokear the very distinct differences in
allowances for unconventionality and nonconformetgtended to men and women. In Kate’'s
case, not only was she told that she ‘looked likepaie’ when wearing casual garments, but she
was made to feel inferior to her male peers whajemvearing similarly casual items, were
praised, rather than belittled. In one of the am@dbr programs we worked with, co-founder
Lachlan wore jeans and t-shirts every time we ri. would wear a blazer for speaking
engagements or pitch events, but this was in auhdit his t-shirt, jeans and sneakers. When we

spoke to an old friend of his, he told us that lachhad undergone‘full makeoveérsince
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moving to the city. Oh, he’s got a Jesus vibe going on these days.dsethe long hair, the
beard... he’s even veganHis casual attire was perfectly attuned to hiswnerban

entrepreneurial identity.

In another accelerator program, co-founder and QH&n was also a“jeans and t-shirt” guy,
who frequently came to the office in sweatpantssyite the veneer of corporate professionalism
that the program sought to present, and the fattfédmale founders of startups in the program
would not wear such relaxed attire, Julian’s seoS@ower and status within the program
allowed him to flout corporate dress codes and takedvantage of the ‘red sneakers effect.’ In
contrast, Karen, one of the female founders in #uselerator, felt the pressure to conform to
corporate attire, even if this was slightly moréaxed than the dress codes imposed in her
previous roles in corporate finance.
Well, today | am wearing jeans, and | have a megetinvould never wear jeans in my
previous job! Although, that was a power-suit kfdjob, so... And yeah, even here, |
rarely, if ever, wear jeans. The other day | wdnerigs [flip flops], and Darren [her co-
founder] was like: ‘That's unacceptable!” Anotherl gn the program also said the same
— funny where people draw the line. While the otihey | saw a guy with working out
shorts, and | kind of told him to dress up! | neticow [Julian] can wear sweatpants
sometimes but the other managers, especially the gire always very much well put
together.
This idea of there being a definitive ‘line’ for K — which she could cross by wearing flip
flops to the office — yet not for Julian demonstsathe deeply gendered nature of entrepreneurial

dress codes. While the performance of normativecolauty, in line with a casualness imported
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from Silicon Valley, allows entrepreneurs like L& or Julian to use their coded
nonconformity to signal status and autonomy, theedom is not extended to their female
colleagues or peers. For Karen, while jeans mighasionally be okay for a meeting, flip flops

are resolutely not.

This choice of footwear is examined in detail by vien Berg and Arts (2019, p.452), who ask:
‘who can wear flip flops to work?’ Zuckerberg's ltbes and Adidas slide flip flops, popularized
in the 2010 filmThe Social Networkhave become symbolic of ‘the unconventionalitysdicon
Valley entrepreneurs and of a new generation afynbillionaires’ (van den Berg and Arts 2019,
p.453). Despite the fact that Zuckerberg’'s penclianthese casual garments has been joked
about and scrutinized online, he is taken no les®ssly for wearing them. In contrast, as van
den Berg and Arts (2019, p.454) demonstrate thrdbein research with welfare case managers
in the Netherlands, for job seekers, flip flopsd apecifically Adidas slides, are one of the only
garments that ‘never “goes” in a work context.faet, for Dutch job seekers, wearing flip-flops
to job interviews is so ‘wrong’ that they could urcfinancial penalties and potentially limit
welfare access. Van den Berg and Arts (2019, p.AB®) that ‘the aesthetic liberties taken by
Zuckerberg are intricately linked to his gendecerand class position.” However, they do not
unpack these crucial dimensions of the distinct®milarly, while Bellezza, Gino and Keinan
control for age and gender, they do not pursue thebretical conclusions in the entrepreneurial
space, overlooking the fact that all the example$oonders in casual attire they cite — the

‘hoodie-wearing CEOs’ (Hutson 2013) — are men.
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What does this theory mean for women in the stashare? We argue that the unconventional,
casual approach to corporate dressing — the “caxibf” — adopted by male founders in the
entrepreneurial ecosystem does not extend to fefoaleders. Further, we suggest that this
difference in entrepreneurial dress codes refladsnilar inequity in entrepreneurial experience
encountered by founders of different genders amthsbackgrounds. While male founders can
capitalize on a casual attitude of nonchalanceaferfounders are confined to far more rigid
codes, with recourse only to the gendered symbotiEmorporate attire and high heels from
which to extract their own sense of power, stai entrepreneurial legitimacy. Ultimately, the
aesthetic labor of everyday entrepreneurial agtigtsplit across gendered lines, which grant
men the privilege of normative acceptance, regasdté attire, yet demand women fit within a

performative structure bound by prescriptive ada@nin

Spending time with Lauren, we became accustomérbtavearing high-heels. Pouring wine at
an accelerator-hosted networking event, attendmgaly morning breakfast function on the
topfloor of one of Melbourne’s tallest buildinggnsulting with potential clients, Lauren was,
without fail, wearing high heels. She is tall andlawy; the high-heels accentuate her height.
For Lauren, the heels are part of her corporatstitye crucial the way she fashions herself as a
founder and entrepreneurial professional. During lilckdown in response to the Covid-19
pandemic, we spoke to Lauren via Zoom. She wasimgearwhite jumper, rather than one of her
customary dresses, and her hair was still weterdtian styled as usual.

You know, | always used to be wearing heels and Ifrawnot going out and I'm not

wearing heels, which is weird for me. We actualdd Ho go to lkea the other day,

because I've just moved in, and | said to my past&erew it babe, I'm wearing heels!
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Everyone else was in athleisure but there | wasynheels. Even today | was like, 'Hmm

maybe it's a heels day?' But I'm not, I'm in myk&mnstocks.
For Lauren, putting on high heels was part of tagqumative act of entrepreneurship. Without
the heels, she felt bereft of part of that identkyhoodie, flip flops, Adidas slides, or indeed he
own Birkenstock sandals, did not elevate her like heels did. Lauren, like Kate and Karen,
makes clear that the “cool factor,” which allowsmte wear hoodies, sweatpants and flip flops
to work, is not a feature of entrepreneurship inggal — as might be imagined from pop culture
and mainstream media representations of entreprenRather, this corporate nonconformity is
a privileged form of ‘aesthetic capital’ (Holla aKdiipers 2016), extended almost exclusively to
white, male entrepreneurs, who are also the ongging the lion's share of the investment
capital available to start-ups (Balachandra eR@L9; Malmstrom et al. 2017). While Lauren is
able to extract value from her wearing of high begelobilizing her gendered performance to her
advantage, she is nevertheless excluded from #tkesneakers effect’ that would allow her to

wear flip flops — or Birkenstocks — to no disadvyd.

Despite rhetoric of inclusivity and diversity withthe startup sector, our research illustrated the
continued dominance of white men within the Ausaralecosystem. While new funding and
support schemes such as the EnergyLab Women im Eleargy Fellowship (launched in 2019),
the TIE Women Entrepreneurs Program, delivered antngrship with the Australia India
Chamber and the Australia India Institute and sugpoby the Victorian State Government
(launched in 2020), and the federal-level Boostitemale Founders Initiative (launched in
2020), are encouraging, reports published by Ladingithe independent agency tasked with

supporting the startup ecosystem in the state c¥a, consistently reiterate the low percentage
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of female founders (25% in 2017, 28% in 2018 and920dn the Melbourne region, and the
ongoing need to increase gender equality in theesgelapping Victoria’s Startup Ecosystem,
2017; Victorian Startup Ecosystem Mapping Repo&0mpact Report 2019). This persistent
inequality is not only mirrored in unequal dressde®, it is exacerbated by the varying
allowances made to different members of the ecesysincluding in relation to the clothes that

are expected and accepted on the path to entreprangiccess.

Suits and sweatpants: Optimization for success

Twenty-first century entrepreneurial enterpris&e lthe creative industries and other contract
labor within the neoliberal capitalist economy, geedicated on precarity, which has been
simultaneously accompanied by ‘an increased emptasiindividualized activation’ (Caraher
and Reuter 2017: 483). This state of neoliberaherdbility encourages individuals to use modes
of action, including dress, to obscure their |gb@mcesses, re-imagining work as “passion” rather
than “profession;” it also spurs them to mobilibeit personal capacities, including the ways in
which they fashion their self-identity, to optimi#t@eir opportunities for success. As Armstrong
and McDowell (2018, p.15; original emphasis) rem&rkofessional identities are continually in
a state offashioning over time and across space’ and this is no tthen in the case of
entrepreneurship, where the success of a startigs s much on the way a founder pitches
them self as it does on the way they pitch thesgiress. For many founders, self-presentation is
one of the few aspects of their everyday experie¢hatthey feel a sense of individual control
over. In the context of entrepreneurial precaritg aincertainty, choosing what to wear gives

founders a sense of security and autonomy. Theyeagr practices of dressing allow
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entrepreneurs to regulate their identity, like Hedémwith her black turtleneck, and position

themselves as serious players within the entrepreaigame.

Practices of self-optimization include the seekuigelf-knowledge through self-discipline and
self-surveillance, facilitated through the use afanable technologies (Lupton 2016), yet also
extend to the aesthetic labor that goes into thenfoodification of embodied dispositions,” as
through dress (Witz et al. 2003, p.37). While tbaaept of aesthetic labor can be traced back to
‘dress for success’ manuals, which helped workiglsntify and learn how to “look good and
sound right” for their target job’ (Sheane 2011,5®), this labor has now been absorbed into the
neoliberal gig economy. As ‘dress for success’ mnaésstressed dressing for the job you want,
so too does the aspirational entrepreneurial ecgremeourage dressing the part. Establishing
‘aesthetic literacy’ (Sheane 2011) becomes a kélyiskhe startup founder toolkit, once again
influenced by the gendered expectations of theeprgéneurial space. While all founders strive to
optimize the success of their business, our reBedEmonstrates that female founders are driven
to ‘always be optimizing’ (Tolentino 2019) not orthyeir startup but their own self-image. Given
the close connection between business and foutldeis unsurprising. What is interesting is the
fact that for women, far more so than their malenterparts, this drive towards optimization is

not just professional, it is personal.

The normative masculinity of the sector means filaaiale founders face the constant challenge
of presenting themselves in relation to both thg@ndered and entrepreneurial identities,
navigating what can often be an irreconcilable @stt Despite the fact that entrepreneurship has

been and continues to be a ‘man’s world,” displgymasculine characteristics does not
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necessarily prevent gender-based biases (Gupth 20@9; Balachandra et al. 2017). Thus,
female founders find themselves torn between herghg) their femininity, like Lauren with her
ubiquitous high heels, or curbing their femininitlyfavor of masculine attributes familiar to the
startup sector, like Michelle, co-founder of a wat reality (VR) education startup, who stopped
watching fashion videos and makeup tutorials on Wdne and instead became obsessed with
cars in engineering videos in order to prove herthivas an entrepreneurial CTO. Regardless of
self-presentation, or attempts to present an “aitieidentity, women in the startup sector are
repeatedly ‘evaluated according to the standardsnohvisible masculine norm’ (Lewis 2006,
p.456). As Sheane (2011, p.154) notes: ‘Societyosap a beauty imperative on women that
their role is to be attractively arranged and addrrwhile, paradoxically, imposing a different
sort of imperative about professionalism, i.e. tlthbse adornments and attractions are
unprofessional and/or incompatible with corporagadership and professional effectiveness.’
Negotiating these contradictory impulses makestdis& of optimizing for success particularly

challenging for female founders.

Meeting Kate and her co-founder Sophie online diterraon, this concurrent performance of
gender and entrepreneurial professionalism wasdatito question. Sophie didn’t want to turn
her video on, telling usI’m still in my pajamas!When Kate, who had her curly hair up in a
topknot and her face make-up free, convinced h&rrtoon the video she was wearing a regular
top, and just pajama bottoms, which we couldn’t $&& response to turning on her video was
affected by the fact that people other than Kateevadso on the line. Sophie felt an acute self-
awareness of her appearance, especially the faicsiie looked more casual than she does when

we meet in person. The ‘performance of self’ (Ga&m1956; Tseélon 1995) alters when Sophie
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knows that she is ‘on show’ in the presence of@side audience — the researchers — rather than
in the safe, intimate ‘off show’ space shared viién co-founder (Tseélon 2016, p.155). Sophie
has a series of ‘faces,” which she activates féfedint audiences in different spaces and for
different purposes (Tseélon 1992, p.116). How nthelse “faces” change depends on a number
of dynamics, not least of all the gender of theometho has to alter that face. For Sophie,
maintaining a professional appearance was of gngadrtance, even when the “audience” she
was performing for was not an investor, mentor alfaborator, but a researcher. The space
between these ‘on show’ and ‘off show’ spaces becagrarticularly blurred during the
lockdowns necessitated by the Covid-19 crisis, wlwerking life transitioned online. No longer
differentiated between an online and an off-lini, ske gendered, entrepreneurial performance
had to translate across audiences through a schsetine barriers between public and private,
professional and intimate broke down,Kate and Sgyphke Lauren with her wet hair and
oversized sweater, became accustomed to appeariagreen less professionally attired than in
person. Optimizing opportunities for success cameety less on appearance and more on

action.

This altered performative priority seems positiyet it is not permanent. The dual impulses that
influence opportunities for success remain funddaieto the practice of fashioning an
“authentic” entrepreneurial self-identity, espelgidior female founders. The mobilization of
dress as a means for optimization is particulatikiag in more formal settings, like investor
meetings and pitch nights, where the dress codalldbunders, stakeholders and ecosystem
members is elevated, yet men remain more casualthewr female peers. This was evident in

both our pre- and during-Covid-19 research, botiparson and online, where founders in
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informal settings were invariably dressed more aliguthan when meeting with investors or
mentors. When meeting VCs, Louie, co-founder diipng company told us:

| generally think that | should dress up a bit. Ymow, startups don't get taken seriously

enough. It does feel like sometimes it is people eduld get a real job who go and start

a startup. So yeah, definitely staying with praf@sslism is big in my books.
As the face of his company, Louie not only felveis his responsibility to present a professional
persona, he also saw this as an opportunity tonigei his opportunity for professional success.
Of course, understandings of ‘professionalism’‘avdturally and socially bound... the limits of
which have been negotiated throughout history Isyitutions and individuals’ (Armstrong and
McDowell 2018: 18). In the Australian context, ataen casualness prevails, generally justified
as a reflection of the hot climate, but more likebnnected to the history of colonial labor in the
rough and rugged landscape. Craik (2009, p.410yesig that what might be regarded as a
‘typical’ style of dress in Australia is anythingat is ‘practical, informal and casual — T-shirts,
practical footwear, moleskin trousers, and widedonied hats, outfits thrown together without
much thought.” These sartorial symbols of nati@mmaliare also tied to colonial, patriarchal
archetypes of the Australian body, especially tfathe Australian man: ‘the stock-man, the
squatter, the surfer, the digger, the larrikin, asa on’ (Craik 2009, p.415). Looking
‘professional’ in this cultural context is tied wpth this cultural imaginary, bound by masculine
stereotypes and casual informality and therefofierdi from other contexts, where entrenched

class hierarchies and colder climates necessitate farmal attire.

For Louie, a suit — the antithesis of the infornwdsual attire familiar to Australian men and

worn by male founders such as Julian and Lachldaharform of sweatpants and loose t-shirts —
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was enough to represent a masculine entrepren@uof@ssionalism. The suit, associated as it is
with the characteristics of power, authority andnformity to a masculinist norm’ (Moore &
Williams 2014, p.360), affords men status and pgyestinstantly presenting a ‘professional’
image to the ‘on show’ audience. Despite the ‘neelaker effect,” and the legitimacy of scruffy
informality adopted by numerous Silicon Valley CE@w established founders like Julian and
Lachlan, for founders of nascent startups like kgtine suit provides the wearer access to over
two hundred years of sartorial dominance, a ‘setpptuating symbolic and emotional force’
(Hollander 2016, p.1). When feeling nervous or angj as Louie might when meeting with
VCs, the suit provides an exterior armor, a maslslip on in order to take on the role of

‘entrepreneur.’

For Louie’s female peers, the negotiation of peat@nd professional identity was far more
complicated. Ensuring that their presence was takeiously was not just a matter of donning
the right jacket or pair of shoes. Rather, the fenf@aunders we worked with told us that they
often felt scrutinized, that they were asked peatguestions that men would not be asked, and
that they struggled to make their voices heardgandless of how they were dressed. While
many female founders, like women in other corposateors, choose to wear a suit — or at least a
suit jacket or blazer — in order to downplay thé&mininity and represent a sense of
professionalism and formality, this is not withatstchallenges (Moore and Williams 2014). For
Michelle, trying to embody masculine charactersiic her work as an engineer did not furnish
her with a secure sense of self-worth. Rather, ipgsherself into a masculine entrepreneurial
“ideal” was one of the factors that precipitatedpersonal breakdown, which ultimately

contributed to her decision to close her comparhe €motional and aesthetic labor that went
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into Michelle’s dress and social practices themefoiffered greatly from those of Louie. While
dress may offer a means of “resistance” to exchasip aspects of entrepreneurial culture, and a
form of value to those able to extract it, it cdspabe a bind for founders who do not possess the

cultural capital necessary to enact such formsamisgression or extraction.

Young, white, male startup founders in the Melbeuentrepreneurial ecosystem, as the majority
demographic, show evidence of both the ‘red sneafict’ and formal male conformity,

dependent on their class status and their role thghecosystem. By contrast, female founders
have neither the “cool factor” of informal dressdes, nor the longstanding symbolism of the
suit to fall back on or rely upon for access toding or venture legitimacy. Rather, the female
founders we worked with demonstrated the ongoingryelay aesthetic labor that goes into
individual practices of dress. The ambivalence withch female founders approach the lack of
formal corporate dress codes within the startupldvordicates the time, energy and emotion
these women spend on choosing how best to presentstlves in order propel their startup

work, embody an “authentic” identity, and, ultimigteoptimize their opportunities for success.

Conclusion: Disruption and dress codes

The entrepreneurial ecosystem echoes with the &gegwf disruption, where players from
founders and mentors to investors and customersnboyan imaginary of corporate revolution,
problem solving, and social advancement (Bowers @hdstensen 1995). This rhetoric is
enticing and attractive. It lures us into thinkihgt the startup sector has something new to offer
in a world beset by environmental crises, globatdesmics and financial disarray. Yet this

rhetoric is rarely ever more than that — words. ditesnarratives of diversity and inclusion and
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of entrepreneurship as a great equalizer, the depigscloser to the truth. Gender gaps persist
across all sectors of the entrepreneurial ecosystemm founding to investing, regardless of
funding initiatives to redress this imbalance. Byastigating one of the most significant visual
symbols of entrepreneurial experience — dress setigendered inequities are drawn into sharp
relief, indicating the depth and impact of gendeeggectations. If the sector is committed to
improving diversity in the space, and improving ogpnities for female founders, it would do

well to consider the exterior indicators, whicH seemurky interior story.

We argue that the inequality in unofficial entreprerial dress codes mirrors inequality in the
ecosystem, including access to funding and pemeptof venture potential and legitimacy.
Overcoming these inequities is not a matter of éoosy dress codes for female founders,
permitting them the wearing of sweatpants and flgps, nor is it a matter of tightening
corporate codes for male founders, enforcing thariwg of suits and polished shoes. Moving
beyond the expectation that female founders weghn heels and must be “well put together”
while male founders can get away with wearing gyeargrelies on an attendance to and
challenging of gendered assumptions. These gendseectations and assumptions, and the
dress codes that accompany them, are not confinée tentrepreneurial ecosystem. Rather they
are representative of broader social inequali#essElias, Gill and Schaff (2017, p.35) remark,
across contemporary workplaces feminine self-ptesen is ‘culturally demanded for women
yet associated with lower status and with not béakgn seriously.” As a key space of neoliberal
activity, the entrepreneurial ecosystem is fergteund for exploring the gendered nature of
aesthetic labor.Extending this research into otldgmensions of the ecosystem and

entrepreneurial spaces in other cultural conteadsyell in relation to the experiences of gender
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non-conforming entrepreneurs has the potentialhied simportant light on the ways which
entrepreneurial spaces are classed, gendered @] obally. Exposing and identifying these
inequities is an important first step in the preces$ fashioning a startup world that is more

inclusive, diverse and equitable.
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