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Abstract  

The purpose of the paper is to analyze the strategic role of relational capital for the achievement of sustainable 
development in Italian micro and small tourist businesses run by women. The paper focuses on the tourism 
enterprises because that sector constitute 10 % of the Italian GDP. The qualitative research methodology that has 
been used is that of case study research (Yin, 2009). Such process consisted in a survey with an ad-hoc 
questionnaire developed to analyze the distinctive features of a woman-owned micro and small enterprise that 
can be identified with the CAOS model (Paoloni, 2011). The paper applies the CAOS model examining the 
personal characteristics of the female entrepreneur (C); the environment in which the in SMEs operates (A); 
organizational and managerial aspects (O); and the motivations for manage a new business (S). This model is 
able to link these factors and classify different types of connections, it is possible to identify the kind of existing 
relations. The paper intends to help address a gap in the existing literature regarding the management and 
governance of tourism firms run by women. The paper can contribute to improving the competitiveness Italian 
enterprises studying how women entrepreneurs manage her business. 

Keywords: Relational capital, entrepreneurship, tourism management, gender, motivation, network, competitive 
advantage  

1. Introduction 

Having established that micro and small enterprises are key to the development of economic growth and that 
female micro entrepreneurship is key to these particular types of businesses (David, 2006; Paoloni, 2011), it is 
interesting to verify how the promotion of relational capital contributes to the success of such economic 
organizations in terms of support to creativity, talent, production personalisation and personal skills (Hitt, et al., 
2002; Klofsten & Scheele, 2003; Ritchie & Brindley, 2005; Ireland & Webb, 2007).  

Furthermore, female entrepreneurship is deemed more oriented to a network approach with a greater and 
significant attention paid to relational aspects (Lerner & Almor, 2002; Hoang & Antoncic, 2003; Saxena, 2005; 
Farr-Wharton & Brunetto, 2007). Hence, in order to understand how female micro-entrepreneurship considers 
relational capital essential to its own sustainable development, this paper intends to focus on the implications that 
facilitate the promotion of policies aiming at the growth of female micro and small entrepreneurship (Yun & Hyo, 
2006). 

Consequently, the question of our research is “How does relational capital contribute to the sustainable 
development of micro and small tourist businesses run by women?” 

The tourism industry represents an important economic sector to Italy. As we will explain in the following 
paragraphs, tourism represents 10% of the national GDP and 8% of the European one.  

The qualitative research methodology that has been used is that of case study research (Yin, 2009). Such process 
consisted in a survey with an ad-hoc questionnaire developed to analyze the distinctive features of a 
woman-owned micro and small enterprise that can be identified with the CAOS model (Paoloni, 2011). 

The paper is structured into two sections as follows: the first part focuses on the analysis of the connections 
between relational capital in women-owned small and micro businesses and the benefits of sustainable 
development. The second part concentrates on the methodological analysis of some case studies, which 
highlights the typical features of micro and small businesses run by women, with particular reference to a 
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number of aspects such as the personal distinctive traits of the entrepreneur, the environment where the business 
operates, the organizational and management style and, eventually, the underlying motivation for the business 
start-up (Kennedy & Kray, 2015). 

2. Literature Review 

The theoretical framework of this paper is based on a widely structured managerial literature. In particular, we 
can identify three main research streams: the relational capital of female entrepreneurship, the micro and small 
businesses in the tourism industry and the analysis of sustainable development in tourism (Vladimirov, 2015; 
Kask et al., 2016).  

According to Costabile (2001), relational capital can be defined as the stock of loyalty and trust that a company 
needs to strengthen to keep its competitiveness in the course of time. The relational aspect is a hallmark of doing 
business, because the quality of relationships between entrepreneurs and their customers, suppliers, retailers, 
manufacturers and other commercial partners, as well as a good reputation on the market and among investors 
are considered intangible factors that can greatly influence the success of a company (Bergh et al. 2010; Boyd et 
al., 2010; Lee & Roh, 2012).  

In businesses run by women, relational capital plays a strategic role (Hamzah & Mat Isa, 2010; Paoloni & 
Dumay, 2015; Sansone et al., 2015). According to Gilligan (1982), relations are more frequently found in 
women-owned businesses throughout all stages of a company life (cooperative approach) for the development of 
personal and business activities (Aldrich et al., 1989; Argawal & Malhotra, 2016). 

Supporting the development of micro and small businesses, that see women as micro-entrepreneurs, can be 
considered as an effective economic policy, planned in a strategic way to promote the growth of employment and 
local development (Farr-Wharton & Brunetto, 2007). 

Micro and small enterprises represent the majority of enterprises within the EU, creating both the largest number 
of jobs and contributing to development and innovation (David, 2006; Paoloni, 2011; Lazzarotti et al., 2017). 
Women running these enterprises have different organizational and management approaches (Jardon & Martos, 
2012). For this reason, female micro-entrepreneurship is strongly involved with economic and social policies. 
Furthermore, whilst researchers have been focusing mainly on the analysis of critical factors which determined 
the success of social networks in big enterprises (Saxton 1997), they have somehow disregarded the features of 
micro-enterprises (Human & Provan, 1997; Sherer, 2003). In particular, they have given little consideration to 
the role played by women in the network of enterprises, although female businesses currently cover a third of 
enterprises in Australia and France and nearly half of them in Italy, New Zealand and Spain (Reynolds et al. 
2002). The creation of a network in support of the maximization of production, creativity, talent and personal 
skills is essential for the outliving and development of micro-enterprises (Klofsten & Scheele, 2003; Ritchie & 
Brindley, 2005; Ireland & Webb, 2007). Former scientific researches suggest that female entrepreneurship is 
characterized by a network approach, with particular emphasis on the relational aspects (Hoang & Antoncic, 
2003; Farr-Wharton & Brunetto, 2007; Ozgen & Baron, 2007). 

The sample of women-owned enterprises that are going to be analyzed in this paper operates in the tourism 
industry of the Italian region of Lazio. The choice of an in-depth examination of this sector is due to its strategic 
value in the world economy, in terms of contribution to the GDP and job creation. The contribution of tourism to 
the Italian economy in 2013 amounted to 159.6 billion euros, representing 10.3% of the national GDP. In Europe, 
tourism contributed with 8.7% of the GDP and over 8.5% of jobs, whilst at world level it contributed with 9.5% 
of the GDP and 8.9% of new jobs (ONT 2014). The economic, social, cultural and educational importance of 
tourism has been growing at an increasing pace since the second half of the 20th century. 

As all social phenomena, the tourist sector has been going through a deep evolution over the years (Valeri & 
Baiocco, 2012; Valeri, 2016). In our current complex context of changes, the governance and management of 
tourist enterprises are responsible for the promotion of sustainability through the development of new tourist 
products/services that need to be economically advantageous, socially acceptable by the hosting communities 
and respectful of the local environmental resources (Schianetz et al., 2007). 

In the international scientific debate, sustainable development is considered one of the key factors for the 
successful achievement of enterprises’ competitiveness over time (Valeri, 2016).  

Sustainability was defined for the first time in the Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment and 
Development 1987). According to it, “tourism activities are sustainable when they develop and are able to keep 
their vitality in a tourist area for an unlimited time, do not spoil the environment (natural, social and artistic) and 
do not obstruct or prevent other social and economic activities". This definition can be applied to a large range of 
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social and economic situations, whether emerging or undergoing a phase of transformation. The definition itself 
includes three main essential aspects of sustainable development: economic efficiency, social efficiency and 
environmental efficiency (Buckley, 2012). According to this definition, tourist enterprises can be considered 
sustainable when, medium to long term, they define a strategic approach whose aim is supplying tourist services 
that protect environmental resources and economic aspects and safeguard the identity, the values and the cultural 
heritage of local populations (Valeri, 2015; 2016). 

From this perspective, tourist enterprises that aim at being sustainable - in particular micro and small businesses 
- must not isolate themselves in the competitive context, but rather become a single knot in the wider network of 
relations built with all other companies, even of larger size, which are interested in their own survival over time. 

Hence, the achievement of sustainable development by tourist enterprises also depends on the relations that each 
one of them is able to build with the different stakeholders and that aim at achieving a number of common goals 
such as: 

1. Respect and protection of the environment with the objective of minimizing the environmental impact of 
facilities and activities connected to tourism; 

2. Respect and protection of cultural traditions of local population; 

3. Engagement of local population in planning innovative and sustainable tourist services;  

4. Sharing of the socio-economic benefits deriving from tourism.  

The need to join relation networks, as a means of support to micro and small enterprises in the start-up phase, 
can contribute to improve the effectiveness of policies promoting the engagement of women in the process of 
economic development. 

3. Methodology 

From a methodology perspective, the research approach is based on the case study research of Yin (2009). The 
economic context examined is the sector of travel agencies and tour operators of the Italian region of Lazio that, 
compared to the rest of the other Italian regions, gathers 63% of all the enterprises of this sector at national level. 

More in detail, the branch of travel agencies and tour operators of Lazio comprises 155 micro and small 
enterprises, of which 58 (38%) are own exclusively by women and 78 (47%) managed by women technical 
directors. 

The survey was carried out by submitting an ad-hoc structured questionnaire exclusively to business women 
running micro and small enterprises, which make up 38% of the enterprises of this area. The questionnaire was 
distributed via email and the related addresses were identified both by consulting the web pages of travel 
agencies and tour operators and the regional Italian Federation of Travel Agencies and Tour Operators. 

The survey was launched in May 2015 and the agreed deadline to complete and send back the questionnaire, 
again by email, was June 2015. The response rate amounted to 62%, that is 34 completed questionnaires and 2 
uncompleted ones, all returned by email (58 business women). The questionnaire was structured in an array of 
questions aiming at analyzing the distinctive factors of female micro and small enterprises (Figure 1). These 
factors are identifiable in the CAOS model (Paoloni, 2011) and can be summarized in the following items: 

1. Personal features of the woman entrepreneur ( C ); 
2. Environment where the enterprises operates ( A ); 
3. Organizational aspects and management style ( O ); 
4. Business start-up and motivation ( S ) 

 

IDENTIFICATION DATA (ID) OF THE ENTERPRISE 

- name of the enterprise 

- corporate legal form 

- core business 

- legal head office  

PERSONAL DATA OF THE WOMAN ENTREPRENEUR 

- name of the entrepreneur 

- age 
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- marital status 

- educational qualification 

- number of children  

PERSONAL FEATURES ( C ) 

- motivation behind the acquisition or the start-up of the enterprise 

- management style adopted 

- responsibilities within the enterprise 

- decision-making process within the enterprise 

ENVIRONMENT ( A) 

- perception of the environment in respect of the enterprise and exchanges with foreign trade  

- environmental requirements 

- development opportunities for the enterprise 

MANAGEMENT ( O ) 

- Main goals of the woman entrepreneur 

- level of importance given to profit as a goal 

- organization of work , tasks, roles and responsibilities 

- measurement of performances 

START-UP ( S ) 

- inspiration of the business idea 

- raising the initial capital and observed difficulties 

- network benefits 

Figure 1. The questionnaire 

 
The analytic aspects discussed in the CAOS model are based on the outcomes of former researches carried out 
over the past years on enterprises run by women. They can be considered as factors that characterize female 
entrepreneurship and that define its distinguishing features compared to male entrepreneurship.  

4. Results 

The survey has allowed to analyze the typical factors of a woman-owned micro and small enterprise, with 
particular attention to the personal characteristics of the entrepreneur (C), to the analysis of the environment 
where the enterprises operate, to the organizational aspects and management style (O) and eventually, to the 
analysis of the motivation of the business start-up. In the following paragraphs, these factors are going to be 
analyzed, according to the responses given by the women interviewed in the survey. 

4.1 “Who Is a Micro Entrepreneur? (C) 

Generally speaking, we define as travel and tourism agencies those enterprises that, either jointly or 
independently, carry out activities of production, management, mediation of journeys and stays and any other 
kind of tourist service related to costumer assistance, welcoming and support, with or without direct sale to the 
public, in compliance with the principles concerning the Consumer Protection as per Italian Legislative Decree 
No. 206 dated 6 September 2005. 

The analysis of the interviews shows a distinction between the role of entrepreneur and the role of technical 
director, two different professional profiles that do not always coincide. The analyzed enterprises highlight a 
homogeneity both in terms of size (from 7 to 15 employees with an employment rate amounting to 
approximately 90 %) and in terms of legal framework (85% limited-liability companies and 15% joint stock 
companies). On the other hand, there is a lack of homogeneity when we analyze the age of business women 
(from 40 to 65 years old), their educational qualification and previous work experience.  

As far as these latter two aspects are concerned, their diversity is mainly due to the still inadequate training 
available to the needs of tourism professionals, although Italy represents the nation with the largest number of 
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significant archaeological and cultural sites, to a point that it could live only on tourism.  

Regardless of the age, the interviewed women consider their activity as:  

“A profession encouraging to never give up, be always creative and nurture a strong curiosity. Every day it 
allows you to live, either first hand or indirectly, the pleasure and the beauty of travelling, knowing that there 
will always be a destination or a particular itinerary (for example, a tour) that you haven’t discovered yet and 
that you have to find a way to recommend to your customers”.  

Motivation 

The reasons that have pushed the women entrepreneurs interviewed to start their own activity are connected to 
motivational variables. These refer to what makes women desire to create their own destiny and have a 
significant role in the society, such as: emotional needs deriving from a change in their personal life, a challenge 
to themselves, emancipation and sometimes the necessity to carry on family entrepreneurial activities. 

“Self-employment means self-fulfillment and enhancing your intelligence and uniqueness”. 

“The reason that pushed me to start my own entrepreneurial activity was neither an inner motivation nor a real 
market opportunity, but rather the impossibility of a career advancement inside small and micro enterprises and 
the difficulty to endure the hierarchical system typical of a strict and conservative entrepreneurial mindset”. 

Decision-making process 

The interviews show how the needs of customers, the economic means of families, the chance to collect 
information on holiday destinations and the process to find new customers have been changing over the years. 
Likewise, travel agencies and tour operator businesses are increasingly convinced that sustainable development 
(economic, social and environmental) can influence the achievement of a competitive advantage. 

“Travel agencies and tour operators can influence the choices of tourists, the activities of consumers and the 
development of holiday destinations. Thanks to the peculiarity of their role, they can contribute to the safeguard 
of environment and culture heritage and can support human and social rights of the destinations they promote”.  

Although the required standard domain expertise to carry out this type of enterprises is the same as in the past, it 
is essential to develop new specialized skills to survive in an ever more competitive environment.  

To this regard, we refer to marketing and communication expertise. Those who work for small-medium agencies 
need to be able to take advantage of the ICT network in order to get in touch with an audience much larger than 
they could do without the help of digital technology.  

Certainly, besides the technical side of the job (planning of a journey, management of bookings, ability to solve 
technical issues as fast as possible, etc.) it is necessary to be flexible when organizing the activities of the 
company.  

Furthermore, a good agent needs to consider the chance to cover particular niches of clients (e.g. people 
passionate about sports or wine and culinary itineraries), and try to suggest original and specific alternatives. 
Eventually, it is important to pay due attention to the development of new technologies that represent the 
essential tools to become ever more competitive over time. 

“There has been a sharp decline in the trend of customers turning to travel agencies. Internet is playing an 
increasing decisive role and therefore travel agencies should use this “tool” at its best and promote it as an 
operating principle for all their actions. At the same time they should continue to take care of relational aspects 
with customers, both in presence and online, considering how internet can be the easiest way to reach them and 
to secure their loyalty”.  

“It has been more than ten years since internet forcefully penetrated the world of tourism intermediation, 
creating new vacation selling methodologies. It is undeniable how, in few years and starting from scratch, the On 
Line Travel Agencies (OLTA) have quickly conquered a significant share of the market, introducing innovative 
products and functions so as to offer new opportunities to the final customer”. 

Separation between governance and management 

A separation between the role of entrepreneur and the role of technical director has emerged from the survey, as 
they are two distinct professional profiles that do not necessarily coincide. 

In particular, the defining process of the investigation sample has shown that the branch of travel agencies and 
tour operators of the Italian region of Lazio consists of 155 micro and small enterprises out of which 58 (38%) 
women-owned and 73 (47%) managed by women technical directors.  
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An entrepreneur is an economic operator – natural or legal person- whose task is to control the net asset of the 
legal entity and, with the aid of the decision-making bodies, to determine the strategic orientation of the 
enterprise in line with its statutory objectives.” (Cafferata, 2015). 

On the other hand, a technical director is the entity responsible for the enterprise management carrying out 
specialist-technical tasks such as production, travel organization or intermediation and other tourist products. His 
role is not limited to defining the basic choices of the enterprise’s management and organization, but he also 
oversees its operative divisions. 

Hence, a technical director is a professional figure incorporating different characteristics according to the size, 
organizational model and specialization of the enterprise. 

4.2 The Operative Environment of the Enterprises (A) 

The analysis of the questionnaires has revealed the significant role that associations play in the tourism industry. 
In this particular case, the Italian Federation of Travel Agencies and Tour Operators represents an important 
reference point to which tourist operators can address their enquires (e.g. information about how to access the 
credit market, or to become more familiar with the national and international economic and social context).  

“Nowadays joining a trade organization is a controversial choice: some believe it unnecessary, some counter 
pose it to their self-interest and some others even suspect these organizations hide secret and undefined interests. 
The truth is that associations represent a great tool born in enterprises to help enterprises. It means 
participation and development of a healthier democracy. Therefore, it is worth joining the Italian Federation of 
Travel Agencies and Tour Operators, a qualitative association with many years of experience in this field”. 

Relations with task and general environment 

As the survey’s responses show, relations built by women-owned micro and small entrepreneurs with external 
environment are business related (e.g. connections with customers and suppliers). They can be either formal 
(such as franchising professionals, consultants, and institutions) or informal (such as friends and families). They 
both contribute to a sustainable development of the tourism industry. 

“We believe that the achievement of sustainability also implies the management of the network of relations built 
over time with suppliers of tourist services. In our specific entrepreneurial reality, the tourist destinations that we 
have been promoting to our customers in these late years, have increased their sustainability after having set a 
number of sustainability standards (economic, environmental and social) with accommodation and transport 
organizations for the management of cultural and recreational outdoor activities (e.g. trekking and diving)”.  

Environmental needs 

The interviewed women entrepreneurs have declared that, before starting their own activity, they had run a 
market analysis to investigate the potentiality of their business. Such an analysis has not been restricted to the 
planning stage, but it has continued steadily over the years in order to evaluate the opportunities of development 
and differentiation in other markets. Clearly, the aim of these studies is to identify the emerging needs of tourists, 
who keep requiring ever more customized journeys. One of the priority requirements expressed by the 
interviewees is to understand the evolution and the potentiality of the Web and ITC (Information and 
Communications Technology) within the tourism industry, both domestic and international.  

“The analysis of the impact of Internet and ICT is essential to meet the strong requirements of tourist operators 
to be informed on positive and/or negative effects of these new technologies and to find the best way to guide 
tourism industry’s changes in a reactive and proactive perspective so as to avoid feeling under pressure”. 

For quite some time now, the evolution of technologies has been having both positive and negative effects on the 
mode of operation of the tourist system: 

a) Increasingly available information has determined a tougher competition between products and tourist 
destinations,  

b) Having become more and more mature, tourists tend to arrange by themselves their holidays (dynamic 
packaging) according to their travel needs, 

c) The importance of transactions through travel agencies is bound to decrease because of the large number of 
available online holiday packages,  

d) The evolution of Internet related technologies has started to change the strategic role of domestic and 
international tourist players, creating new requirements for more specialized skills,  

e) The possibility to buy products online has started to encourage last–minute purchases and, therefore 
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f) Tourists have become increasingly conscious of the security issues of online transactions.  

“Being aware of this long announced technological and “mental” revolution, as tourist operators we have to 
deal with customers who are becoming increasingly “digital friendly” and who are looking for tourist solutions 
more and more suitable to their needs. They indeed represent the large Internet community that in Italy has an 
annual rate of growth amounting to approximately 11%”. 

Development opportunities 

The necessity to diversify the entrepreneurial activity is significant to 25% of the interviewees, who aim to reach 
international markets offering better opportunities, although still unknown. On the other hand, 75% of the 
interviewed entrepreneurs considers it more advantageous to stick to traditional markets, as they cannot afford 
new competitive challenges.  

“Promoting “sustainable” travels also means using local accommodation, facilities and public transportation, 
so that money can be spent locally. Depending on the case, overnight stays will be arranged at facilities as 
environment-friendly as possible, such as infrastructures provided by the organizations hosting the visits, family 
run hotels and/or local bed-and-breakfasts. As far as transportation is concerned, it is recommended the use of 
locally rented cars or vans, taxicabs, public buses, trains, ferries and planes for domestic flights”.  

4.3 How does Micro and Small Entrepreneur Manage the Enterprise?” (O) 

Despite the very limited size of the enterprises under examination, it was also worth examining the type of 
relations among owners, managers and employees. The survey has shown how women entrepreneurs are more 
inclined to adopt a participatory management approach rather than a strict and authoritative style. 

“Creating and maintaining such a working environment, where participation prevails over authority, assumes 
that there is a structured organization specifically devoted and oriented to facilitate the development of tourist 
packages that fulfill environmental and social sustainability standards”.  

“It is important to activate an incentive system encouraging creativity and autonomy and rewarding human 
resources who participate in the development of innovative tourist packages. Only in this way, we will be able to 
promote the local intangible cultural heritage of the hosting tourist destinations and to engage small enterprises, 
whether local or not, which might represent as well a financial source, improving the quality of the 
accommodation service and of tourist services in general”.  

Objectives 

The main objective of the examined enterprises is to supply a quality service able to meet customers’ needs. This 
can be achieved by activating a network of relations comprising all the stakeholders with whom enterprises 
interact.  

Cooperation among micro and small enterprises can represent a key choice for their development and growth. 
The implementation of cooperation strategies through enterprise networks is considered as an alternative to the 
internal growth allowing smaller enterprises to survive and face dynamic and hyper-competitive contexts 
(Runyan et al., 2006).  

The survey shows that 68% of women entrepreneurs considers profit the fundamental drive to start up an 
enterprise. On the other hand, 32% of them leaves profit out of the motivations, pointing out that the main 
reasons are personal fulfillment, self-esteem, personal satisfaction, self-sufficiency, personal challenge.  

“Being passionate comes first. Everyday travel agents work with their customers’ dreams, their vacations. Not 
only do they travel “physically”, but they travel “mentally”: they are always on vacation, obviously together 
with tourists. Vacations become stimulating when they have the chance to promote travel destinations where 
environment is respected and safeguarded by focusing on the minimization of the environmental impact of 
facilities and activities linked to tourism, which encourage the active participation of local populations and 
respect and protect their traditional culture”.  

Measurement of performances 

Women entrepreneurs try to measure on a regular basis the performances of their economic business, as shown in 
the analysis (Dorta-Afonso and Hernández-Martín, 2015). It is now standard practice to hand out assessment 
questionnaires to customers, which help evaluate the satisfaction rate for both the assistance received in the 
travel agency and throughout the entire journey. Although at the beginning word-of-mouth represented an 
important tool to gain new customers, with time it became clear that it was necessary to take advantage of the 
opportunities arisen from adhering to trade associations that, thanks to social networks, help tourist operators 
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connect to potential customers. 

4.4 How does a Business Enterprise Start? (S) 

72% of the interviewees said that they have taken over the family tourist business. The remaining 28% said that 
they have started up their own business, with no cases of second generation. In this latter case, we can easily 
understand all the difficulties met in developing the business idea, in the start-up phase and finally in the 
management of the actual economic business. 

The business idea 

It was not easy for the interviewed women entrepreneurs to answer the question about the origin of their business 
idea. 12% said it was conceived by chance, 72% continued a family tradition and 16% wanted to capitalize 
former professional experience.  

“In order to make a travel agency business idea successful, it is necessary to have a good tourist and geographic 
culture and an ability to detect customers’ needs and expectations. Furthermore, you need to be able to manage 
the different channels of communication for both the promotion and the organization of work, being able to 
manage the relationships with customers, keeping abreast with main political and economic events, knowing and 
respecting the national and regional tourist laws and regulations, interacting with suppliers and, above all, 
being familiar with foreign languages”. 

Initial economic investment and first difficulties 

The interviews have shown that the main difficulties met in the development of the economic activity are to be 
ascribed to the high degree of difficulty to access to credit from financial institutions. Although these enterprises 
are travel agencies and tour operators, that means that they do not require the purchase of industrial plants and 
machinery, however the development of this business requests renting a place where carrying out the activities 
and, above all, purchasing some expensive software to manage bookings and national and international 
invoicing. 

“The initial investment is limited if compared to that of other activities (it costs less to start up a travel agency 
than a clothing business) and, not needing a storehouse, even management costs are moderate”. 

5. Discussion 

The survey has allowed to highlight the typical key factors of a woman-owned micro and small enterprise, 
starting from the analysis of the personal features of the entrepreneur (C), the environment in which the 
enterprise operates (A), the organizational aspects and management style (O), up to the business start-up and its 
motivation (S). This analysis enables us to verify whether the valorization of relational capital contributes to the 
achievement of sustainable development of female micro and small enterprises operating in the tourism industry.  

One of the most significant aspect that has emerged from the survey is the way women entrepreneurs do business, 
which is strictly linked to their ability to create a network of relations with all stakeholders and, above all, to 
make it work seamlessly (Scott, 1986). Well-structured networks can improve management efficiency and lower 
mortality rate of micro and small businesses during the start-up process. These relations are often commercial 
(e.g. relations with customers and suppliers). Sometimes they can be formal (e.g. franchising professionals, 
consultants, institutions), but in most cases they are informal, due to the need of balancing work and family, and 
getting relatives and friends involved in the network.. 

The complexity of the environment, either general or specific, and the growing pressure of competition stimulate 
the creation and the development of inter-organizational relations. These allow entrepreneurs to gain and exploit 
new resources/knowledge on one side, while decreasing the environmental uncertainty on the other.  

Especially for the micro and small enterprises under examination, cooperation through networks is considered 
relevant and decisive for their durability over time. It is therefore essential for them to adopt networks as an 
organizational model, if they intend to defend themselves against strong competitive pressures and to overcome 
the lack of knowledge/resources that often marks them. 

Networks are developed not only to avoid threats but also to enhance the competitive position of enterprises, for 
instance to grasp new market opportunities and beat stronger competitors.  

This allows enterprises to meet those market challenges that could not be tackled by counting only on their own 
limited resources.  

Especially in the examined tourist segment, networks have been created to improve tourist planning and 
promotion and to develop a product/service suitable to fulfill the needs of increasingly demanding customers. 
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Mutual trust amongst the different actors is an essential requirement to create and develop a network of relations. 
Trust, in effect, plays a significant role in facilitating relations amongst partners. 

6. Conclusions and Limits 

This paper is an opportunity for reflection on the competitive potential of micro and small enterprises operating 
in the tourism industry. 

The purpose of the paper is to analyze the strategic role of relational capital for the achievement of sustainable 
development in Italian micro and small tourist businesses run by women. 

Reports in the literature indicate that such enterprises can be competitive if able to create and guarantee over 
time a better tourist experience, compared to that offered by other territories and by competitors.  

We can then conclude by affirming that competitiveness presumes sustainability. Achieving sustainable 
development increasingly demands an ever more structured, balanced and coherent set of economic, legislative, 
technical and financial measures. 

Therefore, while the competitive advantage of a tourist enterprise depends on resources available and on the 
features of the network of relations, it is fundamental to be capable to use them correctly and to improve the 
relations in place over the course of time. 

However, this requires a greater attention from Institutions that, in a competitive complicated context such as the 
current one, should promote the development of business activities run by women entrepreneurs with actions 
aimed at sustaining their growth. Female micro and small enterprises represent an important development and 
innovation drive to Italy.   

The restricted number of companies surveyed (34) and the confined area examined (Lazio Region) represent a 
limit to the present research. From a future research perspective, it is therefore desirable to complete this work 
with an additional analysis of all micro and small tourist businesses run by women entrepreneurs operating in all 
Italian regions, in order to find new opportunities, raise critical aspects and, above all, highlight appropriate 
actions for the territorial development. 
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