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This note is derived from a qualitative study of female entrepreneurship, based on 
interviews with 18 women entrepreneurs in the South West of England. The note 
has been prepared in response to a request from the SW RDA. The interviews 
were conducted in 2005, and structured to provide a comparison with a similar 
study in rural Serbia. It was not, therefore, a direct comparison with male 
entrepreneurs, or of women in entrepreneurial as opposed to managerial 
positions. However in many respects the data support the findings of previous 
studies that have made these comparisons (e.g. Monolova et al 2006b), and may 
therefore be interpreted as further evidence of established trends. Also the 
interviewees themselves often made comparisons based on their own perceptions 
of male entrepreneurs or female peers in managerial positions of larger 
companies. Several interviews suggest that the type of business is a significant 
factor in the accessibility of finance, and this seems plausible although our sample 
was too small to corroborate such a claim.   
 
Although not a central theme of the study, some data related to the acquisition and 
application of finance, which is the particular subject of this note. Our findings offer 
insight into three topics: 

 
a) Initial capital resources 
b) Investment for further growth 
c) Future plans. 

 
a) Two thirds of the women in our study did not draw on start-up loans. They cited 
a number of reasons: a belief that banks make it harder for women than for men 
(though it is not clear to what extent they tested this perception); ‘common 
knowledge’ that banks would be unwilling to lend to businesses with relatively low 
growth prospects; a desire to remain independent of lenders.  
 
Taking these in reverse order, we can see some of the complexity of explaining 
this behaviour. Most of the women had worked hard to save the initial investment 
to start their businesses. They may have been ignorant of financing options, or 
unnecessarily pessimistic about the attitude of the banks; but what they often said 
was that their main aim in starting a business was to establish their independence, 
which included independence from lenders as well as from employers.  
 
By comparison, of the one third of our sample that did take out bank loans, the 
majority were businesses run by wife-and-husband partnerships. They interpreted 
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the value of ‘independence’ more specifically in terms of family wealth. However 
these businesses were often able to draw on established creditworthiness of the 
husband’s prior business ventures or on joint savings and property. More broadly, 
it is well-established that a husbands’ earnings from self-employment are 
positively correlated with their wives’ start-up activities and their self employment 
status –i.e. the wives of successful entrepreneurs are more likely to start their own 
businesses. (So an economic development policy that seeks to maximise women-
owned businesses might focus on this population). 
 
One of the women starting her own business took a single supplier credit 
(ostensibly for ‘a car and furniture’), as she had no mortgage on her house and her 
mortgage agency approved this loan.  
 
In this research, as in several other studies, a relationship between type of 
business and access to resources has been established, especially regarding 
bank loans. Half of our respondents are in traditional areas (retail, food, catering, 
clothing, services etc.) and these are generally considered poor targets for lenders 
because of the small size, stiff competition, low margins and limited opportunities 
for growth.  
 
All in all, these various factors explain a commonly reported outcome: that female 
entrepreneurs appear to be more risk averse and to draw on “internal sources for 
external financing”. 
 
Other studies have shown that women entrepreneurs in larger sized businesses, 
or in sectors with more apparent scope for growth, are more likely to be better 
informed and more oriented to external financing sources and have fewer 
problems with obtaining bank loans. Of course this is simply a correlation: more 
experienced businesswomen will feel more confident, competent and ambitious in 
their business plans. 
 
Possibly, several other factors that hamper or prevent access to financial 
resources should be investigated (such as fear of failure, fear of not being able to 
pay off the debt and other factors).  
 
b)  After an initial start-up phase, some women became more willing to take loans 
(and banks more willing to give them), but generally for small amounts. Again, 
businesses run by spouse partnerships made larger investments, took larger 
loans, grew their businesses faster, and sought larger margins. Comparing women 
business owners with women managers running similar sized units in larger 
companies, the latter appear, on anecdotal evidence, to be more ambitious for 
growth. So this is further indication of the risk-averse, security-oriented approach 
of women entrepreneurs, who prefer slower but steady growth.  
 
c) All respondents in our sample had plans to enlarge their businesses. Typically, 
owners of businesses with bigger profits wished to expand to new industrial 
sectors or abroad and planned to apply for bank loans, as well as to invest their 
own savings. They were confident in their ability to raise loan finance, and were 
not seeking equity or venture capital. However, owners of businesses that 
remained small over a longer period did not demonstrate such confidence in 
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obtaining financial aid; though it could also be the case that this reluctance is an 
expression of their preference for low-risk security and a relatively un-pressured 
lifestyle. Not all entrepreneurs want to grow their businesses beyond a certain 
size: for them, smallness is a virtue.  However in some cases we believe they lack 
information on the sources of entrepreneurial finance, which may be correlated to 
insufficient prior entrepreneurial experience. 

 
Summary of findings: 
 
These are obviously very provisional, given such a small sample. But they are 
suggestive of a clear pattern, which indicates directions for further research.  The 
headlines are: 
 

1. Women starting their own businesses independently find it harder to raise 
money than those starting up in partnership with their male partners. It is 
not clear why this is – prejudice from bank managers? Less appetite for risk 
on the part of the women?  

2. Many businesses started by women seem to be in sectors with low growth 
opportunities – or maybe they don’t foresee or aim for substantial growth. 
Bank managers see therefore see these as less attractive opportunities 
when it comes to awarding loans. Maybe the bank managers need to 
recognise the solid returns and dependable performance of these 
businesses; or perhaps the women should be more ambitious, recognizing 
early on the inevitable logic of ‘growth’ in most businesses.  

3. Businesses started and led by women grow more slowly than businesses 
run by husband-and-wife partnerships, and also more slowly than 
businesses run by women as part of a larger organisation (e.g. as one of a 
group of companies owned by the family). This may be simply because it’s 
easier to do things as a team, and one is likely to be more cautious if 
everything depends on one’s own efforts. It could also be to do with lifestyle 
choices: women entrepreneurs acting on their own cite ‘independence’ as 
an important motive, and they might feel this would be compromised if they 
had large loans or outside investors. 

4. Women appreciate the advice offered by agencies such as Business Links, 
but they could do with more focused help on the financial and investment 
aspects of their businesses. 

 
Suggestions for further research 
 
This research suggests that female entrepreneurs don’t take out start-up loans 
because they choose not to – rather than some structural failure  in the availability 
of funds.  This sis a suggestion rather than a finding: the research was not 
designed to test this in a systematic way. However, this finding would be 
consonant with other studies of female entrepreneurs, so the following 
suggestions for further research take this as a starting point.  
 
1. Women may differ from their male counterparts in their initial motivation to start 
up a business: i.e. they appear more likely to aim for security and financial 
independence than for larger and continuing growth. However, as they grow in 
experience and confidence, they may become more enthusiastic about growth, 
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and therefore become more significant in creating jobs and wealth beyond their 
own family. More information on the changes in motivation over time would help in 
the design and target-setting of business support services. 
2.  Women often choose to start businesses in sectors with low growth prospects. 
Are they aware of alternatives? Would more pre-start-up education for putative 
entrepreneurs encourage them to enter sectors with higher growth prospects? 
3. Previous research indicates a strong correlation between the take-up of finance 
and the extent of ‘social networks’ (Manolova et al, 2006a). Male entrepreneurs 
develop wider social networks than their female counterparts, and make more use 
of them in raising finance for their businesses. There is enough evidence to give 
us some confidence that enhanced social networks for female entrepreneurs 
would have a significant effect, but the specific characteristics of each set of 
relationship will be important: who is involved, for how long, how often, and so 
forth. Thus an effective approach would be an action-research project in support of 
social networks for female entrepreneurs, while at the same time researching, 
evaluating and improving the networks.  This should be a relatively long-term 
commitment: at least three years. 
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