The barriers facing female entrepreneurs

This evidence is presented in response to the call on ‘Female entrepreneurship’ by the Women
and Equalities Committee.
March 2025

Summary

In an ever-evolving world, women encounter considerable difficulties in establishing and
expanding their businesses. This policy brief examines the barriers facing female entrepreneurs
with a particular focus on intangible factors. It analyses personal characteristics, gender-role
orientation, cultural influences, and access to human and social capital. The findings provide
recommendations that can benefit both entrepreneurs and policymakers, fostering a broader
discussion about women's entrepreneurship.
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1. Research framework and study design

This report presents a study examining the barriers to female entrepreneurship, featuring the results
of the project ‘Empowering Female Entrepreneurship in Kazakhstan’ along with an evidence-
based review of existing literature. The project was conducted from September 2024 to March
2025, supported by the International Science Partnership Fund (ISPF) under the ODA Institutional
Support Grant for 2024-25 from the University of Reading. For this research, a survey consisting
of 26 questions that utilised validated scales from reputable evidence-based prior academic
publications was designed and distributed to both male and female entrepreneurs. A total of 96
responses were collected, 61 female and 35 male responses. The findings include conclusions and
observations that are relevant to female entrepreneurship in any country.

2. Research background

1.1 The need to understand the barriers to
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= Male = Female This policy brief focuses on several key
factors influencing women’s business success.
Along with well-known tangible barriers to female entrepreneurship such as access to financial
capital, technological capital, business training and the market, the cultural and social contexts
may significantly influence the performance of women entrepreneurs, which is often lower
compared to that of male entrepreneurs (Figure 1, based on data in this project). These include
more nuanced categories attributed to soft factors such as leadership styles, culture, motivation,
trust, and interpersonal relationships interconnected with the demographic characteristics, of
entrepreneurs, their human and social capitals and gender-role orientations. Notably, networking
factors were found to have a significant influence, especially in non-Western cultural contexts
even within advanced economies [4]. There has been a positive relationship between women
entrepreneurs' human capital—specifically social networks, social norms, and social trust—and
firm performance [2]. Soft factors affecting female entrepreneurship can be classified into several
broad groups: gender-related personal challenges and orientations, and human and social capital.
Women are often less inclined to pursue entrepreneurial activities. The intention to start a
business is considerably more complicated for women compared to men, as women are more
sensitive to a range of noneconomic factors [5]. To start an entrepreneurial activity, women first
should have intention. Conditions that lead to the development of this intention include subjective




norms, personal attitudes and perceptions, such as perceived supportive social resources, the ease
or difficulty of becoming an entrepreneur, perceived beliefs about traditional gender roles and
confidence in one’s ability to successfully pursue entrepreneurial endeavours. Among these groups
of factors, perceived beliefs about traditional gender roles and perceived supportive social
resources have a significant positive impact on confidence in women’s entreprencurial abilities

[6].

3. Research findings: the barriers facing women entrepreneurs
3.1 Demographic characteristics attributed to a female entrepreneur

Personal demographic factors that may affect female entrepreneurial activity include gender itself,
age, marital status, existence of children, the type of industry they engage and the type of self-
employment. For instance, it was shown that the motivation and desire to establish a business
diminish as individuals become older [7]. Age correlates with health, impacting productivity,
decision-making, and longevity in entrepreneurial and professional endeavours as critical human
capital components. As people get older, the value of their time becomes higher, so they place less
importance on the benefits they might get from wages in the future [8]. On the other side, their
chances of starting a business improve due to the greater amount of tangible resources, social
connections, and skills they have gained over time [9]. Aligning with these two opposing forces,
research highlights a non-linear pattern in entrepreneurial activity across different age groups, with
activity reaching maximum within the age range of 35 to 44 years [10]. However, not all studies
support the idea of a non-linear relationship between an individual's likelihood or inclination to
engage in entrepreneurial activities and the age reaching its highest point in middle age. This may
apply to female entrepreneurs, as women often have more time for entrepreneurial activities once
their children grow older.

In later vyears, self-employment can

Text box 1. Non-economic motivations for provide an economic advantage as an

starting a business.
| started my business...

e “...to help single mothers with kids
with special needs... | realised how
mothers, mostly single, have not only
an emotional burden but also
financial stress.”

e “..todevelop and learn new
professional skills, to implement
more of my ideas and to increase my
income.”

e “..because I want to make [positive]
change”

alternative to retirement. Self-employment,
compared to traditional wage-and-salary
positions, can lead to better outcomes, such as
less job stress and work intensity, better
cognitive ability, health conditions and socio-
demographic characteristics. The health
benefits of self-employment are particularly
notable in  knowledge-based industries
compared to labour-intensive sectors [11].
Additionally, it can result in fulfilment as
female entrepreneurs often start social
businesses, due to a combination of personal
motivations, societal influences, and unique
perspectives (refer to the text box for examples
of responses received from female
entrepreneurs).



It is more difficult to find employment with
Fig. 2. Motivations to start abusiness, age [12] and therefore women join the group of
percentage of responses necessity entrepreneurs, those who are pushed
to start a business due to unavailability of
satisfactory  alternatives, i.e. long-term
inability to find employment or low wages in
employment [13] and therefore women are
enforced to start new entrepreneurial activities.
The group of entrepreneurs who pursue a
business opportunity—specifically
recognizing the market potential for financial
success among women of a certain age—will
be smaller (refer to Figure 2). Furthermore, the
likelihood that women in their late 40s will run
a business by hiring workers to support their
entrepreneurial activities is expected to be
= Male =Female lower compared to the likelihood of running a
business as independent entrepreneurs [14].

Other reasons

| started my own
business even though |
liked my previous job

... because I did not
like my previous job

... because I could not
find another job

3.2 Gender-role orientation and cultural factor

Stereotypical perceptions continue to define behaviors as feminine or masculine, thereby shaping
different gender roles and individuals' orientations toward these roles. Gender-role orientation
[15;16] relates to how a person defines or associates themselves with culturally defined masculine
and feminine roles, behaviors, and traits. It reflects how people perceive and express themselves
in relation to traditional gender expectations within their society and includes two dimensions;
who they are (descriptive) and who they are expected to be (prescriptive) [17]. For example, some
people might align strongly with stereotypically masculine traits (e.g., assertiveness,
independence), while others may identify more with feminine traits (e.g., nurturing, empathy).
Some may adopt an androgynous orientation, which incorporates a balance of both masculine and
feminine characteristics, or a more flexible approach to gender roles. Previous academic research
suggests the following indicators of gender-role orientation:

e leadership abilities and actions

e personality strengths, dominance

e anentrepreneur's ability to stand up for their opinions, values, or principles, even in the
face of disagreement or opposition

e an entrepreneur's ability to quickly and confidently choose a course of action when
faced with options or challenges.

e qualities that describe a person's demeanor and approach toward others (warm, gentle,
sympathetic, sensitivity to other’s needs, tenderness)



. . . Overall, individuals can develop one of
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women's enthusiasm or inclination towards
entrepreneurship if they do not possess these traits. Additionally, the perception of regional culture
as supportive can leverage the effect of their personal characteristics for female entrepreneurs. In
our research conducted in Kazakhstan, we observed an intriguing phenomenon: women score
higher than men on both femininity and masculinity criteria (refer to Figure 3). This can be
attributed to various cultural, historical, and societal factors, including the expectation to balance
traditional roles with active participation in the workforce. In nomadic traditions, women often
played significant roles in family, society, and even combat, showcasing qualities of independence
and leadership.

3.3 Human and social capitals
Human capital refers to the educational background, management and business skills and health
status of individuals. Research indicates that women entrepreneurs with greater skills, knowledge,
and experience tend to run more successful businesses [2]. Human capital can be divided into two
main categories: general capital and specific human capital. General capital encompasses socio-
demographic traits such as age, the presence of children and marital status. In contrast, specific
human capital includes the entrepreneur's education, work experience, and management abilities.
Formal education is particularly important for female entrepreneurship, as women often face more
obstacles in accessing educational institutions like schools, colleges, or universities, especially in
developing countries. In more advanced economics, women from specific groups—such as
national minorities, immigrants, and those from low-income households—may have limited access
to quality education or may have to work harder to establish their credibility. Additionally, women
are still significantly underrepresented among graduate entrepreneurs, particularly in areas
connected to science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) disciplines [18]. For,
example our research has shown that women tend to be less inclined to adopt complex
technologies, such as cloud computing and big data, which may be attributed to a lack of
foundational technological education. Another crucial factor is social capital which refers to the
benefits or resources individuals or groups gain from having strong, lasting networks or



connections with others who recognise and support them. It serves as a key theoretical framework
for understanding the social hierarchies within an entrepreneurial ecosystem. Social capital
comprises two components: social networks and social norms and trust, which together shape the
unique set of social capabilities for female entrepreneurs [2]. Participation in social networks is
crucial for building social capital as it provides access to necessary resources, opportunities and
support needed for business development.

4. Policy recommendations

Overcoming demographic challenges: policy interventions in this area could include targeted
financial support programs or grants for older women entrepreneurs. These initiatives should focus
on women starting a business to fill market gaps, embrace innovation, or pursue their passions, as
well as those who start this business due to a lack of better employment alternatives. Tailored
education and skill-building initiatives should cater to women at different life stages. Additionally,
policymakers should develop STEM-industry policies to encourage women entrepreneurs to
engage in knowledge-based industries and create initiatives to help women transition from
employment to entrepreneurship. It’s important to suggest policies to reduce age discrimination in
the labour market.

Developing individual gender characteristics: policies could incorporate training in masculine
traits in females within entrepreneurial education for women. Other policies might foster
entrepreneurial cultures that are supportive of women, ensuring they feel encouraged and valued
regardless of their gender-role orientation. Policymakers could launch awareness campaigns to
combat stereotypical perceptions of feminine and masculine roles. Furthermore, tertiary
educational programmes and vocational training could be designed to cultivate leadership skills in
women, focusing on traits traditionally associated with entrepreneurship, such as risk-taking, need
for achievement, competitiveness and assertiveness.

Building human and social capital: policy should support female human capital development.
For younger ages, it's essential to remove barriers and ensure equal access to formal education,
including schools and universities. Policymakers should create initiatives that encourage
businesses and educational institutions to improve access and opportunities for women
entrepreneurs from minority and low-income backgrounds. Supporting STEM education among
women is crucial, which can be achieved by promoting them in schools and providing target
scholarships at the university level. Furthermore, policies should advocate for lifelong learning
and promote self-employment in knowledge-based industries as an alternative to wage-and-salary
positions in labour-intensive sectors. Finally, offering management and business skills training
tailored to women entrepreneurs will enhance their operational and strategic capabilities.

5. Conclusion:
Empowering female entrepreneurs requires comprehensive policies addressing diverse needs
across demographics, gender roles, and human capital. By fostering equal opportunities, reducing
discrimination, promoting STEM education, and cultivating supportive entrepreneurial cultures,
policymakers can create an inclusive environment. Tailored initiatives can unlock potential,
enabling women to thrive as innovators and leaders in competitive, knowledge-based industries.
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