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1. Introduction: women entrepreneurs
and growth

Candida G. Brush, Anne de Bruin,
Elizabeth J. Gatewood and Colette Henry

Women-owned businesses are one of the fastest growing entrepreneurial
populations in the world. They make significant contributions to innova-
tion, employment and wealth creation in all economies (Brush et al., 2006).
Statistics from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) indicate that
women entrepreneurs create and run businesses across all of the broad indus-
trial sectors of extraction, transformation, business services and consumer-
oriented products. Women in developed economies are more likely to start
businesses out of opportunity motivation while those in less developed econ-
omies are motivated by necessity, Latin America and Asia have higher rates
of entrepreneurial activity for women than Europe and the US. However,
women entrepreneurs make significant contributions to economies in terms
of jobs, innovations and gross national product (Allen et al., 2007).

Despite the growing importance of women entrepreneurs, they are
understudied and the paucity of research on the phenomenon of women’s
entrepreneurship is well documented (Baker et al., 1997; de Bruin et al.,
2006, 2007). Recent literature reviews suggest that studies about women
entrepreneurs comprise less than 10 per cent of all research in the field. The
result is that we know comparatively little about women entrepreneurs
even though they contribute positively to gross national product (GNP),
jobs, innovations and societal welfare globally. For the past 10 years, the
Diana Project has worked to resolve this disparity.

THE DIANA PROJECT

Early research on women’s entrepreneurship focused on factors influenc-
ing the start-up of ventures (Gatewood et al., 2003). Notably absent was
an understanding of factors affecting growth. In 1999, Candida Brush,
Nancy Carter, Elizabeth Gatewood, Patricia Greene and Myra Hart
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launched the Diana Project to study the phenomenon of women’s entre-
preneurship in the United States. Historically, women-led ventures were
smaller than those led by men, whether measured by size of revenues gen-
erated or the number of people employed. The overarching question was,
‘Why do women-owned businesses remain smaller than those of their male
counterparts? A multi-method research effort was undertaken to examine
supply of and demand for growth capital relative to women entrepreneurs.
United States research showed that women entrepreneurs seldom acquired
sufficient funds to grow their businesses aggressively and to reach their full
potential. This raised a new question, ‘Do women face unique challenges
in acquiring growth capital?’

While the collective research documents the demand by women entre-
preneurs for equity capital, there was and still is a mismatch between the
women, their ventures and sources of growth funding (Brush, et al., 2001b,
2004b). The Diana Project findings prompted great interest amongst the
media, policy-makers, practitioners and educators wanting to learn more
about ways to increase women entrepreneurs’ receipt of growth capital
by providing a better infrastructure of programmes and curricula for
women who wished to grow larger businesses (see, for example: Hart,
2003; Henry, 2002; Hoover, 2002; Montandon, 2002). All these audiences
shared the objective of facilitating the growth of new businesses that could
produce innovation and wealth for the benefit of individual entrepreneurs,
their families and ultimately their communities.

Simultaneous to the Diana Project research, interest in women entrepre-
neurs and growth of their ventures was rising in most countries around the
world. To capture and leverage that interest, the Diana Project team, in
partnership with ESBRI (Entrepreneurship and Small Business Research
Institute, Sweden), convened an international gathering of scholars in
2003 to develop a shared research agenda. The goal was to exchange ideas
and learn from each other about the current state of research on creation
and support for new women-led businesses, and particularly, support and
development of growth-oriented businesses. The purpose of creating the
Diana International collaborative was twofold:

e To provide a platform from which to develop, conduct and share a
global research agenda.

e To create an international community of scholars dedicated to
answering the questions about women entrepreneurs and growth-
oriented businesses.

The product of the first Diana International Conference in 2003
was a report discussing the importance of growth-oriented women-led
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businesses and summarizing the state of knowledge about these busi-
nesses in the initial countries involved. This report was released in spring
of 2005 and provided a summary of the presentations about the state
of women’s entrepreneurship by country. For the second conference in
2004, participants presented working papers. Following the event, papers
were peer reviewed, revised and finally submitted for consideration for an
edited volume entitled Growth-Oriented Women Entrepreneurs and their
Businesses (Brush et al., 2006). The book is the product of the second
Diana International Conference which represents the hard work and dedi-
cation of an expanded community of scholars passionate about under-
standing the growth of women’s entrepreneurship.

Since 2004, research conferences were held in Stockholm (2005, 2006),
Madrid (2007), and Belfast (2008). The Belfast conference was attended by
more than 100 international scholars. Several special issues of journals have
published refereed work specifically on the topic of women’s entrepreneur-
ship, notably: Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice (2 volumes), Venture
Capital Journal, Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, the Journal
of Enterprising Culture, International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour
and Research and International Small Business Journal. In addition, a new
journal, the International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship was
launched in 2008 and has published its first volume. In 2007 the found-
ers of the Diana Project were awarded the prestigious Global Award for
Entrepreneurship Research sponsored by the Swedish Entrepreneurship
Forum, the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth and
the Research Institute of Industrial Economics. Collectively, these efforts
demonstrate significant progress in building a global research agenda
and a growing community of scholars that can address the deficit in our
knowledge of women entrepreneurs.

A FRAMEWORK FOR GROWTH

Growth-Oriented Women Entrepreneurs and their Businesses (Brush et
al., 2006) introduced a framework to examine the factors influencing the
growth of individual women-led businesses. This framework discussed
four main constructs: the individual, venture concept, firm resources and
institutional financial resources. Additionally, the framework showed that
the potential for growth was influenced by both the business sector and the
country context,

In this second volume, for continuity and consistency, we utilize these
same framework elements but modify its portrayal to highlight that the
individual is nested within the family. Figure 1.1 thus shows the individual
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Venture concept
Business potential
growth goal

Family context

Individual
Sex, goals, capabilities,
aspirations, commitment,
self-efficacy, motivations /

Firm resources
Financial, social, organizational,

/ technology resources

Institutional I
financial

resources
Debt, squity Sector

Country context

Source: Adapted from Brush et al. (2004a).

Figure 1.1  Research framework for women and growth businesses

enveloped within an outer circle of the family. Our interpretation of the
framework also differs since we place greater emphasis on the need for
contextualizing women’s entrepreneurship at various levels including
family and other institutional contexts.

The foundation for any new venture is the individual and the initial
package of capabilities and resources that the entrepreneur and her team
bring to the table. Not only does the entrepreneur’s level of formal edu-
cation and on-the-job experience and training have a positive relation to
success, but so does women’s self-assessment of having adequate skills and
knowledge (Langowitz and Minniti, 2007). Male and female entrepreneurs
also tend to differ in their aspirations and strategic choices, with some
women intentionally preferring to keep their businesses smaller (Cliff,
1998; Orser and Hogarth-Scott, 2002). Other individual-level factors
such as personal traits and the motivation for starting the business can
vary widely (Buttner and Moore, 1997). While the entrepreneur’s human
capital, characteristics, motivations and aspirations form the base for the
venture, entrepreneuts are not atomistic actors. They are embedded within
their household and family context which usually has a larger impact on
women than men in the entrepreneurial process (Brush et al., 2009).

The venture concept is what the business does or the product or service it
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provides (Bhide, 2000). It starts from an idea, innovation or a problem and
is transformed into a concept which forms the basis of the organization.
Breakthrough ideas, a solution to an important problem, or the creation
of a product with low substitutes which will cater to a large market instead
of a low-value niche, will spawn organizations with a high growth poten-
tial. Such business concepts are also likely to have a higher probability of
attracting external funding for growth (Timmons and Bygrave, 1997).

Firm resources are used to convert the concept into reality and take the
goods and services to market (Penrose, 1954). Resources fall into several
categories: social, financial, organizational, physical and technical (Brush
et al., 2001a). Social capital is a form of non-economic knowledge and
emerges from norms, relationships and social structures in an individual’s
life (Coleman, 1988). This includes the network of contacts and reputa-
tion, as well as the skills and expertise that help entrepreneurs and their
teams acquire the resources of the emerging organization (Aldrich, 1999).
Other resources include organizational resources which are those relation-
ships, structures, routines and information of the new venture (Dollinger,
1995). Physical resources include tangible and intangible assets needed for
the operations of the business (Dollinger, 1995). These also may include
technology and equipment as well as materials and other physical assets
of the business. Financial resources are the cash and money assets of the
business (Bygrave, 1992). Often personal savings of the entrepreneur and
team are the first financial resources available to the firm.

The business sector or industry in which the venture operates also has
implications for growth (Carter et al., 1997). Women are concentrated in
sectors such as retailing, personal care services, catering and restaurants,
which are characterized by ease of entry and low start-up financial capital.
These sectors are intensely competitive and overcrowded and this limits
growth potential (Brush et al., 2004a; Marlow et al., 2008).

Institutional financial resources comprise external funding sources
outside the venture. The availability of and access to external financial
capital from private sector financial institutions and equity providers,
including venture capitalists and angels, is usually a prerequisite for busi-
ness growth. There continues to be differences in external funding patterns
between male and female-owned businesses (Brush et al., 2001b; Greene et
al., 1999; Haines et al., 1999). In contrast to the earlier discussion, we seek
here to explore some explanations for these differences, by highlighting
how in Figure 1.1 this element intersects both the sector and the country
context. With regard to the former, studies suggest that structural factors
including sector-related factors can account for sex differences in exter-
nal funding (for example, Haines et al., 1999). Other studies, however,
suggest there is an unexplained gender residual (for example, Verheul and



