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Abstract

Women's entrepreneurship has been recognised as critical for economic growth and job
creation. Consequently, policy initiatives and programmes to increase the number of
women entrepreneurs have been developed. Despite this, the literature has shown that

women-owned businesses are still significantly underrepresented globally.

Access to finance has been recognised as a particular challenge facing women-owned
businesses, especially at the start-up stage. Studies exploring the concept of
entrepreneurial ecosystems note that access to finance and government policy play a
critical role in entrepreneurial behaviour. These studies argue that most
entrepreneurship policies are inherently gendered. While such studies are valuable, this

remains a relatively unexplored theme, especially in Ireland.

This thesis explores the potential embedded gender biases within the Irish
entrepreneurship landscape, by focusing on women entrepreneurs at the intersection of
policy and access to finance. Drawing on feminist theory and adopting an ecosystems
approach, the study employs a three-stage interpretive qualitative research approach
combining discourse analysis, in-depth semi-structured interviews, and a policy reading
guide (GWEP). Qualitative interviews with 43 women entrepreneurs and 3 funders were
conducted and thematically analysed. Finance-focused entrepreneurship policy and
programme documents for women'’s entrepreneurship in Ireland were analysed using

the GWEP policy reading guide.

Findings reveal that the Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem is inherently gendered. Current
policies designed to support women entrepreneurs' access to finance do not appear to
alter women's disadvantaged position in society; rather they perpetuate women'’s
‘othering’ positioning. This was particularly evident in this study through the power and
gender dynamics uncovered in the funding landscape. It appears that while women are
encouraged to actively seek funding, they are at the same time reminded of their
subordinate position. It seems that women entrepreneurs are reminded ‘to know their
place’ in entrepreneurship through the various embedded gender biases and structural

barriers imposed within the Irish funding ecosystem.



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

Women's entrepreneurship has been recognised as critical for economic growth and job
creation (GEM 2024; OECD 2023a). According to the 2020/2021 Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Women'’s Entrepreneurship survey report, there are
274 million women entrepreneurs driving start-ups globally, controlling $20 trillion
annually (Elam etal, 2021). This has resulted in the development of policy initiatives and
programmes designed to augment the number of women-led businesses and enhance
their economic impact (OECD 2021; Brush & Greene 2015). Despite such efforts, the
literature shows that across most nations, women-owned businesses are still
significantly underrepresented globally (Elam et al, 2022,2023; OECD-GWEP 2021;
Orser et al,, 2020). Indeed, globally, only two out of every five early-stage entrepreneurs
arewomen (Elam etal, 2022), highlighting the existence ofa gender gap. Reasons for this
‘gender gap’ have been attributed to several gender-related obstacles and challenges,
including limited network access, societal expectations, limited access to finance, and

gender bias (Cullen 2020; The Rose Report 2019; Muntean & Ozkazanc-Pan 2015).

Since the 1980s, access to finance has been identified as a major challenge facing women -
owned businesses worldwide, including within the Republic of Ireland (hereafter,
Ireland) and particularly at the start-up stage (Henry 2024; OECD 2023a). Women's
entrepreneurship scholarship notes that key elements of the entrepreneurial ecosystem
such as access to finance and government policy influence entrepreneurial behaviour
(Foss et al, 2018; Isenberg 2010). However, such scholarship argues that most
entrepreneurship policies and programmes are inherently gendered (OECD 2021;
Pettersson et al, 2017; Ahl & Nelson 2015). This raises questions as to how finance -
focused entrepreneurship policies impact women entrepreneurs’ ability to access

funding.

Therefore, this thesis seeks to investigate the finance-focused entrepreneurship policies
and support programmes facing women entrepreneurs' access to funding in Ireland. The
thesis also explores insights into the perspectives and experiences of women
entrepreneurs and funding providers. This introductory chapter will provide an

overview of the study by first examining the research background and country context It
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will then addressthe research problem, rationale for the study, research aims, objectives,
questions, and research contributions. Finally, the motivation for carrying out the PhD

research and thesis outline are presented.

1.2 Research Background

Over the last seventy years, the study of entrepreneurship has emerged as a key policy
issue in discussions on economic growth and employment across economies worldwide
(OECD 2021; Schumpeter 1934). An implicit assumption within this early discourse was
the idea that entrepreneurship is predominantly a male activity (Jennings & Brush 2013;
Ahl 2006). For example, research into the personality traits of an entrepreneur (Kerr et
al, 2017) has frequently related to the masculine gender, even though the description of
a typical entrepreneur does not specifically state whether it relates to a male or female
gender (Barringer & Ireland 2012). However, a major shift occurred with the
introduction of the term ‘women’s entrepreneurship’ in the 1980s, when the significance
of women's contributions to this field garnered both scholarly and political attention
(Bosmaetal, 2021; Jennings & Brush 2013) and the value of women’s entrepreneurship
for economic development became a focal point within the debate. As pointed out by
Brush et al. (2009), women-owned businesses are ‘amongst the fastest growing
entrepreneurs in the world’ (p.9). For nearly four decades, women entrepreneurs have
been widely recognised as an untapped source of economic growth (Elam et al., 2022;
Fitzsimons & O’Gorman 2021; European Commission 2014), and as such, policy should
be directed toward encouraging the growth and establishment of women'’s
entrepreneurship (Harrison et al, 2020; Brush et al, 2014). Against this backdrop,
increasing women'’s entrepreneurship became a major policy objective in most nations

(Elam et al,, 2022,2023; Henry et al, 2017, 2019).

Over the years, several countries have instigated various initiatives, policies, and
programmes backed by both governmental and non-governmental organisations to
foster a thriving entrepreneurship environmentfor both men and women entrepreneurs,
with a significant emphasis on women-owned businesses (Bosma et al, 2021; WEF

2013). These policy initiatives have achieved notable improvements. On a global level,



according to the 2020 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)! consortium which is the
primary resource for measuring global entrepreneurial activity, an estimated 274 million
women around the world are involved in the formation of new businesses (Bosma et al,,
2020). In the United States of America (USA), often recognised as one of the world’s most
entrepreneurial nations, in the 1990s, there were 402,000 women-owned businesses
compared to 12.3 million women-owned or led firms in 20222 (Brush & Greene 2020). In
Ireland, the number of women entrepreneurs has experienced consistent growth in
recent years (Elam et al,, 2023). Approximately 1,400 women are reported to start new
businesses per month in Ireland (TechCentral.ie 2022). Similarly, in the United Kingdom,
women-led businesses account for 20.46% of all businessesin 2022, up from 16.65% in
2018 (The Rose Report 2023). According to the 2022 Female Founder Index’s landmark
report,women-led businesses in the UK have a turnover of £14 billion, up 41% from 2020

(Scale Up Insitute 2022).

While there has been an upward trend in the number of women-led start-ups globally,
empirical evidence reveals that women-led businesses consistently remain under-
represented, and their growth lags behind that of their male counterparts (Fitzsimons &
O’Gorman 2021; Elam et al, 2019, 2022; OECD 2017). The most recent 2024 Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) report revealed that in 2023, only five of the 74
economiesreported equalbusiness start-up rates between men and women (GEM 2024).
Indeed, women's startup activity has progressed at a sluggish pace, reaching only 10.1%
globally in 2022 (Elam et al,, 2023). In the European Union (hereafter, EU), fewer than
half, specifically 32%, of all entrepreneurs, are women (European Union News Report
2019). Similarly, the 2021 OECD/European Commission report found that between 2016
and 2020, only about 3% of EU women, compared to 5% of men, were involved in
launching a new business (OECD/European Commission 2021). In Ireland, although
women comprise 50% of the Irish population (Kelley et al. 2015), their businesses only
account for just 20% of Irish entrepreneurs (MasterCard 2018). Despite being ranked
third highest in the total early-stage entrepreneurial activity rate (TEA) among women

in European countries and having the narrowest men-to-women TEA ratio ever (1.2:1)

1 The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM Consortium) report primarily measures global
entrepreneurial activity across.
2 Statista https://earthweb.com /women-entrepreneurs-statistics/.
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(Elam et al.,, 2022), there is still a clear underrepresentation of early-stage women in the
entrepreneurial landscape. This gender bias is not limited to startups. In fact, research
shows that women receive less funding at every stage of their journey compared to their
male counterparts (The Rose Report 2019). As a result, there are significantly fewer
women than men entrepreneurs in almost every country in the world (Elam et al., 2019,
2022; OECD 2017).

Among the many reasons cited for this "gender gap" are gender discrimination,
insufficient access to finance, societal and cultural barriers, and women'’s lower levels of
confidence (OECD 2023; The Rose Report 2019, 2023). An enduring challenge in the
debate is the issue of access to finance and funding at the early stage (Henryetal, 2021;
Skonieczna & Castellano 2020). Although limited access to finance is a challenge for both
men and women entrepreneurs, it is more problematic for women entrepreneurs on a
global level (OECD 2021; Scotiabank 2020; The Rose Report 2019). According to a survey
by Tech Ireland, only 25% (one in four) of start-ups thatsecured investmentin 2022 had
a female founder or co-founder (TechCentral.ie 2022). In 2023, the study reported that
funding invested in Irish women-founded start-ups dropped to €93m from a record
€234min 2022 (Tech Ireland 2023). On average, women entrepreneurs in the UK start
businesses with 53% less funding than their male counterparts (The Rose Report2019).
According to the UBS Report, in Europe, women-only teams secured a mere 2% of
venture capital financing, while mixed-gender teams had 5%. In Africa, the funding gap
for women entrepreneurs is anticipated to be over $42 billion (UBS 2023). Indeed, this is
a global phenomenon. This raises the question of how government policy can enhance
women'’s access to funding (Leitch et al,, 2018).

To address the underrepresentation and challenges of women-led businesses, women-
focused entrepreneurship policies are thought to have the ability to improve the
entrepreneurial environment for women by addressing gender-related barriers to
business start-ups (Henry et al, 2017). Hence, many nations or governments advocate
for gender-inclusive policies to be implemented (OECD/EU 2021; Brush etal,, 2014). For
example, the Irish government designed and implemented a number of public policy
initiatives both nationally and regionally for nascent3 businesses as outlined in its

national enterprise strategy documents, such as the 2014 National Policy Statement on

According to GEM, nascent businesses are relatively new businesses at the idea or earliest start-up phase.
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Entrepreneurship and the 2018 Enterprise 2025 Renewed document, aimed to address
barriers in women’s access to finance and participation as well as strengthen
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Henry et al, 2022; OECD 2021). Such policy initiatives
demonstrate the concerted government efforts designed to try and achieve gender
equality within the entrepreneurial landscape. Similar trends were noted in other
nations. In all 27 countries analysed by the Global Women's Entrepreneurship Policy
Research Network (OECD-GWEP 2021), there are women’s entrepreneurship policies
and programmes that seek to address deficiencies in women’s entrepreneurial
capabilities and access to finance. Within this context, several dedicated training,
coaching, and mentoring schemes have been implemented (OECD 2023 a; Bullough et al,
2019). To stimulate funding for women-led companies and funds, the European
Commission launched a gender-smartfinance initiative under the InvestEU programme

(European Commission 2020).

While substantial progress has been made in assisting women to overcome obstacles to
entrepreneurship, women continue to encounter challenges, necessitating continuous
government policy intervention (OECD/EU 2021). However, after four decades of
research and policy interventions, the evidence shows that such policies have not
eliminated gender inequality in entrepreneurship (Foss etal, 2018; Henry et al, 2017);
women-led businesses are still underrepresented and underfunded. In recent decades,
entrepreneurship scholars have begun to shift their focus toward an entrepreneurial
ecosystem approach in an effort to explain this gender disparity (Acs et al, 2017; Stam
2015; Isenberg 2010). Researchers argue that the entrepreneurial ecosystem — which
refers to a number of interconnected and mutually impacting elements, particularly how
the three components: individuals, organisations, and institutions interact to create a
supportive environment for new venture creation and growth — directly influences the
ability of male and female entrepreneurs to enter the entrepreneurial landscape (Stam &
Spigel 2017; Mazzarol 2014). Within this context, it is assumed that all entrepreneurs
have equal access to the components and resources that make up the ecosystem.
However, research suggests that this is not always the case (Brush etal., 2018). Scholars
(see McAdam et al, 2019; Brush et al, 2018) have argued that the entrepreneurial
ecosystem is highly gendered; not all ecosystem components are equally accessible to

men and women. Thisincludes governmentpolicies and finance which are acknowledged



as the most important element of the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Henry et al, 2022;
Mazzarol 2014). According to Brush et al. (2018), a country’s policies may have a
potential gender impact that can influence women entrepreneurs' ability to access
funding. Stressing the importance of gender within this approach, the authors concluded
that ‘while current depictions of entrepreneurship ecosystems offer opportunities for
framing new research theoretically, gender as a construct and women’s

entrepreneurship are missing’ (Brush et al, 2018, p.404).

In light of the above, a feminist theoretical lens sparks debate within women's
entrepreneurship research (see Coleman et al, 2019; Henry et al,, 2017), offering a new
perspective to reform the entrepreneurial ecosystem, potentially leading to gender
equality. This perspective acknowledges gender as a social construct influencing
entrepreneurial behaviours and experiences. A consistent finding across feminist
entrepreneurship studies is the issue of individualisation, isolation, and intersectionality
as well as the lack of contextual concerns (Greene & Brush 2023; Ahl & Marlow 2019). As
noted by Ahl and Marlow (2019), most entrepreneurship policies and programmes are
gender-blind which further reinforces the ‘male norm.” This recent trend in the field of
entrepreneurship coupled with the gender gap in entrepreneurship, particularly as it
relates to funding, has inspired renewed interest among researchers and policymakers.
Hence, having a clear understanding of the finance-focused entrepreneurship policies
and support programmes is crucial to understanding the accessibility of funding facing
women entrepreneurs in the Irish entrepreneurial landscape. This understanding also
sheds light on the positioning of women entrepreneurs in policies designed to support
women'’s entrepreneurship, the challenges or barriers encountered, as well as the extent

to which the entrepreneurship ecosystem is influenced by gender.

1.3 Country Context - Entrepreneurship and the Gender Gap

in Ireland

Historical Background

Currently, Ireland has a population of approximately 4.9 million people (Elam et al,

2022), with about 260,000 small and medium enterprises (hereafter, SMEs) operating



within its borders (Entrepreneursdata.com, 2024). SMEs account for a significant
proportion (approximately 99.8%) of Ireland's population of enterprises (OECD 2019)
and are mainly concentrated in the consumer sectors (Fitzsimons & O’Gorman, 2021).
Notably, Ireland is ranked the third-most developed nation with a Human Development
Index (HDI) score of 0.942 (WorldPopulationReview.com 2024; Elam et al, 2022).
Renowned for its open economy, which is characterised by internationally focused,
productive Irish enterprises (Enterprise Ireland 2020), Ireland has been acknowledged
by the Economic Times (ET) as the EU's fastest-growing economy in 2021 and is widely
regarded asa “dynamic hub” for start-ups (ET 2022). This reputation is mainly attributed
to its comparatively low unemployment rates (5.5% in 2022), robustreal GDP growth
(231% above the EU average and projected to be 4.4% in 2023) (European Commission
2022), and advantageous position following Brexit (OECD 2023). Consequently, Ireland
has emerged as an appealing strategic option for both domestic business creation and
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). Indeed, between 2016 and 2020, the rate of new
business start-ups almost doubled the EU average (11% vs. 6%) (OECD/European

Commission 2021).

Despite these impressive strides, women'’s position and status in the country have long
been considered marginalised and weakened. Historically, Ireland has typically been
characterised as a patriarchal society (Fine-Davis 2021; Sheehan et al,, 2017). According
to O Corrain (1978), the “early Irish society was patriarchal: the legal and political life
was governed by men” (p.1) heavily influenced by conservative and religious values
(Sheehan et al,, 2017) where male dominance shaped much of the political, economic,
cultural and social landscape, making gender akey aspectin comprehending Irish societal
dynamics (Sheehan et al, 2017). This results in a patriarchal gendering of roles which
define the unwritten rules governing interactions between gender relations, reinforcing
power dynamics in everyday life. Bourke (1987) (as cited in Fine-Davis 1987) highlights
a fundamental gender disparity, stating that women’s influence is frequently viewed as
“emotional and moral,” while men’s power is categorized as “economicand political.” This
patriarchal dominance resulted in the private (home, family and dome sticity) and public
(work, economics and politics) dichotomy, which led to the normalised cultural beliefs
and patriarchal gendering of roles that attribute women’s role and identity to ‘family and

domestic duties’ - wife, mother and home carer within the private sphere of the



household and men’s role as ‘decision-makers and breadwinners’ mainly active in the
public domain, including political and economicactivities leaving women with less formal
power further entrenching their disadvantaged status (Hogan 1974). As expressed by
Hogan (1974), women were considered to be ‘legally incompetent’, powerless and
inferior (p.46)

However, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women began to make
significant strides, obtaining the vote, the right to hold political office and to become
cabinet ministers (Atwal et al,, 2023). These early achievements laid the groundwork for
further gender equality progress, and over the years, there hasbeen a concerted effort to
move toward a more equitable society, with increasing emphasis on gender equality in
both policy and practice. A significant step in this direction was the publication of the
Reportofthe Commission on the Status of Women (1972) which identified systemic areas
of discrimination in all areas of Irish life and recommended broad policy changes. The
report emphasised the important role played by cultural attitudes in perpetuating
discrimination by noting that the removal of formal discrimination was insufficient if the

underlying cultural attitudes and gender stereotypes were not addressed:

... the removal of ... actual discriminations leaves untouched a larger and more
subtle area of discrimination consisting of those factors which limit women’s
participation even in the absence of formal discrimination, that is, the stereotyped
role that is assigned to women... and separate roles for the sexes ... It is from this

type of cultural mould that formal discrimination arises ... (p.12).

The initial implementation of the Report of the Commission on the Status of Women
(1972) acted as a catalyst, leading to the development of other policies, such as the Anti-
Discrimination (Pay) Act of 1974 (implemented in 1975); the Employment Equality Act
0of 1977; and the Equal Status Act (2000). These legislation measures aimed to improve
gender equality and address persistent discrimination, allowing women more rights and
freedom in the employment sector (Sheehan et al, 2017; Fine-Davis 1987). Despite
progress, studies reveal that significant gender gaps persist in perceptions of female
inferiority, and traditional gender roles (Fine-Davis 1987). Men are still more likely to
hold traditional views on gender roles and view women’s employment and equal pay less
favourably (Fine-Davis 1987; Beale 1986). A study by O’Connor (1998) reveals that the

evolution of women's roles in Irish society tends to be centred on two opposing



perspectives. According to O’Connor (1998), while one perspective suggests that
women's roles have changed significantly due to reforms such as the introduction of legal
rights and removal of wage discrimination, the contrasting views argue that underlying
gender inequalities remain largely unchanged citing women's continued
underrepresentation in politics and confinement of women to a limited range of
occupations (including entrepreneurship) (Mueller 2004). Indeed, the cultural
perception of gender roles and stereotypes significantly influences how men and women
are supported and encouraged to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities (Hofstede 1980).
As argued by Bird and Brush, (2002), countries that restrict or view women as belonging
to the domestic sphere, often consider men as more suitable candidates for launching a
business venture. In such countries, women encounter structural barriers that hinder
their ability to successfully pursue and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities. According
to Treanor and Henry (2010), historical cultural and social norms in Ireland, which often
position women within the domestic sphere and create an environment where men are
predominantly viewed as the ‘ideal’ individuals to embark on entrepreneurial activities,
have significantly impacted women’s current level of participation in entrepreneurship
in the country. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Report (2018) reveal that
compared to their female counterpart, men are 1.5 times more likely to become
entrepreneurs in Ireland, and women continue to encounter several challenges in

starting a business (GEM 2018).

Entrepreneurship and Gender Gap

Over the past decade, the Irish government has enacted several policy initiatives and
strategies to foster a supportive entrepreneurial ecosystem that promotes
entrepreneurial activity and facilitates the creation of new businesses. Through its state
agencies - Enterprise Ireland and Local Enterprise Offices (LEOs) - several programmes,
financial supports, and initiatives such as the New Frontiers Programme, High Potential
Start-Up (HPSU), Pre-Seed Start Fund, Trading Online Voucher Scheme, Priming Grants,
Feasibility grants, amongst others were put into place. The New Frontiers Programme,
for example, was established to foster sustainable new businesses that have global
ambition, export potential, and strong job creation. Despite several entrepreneurship
policy measures and initiatives and a strong entrepreneurship ecosystem to support

entrepreneurs, the country’s provision of inclusive entrepreneurship policies and
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programmes is comparatively limited (OECD 2023a; OECD/European Commission 2021;
Coleman et al, 2019). Women entrepreneurs consistently lag behind and are faced with

several structural barriers impeding their start-ups fromaccessing funding (OECD 2021).

In recent decades, women's entrepreneurship has beena priority of the Irish government
and its agencies - Enterprise Ireland and Local Enterprise Offices (LEOs) - to close the
gender gap in entrepreneurial activity. Against this backdrop, Enterprise Ireland
developed its first dedicated women’s entrepreneurship policy, entitled “Action Plan for
Women in Business” (Enterprise Ireland 2020) to increase the participation of women in
entrepreneurship and business leadership. This strategy has yielded positive outcomes
in the Irish entrepreneurship funding policy landscape, resulting in a total investment of
€24 million in over 156 start-ups (Enterprise Ireland 2024). Of these 156 start-ups
supported in 2023, 31% are women-led, a significant increase from the 8% documented
in 2012 (Enterprise Ireland 2024). Additionally, according to the Mastercard Index of
Women Entrepreneurs (MIWE), Ireland ranked 12th position globally in 2021 in terms
of supporting women’s entrepreneurship, with a countryindex score of 64.5 (Mastercard
2022). As of 2022, Ireland has the third-highest early-stage rate for women
entrepreneurs across European countries (Elam et al, 2022). Despite this positive
evidence, the gender gap remains; only one-third of start-ups are women-led (Enterprise

Ireland 2023).

The World Economic Forum (WEF) Gender Gap Index Report 2022 highlights a
concerning trend of regression in Ireland’s progress towards gender equality. Ireland’s
progress faltered from (9th in 2021 to 11thin 2022) in the rankings, despite previously
ranking as high as fifth a decade prior (World Economic Forum 2022). Across a number
of measures such as government policies and entrepreneurial finance, the European
Commission ranks Ireland very highly for its “pro-enterprise policy framework” (DETE
2022, p.3; European Commission 2022), particularly for its policy responsiveness to
SMEs’ needs. Notably, in the recent 2022 GEM Entrepreneurial Framework Conditions
(EFCs) rating, Ireland ranked 15th and 16th position among GEM Level A economies in
terms of Entrepreneurial Finance and Ease of Access to Entrepreneurial Finance, with a
score point of 5.0 and 4.5, respectively. In the context of Government Policy: Supportand
Relevance and Government Entrepreneurial Programmes, Ireland ranked 13t position

with ascore point of4.4 and 12thposition with a score of 5.5 respectively. These relatively
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low scoresinthe country’s governmentpolicy and entrepreneurial framework conditions
may impact entrepreneurs' ability to start a business, especially for women
entrepreneurs. According to the report, these may “contribute to an explanation as to
why a majority of Irish TEA respondents (almost 52%) said it was more difficult to start
a business in 2021” (Elam et al, 2022, p.27). Consequently, it will be beneficial to
investigate the extent to which these governmententrepreneurial policies impact women
entrepreneurs’ ability to access funding within the Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem, an

area that has received relatively limited academic research attention.
1.4 Rationale, Relevance, and Significance of the Study

As highlighted in Section 1.2, continuing empirical evidence reveals that women
entrepreneurs are significantly underrepresented and access to finance has been the
most problematic barrier facing women-led start-ups (Demirgii¢c-Kunt etal,, 2021; Henry
2021; OECD 2021). Most entrepreneurship policies and programmes are gender -blind
and not effective in addressing the gender-related challenges faced by women
entrepreneurs (Greene & Brush 2023; Foss et al, 2018), thereby limiting their full
participation (Brush et al, 2018; Leitch et al,, 2018). While Ireland has been recognised
for its “pro-enterprise policy framework” (DETE 2022, p.3), it has been criticised for its
fragmented approach to entrepreneurship policies, which are often dispersed among
various government units, strategies, action plans, and reports, which hinders women'’s
entrepreneurship development and growth (OECD 2019; Arshed et al,, 2016; Cooney &
Halabisky 2016).

According to the 2021 OECD/EC Report, 90% of Ireland’s “missing” entrepreneurs are
women, and if this gap is eliminated, Ireland could create an additional 115,000
entrepreneurs (OECD /European Commission, 2021). Similar trends were noted globally.
The 2019 Rose Review reportalso highlighted that the observed gender gap in the UK is
equivalent to 1.1 million missing businesses that could enhance the UK economy by £250
billion (The Rose Report 2019). An analysis conducted by the Boston Consulting Group
(BCG) indicates that if women and men were equally involved as entrepreneurs, the

global GDP could rise by approximately 3% to 6%, resulting in a boost to the global
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economy by $2.5 trillion to $5 trillion. According to the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) Report (in English - German Corporation for
International Cooperation), globally, women (SMEs) encounter a deficit of $320 billion in
funding accessibility (Giz 2023). The World Bank estimates a $1.7 trillion finance gap for
women (Wyman, 2019). A McKinsey study found that closing the gender labor gap by
2025 may result in a significant boost of $28 trillion, equivalent to 26 percent of the
annual global GDP in 2025 (McKinsey Global Institute 2015). However, the World
Economic Forum'’s Global Gender Gap report estimates that bridging the gender gap at
the present progress rate will take 131 years (WEF 2023). Taken together, these reports
not only emphasise the economic barriers faced by women entrepreneurs, which restrict
their businesses but also have significant implications for the global economy and
Ireland's economic development, especially in light of Ireland's post-Brexit advantages.
Undoubtedly, the observed gender gap is not only a significant social concern but also a
crucial economic obstacle. Therefore, the study presented in this thesis is significant in

light of the current trend in women's entrepreneurship.

Despite women entrepreneurs' important contribution to the advancement of the global
economy and the recent policy interventions targeting women entrepreneurs' start-ups,
there are still gaps in the existing body of entrepreneurship literature that necessitate
further research. There is, in particular, a dearth of studies on gender and
entrepreneurship in the field of entrepreneurship (Orser 2017; de Bruin etal,, 2007; Ahl
2006). A large portion of research has focused on men entrepreneurs, neglecting women
entrepreneurs as the unit of analysis (Henry et al,, 2023). Specifically, less than 6% of all
entrepreneurship studies focused on women or included them in their samples (Brush &
Edelman 2000). The existing literature on women'’s entrepreneurship has mostly focused
on gender differences, women's motivation for starting a business, and their
entrepreneurial behaviour (Dahl etal,, 2020; Moore & Buttner 1997; Schwartz 1976), or
the barriers women encounter when starting their businesses (Singh & Singh 2022;
Kuschel et al., 2017; Hisrich & Brush 1987).Henry et al. (2023) also reported a dearth of

context-focused women's entrepreneurship studies. Furthermore, scarcity is more

4 https://www.bcg.com/publications /2019 /boost-global-economy-5-trillion-dollar-support-women-
entrepreneurs
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pronounced in gender and entrepreneurship policy studies, as Link and Strong (2016)

reveal that only 4% of research studies focus on public policy.

There is a paucity of research on the policy component of the entrepreneurial ecosystem;
with limited scholarly attention given to the gendered nature of entrepreneurship
policies and women's access to financial capital (Brush et al, 2020a; Gatewood et al,
2003), particularly in the context of feminist theory (Orser 2022; OECD-GWEP 2021;
Nziku & Henry 2021). Feminist scholars (see Marlow 2020; Coleman et al,, 2019; Ahl &
Nelson 2015) have called for the incorporation of feminist-informed analysis to enhance
understanding of how gender intersects with entrepreneurship ecosystem components
to shape women entrepreneurs’ decisions and behaviour. This implies a shift in research
froma ‘gender comparative’ framework to ‘constructions of gender’ (Brush etal., 2020 a).
Building on this argument, feminist scholars (see Greene & Brush 2023; Ahl & Nelson
2015), argue that most policy initiatives designed to support women entrepreneurs
prioritise economic growth and male-dominated sectors (Pettersson et al, 2017; Rowe
2016) portraying women as either deficient or in need of "fixing." This study contends
that the focal point of inquiry should not only center on ‘fixing’ women entrepreneursbut
rather on restructuring the power and gender dynamics responsible for systemic
structural barriers and subordination of women entrepreneurs. To achieve equality and
bring about a gendered change in society, a holistic feminist theoretical approach is
required, one that considers the intersections of gender within the entrepreneurship
ecosystem, such as that presented in this study which focuses on entrepreneurship policy
at the intersection of finance. In light of this, this study extends the debate for the
development of an ‘inclusive ecosystem model’ as a means for advancing policy and

increasing women entrepreneurs’ access to finance (Coleman etal,, 2019).

Although a valuable growing body of feminist entrepreneurship research specifically
focused on women's entrepreneurship policy exists at the global level on gender - for
example, in the UK and US: Marlow et al. (2008); in Canada: Orser (2022); in the Nordic
countries: Petterssonetal. (2017), in cross-country studies: Johnstonetal. (2022); Henry
et al. (2017, 2022), an in-depth exploration of entrepreneurship policies at the
intersection of access to finance from a gender perspective within the context of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem remains a relatively unexplored theme that has not received

concerted academic attention in Ireland. Indeed, there is still a lot of ‘old’ ground to cover.
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This is an important research dimension, not only in light of the relatively low number of
women entrepreneurs. This, in turn, could directly influence entrepreneurial and
innovative behavior, ultimately leading to the creation of more new women-led

businesses (WEF, 2013).
1.5 Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions

1.5.1 Research Overarching Aim

This thesis aims to critically explore entrepreneurship policy and access to finance for
women entrepreneurs, using a feminist lens. The country of focus is Ireland, where,
compared to men, women continue to be significantly under-represented in new venture

creation activity (GEM 2024).

1.5.2 Research Objectives

To accomplish the aim of this study, three key research objectives were formulated to
achieve the overarching aim of the study:

RO1: To explore the gendered nature of entrepreneurship policy and its related financial
programmes for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.

RO2: To explore the experiences of women entrepreneurs in accessing finance in Ireland.
RO3: To identify the key challenges facing women entrepreneurs’ accessibility to funding
in Ireland.

These three objectives guide the research analysis and lead to the research question

discussed in the next subsection.

1.5.3 Research Question(s)

Table 1 below illustrates the link between the research aim, research objectives, and
research questions of the study:

RQ1: How are women entrepreneurs positioned within government finance-focused
entrepreneurial policies and support programmes in Ireland?

RQ2: What, if any, are the embedded gender inequalities and biases within the
entrepreneurship policy and access to finance in Ireland?

RQ3: What are the challenges experienced by women entrepreneurs while accessing

funding in Ireland?
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Table 1.1 Link between Overarching Aim, Research Objectives and Questions

Overarching Research
Aim

Research Objectives

Research Questions

RO1: To explore the gendered
nature of entrepreneurship policy
and its related financial
programmes for women
entrepreneurs in Ireland.

RQ1: How are women
entrepreneurs  positioned
within government finance-
focused  entrepreneurial
policies in Ireland?

RO2:To explore the experiences of

RQ2: What, if any, are the

To critically explore women entrepreneurs in accessing | embedded gender
entrepreneurship policy | finance in Ireland. inequalities and biases
and access to finance for within the
women entrepreneurs in entrepreneurship policy

Ireland and access to finance in
Ireland?

RO3: To identify the key|RQ3: What are the

challenges facing women | challenges experienced by

entrepreneurs’ accessibility to | women entrepreneurs

funding in Ireland. while accessing funding in
Ireland?

Source: Author’s creation.

1.6 Research Contributions

This study contributes to the field of women’s entrepreneurship in four key areas:

1) Empirically, this study contributes to the existing body of literature in the fields of

entrepreneurial  policymaking,  entrepreneurial finance, and women’s
entrepreneurship by highlighting the importance and enhancing understanding of
these areas. Although there are considerable studies on women’s entrepreneurship
policies and finance in other developed countries, there is a scarcity of empirical
studies on women’s entrepreneurship in Ireland, particularly in relation to policy and
access to finance. Leitch et al. (2018) argue that there has been limited advancement
in understanding the challenges women continue to face in accessing funding.

2) Regionally, this study createsa new trajectory in women’s entrepreneurship research
by answering the call for a contingent view of the country of origin; acknowledging
that, the entrepreneurship ecosystem is context and country-specific, therefore the
accessibility to its components must be sensitive to contextual characteristics. The
study is among the first set of studies to carry out an in-depth exploration of finance-
focused entrepreneurial policies and access to finance froma gender perspective using
an ecosystem approach in Ireland. Therefore, the findings of this study provide useful

information for academic researchers, and guidance to policymakers and funding
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bodies in developing gender-sensitive and ‘inclusive’ entrepreneurial policies and
related financial programmes for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.

3) Theoretically, this study contributes a novel perspective on women's
entrepreneurship policy by applying a feminist lens to examine the implications of
entrepreneurship policies and access to finance for women entrepreneurs in the Irish
entrepreneurial ecosystem. By doing so, this study reveals the positioning of women
and the embedded gendered assumptions in the finance-focused entrepreneurial
policies that aim to support women entrepreneurs. The knowledge of the impact of
gender in entrepreneurship policy and access to finance in Ireland in the context of
feminist theory and ecosystems approach is important to advance the theoretical
development of the field for women entrepreneurs, thereby contributing significantly
to global economic and social development. This study introduces a new conceptual
framework that emphasises the influence of gender (through a feminist perspective)
on entrepreneurship policy and access to financing in Ireland. It also explores the
interconnection of these factors with other components of the ecosystem. The
literature review and primary data analysis offer empirical supportfor the influence
of the conceptual framework, which highlights the gender dimension across all
ecosystem components and its impact on women’s businesses (see Chapter Eight)

4) Methodologically, this study responds to the calls from entrepreneurship scholars
(Marlow 2020; Stevenson 1990) to move from a positivist approach that uses ‘male
gendering’ instruments to an interpretive qualitative research method that allows for
a deeper understanding of women’s experiences. The inclusion of discourse analysis
of finance-focused entrepreneurship policy documents and programmes along with
semi-structured interviews for primary data collection adds to the robustness of the

measurements and also the findings of this study.

1.7 PhD Motivation

According to Berger and Luckman (1966), an individual’s personal beliefs, cultural
background, and life events have a subtle yet significant impact on their worldview. My
journey toward selecting this PhD topic was deeply influenced by both my personal

background and academic experience as discussed below.

17



Personal Background: My journey began in Nigeria where I attempted to start a business
before moving to Ireland to pursue my master’s degree. [ encountered numerous
challenges, particularly in registering the business and accessing funding from banks -
solely due to the pervasive influence of patriarchy within the business landscape. Having
been raised in Nigeria, | have personally witnessed how gender bias rooted in the deeply
ingrained patriarchal socio-cultural views persistently marginalise and discriminates
against women, which significantly limits their access to resources and entrepreneurial

opportunities (see Nwachukwu et al., 2021; Aladejebi 2020).

My personal spiritual beliefs also influenced my choice for this thesis topic, as they are
closely connected to my background and the essence of who I am. The theological
framework of the Christian worldview mission, grounded in the biblical foundation that
promotes social responsibility, justice, and empowerment (Macquarie & Childress 1967;
Neibuhr 1963), has continually shaped my principles and behaviours throughout life.
According to Macquarie and Childress (1967), the Christian belief, as shown in the book
of Gospels, highlights principles such as justice, respect for individual freedom, and God's
love and concern for marginalised individuals in society, including women, the poor, the
oppressed,and social minorities. [ wholeheartedly embrace this notio n, viewing it as both
a religious duty and a moral necessity to advocate for the rights of individuals who are
marginalised as a result of social injustices and structural policy discrimination. This
principle provided a lens for this study and deepened my enthusiasm for advocating for
gender equality by prioritising women’s unique perspectives and positioning them atthe

forefront of academic and policy discourse.

Academic Experience: The selection of this thesis topic was also motivated by my
academic background and gaps identified in the existing literature. During the course of
my master's programme, I developed a profound enthusiasm for research whilst writing
my thesis. My master's thesis examined the earnings differential between natives and
immigrants in the Irish labour market. One of the study’s findings suggested that women
in both groups were at a compounded disadvantage, as they bore the brunt of this
inequality. This realisation inspired me to further explore the experiences of women in
self-employment. During my investigation, I came across various global gender reports

and studies (OECD 2019; Fitzsimons & O’Gorman 2019) that highlighted women
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entrepreneurs’ experiences in Ireland and the various unique challenges they encounter
particularly in getting their businesses off the ground. Access to finance emerged as a
major obstacle, greatly impeding women’s ambition to become entrepreneurs. This
finding deeply resonated with me, igniting a strong desire to address these problems and
make a meaningful impact. Similarly, I encountered feminist studies (e.g., Foss et al,
2018; Henry 2017; Pettersson et al,, 2017; Calas et al,, 2009; Ahl 2006) that argued for
the need to end women’s subordination and advocated for a structural, and gendered
change of society. Driven by my passion for social justice, equality, and a desire to
empower women, | came to the realisation that my pursuit of a PhD must focus on
bringing attention to underrepresented perspectives, shedding light on the struggles of
Irish women entrepreneurs, and advocating for a transformative gendered change in the
entrepreneurial landscape. This human connection to the challenges and struggles of
women continually drives my unwavering commitment to making a difference through

knowledge.

1.8 Thesis Outline

Chapter 1: Introduction

The previous sections provided the research background and the identified research gap
in women’s entrepreneurship research. This section also presents the study’s Irish
context, aim, objectives, and research questions. Additionally, it discusses the research
contribution to women'’s entrepreneurship studies and the motivation for this study. This
section concludes with an outline and a structure of the thesis. The eight remaining

chapters are outlined as follows:
Chapters 2 and 3: Literature Review

These chapters review the existing literature on women’s entrepreneurship,
entrepreneurship policies, and the key theoretical background of this study - feminist

theory and the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

A Systematic Literature Search (SLS) approach was adopted to systematically search for
and identify relevant material to inform the literature review and lay the foundation for
the empirical research. This approach is well recognised and established in the field of

women'’s entrepreneurship to conduct review studies (see, for example, Sithas & Surangi
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2021; Kraus et al,, 2020; Foss et al, 2018; Henry et al,, 2016; Jennings & Brush 2013;
Neergaard et al, 2011). For instance, Linan and Fayolle (2015) highlight the value of
conducting systematic searches to ensure transparency and reliability of material.

Details of this process are included in Appendix A.

Chapter two begins with studies on entrepreneurship's nature and definition. Next,
women entrepreneurs(hip) and associated definitions are discussed. Then, a review of
historical evolution and early discourse on gender and entrepreneurship examines the
embedded gender assumptions in entrepreneurial discourse, the theoretical approach
that drives women's entrepreneurship, and the challenges and barriers women
entrepreneurs face. This chapter also discusses the feminist theory, which underpins this

thesis and its perspectives.

Chapter 3 addresses the study's conceptual frameworkusing the reviewed literature. The
policy and finance dimensions of the entrepreneurship ecosystem components are
explored, highlighting their gendered nature. Next, Irish entrepreneurship is examined.

Finally, the study's conceptual framework is presented.
Chapter 4: Research Methodology

This chapter presents the study's research design. Interpretivist philosophy underpins
this qualitative research study. It focuses on the subjective perspective, as one of the
research objectives is to explore Irish women entrepreneurs' experiences and challenges
in accessing funding in Ireland. Rich dataare collected by means of: 1) Discourse Analysis
of finance-focused entrepreneurship policies supporting women entrepreneurs in
Ireland using a policy guide (GWEP), and 2) Semi-structured interviews with Irish
women entrepreneurs and funding providers. This chapter describes the study's

research process, including data collection, sampling techniques, and data analysis.
Chapter 5 - 7: Data Analysis Findings

These chapters present the findings of the qualitative data analysis including a critical
review of ten entrepreneurship policy documents, forty-three semi-structured online
interviews with Irish women entrepreneurs, and three funding providers. The chapters
are presented according to the individual research question, highlighting the major

themes that emerged:
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e Heterogeneity of Irish Women’s Entrepreneurial financing practices
e Embedded Gender Bias in Funding Ecosystem
e Challenges/Barriers to Accessing Funding

e Challenges/Barriers to Providing Funding

Chapter 8: Discussion and Contributions

This chapter critically discusses the research findings in the context of the literature and
explains how the research objectives have been achieved. It further enhances the original
conceptual framework and contrasts findings with those from previous studies. The

chapter concludes with the contribution of the study.
Chapter 9: Conclusions and Recommendations

This chapter provides the thesis conclusions that follow the research questions and the
findings. It addresses three main aspects - entrepreneurship policies, experiences, and
challenges/barriers in accessing/providing external funding), according to the r esearch
objectives, to meet the research aim. It also offers some valuable suggestions for future
research. Finally, this chapter provides recommendations for policymakers, women
entrepreneurs, and funding providers and discusses the limitations. Finally, the chapter

concludes with the future research area and a reflection on the Doctoral Journey.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE GENDERED NATURE OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

2.0 Introduction

This thesis aims to advance understanding of the gendered assumptions and inequalities
embedded within Ireland’s entrepreneurial ecosystem focusing on women
entrepreneurs’ access to finance. The aim of this chapter is to evaluate and synthesise
existing scholarship on gender and entrepreneurship. Understanding the early
positioning of entrepreneurship and establishing definitions will help establish the

context and background for the empirical study presented in the thesis.

The chapter begins with a historical review ofthe developmentofthe terms entrepreneur
and entrepreneurship, tracing their origins back to 1755 through four primary eras:
economics era, sociology era, management era and contemporary era. The historical
evolution of women’s entrepreneurship is presented, followed by a critical analysis of the
earliest discourses on gender and entrepreneurship by focusing on the primary themes
that emerged during different time periods. This section then critiques the early
discourse for applying a male-female comparative framing and a 'Gender as a Variable'
approach as opposed to a 'Gender as a Social Construct' approach. The chapter concludes
by advocating for the use of a conceptually informed feminist analytical lens in the field

of gender and entrepreneurship.

2.1 The Nature and Development of Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship is a highly dynamic field of study that has undergone transformative
changes and emerged as crucial for driving socio-economic development. Over centuries,
scholars and policymakers alike have widely acknowledged entrepreneurship and
entrepreneurs as catalysts for driving economic growth and development, productivity,
innovation, employment creation, poverty eradication, and the development of nations
globally (OECD 2021; United Nations 2018; Jennings & Brush 2013; WEF 2013;
Schumpeter 1934). Indeed, entrepreneurship is viewed by many of the world’s think
tanks, international organisations, governments, and non-governmental as a crucial

element for addressing solutions to social equality and poverty, encouraging women'’s

22



empowerment, and implementing business solutions to the world’s environmental

challenges (Elam et al,, 2021; OECD/European Union 2021; OECD 2019).

As illustrated in Figure 2.1, diverse perspectives from various disciplines, including
economics, management, psychology, and sociology significantly contribute to
understanding the phenomenon (Ahmad & Hoffmann 2007; Hébert & Link 2006). This
led to a wide range of conceptualisations of entrepreneurship (Landstrom 2017; Herbert
& Link 1989) giving rise to four distinct eras of thinking each rooted in separate academic
areas. These early conceptualisations have a greater influence in shaping contemporary
understandings of women’s entrepreneurship and thus faced criticism for their
intrinsically gendered and limited perspective (Henry et al, 2016; Jennings & Brush
2013). A predominant theme is the acknowledgment of entrepreneurship as a gendered
phenomenon both in concept and practice, with the perception of entrepreneurship as a
primarily male activity and women'’s contributions largely ignored and silenced (Jennings
& Brush 2013; Carter & Weeks 2002). Therefore, to set the stage, it is crucial to examine
the definitions of ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘entrepreneur’ as outlined in the mainstream
entrepreneurship discourse, particularly in relation to gender (Marlow 2020; Ahl 20 06).
It is important to emphasise that it would be beyond the scope of this thesis to cover all
definitional aspects. Rather, this thesis will focus on definitions relevant to the discourse

on women'’s entrepreneurship discussed in this present study (see Table 2.1)

2.1.1 What is Entrepreneurship - Entrepreneur?

“The words we use to define entrepreneurship set the boundaries of how we think about
and study it” (Gartner 1993).

The concept of “entrepreneurship” can be traced back to ancient times (Landstrom 2001,
2005). In the 18th and 19th Centuries, a group of French economists attributed a distinct
meaning to the terms “entrepreneurship” and “entrepreneur.” Richard Cantillon, an Irish-
born French economist is widely credited as the first academic to coin the term
“entrepreneur,” (Ahmad & Hoffmann 2007; Schumpeter 1951) derived from the French
verb "entreprendre” which means to ‘undertake’ (Hebert & Link 2006; Carland et al,
1988). In his pioneering work titled "Essai Sur la Nature du Commerce en Général" which
was posthumously published in 1755, Cantillon described entrepreneurship as market
economy supply-demand disparities that allow buying and selling of goods at a yet

unknown price for profit-making (Tabe & Giriappa, 2016; Hebert & Link 1989). He then
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posited the entrepreneur as a self-employed individual who engages in transactions in
exchange for profit and makes business decisions with a tolerance for risk and
uncertainty (Tabe & Giriappa 2016; Hébert & Link 1989). As noted by Hebert and Link
(2006), other prominent economists emphasised the role of an entrepreneur as an
adventurer, capitalist and projector (Smith 1776), production coordinator (Say 1816),
undertaker bearer of uncertainty (Knight 1921), and arbitrageur with alertness to
opportunity (Kirzner 1973). However, this perspective shifted with the ground-breaking
contributions ofJoseph Schumpeter who stressed two major points, namely the dynamics
of capitalist developmentincluding innovations, and the role o fentrepreneurs within that
scenario (Noailles-Siméon 2017; Stevenson & Jarillo 1990). Throughout his writings,
Schumpeter depicts the entrepreneur as a “heroic self-made man” driven by the desire to
establish a personal domain with the desire to demonstrate superiority over others and
succeed not for its rewards, but for the sake of victory itself, which provides a feeling of
power and autonomy (Ahl 2006). In parallel with economists (Bygrave 1993),
sociologists, psychologists, and management scholars defined entrepreneurs through
behavioural personality traits and process dimensions (Kerretal,, 2017; Stevenson 1990;
Gartner 1985), organisational change or the entrepreneurial process (i.e. Drucker, 1985).
Research in the “contemporary” era also explores entrepreneurship through
multifaceted dimensions - opportunity recognition and the role of social networks
(Alvarez & Barney 2007; Shane & Venkataraman 2000), conceptual lenses - effectuation
theory (Sarasvathy 2001), resource-based view (Penrose 1959) and feminist and
institutional theory (Henry et al, 2017; Calas et al,, 2009; Ahl & Nelson 2010; Ahl 2006;
Ogbor 2000).

As illustrated in Figure 1, this thesis illuminates the emergence ofa distinct branch within
the contemporary era, which recognises gender as a salient factor. Within this era,
scholars challenge the traditional definitions of entrepreneur(ship) that have been
historically considered as male-gendered concepts by examining the differences between
men and women entrepreneurs, seeking to understand the unique experiences,
contributions, and challenges of women. It is within this body of literature that the no tion
of the entrepreneur as a purely heroic archetype has been problematised and the
normative assumptions regarding entrepreneurship as a masculine-dominated activity
criticised (Ahl & Marlow 2019; Henry et al,, 2017,2022; Ahl & Nelson 2015; Jennings &
Brush, 2013; Marlow & McAdam 2013; de Bruin et al, 2006,2007; Ogbor, 2000).
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Figure 2. 1 Historical Evolution of the Development of Entrepreneurship
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[llustrating this argument, Ahl (2002) deconstructs the definition of "entrepreneurs" by
examining referencing Bem's (1981) research on the Sex-Role Inventory>. Her study
revealed that words connected with femininity are not typically used to describe
entrepreneurs. Ahl argues that such dichotomous portrayal of gendered traits reinforces
the cultural perception of entrepreneurship that aligns with Schumpeter’s perspective,
characterising entrepreneurs as independent, ambitious, heroic, and driven,
predominantly associating them with white, male, and Western (Ogbor, 2000). As argued
by Ahl (2006), the language employed to describe the concept of entrepreneurship and
the entrepreneurial process itself is gendered (de Bruin et al, 2006). The definitions
discussed above regarding who an entrepreneur is and/or the role of an entrepreneur
predominantly depict this “individual” in a way that aligns with the image ofa man rather
than awoman. Consequently, women have been marginalised and not featured within the
prevailing mindset or image of what an entrepreneur is (Achtenhagen & Welter 2005;

Baker etal,, 1997).

Table 2.1 A Review of Extant Definitions of Entrepreneurship - Entrepreneur

Definition Publication

Entrepreneurs buy at certain prices in the present and sell at uncertain | Cantillon, (1755)
prices in the future. The entrepreneur is a bearer of risk and uncertainty.

Entrepreneurs attempt to predict and act upon change within markets. | Knight (1921)
The entrepreneur bears the uncertainty of market dynamics.

The entrepreneur is the innovator who implements change within | Schumpeter (1934)
markets through the carrying out of new combinations. These can take
several forms:

the introduction of a new good or quality thereof,

the introduction of a new method of production,

the opening of a new market,

the conquest of a new source of supply of new materials or parts,
and

e the carrying out of the new organisation of any industry.

Entrepreneurial activity involves identifying opportunities within the | Penrose (1959)
economic system.

The entrepreneur recognises and acts upon profit opportunities, | Kirzner (1973)
essentially an arbitrageur.

Entrepreneurship is the act of innovation involving endowing existing | Drucker (1985)
resources with new wealth-producing capacity.

5 Sex-Role Inventory is a masculinity and femininity index that determines who qualifies for
entrepreneurship
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Entrepreneurship involves the processes of discovery, evaluation, and | Shane &
exploitation of opportunities. Venkataraman,
(2000)

Entrepreneurship is a context dependent social process through which | Ireland, Hitt, &
individuals and teams create wealth by bringing together unique packages | Sirmon (2003)
of resources to exploit marketplace opportunities.

Entrepreneurship is the mindset and process to create and develop | European
economic activity by blending risk-taking, creativity and/or innovation | Commission (2003)
with sound management, within a new or an existing organisation.

Entrepreneurship is any attempt at new business creation or expansion of | GEM (2012)
an existing business by an individual(s) or an established business

Entrepreneurship is defined by the EIP (OECD-Eurostat Entrepreneurship | OECD (2017)
Indicators Programme) as the phenomenon associated with
entrepreneurial activity, whichis the enterprising humanaction in pursuit
of the generation of value, through the creation or expansion of economic
activity, by identifying and exploiting new products, processes or markets.

Entrepreneurship is defined and measured as the activity of someonewho | GEM (2020/2021)

is actively engaged in starting or running a new business

Source: Compiled by the author drawing on Ahmad and Seymour (2006)

2.2 Conceptualising Women'’s Entrepreneurship

Women'’s entrepreneurship is a relatively new field of study (Neergard et al, 2011) and
the development of women's entrepreneurship has been closely intertwined with the
changing position of women in society. For the most part, women’s entrepreneurship has
been considered an important untapped source of economic growth (GEM 2024, OECD
2021). Women entrepreneurs generate employment for themselves, while also creating
entrepreneurial opportunities (OECD 2020). As a result, the growing academic and
political recognition has positioned women’s entrepreneurship as critical for job
creation, economic growth, innovation, and having wider societal benefits such as
poverty reduction and social inclusion (Elam et al, 2021, 2023; Mastercard 2018;
Jennings & Brush 2013). Despite the interest and debate in all aspects relating to women's
entrepreneurship and acknowledgment that women entrepreneurs are in possession of
a great reservoir of entrepreneurial potential that might serve as a driving economic
force, this potential is still largely untapped, and a gender gap still exists (OECD 20 21). As
emphasised by the recent GEM report, men are at least twice as likely than women to
start a new business in nine GEM economies (Elam et al,, 2021). Women continue to be
significantly under-represented compared to their male counterparts across both

developed and developing economies. The 2020 GEM report estimated that 274 million
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women around the world are involved in the formation of new businesses. This number
is in addition to the 139 million women who own or manage existing businesses and the
144 million women who investin businesses in an informal capacity (Bosma etal.,, 2020).
Although these numbers are impressive, research has shown that women entrepreneurs
remain under-represented and their growth lags behind that of male entrepreneurs
(Elam et al,, 2022, 2023). For example, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) reported that globally “women in OECD countriesare 1.5 times less
likely than men to be working on a business start-up.” (OECD 2023b). The size of this
difference varies widely from country to country, however, there is not a single OECD
nation in which women are more active than men in the establishment of new businesses
(OECD 2018). Furthermore, only five of the 74 economies examined demonstrated equal
business start-up rates between men and women (GEM 2024, 2016). Indeed, the low rate

of women entrepreneurs is a global phenomenon (Fairlie & Robb 2009).

Research over 40 years indicates that the reasons for this ‘gender gap’ within the
entrepreneurial landscape are complex. Several explanations have been put forward
within the literature such as institutional barriers e.g, family and tax policies may
discourage labour market involvement and entrepreneurship (OECD 2021, Rose 2019),
limited skills and education (OECD 2021), lack of awareness of public support
programmes (Mercado 2023; OECD/EU 2021), lack of support and training (Marques,
2017;Chinomona & Maziriri 2015; Langowitz & Minniti 2007) ), risk aversion (Rose
2019), inadequate access to networks (Kamberidou 2020; Neumeyer et al, 2019),
insufficient access and support from financial bodies (Elam et al,, 2022; Morazzoni & Sy
2021; Rose 2017; Rani 2015), stereotyping and discrimination (Elam et al, 2023; OECD-
GWEP 2021; Braidford etal, 2013; Ahl 2003).

In response to the continuing gender gap in entrepreneurship, policymakers across
many countries have adopted a number of research and gender -specific policy efforts,
including the promotion of women’s entrepreneurship role models; offering coaching
and mentoring; entrepreneurship training, and targeted financing programmes (e.g.
grants, microcredit), to enhance entrepreneurial opportunities for women entrepreneurs
(OECD 2021). Yet, thereis still an indication that the disparity in participation of men and
women in entrepreneurial activity has not changed significantly throughout the years,

even less so in the context of Ireland. Research shows that the mere existence of these
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policy initiatives for women entrepreneurs does not necessarily imply gender equality or
social change for women but that outcomes are contingent on the premises underpinning
the policies (Pettersson etal., 2017). According to Pettersson etal. (2017), “It is not given,
however, that policy initiatives for women entrepreneurs necessarily contribute to
gender equality, to social change for women - such as enhancing entrepreneurship as a
means to women’s well-being and financial or other independence - or to gendered
change of society” (p.1). To this end, scholars have concluded that the field of
entrepreneurship is intrinsically gendered (Henry et al,, 2016; Jennings & Brush 2013;
Ahl 2006; Ogbor 2000), having a masculine discourse of entrepreneurship as the
unquestioned norm whilst women entrepreneurs are being associated with ‘deficiency’

or ‘otherness’ (Ahl & Marlow 2012; Foss 2010; Bruni, et al,, 2004).

2.2.1 Women Entrepreneur and Women's Entrepreneurship - Defined
There has been a multitude of definitions and terms associated with a women
entrepreneur. To complicate matters, the terms “female” and “women” are often used
interchangeably within this field of research (Greene et al,, 2003). Therefore, for clarity,

the terminology adopted in this thesis will be that of “women’s entrepreneurship”.

The concept of women’s entrepreneurship differs considerably across the globe. For
instance, in the United States, a “woman-owned business is one in which the principal
owner or the majority of shareholders are women, and the women owners/shareholders
own at least 51% of the business’ (US Census Bureau, 2002, p.226), while in the United
Kingdom, a women-owned business is one ‘that is either wholly or majority owned by
one or more women’ (Marlow etal,, 2008, p.339). The International Finance Corporation
(IFC) established three criteria for what constitutes a woman-owned business. First, an
enterprise must be owned by a woman or women with a percentage that is equal to or
exceeds 51 percent. Second, if the first condition is not met, the enterprise must be owned
by a woman or women owning exactly or more than 20 percent of the enterprise and
have at least one woman serving as the Chief Operations Officer (COO), Chief Executive
Officer (CEO), President, or Vice President. Third, the board of directors should comprise
30 percent or more women, provided a board exists (International Financial Corporation
2018). However, according to Schumpeter, an entrepreneur is an individual who

innovates and introduces something new to the economy. In accordance with this
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definition, one can conclude that women entrepreneurs may include a woman or group

of women who initiate, innovate, or adapt an economic activity

While there is no agreed definition for the terms ‘women entrepreneur’ and ‘women’s
entrepreneurship’ in Ireland, it has been noted that women-only programmes frequently
use the term "women-led business/enterprise (Cooney & Halabisky 2016). The definition
of women entrepreneur employed in this study is consistent with that of Cooney and
Halabisky (2016)6, which is based on Jennings and Brush's (2013) definition which states
that women’s entrepreneurship focuses on women who create and/or operate their own
firms, including those who are self-employed. In addition, the definition of ‘women’s
entrepreneurship’ used in this study corresponds to that of the Rose Review, which
defineswomen’s entrepreneurship as an enterprise with: “atleast 51% ownership by one
or more women, plus one woman listed as CEO/COO with 1-250 employees (including

self-employed sole traders) and less than £50m in annual revenue” (Rose 2019, p.25).

2.3 Historical Evolution of Women’s Entrepreneurship

Research

Until the late 1970s and early 1980s, studies on mainstream entrepreneurship were
focused on male entrepreneurs, disregarding gender (Halag 2019; Jennings & Brush
2013). In 1976, Eleanor Schwartz's ground-breaking article "Entrepreneurship: A New
Women Frontier,” though not the first scholarly entrepreneurship study was the first
academic publication to specifically focus on women entrepreneurs (Greene etal., 2003),
making it a milestone in the field of women’s entrepreneurship. However, despite this
pioneering work, research into women'’s entrepreneurship only began to gain traction in
the 1980s, primarily in the USA and Canada’. During the 1980s, the phrase "women’s
entrepreneurship” emerged and became a unique sub-domain, highlighting the
importance of women's contributions to entrepreneurship and economic development
(Henry et al,, 2016; Jennings & Brush 2013; Hisrich & O’Brien 1981; Schwartz 1976).

However, these studies followed a similar trajectory to that of entrepreneurship research

8 According to Cooney and Halabisky’s report, the definition of women’s entrepreneurship that mostclosely
relates to that used in Ireland is provided by Jennings and Brush (2013)

7 According to Jennings and Brush (2013), possible explanations for this delayed attention is that women
were not widely counted as a distinct group of business owners in most countries prior to this time
Moreover, women business owners were rarely portrayed within the popular media and therefore less
likely to be studied by academics (Baker et al.,1997).
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in general, which began with early trait psychology and focused on personal
characteristics (Collins & Moore 1964; McClelland 1961). Although these early studies
were descriptive in nature, they were required to better comprehend a population that
was not fully recognised as a distinct group of business owners at that time (Yadav & Unni
2016; Jennings & Brush 2013). A summary of the significant historical milestones in this

sub-domain is presented in Table 2.2.
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Year
1976

1979

1983

1985

1998

2003

2006

Table 2. 2 Chronological Significant Historical Milestones on Women'’s Entrepreneurship

Study Type
First Journal article

First Policy report

First Conference paper presentation

First Academic book

First  Policy-oriented Conference
Women'’s Entrepreneurship

on

First academic Conference on Women'’s
entrepreneurship

GEM Report and

Entrepreneurship

on Women

Reference

Schwartz, E. (1976). Entrepreneurship: A new women
frontier. Journal of Contemporary Business, 5, 47-76

The bottom line: Unequal enterprise in America. (1979).
Report of the President’s Inter- Agency Task Force on Women
Business Owners. Washington, DC: Government Printing
Office.

Hisrich, R.D. & Brush, C.G. (1983). The woman entrepreneur:
implications of family, education, and occupation. In J.A.
Hornaday, J.A. Timmons & K.H. Vesper (Eds.), Frontiers of
entrepreneurship research—Proceedings of the Babson
College Conference on Entrepreneurship (pp. 255-270)
Wellesley, MA: Babson College

Goffee, R. & Scase, R. (1985). Women in charge: The
experiences of women entrepreneurs. London: George Allen

and Unwin
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD)  Conference on  Women  Entrepreneurs

(http://www.oecd.org/cfe/
SMEs/womenentrepreneurskeymessages.html)
Diana International Conference Women's
Entrepreneurship Research
(http://www.babson.edu/Academics/centers/blankcenter/
global-research/diana/Pages/home.aspx)

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor's (GEM) special topic

report on women and entrepreneurship

on
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Significance

Led the foundation for discussions on
women's entrepreneurship

Led the implementation of policies and
programs targeted to address the needs of
women entrepreneurs

Highlighted women entrepreneurs’
characteristics, motives, barriers, and
choices of both industry and type of business
organisation

Highlighted the various types of women
entrepreneurs and their motivations for
going into self-employment

Raised awareness and stimulated policy
discussions to promote and support
women's entrepreneurship on a global scale.

Developed a shared research agenda to
highlight the state of women’s
entrepreneurship in 13 countries.

Provide a comprehensive and up-to-date
study of the role played by women involved
in entrepreneurial activity across the world
economy.



2009

2014

2015

2019

2021

First dedicated Journal

International research scholar Networks

Women’s Entrepreneurship Index report

Review of women'’s entrepreneurship

Policies for inclusive entrepreneurship and
self-employment

International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship

Global Women'’s Entrepreneurship Policy Research Network
https://globalwep.org/

Global Entrepreneurship Development Institute published

The Alison Rose Review of Female Entrepreneurship. Rose, A.
(2017) “The Alison Rose Review of Female Entrepreneurship’,
pp. 1-125.

The Missing Entrepreneurs OECD/European Commission
OECD/EU (2021) The Missing Entrepreneurs 2021 POLICIES
FOR INCLUSIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND SELF-
EMPLOYMENT. Available at:
https://www.oecd.org/industry /the-missing-
entrepreneurs-43c2f41c-en.html

Source: Compiled by the Author drawing on Jennings and Brush (2013) and Yadav and Unni (2016)
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Provides an international academic forum
for sharing novel, research of interest to
academics, educators, policymakers, and
practitioners in the field of gender and
entrepreneurship

Created a ‘common reading guide’ to
highlight and critique the embedded gender
inequalities within women’s
entrepreneurship policy/ecosystem across
35 countries.

Provided a systematic way to measure and
compare the development of high-potential
women'’s entrepreneurship worldwide

Shed renewed light on the barriers faced by
women starting and growing businesses in
the UK and identified ways of unlocking this
untapped talent.

Highlighted the need for inclusive
entrepreneurship  policies for missing
entrepreneur



2.4 Gender and Entrepreneurship Research: A Review of Early

Discourses

During the 1980s, the field of women’s entrepreneurship experienced renewed interest
among academic scholars particularly in the US and Europe (Hisrich & Brush 1984,1987;
Watkins & Watkins 1986; Goffee & Scase 1985), with a substantial proportion of studies
focusing on sex-based differences. Specifically, identifying similarities and differences
amongst women and men entrepreneurs across a number of common themes such as
psychological characteristics, attitudes, traits (Sexton & Bowman-Upton 1990; Neider
1987; Hisrich & Brush 1984,1987), motivations (Cromie 1987), educational background
(Boden & Nucci 2000; Sexton & Kent 1981), challenges encountered (Hisrich & Brush
1987), networking behaviour (Cromie & Birley 1992; Aldrich etal,, 1989), access to start-
up capital (Coleman 2000; Greene etal, 1999; Carter & Rosa 1998; Fabowale etal,, 1995;
Riding & Swift 1990), performance (Lerner etal, 1997; Chaganti & Parasuraman 1996).

Subsequent to Schwartz's pioneering research, Hisrich and Brush (1984) conducted the
first longitudinal study. Their findings, which entailed a sample of 463 women in the
United States of America, highlighted the financing challenges encountered by women
entrepreneurs and also culminated in the first comprehensive description of the
prototypical ‘average’ women entrepreneur - middle-class, first-born individual aged
between 35 and 45 years, college-educated major in liberal arts, married, with children
and owned a small retail, hospitality or service business butalso had a supportive spouse
employed in a professional or technical field (Greene et al, 2003). In 1987, follow-up
research conducted revealed that the majority of these entrepreneurs had limited
success, with revenue growth rates lower than those of enterprises owned by men
(Hisrich & Brush 1987). The 1987 study by Hisrich and Brush paved the way for growing
academic interest which in turn resulted in the growth of this research field in the late

1980s (Carter etal., 2001).

Furthermore, during the 1980s, other scholars sought to understand the motivations
behind women-owned businesses. Scott (1986), utilising Hisrich and Brush's
questionnaire in the United States (USA) found that men and women had different
reasons for starting a business; while men emphasised the desire for independence,

women reported personal challenge and satisfaction as their primary motivators. Similar
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studies into women entrepreneurs’ personal characteristics and motivations were also
carried out in the United Kingdom. Researchers (Birley et al, 1987; Watkins & Watkins
1983) found that although women had similar educational levels and experiences with
their male counterparts, they had distinct patterns in their cumulative educational and

work experiences as compared to men (Watkins & Watkins, 1983).

In the 1990s, there was a remarkable increase in global research on women’s
entrepreneurship which in turn advanced understanding of the subject. Significantly,
throughout this decade, individual characteristics which were the major focus in the
preceding decade were less of a priority. Instead, studies were predominantly focused on
performance, growth of new enterprises, policies and programmes, business networks,
and finance (Boden & Nucci 2000; Lerner et al, 1997; Riding & Swift 1990). Several
studies also examined women entrepreneurs’ networking behaviour (Greeneetal., 2003;
Katz & Williams 1997; Cromie & Birley 1992). Katz & Williams (1997) assessing the
weak-tie networking patterns of men and women business owners and managers
discovered few differences between both genders and substantial differences between
entrepreneurs and managers. Surprisingly, managers were found to be more involved in
organisations such as sports clubs, churches, fraternities, and political parties than
entrepreneurs. Thus, leading the authors to conclude that the networking differences
between men and women were either insignificant or non-existent. In Northern Ireland,
Cromie and Birley (1992) found women entrepreneurs often relied on their male
colleagues for information and contact but resorted to other women for additional
purposes. In contrast, male entrepreneurs depended nearly exclusively on other male

entrepreneurs for guidance and support.
Access to Finance

The most frequently researched and sophisticated work that also emerged is the debate
surrounding gender and finance. A consensus among early studies was that women
entrepreneurs encounter challenges in accessing start-up capital and face discrimination
when seeking bank finance. As summarised by Carter (2001), these challenges typically

occur in four key areas of the financing process:

e Women’s inability to raise start-up finance.
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e Women’s personal assets and credit track record are inadequate to support
guarantees required for external financing
e Women’s inability to penetrate informal financial networks.

e Sexual stereotyping and discrimination

Several studies conducted on biased bank lending processes were inconclusive. Buttner
and Rosen’s (1988) study revealed that loan officers viewed men as possessing greater
"entrepreneurial” characteristics such as risk-taking and autonomy, compared to women.
As such, the authors concluded that gender stereotyping exists among bank officers.
However, in a follow-up study conducted four years later, the same authors evaluated
entrepreneurs' perceptions of loan discrimination and found no difference in loan
officers' funding estimations of the difficulty of obtaining a loan, nor was there a
significant difference in the ranks of grounds for refusal based on gender, age, or
experience (Buttner & Rosen 1992). Similarly, Fabowale et al. (1995) observed no
significant differences in loan rejection rates or other objective metrics of credit terms
between men- and women-owned enterprises after correcting for structural variations.
Nonetheless, the study also found that women-owned enterprises were newer, smaller,
and lesslikely to rely on externalfinance than those owned by men. Similar findings were
noted in Singapore (Cooper & Goby 1999) and in Britain (Carter & Rosa 1998). In the
United Kingdom, Carter and Rosa (1998) found no correlation between gender and loan
denial, men and women entrepreneurs were denied funding for different reasons based
on their business and personal histories. However, Fay and Williams' (1993)
investigation in New Zealand revealed some evidence of discriminatory practices
towards women attempting to seek start-up finance. When loan officers were confronted
with a loan application for financing, they found no difference in the likelihood of
approval between university-educated men and women and those without a degree. As
indicated by the authors, little education, low value-added sectors, and low planned
equity are frequently observed characteristics of women business owners. As a result,
Fay & Williams' (1993) conclusion was that banks may not be at fault because
"commercial institutions are risk-averse institutions" and "the existence of
discriminatory behaviour as a result of prejudice and stereotyping can only be

demonstrated when all relevant factors up to the point of loan application are equalised"”

(p.365).
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Within the gender and finance debate, higher interest and collateral requirements were
also a recurring theme (Coleman 2000; Riding & Swift 1990). For instance, in a
comprehensive Canadian study, Riding and Swift (1990) discovered that banks imposed
greater collateral requirements for women than for men, while interest rates remained
constant. The survey also indicated that women were less likely to have a credit line,
indicating that their banking connections were more difficult. Based on these findings,
the authors concluded that establishing and keeping banking connections was more

challenging for women than for men.

Performance and growth issues of women business owners were also examined from a
gendered perspective. In the United Kingdom (UK), Rosa and Hamilton's (1994) findings
indicated that women tended to start businesses in sectors dominated by small
businesses. Similar results were reported by Fischer et al’s (1993) study, whereby the
authors noted that women-owned businesses tended to have lower sales, growth, and
employment but concluded that the mechanism contributing to the observed gender
inequalities in business performance was significantly more complex than had been
acknowledged in earlier studies. In the context of performance, Kalleberg and Leicht
(1991) their sample of 400 businesses in Indiana, found only slight and inconclusive
differences in key performance measures. They reported that women-led businesses
were equally likely to be as successful as those led by men and there were no gender

differences in earnings growth.

A primary consistent conclusion across the literature was that women-led businesses
were concentrated largely in ‘feminised’ gendered sectors, they were smaller in size, less
profitable, grew slowly, and encountered several barriers, particularly in accessing
capital. Across most studies, women were evaluated to determine if they met the 'male’
standard, and if not, they were recommended to build their self-confidence,improve their
skills, develop their managerial abilities, and network more effectively (Foss etal,, 2018;

Ahl & Nelson 2015).

However, as the field of women’s entrepreneurship grew, critics countered the fact that
the common theme in most research was the underlying assumption that
entrepreneurship is fundamentally a male activity (Henry et al,, 2016; Brush etal., 2009;
Mirchandani 1999; Fischer et al, 1993; Brush 1992; Stevenson 1990). Brush (1992)

criticised early research for being predominately descriptive and exploratory,dominated
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by cross-sectional surveys, male-gendering measurements, and tiny convenience
samples. The author further proposed the concept of an "integrated approach” in the
examination of women’s entrepreneurship. Similarly, Stevenson (1990) argued that
research on women'’s entrepreneurship is flawed as the male theories and gendering
instruments were used to study women, which led to the creation of stereotypes
subsequently influencing the field (Henry et al., 2016). Stevenson (1990) and other
scholars (de Bruin et al,, 2007; Ahl 2006; Mirchandani 1999; Fischer et al., 1993; Moore
1990) advocated for a paradigm shift in the epistemological positioning of gender and
called for the inclusion of in-depth, qualitative interviews and an explicitly feminist

agenda.

Collectively, throughoutthe 20-year span of research on gender and entrepreneurship,
there has been arise in gender consciousness which has increased the informed analys is
of entrepreneurial behaviours. The majority of this research, however, has been
comparative in nature. The key debates within the literature were centered on a
comparative frame examining psychological characteristics and motivations of women
entrepreneurs, networking behaviour, challenges encountered, performance and growth
as well as access to finance. Despite equivocal results, researchers were focused on
hypothesising gender disparities. This epistemology presupposes that men and women
are essentially distinct and that any disparities will be seen as a sign of feminine
weakness. This implicit assumption resulted in early rhetoric that portrayed men as the
norm. Hence, as highlighted in earlier literature, this study concludes that early

discourses portrayed men as the norm.

In Search of a New Paradigm

During the new millennium (21st century), the field experienced rapid growth at the
academic and policy level (Cardella etal,, 2020; Jennings & Brush 2013), with an increase
in the contextualisation of women’s entrepreneurship (Welter 2014,2011), which in turn
resulted in a shift in the discourse surrounding women’s entrepreneurship, with an
increased emphasis on transcending beyond gendered differences and highlighting the
factors that move women'’s entrepreneurship forward (Hughes et al,, 2012; de Bruin et
al, 2007; Ahl 2006; Marlow 2002). Studies within this era critically criticised women’s
entrepreneurship studies and theories taking a predominantly gender-neutral viewpoint

and neglecting to interact with more complicated conceptions of gender (Calas et al,
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2009; Bruni et al,, 2004). Nelson and Duffy (2010) posit that differences between men
and women entrepreneurs are frequently overstated, extrapolated, or emerge because
the stereotypically masculine male entrepreneur is considered the normative ideal. As
noted by Calas et al. (2009), the notion that women and men entrepreneurs are
fundamentally different continues to impact research and policy in this domain. In Ahl’s
(2006) critical review of 81 articles published between 1982 and 2000, the author
employed discourse analysis to demonstrate the need to shift the epistemological
position from examining how gender is done (how women entrepreneurs construct their
lives and businesses) to how social orders are gendered (i.e. policy, business legislation,
cultural norms, support systems, and labour divisions) (Ahl 2006). This prompted
several feminist theories to holistically understand women’s entrepreneurship (Orser
2022; Henry et al, 2017; Pettersson et al, 2017; Jennings & Brush 2013; Brush et al,
2009; Calas et al., 2009; de Bruin et al, 2007; Ahl 2006; Mirchandani 1999). Ahl (2006)
argues that employing analytical variables, such as the male/women binary implies a
mere measurement without any theoretical understanding. Consequently, when
interpreting findings, there is a tendency to suggest that women do not “measure up” to
existing norms, leading to their portrayal as the "other" and recommendations that
women must change, for instance, network differently, acquire higher education or
training skills (Marlow 2020; Coleman et al,, 2019; Marlow & McAdam 2013; Ahl 2006).
This is not unexpected given that most measures were developed on samples of male
entrepreneurs (Hurley 1999; Stevenson 1990). As succinctly put by Ahl et al. (2010),
gender comparative studies “reduce gender to sex”, treating it as a constant and
unchanging demographic category, thus reducing it to an essential feature of women's
(and men's) bodies (Ahl et al, 2010). The authors contend that a more productive
dialogue can be achieved by using the word gender as a socially constructed
phenomenon. In light of this, Ahl and Nelson (2010) called for a moratorium on studies
invoking the male/women binary as the focal independent variable —a theme echoed by

Ahl and Marlow (2012):

“..the [women’s entrepreneurship] research agenda should abandon
the focus and fascinated engagement with ‘women’ entrepreneurs
..the greatest challenge for future research is to argue that a feminist

perspective should not only be applied to women’s business
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ownership but to the field of entrepreneurship more broadly..” (p.

558)

In challenging gendering practices, Jennings and Brush’s (2013) comprehensive critique
of the contribution of women’s entrepreneurship scholarship to the broader
entrepreneurship literature reveals that entrepreneurship is a gendered phenomenon
and that gender does matter. As a result, the authors urged scholars to apply a feminist
analytical lens to the women'’s entrepreneurship literature. Emphasising this, Calas et al.
(2009) proposed that researchers employ various feminist theoretical approaches in
entrepreneurship to investigate how entrepreneurship might reinforce gendered norms
and the oppression of women, as well as potentially disrupt gendered power dynamics

and achieve social change.

Another major critique that emerged during this era was ‘methodology and measures.
Brush et al. (2009) criticised standard research methods that ‘mechanistically introduce
the sex of entrepreneurs as a variable, or merely replicate studies of male entrepr eneurs
in order to research women entrepreneurship’ (p. 10). Henry et al. (2016) in their
systematic literature review of the gender and entrepreneurship literature published in
18 journalsovera 30-year period also identified the proliferation of large-scale empirical
studies focused on men and women comparisons, often with little detail provided on
industry sector or sampling methods and with either a weak or no feminist critique.
These findings were consistent with those highlighted by McAdam (2012) and Baron and
Henry (2011). As noted by Ahl (2006), male-gendered measuring instruments (e.g. male
samples) reinforce assumptions of differences even when none exists which further

contributes to the problematic conceptualisation of women entrepreneurs as deficient

(Ahl 2006)

Another significant advancement within the twenty-first century was the increasing
emphasis on considering the context in which entrepreneurship takes place (Henry &
Lewis 2023; Welter et al, 2017, 2014; Welter 2011; Zahra & Wright 2011; Davidsson
2003). Welter (2011) particularly emphasised the significance of context in
comprehending the timing, manner, and reasons behind entrepreneurship, as well as the
individuals who engage in it in order to have a broad understanding of the phenomenon.

Welter etal. (2014) argued that “entrepreneurial behaviour is gendered because of place
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which itself is gendered, reflecting local institutions such as accepted gender norms
which may “force” women into specific industries or business sizes” (p.1). Supporting
Welter (2011), Zahra and Wright (2011) acknowledge that by “capitalising on context, it
becomes possible to document key differences between men and women and how they
go aboutdiscerning and exploiting opportunities” (p.74). However, in a recent study by
Henry and Lewis (2023), the authors found that there is still a lack of attention given to

context in women'’s entrepreneurship research.

In response to these calls, recent studies have incorporated post-structural critical
feminist analysis of entrepreneurial discourses to reveal the highly gendered nature of
entrepreneurship (Orser 2022; Nziku & Henry 2021; Henry et al,, 2016, 2017, 2022;
Pettersson 2017; Ahl & Nelson 2015; Ahl 2006; Bruni et al, 2004; Ogbor 2000).
Practically, most women’s entrepreneurship studies in the 21stcentury have shifted from
an exploratory and descriptive perspective to a more analytical and theoretical approach
that examines gender as a social construct. For example, in the context of a systematic
literature review (Henry etal., 2016); Policy discourse (Orser 2022; Nziku & Henry 2021;
Pettersson 2017), and Access to finance (Henry et al, 2017,2022). However, despite the
move towards feminist critiques of entrepreneurship, the literature persistently
demonstrates that studies continue to treat ‘gender as a variable’ when explaining
performance, access to capital, start-up processes, survival and other aspects, with
minimal attention given to constructing ‘gender as asocial construct’ (Henryetal., 2016).
Academic scholars persistently rely on men’s experiences to theorise entrepreneurship,

and women are studied in terms of their differences.

2.5 Entrepreneurship vs. Feminism: Navigating the Divide

More than four decades of scholarly research in the field of gender and entrepreneurship
(including entrepreneurship policy) have highlighted the existence of androcentric
biases and embedded gender assumptions, despite the belief that entrepreneurship is an
open and meritocratic space. This limits the scope of contemporary entrepreneurship
policy research (Harrison et al, 2020; Ahl & Marlow 2012,2019). Such biases and
assumptions in entrepreneurship policy are founded on three underlying presumptions.
First, entrepreneurship is gendered; the typical normative assumption is that

entrepreneurship is ‘male’ and women are considered as ‘other’ which requires
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explanation (Coleman et al, 2019; Ahl & Marlow 2012; Ahl 2006; Mirchandani 1999).
Second, women entrepreneurs are positioned as inherently deficient, requiring specific
policy interventions (Henry et al, 2022; Foss et al, 2018). Third, the focus is on the
individual level with interventions addressing women’s shortcomings and/or
limitations; these unfairly blame women for structural circumstances beyond their
controlrather thanrecognise and address systemic or institutional challenges which limit
women’s success such as socio-economic circumstances and contextual diversity
constraints (Greene & Brush 2023; Welter et al,, 2014; Ahl & Marlow 2012; Sullivan &
Meek 2012; de Bruin etal, 2007). These presumptions reinforce a gendered hierarchy
where a masculine discourse of entrepreneurship emerges as the unquestioned norm
and femininity is associated with deficit (Foss 2010; Bruni et al, 2004). At its core,
feminist theory offers a new perspective for women’s entrepreneurship research that

could help reform the entrepreneurial ecosystem, leading to better gender equality.

As revealed in Section 2.4, the majority of early publications on women’s
entrepreneurship were often framed under a "gender comparative" perspective
(Pettersson et al, 2017) rather than considering 'gender' as a relational and socially
constructed concept as originally defined (Ahl 2006). While the application of feminist
theory within earlier studies may have hinted towards a feminist perspective, they
tended to be implicit rather than explicit (Jennings & Brush, 2013). It was not until the
early 1990s (Calas & Smircich 1996; Fischer et al, 1993; Brush 1992; Unger & Crawford
1992; Hurley 1991) that scholars began to explicitly apply feminist approaches to the
study of entrepreneurship in a cohesive way, representing a significant step forward in
including gender as an analytic category in entrepreneurial studies. Despite recent calls
for a more contextual study of women’s entrepreneurship (Welter 2011; de Bruin et al,,
2006) and integration of feminist-theoretical perspectives (Ahl & Marlow 2012; Calas et
al, 2009), the bulk of research remains empiricist, relying on comparisons between men
and women as opposed to addressing gendering norms (Jennings & Brush 2013). This
thesis argues that utilising a feminist approach to entrepreneurship policy could lead to
the provision of practical and applicable strategies that promote inclusive
entrepreneurship policies to address the unique obstacles encountered by women

entrepreneurs (e.g. limited access to finance), thus encouraging the growth and success
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of women entrepreneurs and achieving gender equality within the entrepreneurial

ecosystem.

2.6 Sex and Gender

The terms ‘sex’ and ‘gender’, while often used interchangeably, are in fact two different
concepts such as “male and female” or “man and woman.” (Mikkola 2017). These
concepts have been employed by researchers and feminist scholars to distinguish
between biological characteristics (human bodies with male or female reproductive
organs) and socially constructed sex (social practices and representations associated

with femininity or masculinity) (Henry et al, 2016; Ahl 2007,2006; Fischer et al,, 1993).

Psychologist Robert Stoller often credited as being the first individual to differentiate
between the terms "gender"” and "sex" (Mikkola 2017; Lawson 2007), in his pioneering
book ‘Sex and Gender’ defined “sex” as an individual's biological characteristics and
"gender" as the degree of masculine or feminine behaviour exhibited by an individual
(Stoller 1968). In contrast, Oakley (1972) defines sex as the biological category that
applies to a wide range of living organisms, including male, female, intersex, neuter
individuals and hermaphrodite (Marlow & Martinez-Dy 2018). The UK government
defines sex as: “the biological aspects of an individual as determined by their anatomy,
which is produced by their chromosomes, hormones and their interactions, generally
male or female something that is assigned at birth” (Tolland 2022, p3). In contrast, the
conceptof gender has been described notas an innate characteristic we were born with
or possess, but rather as something we ‘do’, ‘perform’, and ‘enact’ whether by socio -
biological attribution or by socio-cultural ascription (Ahl 2006; Bruni et al., 2004; Butler
1990; West & Zimmerman 1987). Indeed, it is a culturally and historically specific
understanding of what it means to be masculine or feminine that is used to construct and
reinforce expectations of how individuals should act and behave and is independent of a
person’s biological sex (Marlow & Martinez-Dy 2018; Ahl 2007, 2006; Gherardi 1995).
Table 2.3 highlights the differences.
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Table 2. 3 Sex vs Gender

S/N Sex Gender

1 Defined as the biological differences | Defined as the social construct between men
between men and women and women

2 Anatomical characteristics (i.e. | Masculine and feminine qualities, behaviour

chromosome make-up, genitalia etc), | patterns, related roles and responsibility,
hormones. Sex category = female or | social, cultural, and psychological factors etc

male
3 Refers to male or female Refers to Masculinity and femininity
4 [tis a universal term Variable. It changes under the influence of time,

geographical and socio-cultural settings

Source: Author’s creation

According to Gherardi (1995), gender is relational in nature and is not an isolated
concept; it cannot exist independently ofits opposite. As noted by Ahl (2007), itis difficult
to comprehend or visualize femininity without simultaneously comprehending or
visualizing masculinity; the traits that define one are often defined in opposition to the
other. Therefore, constructing and defining one gender in a certain way also shapes and
defines the other gender as they are interdependent and linked (Ahl 2007). As a result,
prominent feminist scholars have concluded that the sex/gender distinction itself is the
result of a social construction. As noted by Butler (1990), gender is “the very apparatus

of production whereby the sexes themselves are established” (p.7).

2.6 Gender as a Social Construct

“Women are not born, they are made.”- Simone de Beauvoir (1949)

Simone de Beauvoir (1949) in her feminist classic ‘The Second Sex’ questioned the
assumptions behind the patriarchal status quo whereby she argued that ‘anatomy is not
destiny’ and that ‘one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” (de Beauvoir 2011,
p.283). As Butler points out, “If there is something right in Beauvoir’s claim that one is
notborn, butrather becomes a woman, it follows that a woman itself is a term in process,
a becoming, a constructing that cannot rightfully be said to originate or to end” (Butler

1990, p.33).

Over the past four decades, feminist scholars have maintained that gender is a social
construct that is profoundly embedded in the patriarchal nature of society (Bruni et al,,
2004; Marlow 2002; Butler 1990; West & Zimmerman 1987). As Boing (2009) and
Mikkola (2017) noted, the traits and behaviours associated with women and men are

socially formed and culturally learned from childhood and are firmly rooted in patriarchy.
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The concept of "Gender as a Social Construct"” refers to the notion that genderis a product
ofsocial and cultural construction in which society and culture establish genderrolesand
norms that dictate what constitutes acceptable conduct and attitudes for people of a
specific gender (Calas et al,, 2009; Berger & Luckman 1966), including their perceived
capabilities, types of role models and images presented for each gender, all of which have
a substantial effecton who holds positions of authority in society (Ahl 2006; Butler 1990).
According to Fischer etal. (1993), an individual’'s gender is based on differences in social
experience, typically from childbirth, due to caregivers’ and others’ reactions to the
observed sex of the child and the actual content associated with masculinity and

femininity varies over time, race, place and social context.’ (Ahl 2002).

Early studies on gender and entrepreneurship have tended to adopt a 'gender’ as a
variable approach with explanatory power (Neergaard et al, 2011; Ahl 2006; Carter &
Shaw 2006) to draw comparisons between men and women entrepreneurs rather than
'gender as a social construct (Ahl 2007; Bruni et al, 2004). As mentioned earlier, this
approach has been criticised for ‘reducing gender to sex” which results in the persistent
masculinised social construction of the traditional entrepreneurial image, neglecting the
social and cultural factors that shape gender roles and behaviours (Ahl et al, 2010),
thereby constituting a significant barrier to the advancement of women’s
entrepreneurship (Gupta et al,, 2009; Ahl 2004, 2006). This has resulted in several calls
to adopt a "gender as a social construct” approach, which recognises the impact of
institutional, social, and cultural factors on gender roles and behaviours, rather than
treating gender as a fixed, biological variable (Petterssonet al, 2017; Ahl & Marlow2012;
Calas et al, 2009; Gupta et al, 2009; Ahl 2006). In light of this, this thesis takes an
approach that views gender as a social construct, recognising that gender is influenced
by power dynamics and social structures; it is not merely an inherent trait of men and
women or a matter of biology. By challenging the notion of inherent gender traits, the
study broadens the understanding of how gendered behaviour is formed and sustained
within the entrepreneuriallandscape and works to promote a more gender-inclusive and
equitable ecosystem (Coleman et al, 2019; Foss et al,, 2018; Bruni et al,, 2014; Marlow
2002). Adopting a gender as a social construct approach will help identify and address
the gendered assumptions that often focus on addressing demand-side problems of
individual women rather than institutional and systemic barriers to gender equality

(Muntean & Ozkazanc-Pan 2015; Ahl 2007).
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2.7 Feminism and Feminist Theory - Defined

In 1837, Charles Fournier (1772-1837), a utopian philosopher and radical socialist,
created the term feminism in response to organised movements advocating for women's
suffrage (Malinowska 2020). These feminist movements, often classified into three
waves, marked the significant shifts in women’s perspectives across various generations,
seeking to address the marginalisation of women in patriarchal cultures (Kroklokke &

Sorensen 2006).

Feminism, broadly defined, recognises and seeks to change the unequal conditions facing
men and women (Ahl 2002). According to Malinowska (2020), feminism “represents
institutional and grassroot activities for abolishing gender-based inequalities with
respect to women and their social standing.” (p.1). However, Ngwainmbi (2004)

presented two definitions of feminism categorised in its narrowest (a) and broader sense
(b):

a) Feminism is a “complex set of political ideologies used by the women's movement to
advance the cause of women's equality and put an end to sexist theoryand the practice
of social oppression” (p.94).

b) Feminism is a “variety of interrelated frameworks used to observe, analyse, and
interpret the complex ways in which the social reality of gender inequality is
constructed, enforced, and manifested from the largest institutional settings to the

details of people's daily lives” (p.95).

To analyse and address issues related to gender inequality and women's rights, different
schools of thought or frameworks have developed within feminism - often referred to as
the ‘strands of feminist theories’ (Pande 2018). These various feminist theories describe
women'’s societal positions from different perspectives. Figure 2.2 provides a visual

representation.

46



‘ Strands of Feminist Theories ‘

N

Libaral ‘ Third-Wave Feminism Poststructuralist

Feminism (1990s and 2000s) &Postmodernist feminism
Second -Wave Feminism
Marxist (late 1960s-1990s)
Feminisra Intersectionality
First-wave
Socialist
Feminism
Second-wave Radical Psychoanalytic

Socialist Eeminism Feminism
Feminism

Figure 2. 2 Strands of Feminist Theories

Source: Author’s creation

Like feminism itself, feminist theory is diverse and multifaceted (Acker 1987), and it
evolved from the study of women (Jenning & Brush 2013; Ahl 2006). Feminist theory is
the extension of feminism into theoretical discourse posited across three central themes:
women and their experiences; recognition that under existing social arrangements
women are subjugated or subordinated; and commitment to ending that unjust

subordination (Thorne 1993).

Within the academic entrepreneurial discourse, feminist theory aims to reveal the varied
challenges encountered by women entrepreneurs and offer insights on how to tackle
these challenges (Mensah & Derera 2022; Tong 2009). According to Calas et al. (2009), a
key objective of feminist studies is to seek an end to this predicament. Both feminist
theory and research are founded on the explicit assumption that gender is not only
fundamental in the structure of society but that this process disadvantages women
(Jennings & Brush 2013). A fundamental assumption embedded in feminist theory is
based on the premise that knowledge and gender are socially created, which in turn
acknowledges the male dominance in social arrangements and seek to alter this
dominance (Calas & Smircich 1996). Thus, a central theme of feminist theory is that men
are the unspoken norm, while women are portrayed as the exception necessitating
explanation (Ahl 2006; Wahl 1996). Consequently, feminist theorists provide a robust

theoretical and analytical framework for addressing the "ways in which entrepreneurial
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activity is placed within gendered processes that develop and are shaped through
linkages between profession, organisational structure, and the worker's sex"
(Mirchandani 1999, p. 225). The analysis of feminist scholars have yielded significant
contributions to entrepreneurship policies and practices, as evidenced by the impact of
policy interventions reported by development agencies such as the World Bank Group
who reported on gender differences in the impact of policy interventions (Cirera & Qasim
2014). However, Coleman et al. (2019) have pointed out that entrepreneurship policies
and programmes have a more limited impact on women than men. This is due in partto
the failure to address the gender-specific obstacles encountered by women
entrepreneurs. To address these obstacles and advance gender equality within the
entrepreneurship landscape, feminist-informed policies are necessary (Coleman et al,
2019; Pettersson et al, 2017). In the following section, this thesis further explores the
feminist contributions to the entrepreneurial field through lens of the three main feminist
perspectives, as depicted in Table 3, by examining and critiquing the feminist theories

and their implications for policy formation.

Foramore extensive discussion of feminist theories/perspectives, refer to notable works
such as Feminist Theory (Tong 2009), the Encyclopedia of Feminist Theory (Code 2001),
the Handbook of Feminist Research (Hesse-Biber 2007), and Feminist Politics and

Human Nature (Jaggar 1983).

2.8 Feminist Theoretical Perspectives and Their Application

to Entrepreneurship

Sandra Harding (1987) categorised feminist theory into three perspectives that are now
referred to as the "feminist epistemologies": feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint, and
post-structural feminism (Ahl 2006; Calas & Smircich 1996; Harding 1987). These three
main feminist perspectives can be summarised into three main Western feminist
‘theories’: Liberal Feminism (equal rights), Marxist/Socialist Feminism (labour and
economic), and Radical Feminism (sexuality) (Greene et al, 2003; Ardovini-brooker
1997). These feminist epistemologies adopt a pro-women stance that questions
traditional conceptions of science and development by criticising their tendency to be
oriented on male experiences and the need to exclude or subordinate women's

perspectives and experiences across different levels (Vossenberg 2014; Intemann 2010).
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As shown in Table 2.4, these epistemologies differ in their conceptions of gender, human
nature, and society, as well as their understandings of social, economic, and cultural
issues (Calas & Simircich 1996). The main conceptual distinction among the various
feminist perspectives is how gender is understood. The first, known as feminist
empiricism, views sex as a variable that poses no problems. The second perspective,
feminist standpoint, distinguishes women from men as knowing subjects. Post-structural
feminism8, the third perspective, views gender as a social construction (Vossenberg
2014;Ahl12002,2006;Harding 1987). Studies have utilised feminist perspectives to study
entrepreneurship (Orser 2022; Fossetal, 2018; Henry etal,, 2015,2017,2022; Pettersson
etal, 2017; Ahl & Nelson2015; Ahl & Marlow 2012; Calas etal,, 2009; Fischer etal., 1993;
Brush 1992; Hurley 1991) and as such posit that it helps to understand gender-based
differences in entrepreneurial activity (Pettersson etal, 2017 Vossenberg, 2014; Ahl &
Marlow, 2012). As noted by Foss et al. (2018), these divergent assumptions in each
feminist perspective have consequences for research methodologies, research findings,
and policy implications, providing distinct explanations for gender and social issues.
Coleman et al. (2019) assert that these perspectives align with a more inclusive
ecosystemmodel of entrepreneurship policy that acknowledges and respects distinctions

in men's and women's life experiences, as well as the intersectionality of gender identity.

8 According to Welter, Brush, and de Bruin (2019), the two main feminist perspectives notable in the
entrepreneurship arena are Feminist empiricism (liberal feminism), and Feminist standpoint theory
(Socialist/Marxist Feminism), with post-structural feminism (PSF) being the least discussed perspective
used in examining women entrepreneurship, despite its utility in demonstrating the mechanisms of gender
discrimination (Neergaard et al., 2011).
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Table 2. 4 Categories of feminist perspectives

Feminism Liberal Radical, Socialist Post-modern, post-colonial
Feminist Perspectives Feminist empiricism Feminist standpoint theory Poststructuralist feminist theory
Wave First First and Second Third

Prominent Thinkers

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797),
Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815 -1902)
Betty Friedan (1921-2006)

Charles Fourier
Bell Hooks

Jacques Derrida
Michel Foucault
Gilles Deleuze
Julia Kristeva

Fundamental Sex/biology and gender have no fundamental | Knowledge is situated and localised Gender is a social construct

Assumptions relationship

View of Sex/Gender Essentialist (same) Essentialist (different) Socially constructed

Classification 'Men' and "Women' are employed as explanatory | Focuses ongender relations — as an ongoing | Gender (femininity and
variables, with gender being used as a substitute for | dynamic structure of power rather than [ masculinity)isseen as distinct from
Sex. categorising men and women sex (male and female)

Assumptions Men and women are equal; hence, if women were | Gender inequality is rooted in patriarchal | Texts and language are perceived as
given equal access to the opportunities available to | structures and norms. A major reason for | a system of distinction and
men, they would achieve equal outcomes. | women's subordination is due to male| “representational politics” that
Discrimination is the cause of women's | privilege and power. produce and construct gender.
subordination.

Premise: Application in | Scholars advocate for gender equality and | Socialisation shapes women's ideas,

Women opportunity for women, believing that removing | ambitions, and choices, so they choose their | Ahl (2006) asserts that

Entrepreneurship
Research

institutional and legal barriers will result in women
entrepreneurs having similar entrepreneurial
outcomes as male entrepreneurs and the male-
dominated structure's biases will eventually be
eliminated.

business fields appropriately. Therefore,
rather than considering their business as a
distinct economic unit in a social
environment, women have a greater tie with
their family and work.

poststructuralist feminist research
avoids essentialising and polarising
men and women by viewing gender
(and the body) as a socially and
discursively constructed entity that
is culturally, historically, and
geographically distinctive. Thus,
allowsfora better understanding of
how entrepreneurs construct their
identities in relation to the
decisions they make on their path
to becoming an entrepreneur, as
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well as how gendered subjectivities
are socially constructed (Petterson
etal.,, 2012b).

Arguments and | Women entrepreneurs lack rights and opportunities | Women and men are "doing gender" and | A "politics of representation” gives
presuppositions in society, organisations, and/or the existing support | "doing entrepreneurship" in ways that | rise to gender. Women's and men's
structure. Women are badly affected by barriers and | establish, separate, and regulate gender, | entrepreneurship, as well as
lack of access to resources (financial, educational, | class, race, etc. hierarchies. entrepreneurship policy, construct
training, etc.). Women are treated less favourably in the | gender and position women (and
workplace, family, and sex-segregated | men) in particular roles
entrepreneurship. Because  of  this | (entrepreneurs).
subordination, women do not succeed in
entrepreneurship or entrepreneurial
activities.
Research Focus Make women and their conditions faced visible Make women's unique perspectives and | Make gendered discriminatory
contributions visible practices visible
Critique Reduces gender to sex, thereby validating the [ts abandonment of the humanistic
gendered power systems that both women and men | The focus is on white middle-class women | women subject, and for tactical
face in society (Calas et al., 2009; Ahl, 2006) only (Foss etal.2018) naivety in its rejection of any form
“Advises women to adapt to society's established of women essentialism
order" and fails to question the "implicit masculine | The assumption that certain attributes are
standard"(Ahl, 2006, p. 597). intrinsically associated with male and
McAdam (2013), also critiqued this perspective for | womenbodies, followed by the reification of
comparing the performance of male and women these traits as masculine and feminine, with
entrepreneurs  without considering  industry | minimal regard for within-sex diversity and
differences historical and cultural contexts (Ahl, 2002).
Potential ways of | Instil women's rights, equal opportunity e.g. Equal | Change of social structures (e.g, paid | Change of discriminatory social

reaching the policygoals

access to resources (e.g., to capital, resources,
experience or networks), and remove barriers.
Improve women's ability to overcome obstacles.

parental leave, public day care, equally
shared, quotas in public purchasing)

practices (e.g., mandatory gender
awareness training for business
advisors)

Sources: Author drawingon Foss et al. (2018), Pettersson et al. (2017) and Calas and Smircich (1996)
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2.8.1 Feminist Empiricism (Liberal Feminist Theory)

Feminist empiricism, which is frequently associated with a liberal feminist agenda (Foss
et al, 2018) originates from positivism and the philosophy of equality between men and
women. In light of this, feminist empiricism contends that knowledge and science are
"better" and "more comprehensive" when women are included (Vossenberg 2014).
According to liberal feminist theory, social opportunities are not equitably distributed,
and compared to men, women are deprived of resources such as education finance, and
work experience due to overt discrimination and/or structural causes (Henryetal., 2017;
Ahl 2002). In the context of women’s entrepreneurship, liberal feminists advocate for
gender equality in terms of opportunities by removing legal and institutional barriers to
women's full participation in entrepreneurship, as this would result in a more
progressive society and the eventual eradication of male-dominated biases (Butler 2003;

Greer & Greene 2003).

Empiricist in nature, liberal feminist research in entrepreneurship identifies
psychological, demographic, and structural differences between men and women-owned
businesses (Greer & Greene 2003; Anna et al, 2000) and explains the discrimination
against women (Ahl 2002). As noted by Foss et al. (2018), studies (i.e. Anna et al, 2000;
Kalleberg & Leicht 1991) conducted within this perspective tend to map the presence of
women in business, their characteristics, size, profit, or growth rate differentials between
men and women-owned businesses, with a focus on access to resources, such as
information or capital. In a study carried out by Henry et al. (2017), the authors contend
that women entrepreneurs' ability to recognise opportunities and develop successful
businesses is significantly impacted by their limited access to resources. This limitation
also has arole in industry segregation, as women are more likely to launch businesses in
highly competitive and less lucrative sectors, such as retail, service, and personal
services. Other scholars (Calas et al.,, 2009; Ahl 2006) have also argued that women face
discrimination as a result of structural and social barriers such as a lack of access to
networks and markets, unequal access to property rights, limited access to financial
capital for business start-up and expansion and occupational segregation which hinders
women from gaining experience in traditionally male-dominated sectors (Greer & Greene

2003; Fischer et al, 1993).
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From a liberal feminist perspective, policy implications centre on resource allocation or
equal access to resources for women. Equal access to business education and training or
legislation prohibiting discriminatory and antiquated bank practices are among the
proposed policies (Coleman et al, 2019; Foss et al,, 2018). As noted by Coleman et al.
(2019), in accordance with the liberal feminist perspective, policies and programmes are
developed to eradicate discriminatory practices and behaviours and to reduce
institutional barriers that restrict women's access to financial capital. Policies often
address individual-level constraints via targeted interventions such as financial training
for women entrepreneurs and gender-sensitive training (Coleman etal.,, 2019; Pettersson

etal, 2017)

However, this perspective has been critiqued for embracing the status quo (man)
framework (Foss et al, 2018). For instance, critics of this theory have pointed out that it
reduces gender to sex, reinforcing the prevailing male-dominated construct, and
women's subordination is then blamed on patriarchy and social structures (Ahl
2002,2006).As stated by Calas & Smircich (1996): “Women in management” research has
spent “thirty years ..... researching that women are people too” (p.223). As such, the
authors critique the theory for ignoring gender inequities in home and family labour
(Greer & Greene 2003) and for failing to question bureaucracy and leadership, suggesting
instead that women should adapt to the existing order in society (Ahl, 2002, 2006; Calas
& Smircich, 1996). Ahl (2006) contends that although the feminist empiricism
epistemology acknowledges that women are treated unequally because of social
structures that impede their progress, it falls short of eliminating barriers to their
progress. She further states that feminist empiricism "advises women to adapt to
society's established order" and fails to question the "implicit masculine standard" (p.
597). More recently, Coleman et al. (2019), critiqued this theory for its inherent
“deficiency model” which assumes that women entrepreneurs lack skills, competencies,

financial acumen/literacy, ambition, and entrepreneurial attitude.

2.8.1 Feminist Standpoint Theory

Feminist standpoint theory has its roots in radical and socialist/ Marxist feminist
movements which date backto the firstand second waves of feminism which emerged in
the 1960s and 1970s (Kroklokke & Sorensen 2006) to challenge oppressive social

structures responsible for women’s oppression (Foss et al, 2018; Nehere 2016). In
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contrast to feminist empiricism (liberal feminism), which contends that men and women
are fundamentally identical, radical and socialist feminism challenge patriarchal

oppression and seek to restructure society respectively (Calas & Smircich 1996).

Radical feminist theory, often termed as a feminism of 'difference' advocates that men
and women are seen as essentially different, and women’s subordination is a result of
male privilege and power (Pettersson et al, 2017; Hartog 1967). Socialist/Marxist
feminism theory, on the other hand, assumes that men and women are perceived to be
different; not necessarily because they have similar experiences of oppression but
because they were socialized differently (Coleman et al, 2019; Foss et al, 2018; Ahl
2006). Foss et al. (2018), citing Harding (1987) emphasised that feminist standpoint
theory asserts that “women thus have the right of interpretation regarding knowledge
about women and women'’s oppression (hence the word standpoint), and the role of
research is to help make this visible” (p.12). Hence, women are the only ones who can
articulate and comprehend their social position because their lives are dictated by the
patriarchal society's supremacy in the exercise of power (Henry et al, 2016; Ahl 2002;

Fischer et al,, 1993; Harding 1987).

Several studies (Foss et al.,, 2018; Brush et al,, 2018; Bird & Brush 2002) have utilised
feminist standpoint theory in investigating gender and entrepreneurship. Foss et al.
(2018), for example, conducted a recent 30-year review of women's entrepreneurship
policy and observed that studies adopting feminist standpoint perspectives
incorporating both radical and socialist feminist approaches soughtto reveal the social
construction of gender, question the patriarchal and capitalist structures that oppress
women, and overturn the traditional allocation of superiority to all things masculine. A
primary consistent finding across these studies is women entrepreneurs’
overconcentration in the retail and/or service sectors, where they have stronger self -
confidence and their businesses are more congruent with their social values, as opposed
to sectors where they are denied opportunities (Brush et al,, 2018; Foss et al,, 2018;
Welter etal, 2014). As Welter etal. (2014) noted, this choice to venture into traditionally
women’s service sectors may inadvertently reduce start-up capital and future growth
prospects (Welter et al,, 2014). From a policy perspective, policy implications centre on
transforming social structures to better accommodate women's requirements and/or

recognise their unique contributions (Pettersson et al,, 2017). Examples of such policies
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include equal parental leave benefits for both parents, gender-specific business training,

and quotas for women-owned businesses in public procurement (Foss et al,, 2018).

While the feminist standpoint perspective has been instrumental in identifying the
hidden masculine bias in research, its conceptualisation has been criticised by academics.
As stated by Ahl and Marlow (2012), while the feminist standpoint recognises the
collective difficulty of addressing discriminatory institutional assumptions, the “critical
element of the analysis remains poorly conceptualised within the hyper-individuality of

the entrepreneurial field of theory, policy and practice” (p.19).

The feminist standpoint perspective, as well as the feminist empiricist research, has been
criticised for essentialism, which is the assumption that certain characteristics are
inherently associated with men’s and women’s bodies and are then defined as masculine
and feminine, with little regard for within-sex variation and historical and cultural
contexts. This tendency to essentialise gender risks oversimplification and "blaming the
victim" when women or their actions (or inactions) are used to explain their
subordination (Calas etal,, 2009; Ah1 2002, 2006). According to Ahl (2002), both feminist
standpoint and feminist empiricism are concerned with the similarities and differences

between men and women, ‘treating sex’ as an unproblematic concept (p.20).

2.8.2 Poststructuralist Feminist Perspective

Feminist poststructuralist theory suggests that any human experience or social practice
is gendered if the discourse essentialises gender differences and positions men and
women in different, ‘constitutive’ ways (Sunderland 2004). This perspective originates
from the insight that discrimination can be based on any social category and not merely
sex (Foss et al, 2018; Hooks 2000). Post-structural feminism, in contrast to other
epistemological perspectives, sees gender (femininity and masculinity) as socially
constructed as opposed to biologically constructed and places particular emphasis on the
ensuing gender hierarchies (Ahl& Marlow 2019; Butler 1990; West& Zimmerman 1987).
Here, the conceptof "woman" is portrayed as dynamic, multifaceted, and the product of
conflicting discourses (Butler 1990). As such, feminist poststructuralists highlight how
the construction of essentialist masculinities and femininities reinforces gender and

power relations.
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This perspective offers a framework for understanding how women both resist and are
subjected to power by highlighting the complex and dynamic nature of power relations
(St. Pierre 2000). Within this context, language and texts are viewed as a system of
difference that produces and constructs gender (Pettersson et al,, 2017). The premise is
that language is not neutral; it can be utilised, structured, and reproduced to
communicate and shape perceptions of reality (Ahl & Marlow 2012; Ogbor 2000). This
perspective has, however, been critiqued for its exclusive focus on language and the fact
that discursive practices can overlook shared experiences of subordination (Bradley

2007).

Within the field of entrepreneurship, the post-structural feminist approach seeks to alter,
modify, reflect, and reshape the gendered discourse within the phenomenon (Ahl 2006;
Hurley 1999) and as such urges scholars to view ‘gender as a construct’ beyond the
traditional binary framework. This approach considers the influence of institutional,
socioeconomic, and cultural factors on organisations or entrepreneurs (Ahl 2006),
emphasising the individual's position in his or her contextrather than gender roles (Ahl
& Nelson 2015). By utilising a post-structural feminist lens, a better understanding can
be gained ofhow entrepreneurs construct their identities in relation to the decisions they
make on their path to becoming entrepreneurs and how gendered subjectivities are
socially constructed (Pettersson et al, 2012). Over the years, post-structural critical
evaluations of entrepreneurial discourses have been incorporated into research to
illustrate the highly gendered nature of entrepreneurship (Pettersson etal,, 2017; Henry
et al, 2015, 2017, 2022; Ahl 2006; Bruni et al, 2004; Ogbor 2000). These studies have
examined how policies advocate for women’s entrepreneurship— how they position
women, and what assumptions they make about women and their enterprises. In this
context, texts and language are seen as a politics of representation that produces gender
and “...deconstructive studies that employ these approaches analyse concepts, theories,
and practices of entrepreneurship, and how they construct (women) entrepreneurs”
(Pettersson et al,, 2017, p.4). A recurring finding across most studies is that, within the
policy discourse, men are portrayed as the norm ("male model") while women are
considered as underutilised economic assets ("deficiency model"), responsible for
improving their own subordination (Brush et al., 2018; Pettersson et al,, 2017; Henry et
al, 2016; Ahl & Nelson 2015; Marlow & McAdam 2013). Established policy practices also

tend to prioritise economic growth rather than address women’s subordination. Such
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practises maintain the subjugation of women and reinforce stereotypes of
underperformance, deficiencies, and 'othering' (Pettersson et al, 2017; Henry et al,

2016,2022; Ahl & Nelson 2015).

Froma policy perspective, post-structuralist feminism challenges implicit assumptions,
structures, and discourses of women's entrepreneurship policy. As such, post-structural
feminism proposes a change of discriminatory practices, such as the elimination of
discriminatory practices and mandatory gender awareness training for conventional

business advisors, rather than advocating for a separate advisory (Foss et al,, 2018).

2.9 Rationale for Adopting a Feminist Perspective as the
Theoretical Lens

As identified in the literature, women entrepreneurs are often positioned as ‘other’
within policy discourses and also encounter substantial obstacles in accessing funding
compared to their male counterparts. This is often due to deeply entrenched gender
biases within the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Coleman etal,, 2019; Brush etal,, 2018; Ahl
2006). Given this context, it is imperative to employ a suitable theoretical framework that
comprehensively addresses the research objectives of this study. To achieve this end, a
comparative analysis of key theories—feminist theory (Harding 1987; West and
Zimmerman 1987), institutional theory (Baumol 1990; North 1990), resource -based
theory (Barney 1991), and effectuation theory (Sarasvathy 2001)—was undertaken.
Table 2.5 summarizes this analysis, highlighting how each theory aligns with the research
objectives and is particularly relevant to exploring women'’s entrepreneurship policy and

access to finance in Ireland.

Table 2.5 Comparative Analysis of Alternative Theories

Theories Focus Application to the Irish Decision
Context
Feminist Examines gender norms, | Highly applicable. It directly | Chosen
Theory stereotypes and power | acknowledges and addresses
dynamics that affect| how gender impacts and
women'’s intersects with entrepreneurial

entrepreneurial activity | ecosystem components - e.g.
(Calas et al, 2009; | access to resources and policy
Mirchandani 1999). that uniquely impact women

entrepreneurs in Ireland.
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Institutional
Theory

Examines how devised
rules, regulations and
norms within formaland
informal institutions
influence
entrepreneurial
behaviour (Greenman
2013; North 1990)

Moderately applicable. While it
addresses broader institutional
influences on entrepreneurial
behaviour, it often overlooks the
gendered nature of these
institutions, gender-specific
issues and power dynamics

within institutions.

Rejected

Effectuation
Theory

Focuses on decision-
making in an uncertain
and dynamic
environment, with
emphasis on

an
goal
adaptation and resource
use (Sarasvathy 2001)

Not Applicable. Here, gender
dynamics are not considered.
Gender-based challenges that
may affect the availability of
resources for women in Ireland
are overlooked.

Rejected

Resource-
Based
Theory

Emphasises the role of
resources in sustaining
competitive advantage
(Krammer et al, 2018;

Not Applicable. It overlooks
broader institutional or societal
factors that shape gender norms
and biases.

Rejected

Barney 1991)

Table 2.5 demonstrates that feminist theory is uniquely positioned and well-aligned to

address all three research objectives comprehensively in the Irish context.

As previously mentioned in Section 1.3, Ireland has historically been categorised as a
patriarchal society deeply rooted in societal norms, cultural attitudes, and institutional
factors that prioritise male dominance and sustain female subordination (Fine-Davis
2021; Sheehan et al,, 2017). These patriarchal cultures and institutional barriers have,
over the years, relegated women to traditional domestic roles, restricting their
involvement in entrepreneurial activity (Laure et al,, 2010) and impeding the growth of
women'’s entrepreneurship in the country (Treanor & Henry 2010), As Laureetal. (2010)
... have a

further explain, ‘the issue of gender inequalities in the private sphere

detrimental effect on entrepreneurial awakening for women’ (p.191).

Although the gender gap in the Irish entrepreneurial landscape is becoming increasingly
narrower (Fitzsimons & O’Gorman 2019), it is far from closed. According to a recent
Enterprise Ireland Report, only one-third of start-ups in Ireland are women-led

(Enterprise Ireland 2023). Furthermore, a recent World Economic Forum (WEF) Gender
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Gap Index Reportalso highlights a decline in Ireland’s progress towards gender equality
(9th in 2021 to 11th in 2022) (World Economic Forum 2022). The extant body of
literature suggests that women entrepreneurs still struggle with traditional gender roles,
work/life balance, and child-care roles. They are also faced with challenges accessing
funding in a way that their male counterparts are not; this ultimately impacts the level of

women'’s entrepreneurship (Ryan et al,, 2024; McAdam 2022).

Researchers have also demonstrated how formal and informal gendered institutions
impede women entrepreneurs' start-ups (Balachandra et al,, 2019; Elam & Terjesen
2010). Women’s experiences and perspectives are excluded from dominant
entrepreneurial policy narratives (Henry et al,, 2017; Ahl & Nelson 2015), and policy
discourse often focuses on training women to ‘match up’ to their male counterparts
rather than addressing the underlying gender norms and stereotypes. This approach,
albeit unintentional, reinforces biasagainst women (Petterssonetal,, 2017; Ahl & Marlow
2012). In light of this, feminist scholars (see, for example, Henry et al,, 2017; Jennings &
Brush2013; Ahl 2006; Brush 1992) argue that a theoretical understanding that examines
the gendered process, systemic barriers, power dynamics and gender norms within the
field is needed. For example, Jennings and Brush (2013) in their extensive review of the
literature challenge mainstream theory noting that entrepreneurship is a gendered
phenomenon. As such, the use of mainstream theory to examine gender and
entrepreneurship often requires scholars to rely solely on men’s experiences to theorise
entrepreneurship, which undermines contextual and historical variables (Henry et al,
2016; Brush etal,, 2009; Ahl 2006; Hurley 1999). Accordingly, there is a need for a shift
towards feminist perspectives which acknowledge the subordination of women and seek

to end it (Calas et al,, 2009). Challenging the early theories, Hurley (1999) states:

"Traditional anthropological theories stated that the key factor in
human evolution was the male’s hunting activities. The men developed
the important social skills of communication, co-operation and tool
making, while women contributed little ... Feminist theories showed
that women'’s activities were the key factors in human evolution. The
activities of gathering, childbearing, and childrearing developed the

social skills of co-operation, sharing, and tool making." (p.56)
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Given the objectives of this study, feminist theory offers an appropriate and valuable
critical lens to fully understand and address the embedded gender and power dynamics
within the Irish entrepreneurial landscape. A feminist lens was chosen for this study
because of its capability to highlight the gendered power imbalances within
entrepreneurial policies and practices and reveal the barriers to women’s full
participation in entrepreneurship. Such revelation is critical for Ireland’s economic
growth and development. Feminist theory also prioritises the voices and experiences of
women entrepreneurs, thus offering a pathway to understanding how Irish women make
sense of their lived experiences within the entrepreneurial ecosystem and endeavour to
dismantle the challenges they encounter (Usmani & Kottaparamban 2024).Incorporating
feminist perspectives also helps to uncover the gendered biases in entrepreneurship
theory (Marlow et al, 2019; Henry et al, 2016) and the shortcomings in existing
entrepreneurship policies, paving the way for a positive change and a more inclusive
entrepreneurship ecosystem. Eliminating gender biases could help establish a society
where a gender-sensitive and inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem is at the forefront,
thus enhancing economic opportunities for women entrepreneurs. Other scholars have
utilised this approach successfully to illuminate the gender imbalances within the
ecosystem system with regard to women'’s entrepreneurship policy and access to finance.
Forexample, Coleman etal. (2010) employed feminist theory in their cross-country study
and their findings highlighted significant flaws in the entrepreneurship policies.
Similarly, Brush et al. (2018) employed feminist theory to examine the entrepreneurial
ecosystem in different countries. Their study revealed that the European and American

entrepreneurial ecosystem is gendered.

In contrast, other theories, such as Institutional Theory, Resource-based Theory and
Effectuation Theory, while beneficial in certain contexts, do not fully address the specific
gendered assumptions of entrepreneurship. For example, while institutional theory
provides valuable insights into how formal and informal institutions influence women'’s
entrepreneurship and how their practices are shaped by cultural, political, and social
norms (Welter et al,, 2014; Aidis et al, 2008), it does not consider how institutions are
gendered and how this impacts women differently, thereby restricting its applicability
across all three research objectives. For instance, the institutional theory may help
examine how gender and power norms are embedded within the institutions

(entrepreneurial ecosystem), but it falls short of challenging the power and gender
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dynamics that sustain embedded systemic gender inequality (Henry et al,, 2017). This
limitation makes it less effective in the Irish context where transformative change is
required. In Ireland, where gender norms and stereotypes are reinforced by both formal
structures (e.g., policies) and informal practices (e.g., sociocultural factors) (Coleman et
al, 2019; Henry etal,, 2017), a more critical and transformative theoretical framework is
needed. As a result, feminist theory emerges as the most comprehensive and relevant
theoretical framework for this thesis, providing a holistic understanding of women’s

entrepreneurship policy and access to finance in the Irish context

This study employs various feminist perspectives for two main reasons. Firstly, according
to the literature, entrepreneurship is a gendered phenomenon both in theory and
practice (Johnston etal., 2022; Tillmar et al,, 2021; Treanor etal,, 2020; Jennings & Brush
2013). In the majority of entrepreneurship policies, women are viewed as the 'other' or
'deficient’ and encounter gender-based barriers, particularly with regard to access to
financial capital (Coleman et al,, 2019; Ahl & Marlow 2012). These gender prejudices and
assumptions disadvantage women by placing them in a subordinate position, denying
them a voice and visibility if they do not conform to a masculinised discourse (Pettersson
etal, 2017; Ahl & Marlow 2012). Ahl and Marlow (2012) and Calas etal. (2009) posit that
feminist critiques can deconstruct the underlying gendered assumptions underlying the
normative entrepreneurship discourse and subsequently inform the analytical
framework of entrepreneurial theory. By utilising feminist theoretical perspectives, this
study challenges assumptions, and discourses that are implicit within finance-focused
entrepreneurship policies and related support programmes within the entrepreneurial
ecosystem. Explicitly, this thesis utilises a poststructuralist feminist perspective which is
critical to the advancement of feminist scholarship, for the interpretation of
entrepreneurship policies, as it views language and texts (e.g., policy documents) as
producing gender and allowing for an analysis of how social orders are gendered and of
how both men and women entrepreneurs are represented (Pettersson etal, 2017; Calas
et al, 2007). This is to avoid the risk of ‘essentialising gender’ that has been associated
with other feminist perspectives such as feminist empiricism and feminist standpoint,
which can lead to oversimplification and ‘blaming the victim’ by ascribing women'’s

subordination to their actions (or inactions) (Ahl & Marlow 2012; Calds & Smircich 1996).
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Secondly, this thesis is responding to the call for a shift in epistemological position from
an objectivist epistemology to a gendered view of social structures (i.e.,, policy, support
systems business legislation etc) as a way of researching women entrepreneurs without
perpetuating their secondary position in the society (Ahl 2006). Scholars proposed
feminist theories for a holistic understanding of women'’s entrepreneurship (Coleman et
al, 2019; Calas et al,, 2009; de Bruin et al,, 2007; Ahl 2006; Mirchandani 1999). Despite
this, the literature depicts studies that consistently adopt a ‘gender as a variable’
approach when explaining access to capital, start-up processes, survival, and other
aspects, with minimal attention given to constructing ‘gender as a social construct

(Henry etal,, 2016).

Therefore, this study seeks to analyse the various feminist research approaches thatare
taken in policies for women’s entrepreneurship in the context of Ireland. In response to
the suggestion of a broader research objective and a shift in epistemological stance, the
study aims to investigate the gendering of the entrepreneurial ecosystem (policy at the
intersection of access to finance) for women entrepreneurs. The ultimate objective is to
provide a new perspective on policy creation for women’s entrepreneurship that is
informed, inspired, and measured by feminism's goal of attaining a gender-equal and

prosperous society for all.

2.10 Summary

This chapter provided a detailed discussion of the gendered perspective of
entrepreneurship as well as the theoretical lens employed in this thesis to analyse and
interpret its data. The earlier sections of this chapter revealed that the concept of
‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘entrepreneur’ is a multifaceted phenomenon historically
positioned as a ‘male activity’ and representing ‘heroic self-made men’ respectively,
rooted in individualist notions. Early research on women’s entrepreneurship framed
under a men-women comparative frame and the use of male gendering instruments and
theories reinforces women’s subordination. As such, this thesis argues that the field of

entrepreneurship itself is a gendered phenomenon.

Furthermore, this thesis has presented an overview of three main feminist perspectives,
arguing that incorporating these perspectives as an analytical frame helps to challenge

the ontological and epistemological foundations that perpetuate the gendered narrative
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of entrepreneurship. To advance our understanding of this phenomenon and achieve the
overarching aim of this thesis, the next chapter presents a new paradigm framework

proposed by scholars to explain this gender disparity.
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CHAPTER 3: ENTREPRENEURSHIP POLICY AND ACCESS TO
FINANCE: AN ECOSYSTEMS APPROACH

3.0 Introduction

A key question of this thesis is to examine if there are any embedded gender biases and
inequalities within a core component of the entrepreneurial ecosystem -

entrepreneurship policy and its related financial programmes in Ireland.

Several scholars have emphasised the need to understand entrepreneurs in broader
contexts, including their social, local, and economic environments (Spigel 2017; Stam
2015; Acs et al. 2014; Zahra etal,, 2014; Welter 2011,2017; van de Ven 1993). This shift
towards a more holistic and comprehensive approach led to the conception of the
Entrepreneurial Ecosystem approach (Suresh & Ramraj 2012).Several entrepreneurship
scholars have employed this framework to gain a deeper understanding of
entrepreneurship and innovation policy in various countries, regions, or cities
entrepreneurship and innovation policy (WEF 2013). As such, this chapter aims to
investigate the intersection of core entrepreneurial ecosystem components - policy and

access to finance.

3.1 The Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Approach

In recent years, the entrepreneurship ecosystem framework and its application have
become increasingly prominent among policymakers and researchers in an attempt to
comprehend howbusinessesare established. However, while the frameworkmay appear
novel, the field draws from a number of well-established academic fields,
including innovation studies, urban economics, and cluster theory (Brown & Mason
2019; Malecki 2018; Acs et al.,, 2017). As far back as the 1920s, Marshall, who examined
the conditions that stimulated businesses in certain locations, referred to as ‘industrial
districts’ laid the groundwork for the concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems (Fubah
2021; Malecki 2018). Subsequently, researchers have expanded upon the concept of
Marshallian industrial districts (Markusen 1996; Krugman 1991), beginning with the
early work on national systems of innovation (Freeman 1995; Lundvall 1992), triple helix
(Leydesdorff & Etzkowitz 1996), learning regions (Malmberg & Maskell 2002 ; Keeble &

Wikinson 1999; Asheim 1996), and regional innovation systems and clusters (Delgado et
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al, 2010; Cooke 2001). The phrase "ecosystem” in business and entrepreneurship was
first coined by James Moore in his Harvard Business Review article “Predators and Pray:
A New Ecology of Competition” in 1993, where he argues that business is part of a larger
business ecosystem that spans industries; that is, a business ecosystem is synonymous
with the business external environment (Brown & Mason 2017). Consequently, an
entrepreneurial ecosystem would work together and compete to support new products,
fulfill customer needs, and ultimately integrate the next round of innovation (Moore
1993). These discussions indicated that interconnected actors within certain
geographical regions significantly impact economic development. These elements would
ultimately lead to the establishment of new ventures over time (Brush et al, 2018;
Spilling 1996; Van de Ven 1993). As aresult, Isenberg (2010, 2011), often accredited for
popularising the concept of the entrepreneurship ecosystem within the economic or
business community, positioned the concept center stage as a key framework in
understanding and influencing entrepreneurial behaviour. The argument suggests that
the ecosystem refers to the interaction of a set of interdependent actors, organisations,
institutions, and processes (such as Policy, Finance, Markets, Supports, Culture, and
Human Capital), that influence entrepreneurial behaviour as it provides the necessary
human, financial and professional resources needed for an individual to start and grow
their business (Manolova et al, 2017; Stam 2015; Brown & Mason 2014, 2017; Isenberg
2010, 2011). According to Kantis and Federico (2012), the entrepreneurial ecosystem
comprises various interconnected and mutually impacting factors that interact to
establish a supportive environment for new business creation and expansion.
Holistically, Brown and Mason (2014), based on a synthesis of definitions in the
literature, defined the entrepreneurship ecosystem as “a set of interconnected
entrepreneurial actors (both potential and existing), organisations (e.g., firms, venture
capitalists, business angels and banks), institutions (universities, public sector agencies,
and financial bodies), and processes (business birth rate, rate of High Growth Firms
(HGFs), number of serial entrepreneurs and blockbuster entrepreneurs, and levels of
entrepreneurial ambition and sell-out mentality in the society)’ (p.9). This theme is also
consistent with that proposed by Spigel (2017) and Stam and Spigel (201 6). The authors
stress the idea that these actors and organisations are interconnected in such a way that
influences entrepreneurial behaviour. As such, the entrepreneurship ecosystem is

considered a context-specific system, embedded in a country’s institutional framework
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with considerable ability to influence entrepreneurial behaviour in both developed and
developing economies (Welter 2011; Isenberg 2010). By way of explanation, Table 3.1
provides a synthesis of definitions widely discussed in the literature. As highlighted in
this table, while there are a varied number of definitions within the literature, two
common themes exist within these definitions: the idea of interconnected or
interdependent actors and bodies and that they are mutually impactful. While each
ecosystem is unique, these components can be applied to analyse any country’s
ecosystem (Foss et al,, 2018)

Table 3. 1 Definitions of an entrepreneurship ecosystem

Definition Author
“A business ecosystem is an economic community supported bya  Moore (1996)
foundation of interacting organisations and individuals - the
organisms of the business world.”
“An entrepreneurship ecosystem consists of a set of individual Isenberg (2010)
elements — such as leadership, culture, capital markets, and open-
minded customers — that combine in complex ways” (p.3)
An entrepreneurial ecosystem comprises a set of interconnected Kantis and Federico
and mutually impacting elements that interact to create a (2012)
supportive environment for new business creation and growth
“A setof interconnected entrepreneurial actors (both potential and Brown and Mason
existing), organisations (e.g,. firms, venture capitalists, business (2014)
angels and banks), institutions (universities, public sector agencies
and financial bodies), and processes (business birth rate, rate of
HGFs, number of serial entrepreneurs and blockbuster
entrepreneurs, and levels of entrepreneurial ambition and sell-out
mentality in the society)” (P.9)
An entrepreneurial ecosystem is the “interaction that takes place = Mazzarol (2014)
between a range of institutions and individual stakeholders so as to
foster entrepreneurship, innovation and SME growth” (P.5)
An entrepreneurial ecosystem is a “set of interdependent actors = Stam and Spigel
and factors coordinated in such a way that they enable productive (2016)
entrepreneurship within a particular territory.” (P.1765)
“An interdependent group of local culture (actors), social networks,  Spigel (2017)
universities, sources of investment, economic policies (factors)
coordinated in such a way as to create a good environment that

enables productive entrepreneurship in a particular region” (P.50)
Source: Author’s creation

In the contextofthe above, this thesis proposes anovel definition ofthe entrepreneurship
ecosystem based on a synthesis of definitions found in the literature as follows: ‘an
inherently dynamic network of interconnected entrepreneurial actors, entrepreneurial

organisations, institutions and entrepreneurial processes, that mutually support and
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facilitate the creation and growth of new businesses within a given industry, region or

country.

3.2 The Value of the Ecosystem Approach

The entrepreneurship ecosystem approach provides a unique and insightful theoretical
framework for investigating the underlying mechanisms of new business creation.
According to Brown and Mason (2017), for example, the entrepreneurship ecosystem
approachrecognisesthe value of amore holistic, insightful approach to entrepreneurship
development noting that “entrepreneurs are best supported not through independent
‘one-off’ initiatives or policies, but rather through interaction across a community of
actors, organisations, institutions, and processes” (Mason & Brown 2017, p.2). As such
the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach emphasises the “importance of the overall
environment” in which the entrepreneur establishes and operates the
business. Moreover, it also provides a distinct perspective in understanding
entrepreneurial behaviour, different from other well-established concepts, such as
clusters, industrial districts, innovation systems, and learning zones (Spigel 2016; Brown
& Mason 2017). As noted by Stam (2015), for example, in the ecosystem approach the
explicit focus is on the ‘entrepreneur’ rather than the ‘business’ while still emphasising
the significance of the entrepreneurship context (Stam 2015). According to Stam (2015),
“the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach not only sees entrepreneurship as a result of
the system but also sees the importance of entrepreneurs as central players (leaders) in
the creation of the system and in keeping the system healthy” (p.1761). An important
policy outcome of the models within the framework s that they recognise that a unique
ecosystem will be created in each region, depending on the particular conditions and
characteristics of each environment (Morant-Martinez et al, 2019). As such, it allows
policymakers to assess alternative approaches. Furthermore,the entrepreneurial
ecosystem is also a context-specific system embedded in a country’s institutional
framework, and it offers a new and distinctive perspective on the geographical clustering
of economic activity (Fossetal, 2018; Welter 2011).Theyare geographically constrained
but not confined to a specific geographical scale (e.g., campus, city, region); therefore,
they canrefer to a nation or be limited to smaller geographical (OECD 2014). Within the
context of the entrepreneurship ecosystem framework, it is assumed that all

entrepreneurs have the same level of access to resources, the same level of support, and
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the same likelihood of their venture being successful (Mazzarol 2014; Isenberg 2010).
However, recentresearch suggests that this is not always the case (Coleman et al, 2019;
Brush et al, 2018) and a growing number of studies that employ the entrepreneurship
ecosystem concept to investigate entrepreneurship point to the gendered nature of the
ecosystem. Brush et al. (2018) argue that gender matters in the entrepreneurial
ecosystem approach. However, most of the current entrepreneurship ecosystem
literature does not provide a gendered analysis of the entrepreneurship ecosystem and
hence does not take into account the distinct ways in which the entrepreneurship
ecosystem impacts men and women entrepreneurs. The incorporation of gender into the
entrepreneurship ecosystem draws attention to the existence of gender -differentiated
outcomes in entrepreneurship, implying that even gender-neutral laws and policies have
differing effects on women and men (Hechavarria & Ingram 2019). Consequently, a
gender lens (feminist perspective) applied to the study of women'’s entrepreneurship
within the ecosystem framework, will enhance our understanding of how men and
women engage in entrepreneurship (Brush etal, 2018) and, in turn, highlight the extent

of its gendered nature.

3.3 The Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Model

Many models of an entrepreneurial ecosystem, usually represented as a diagram or list,
have been developed. One of the key insights from the entrepreneurship ecosystem
model is that it provides a cohesive framework to explore entrepreneurial behaviour.
Within the context of the entrepreneurship ecosystem framework; it is assumed that all
entrepreneurs have the same level of access to resources, the same level of support, and
the same likelihood of their venture being successful (Elam et al, 2019; Brush et al,
2018). As illustrated in Figure 3.1, extant scholarship (and the framework that this thesis
will draw on) identifies nine core ecosystem components (adapted from Mazzarol 2014;
World Economic Forum,2013; Isenberg 2010), often grouped into four groups of
components: compliance (policy and regulatory framework), hard (funding and finance;
universities and catalyst), soft (education and training; mentors and advisors; human
capital and workforce; access to markets) and culture (societal norms) (Henry et al,

2017).
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Figure 3. 1 Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Model

Source: (Isenberg, 2010;2011; WEF, 2013; Mazzarol, 2014)

Among these components, research suggests that entrepreneurship policy (mainly
government policy) and access to finance are recognised as the most fundamental part of
the entrepreneurial ecosystem. As noted by Mazzarol (2014), government policy is the
“firstand perhaps mostimportant component of an entrepreneurial ecosystem” given its
direct impact on entrepreneurs and the new businesses they establish (Foss et al., 2018;
Mazzarol 2014, p.9) and access to finance is a critical feature of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem which is necessary to create value (Mason & Brown, 2014). As aresult, there
is a growing motivation to develop and implement policies, programmes, and initiatives
to promote entrepreneurship and grow entrepreneurial activity across countries ( Brush
etal, 2018; Fosset al,, 2018; Auerswald 2015; WEF 2013). A number of scholars (most
notably Coleman et al, 2019; Foss et al, 2018; Brushetal, 2018; McAdam et al,, 2018;
Henry et al, 2017, 2022; Petterson et al, 2017) suggest that the entrepreneurship
ecosystem is highly gendered and that not all ecosystem components are equally
accessible to men and women. More explicitly, studies incorporating a gender or feminist
lens to examine entrepreneurship policy, for example, Pettersson et al. (2017) and Ahl
and Nelson (2015) argue that entrepreneurship policies are gender blind and lack the
mandate to address the underlying factors that inhibit gender equality. By extension,

access to finance is also gendered. That is, women entrepreneurs’ access to finance in
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ecosystems varies from that of men. Evidence suggests that women face difficulties in
acquiring external funding for setting up or growing a business compared to their male
counterparts (Elam et al,, 2022; Henry et al,, 2022; The Rose Review 2019; Brush et al,,
2018)

In light of this, this thesis explores women’s entrepreneurship policy and its relation to
accessto finance - the intersection of two critical entrepreneurial ecosystem components.
A detailed discussion will be presented in subsequent sections. It is note worthy that the
emphasis of this thesis is not on all components of the entrepreneurship ecosystem (that
would exceed the scope of a single thesis); rather, the focus is on the intersection of the

policy and finance dimensions only.

3.4 Entrepreneurship Policy Research

The term “policy” represents a variety of meanings to scholars. According to Richards
and Smith, (2002), policy can denote a “plan of action,” typically formulated by
government actors to address a specific public issue and guide political responses to
societal challenges. The policy in the context of government supportis an indispensable
driver of economic growth (WEF 2013). Within the context of the entrepreneurship
ecosystem, the policy is recognised as a pivotal ecosystem component (Foss et al., 2018;
Brush etal, 2018; Stam 2015; Brown & Mason 2014; Mazzarol 2014). According to Foss
et al. (2018), policy operates within a country's institutional framework, making it a
context-specific factor that can significantly impact entrepreneurship behaviour
regionally, nationally, and globally (Welter 2011) in both developed and developing

economies (Acs etal, 2011).

Blackburn and Smallbone (2011), Audretsch etal. (2007), and Lundstrém and Stevenson
(2002) were among the early scholars who defined and categorised SMEs and
entrepreneurship policy. Audretsch et al. (2007) note that entrepreneurship policy is
distinct from small business policy or small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) policy
as entrepreneurial ventures are not the same as small businesses (Hart 2003). The
primary focus of SME policy is on small businesses “as “entities” and entrepreneurship
policy is “..oriented more towards individuals and individual behaviour.” (Blackburn &
Smallbone 2011; Lundstrom & Stevenson 2002, p. 10). A decade later, Henry etal. (2023)

echo similar sentiments, arguing that “policymakers must differentiate between
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entrepreneurship and small business policies.” (p.2) This is due to the fact that the latter
policies are typically focused on supporting specific types of enterprises (fewer than 500
employees in the case of the United States and fewer than 250 in the European Union)
through specific government agencies. In contrast, entrepreneurship policy is
comprehensive “embracing a broad spectrum of institutions, agencies, and different
constituency groups (Audretschet al,, 2007, p.2) and typically focuses on the three stages
of a business start-up: pre-launch, launch, and typically the 12 months following launch

(Audretsch 2007; Lundstrom & Stevenson 2005).

The concept of entrepreneurship policy, which gained prominence, particularly in
Europe, can be traced back to the late 20th century when it emerged as a spin-off of the
well-established small business policy (Gilbert et al., 2004). This shift was motivated by
governments' realisation of the critical pivotal role played by small and medium-sized
enterprises in driving economic growth and fostering entrepreneurship (Audretsch,
2007). Although there is an absence of a generally accepted definition of
entrepreneurship policy, Hart (2003) notes that Stevenson and Lundstrom's (2001)
definition of entrepreneurship policy encompassing “measures taken to stimulate more
entrepreneurialbehaviourin a region ora country” (p.19) is widely utilised by numerous
scholars. Highlighting the significance of entrepreneurship policy, the OECD (2023) notes
that entrepreneurship policy serves a dual purpose - it not only stimulates innovation
and contributes to economic growth but also works to remove barriers and provide
representation to those who have been excluded. Entrepreneurship policies primarily
consist of government assistance (i.e., start-up grants, training programmes, export
support) for business start-ups and the relative ease of launching and operating a firm in
a specific region (WEF 2013). These policies are intended to encourage socially, and
economically productive activities carried out by individuals (Henrekson & Stenkula
2009). Scholars, including Thurik et al. (2013) and Zahra and Wright (2011) advocate for
a policy focus on the context of entrepreneurship in an entrepreneurial economy or
entrepreneurial ecosystem (Stam 2015). As argued by Zahra and Wright (2011), if
entrepreneurship research is to influence public policy, there needs to be “a substantive
shift in the focus, content and methods” (p.67) because having effe ctive entrepreneurial
policies can help address market shortcomings and stimulate economic growth (Acs et
al, 2016)and consequently create jobs and promote economic development, growth,and

international competitiveness in most nations (Nziku & Henry 2021)

71



Although most modern entrepreneurship policies focus on promoting business activity
by removing legal and regulatory barriers and enhancing access to resources needed for
start-ups and business growth (Acs & Virgill 2010), these policies may fail to address the
potential marginalisation of certain groups, leading to social exclusion and inequality.
Therefore, this thesis argues that to successfully establish an entrepreneurial conducive
ecosystem, entrepreneurship policy must address several challenges, including the
realisation that gender does matter, and it is, in fact, a salient factor at all levels
(institutional, individual, and organisational). This is due to the fact that gender
dimensions are presentin informal practices, norms, and rules (Chappell & Waylen 2013)
due to the persistent gender bias resulting from the present men’s historical dominance
of power relations deeply rooted in social norms based on accepted notions of

masculinity or femininity (Brush etal,, 2018; Foss et al,, 2018)
3.5 Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Entrepreneurship Policy

Over the pastdecades, within the entrepreneurship policy debates, the value of women’s
entrepreneurship for economic development has become a focal point, with regional,
national, and international economic development agencies recognising women as a key
factor in boosting overall economic activity, viewing them as an underutilised source of
entrepreneurial talent and potential (Henry et al, 2016; Jennings & Brush 2013; Ahl
2010; Marlow et al., 2008). A general consensus is that women entrepreneurs have a
critical role in fostering economic and social development (Elam., 2023,2021; Ng-Lun et
al, 2018) and that socially, politically, and academically, policy should be directed toward
encouraging and stimulating women'’s entrepreneurship (Harrison etal,, 2020; Brush et
al, 2014). As a result, encouraging women’s participation in entrepreneurship has
become a key governmental priority in numerous nations, with various policies
implemented to eliminate obstacles hindering women from realising their potential as

business owners (OECD 2019; Henry etal,, 2017, 2022).

As noted earlier, entrepreneurship policies are largely acknowledged as the fundamental
and most essential element of the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Foss et al., 2018; Stam
2015; Hechavarra & Ingram 2014; Mazzarol 2014; Zahra & Nambisan 2012). There has
been a substantial increase in interestin entrepreneurship policy as a means of targeting

marginalised and disadvantaged populations among both government and practitioners
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which has led to the advocation of women-specific policies and programmes across
various countries and policies to foster entrepreneurship ecosystems for women
(OECD/EU 2021; Elam et al,, 2022,2019; UNCTAD 2017,2019; Brush et al, 2014). As
noted by Bulloughet al. (2019) and Brush and Greene (2016), many nations have enacted
policies to encourage the growth of women-led businesses, which involve measures such
as trade missions, financing options, grants, set-asides, and childcare. For example, the
Canadian and Irish governments recently announced the Action Plan for Women in
Business. The Irish government recently developed a #GlobalAmbition campaign,
featuring women in business, while the Canadian governmentprovides $700 million CAD
for women-owned businesses. The Gyeonggi Women's Development Center in Korea
offers industry-specific training to help women entrepreneurs leverage social media and
marketing (Brush & Greene, 2016).1In Australia, a digital platform called WIGB, supported
by the Australian Trade and Investment Commission (Austrade), which provides
information, support, resources, and connections for women entrepreneurs to compete
locally and globally was created (Brush & Greene, 2016). Itis believed that these women-
focused entrepreneurship policies and programmes can improve the entrepreneurial
ecosystem for women (Bullough et al, 2019; Henry et al,, 2017). Typically, these gender -
specific policies and programmes which aim to encourage and assist women's
entrepreneurship are founded on three justifications. First, women are
underrepresented in entrepreneurship in comparison to men. Second, institutional and
commercial barriers restrict women's success in entrepreneurship by limiting their
access to essential resources such as training, capital, and networks. Lastly, women are
less aware of public enterprise assistance programmes, and the processes employed to
choose programme participants may bias men accidentally (OECD/European
Commission 2017). This observed gender gap has resulted in the adoption of explicit
approaches to support women’s entrepreneurship at various geographic and policy
levels, such as those undertaken by the GEM, OECD, and European Commission to foster
a thriving entrepreneurship environment for both men and women entrepreneurs
(Malecki 2018; Stam 2015; WEF 2013) and ensure that women have equal access to
policy support targeted at entrepreneurs (OECD 2021).

Although a growing body of research specifically focused on women’s entrepreneurship
policy has emerged (Orser 2022; OECD-GWEP 2021; Coleman et al, 2019; Foss et al,,
2018; Henry et al.,, 2017; Petterson et al, 2017; Ahl & Nelson 2015; Gorman & Cooney
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2007), there is a surprising paucity of research on the policy component of the
entrepreneurial ecosystem, with limited scholarly attention given to the gendered nature
of entrepreneurship policies (Orser 2022; Nziku & Henry 2021; Foss et al,, 2018; Henry
etal, 2017). As observed by Link and Strong (2016), the majority of literature on gender
and entrepreneurship has not addressed public policy, with just 4% of articles focusing
on this topic. Foss et al. (2018) concur with this viewpoint, observing that
entrepreneurship policy is an understudied topic particularly when examined from a
gendered lens. According to Nziku and Henry (2021), the current dearth of policy-related
empirical research can be attributed to the differences in how some countries approach
women’s entrepreneurship policies and initiatives (e.g. while some countries have
dedicated policies and initiatives for women's entrepreneurship, others do not. Even

when they do, the data are incorporated into mainstream support policies).

Scholars have primarily examined women'’s entrepreneurship policy research from a
number of perspectives. These include the rationale for gendered policy instruments
(Wilson et al,, 2004), different types of gender-focussed policies (Orser & Riding 2006;
Mayoux 2001), policy process (Arshed et al, 2014), design, implementation, and impact
(Orser 2017; Audretsch 2013; Lundstrém 2008), provision of women’s entrepreneurship
policies in specific countries (for example, the UK and US, (Marlowetal., 2008),in Canada,
(Orser & Elliot 2015), in Tanzania (Nziku & Henry 2021), women'’s positioning within
policy discourses (Ahl & Nelson 2015; Petterssonetal, 2017). A number of recent studies
have conducted cross-country and comparative policy studies (Johnstonetal, 2022; Foss
etal, 2018; Henryetal, 2017,2022) as well as policy recommendations from published
scholarship (Foss et al, 2018). In addition, there have been moves to apply feminist
perspectives to women'’s entrepreneurship policy research (Orser 2022; Manolova etal,
2020; Foss et al, 2018) with recent studies examining policy as a constituent part of
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Brush et al,, 2018). This recent body of scholarship posits
that policy initiatives offered in isolation are likely to be ineffective as the majority of
entrepreneurship policies are gender-blind and lack the mandate to address the
underlying factors that inhibit gender equality because most entrepreneurship policies
tend to prioritise economic growth, masculine culture, and male-dominated industry
sectors (Henry et al., 2022; Pettersson et al, 2017; Rowe 2016; Ahl & Nelson 2015).
Therefore, in order to support entrepreneurs from marginalised groups, especially

women, feminist theory recommends that entrepreneurial ecosystem rules and practices
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(such as capital market networks, financial capital distribution, and programme
eligibility criteria) must be modified (Coleman et al, 2019). Hence, when it comes to
developing women'’s entrepreneurship policy, it is argued that ‘one size does not fit all’
(Coleman et al,, 2019; Mason & Brown 2014). As opined by Audretsch et al (2007), to
achieve equality, policies must be “cohesive and pervasive,” encompassing all facets of
society rather than concentrating only on the economic components (Henry et al,, 2020;

Foss etal,, 2018; Mason & Brown 2014).

3.5.1 The Gendered Nature of the Entrepreneurship Policy

Programmes and Practices Relating to Access to Finance
Scholars have questioned the deficit positioning of women within entrepreneurship
policies, as well as the gendered nature of these policies. More recently, research has
focused on financing policies - policies and practices aimed at improving women
entrepreneurs’ access to financial capital. A centraltheme underlying these studies is that
most entrepreneurship policies tend to be gender-blind and neglect the structural
inequalities in the ecosystem, with women often positioned as needing to be ‘fixed’
through policy intervention and other measures (Marlow, 2020). As articulated by Orser
(2022), most policies and programmes designed to promote women’s entrepreneurship
mainly focus on addressing the deficiencies in entrepreneurial abilities or assisting firms
in employment creation (Foss etal,, 2018; Henry etal,, 2017, 2022). Unfortunately, these
policies often neglect to address the structural inequalities prevalent within the
ecosystem, including biases within publicly funded support intermediaries such as
training programmes, industry associations,and development organisations (Coleman et

al, 2019).

Ahl & Nelson (2015), drawing on poststructuralist feminist theory, conducted a
comparative study in Sweden and the USA to examine the positioning of women
entrepreneurs through entrepreneurship policy (programmes and supports) in the past
20 years. The authors assert that policies neglect gender/power perspectives and the
gendered division of labour. Women are perceived as 'inadequate’ and in need of 'fixing'
and are assumed to require support. Hence, both countries supported women'’s
entrepreneurship as a means to fulfil the aims of economic growth rather than as a route
to women's well-being, subordinating women’s entrepreneurship to a neo-liberal

approach. The authors, therefore, concluded that the “discourse on women's
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entrepreneurship reflected in policy in both countries tended to reproduce women's
secondary position in society rather than improve it” (Ahl & Nelson 2015, p.289). In
addition, Foss et al. (2018), examining the implications of entrepreneurship policies in
academic papers between 1983 and 2015 through a feminist lens, pointed out that
regardless of the feminist perspective employed, the policy implications were
intrinsically gender-biased and individualised women's concerns. The emphasis on
"fixing the women" instead of repairing the unconscious biases within entrepreneurial
ecosystems shows that laws and programmes fail to consider differential power
dynamics, sexist attitudes, and other assumptions that devalue women-owned
businesses (Foss et al, 2018). The absence of systematic, gender-sensitive programme
evaluation hinders the development of evidence-based, inclusive entrepreneurship
strategies (Coleman et al, 2019; Perren & Jennings 2005). In the same vein, Berglund et
al. (2018) observed that the Swedish and European entrepreneurship and innovation
policies were designed according to a male standard; entrepreneurship was assumed to
be performed by male businessmen, and innovation policy constructed engineers as
male. In both instances, women were transformed into 'others' requiring 'fixing' in order
to compete with the male standards. Similar findings were echoed by Greene and Brush
(2023) and Petterson et al, (2017). However, in contrast, Braidford et al. (2013)
discovered that women's entrepreneurship policy in Canada and the United States
focuses on "poverty reduction”. A review of UK policy also revealed the 'poverty-
alleviation' argument, which emphasised the diversity of women, social enterprise, and
'lifestyle' small businesses (Wilson et al., 2004). This thesis finds the findings of these
studies disturbing, particularly given that the two countries (the USA and Sweden)
analysed, ranked as “best practice” countries, appear to maintain and perpetuate the
marginalisation of women entrepreneurs. This observation reinforces the earlier
literature review's argumentthat entrepreneurship is a male-dominated activity and that
women must be ‘fixed’ to become more like the prototypical male entrepreneur, implying

that women have to conform to this standard in order to ‘do’ entrepreneurship.

As highlighted above, women's entrepreneurship policy is gendered and by extension
access to finance is also gendered. A consistent theme across the body of scholarship is

that access to finance is a major challenge faced by women entrepreneurs at all stages of
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firm development (GEM 2024; Elam et al, 2023; Henry et al, 2022; Skonieczna &
Castellano 2020; Brush et al,, 2018).

3.5.2 Policies, Programmes and Initiatives for Women Entrepreneurs

Policy actors and researchers hold a wide range of opinions and perspectives on whether
or notthere should be separate supportprogrammes for women. The rationale for special
programmes stems from the belief that the conventional business support structure has
overlooked women. According to Langowitz and Minniti (2007), programmes designed
to enhance aspiring women entrepreneurs’ self-perception may increase new firm
formation rates. Therefore, if women believe they have the skills and knowledge
necessary for entrepreneurship and that these capabilities will lead to success, they will
be more likely to establish their businesses. The authors argue that policy can modify an
individual's incentives. Consequently, they propose that localised and customised
approaches may be more effective for influencing how individuals view themselves and
their place in society. Equally, Tillmar (2007) asserts that special programmes for women
entrepreneurs are required but argues that they should be promoted alongside gender
awareness among mainstream business providers in order to prevent these business
providers from excluding women based on presumptive gendered norms regarding who
can and cannot be an entrepreneur. Pettersson (2012), reviewing the national
programmes in place to supportwomen’s entrepreneurship in Nordic Sparsely Populated
Areas, found that the policy measures — governmental support programmes that are
ostensibly designed to help women entrepreneurs— tend to put women in a subservient
position to men and, as a result, run the risk of maintaining a masculine norm. Nilsson
(1997)also observed gendered norms ina women-only business counselling and training

programme in northern Sweden during the 1990s.

In light of these findings, research has put forward some policy issues that need to be
addressed to formulate good support. Rouse and Kitching (2006) offer anumber of policy
concerns that need to be examined for women's entrepreneurship policy. One of these
issues is a need for more explicit recognition of the childcare responsibilities that come
with running a business (such as a lack of reliable childcare in business strategies),
innovative guidance on how to run successful companies with limited time commitment,

a call to action to address the gender inequality in childcare responsibilities within
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households; parents require financial assistance to utilise professional childcare services,

networks, and the presentation of successful women entrepreneurs as role models.

In the context of policies on access to finance (i.e., finance-focused policies), a number of
studies have emerged (Henry et al, 2022; Coleman et al, 2019). Henry et al. (2022)
conducted a comparative study through the lens of institutional framework to examine
how policies and practices® designed to improve women entrepreneurs’ access to
financial capital are articulated and operationalised at both national and regional levels
in three countries (Canada, Ireland and the US). The authors identified a disparity in this
regard. Although the policies recognised the significance of the regional factor, it was
frequently neglected in practice. The policies highlighted access to financial capital as a
crucial element of the entrepreneurial ecosystem of support, but in all three countries,
women were portrayed as requiring additional support, such as additional training,
education, or experience, in addition to those typically available to their male
counterparts. Similar findings were noted by the OECD and the Global Women's
Entrepreneurship Policy Research Network (GWEP) in their recent evaluation report of
women's entrepreneurship policies in 27 countries across six continents: Europe, Africa,
Asia, North America, South America, and Australia. According to their analysis which
encompasses a global perspective on women's entrepreneurship policies and highlights
key policy insights, such as the provision of access to financial resources, promotion of a
gender-sensitive entrepreneurship culture, the development of entrepreneurial skills,
the improvement of support design and delivery, the cultivation of networks, and the
establishment of favourable regulatory frameworks “there is a lack of effective policy or

presence of policies and practices that are not consistent” (OECD-GWEP 2021; p.18).

Coleman et al. (2019), applying a feminist lens as a framework, explored gendered
assumptions behind policies and practices designed to increase women entrepreneurs’
access to financial capital in five innovation-driven countries (Canada, Ireland, Norway,
Germany and the United States). Their studies identified thatall the policies and practices
in their sample align with both neo-liberal and liberal feminist perspectives which
position women'’s individual- and firm-level constraints as problematic. In other words,

the policies tend to prioritise larger, growth-oriented, and job-creating firms, positioning

9Practices are what is—common behaviours and institutional conventions ina particular society or context
(e.g., encouraging cultural actions that promote and reward entrepreneurship).
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women entrepreneurs as under-utilised economic assets (“male model”), needing to be
‘fixed’ through training, education and other means. The authors revealed that only a few
of the policies articulated outcomes of gender equality, equity or women’s economic
empowerment (Coleman etal, 2019). In addition, the study revealed discrepancies in the
alignment of financing-focused policy and practices. For example, while some countries
have dedicated women’s entrepreneurship policies, there were no national women -
focused programmes in place to address access to finance and vice versa. In challenging
the gendered assumptions (i.e. the male norm, women as “other” and “deficient”)
Coleman et al. (2019) emphasised the need for both policies and practices to support
women who require financing because “policy without practice is ineffectual and practice
without an underpinning policy faces risks such as changes in government” (p.22). To
challenge the gendered assumptions and structures implicit in entrepreneurship,
Coleman et al. (2019) calls for the development of an ‘inclusive ecosystem model’ that
incorporates social feminism, entrepreneurial feminism, and post-structural feminism to
advance finance-focused policy in a more positive direction (p.22). As rightly noted by
Ahl (2006), research on women’s entrepreneurship that does not explicitly adopt a
feminist perspective has a tendency to place women as the "other" in reference to male
entrepreneurs, thereby maintaining a male standard (Ahl 2006). Similarly, Brush et al.
(2020Db), also noted that those studies which focus on gender as a variable resultin a sex-
based disaggregation of data. This binary presentation of gender hinders the actual
understanding of the gendered notions resulting from cultural and social issues that
impact the entrepreneurship ecosystems (Brush et al, 2020b). As a result, this thesis
argues that, in order to fully address the challenges of women entrepreneurs’ access to
funding and gendered assumptions in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, policymakers need
to consider having gender-sensitive and inclusive policy support for women
entrepreneurs accompanied by a programme that acknowledges women’s heterogeneity

and increases sensitivity to the gendered nature of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

3.6. Pecking Order Theory - Access to Finance

The Pecking Order Theory is one of the major influential theories in corporate finance
that provides an understanding of the capital structure of a business and its financing
behaviours (Paul et al. 2007). First proposed by Myers and Majluf (1984), the pecking

order theory is a financial theory that suggests the preference of businesses for different
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funding choices based on the principle of information asymmetry (Caron & Markusen
2016; Berger & Udell 1998; Myers & Majluf 1984). Asymmetric information occurs when
entrepreneurs possess more information about their firms' assets and performance than

potential investors or lenders (Dhaene et al,, 2017).

Within this context, it is argued that asymmetric information determines the choices of
funding sources (Myers 1984). As a result of the information asymmetries between the
firm and potential investors, a “pecking order” hierarchy of financing preferences
emerges as internal funds are the first funding choice for firms, followed by debt financing
and as a last resort, equity financing (Villaseca et al.,, 2020). As noted by Brown (2020),
when entrepreneurs follow the pecking order theory, the following ‘order’ occurs (a)
entrepreneurs utilise internal funds first because it is the cheapest and require no
external obligations (b) when internal funds are depleted, entrepreneurs seek debt
funding first because this places fewer restrictions on the entrepreneurs, (c) As a last
resort, entrepreneurs seek equity funding, often considered the most expensive funding

source (Brown 2020; Mina et al,, 2018; Myers 1984).

A number of researchers (Neville & Lucey 2022; Engel & Stiebale 2013; Paul et al, 2007;
Ang 1991; Holmes & Kent 1991) have applied the Pecking Order Theory to understand
the financing behaviour of start-ups. These studies have argued that a firm’s age
significantly influences its capital structure. As noted by Verheul and Thurik (2001),
many entrepreneurs at the early start-up stage rely first on internal funding as they value
being in control of their businesses, thereby partly reducing their need for external
financing - debt and equity (Verheul and Thurik 2001; Holmes & Kent, 1991). However,
as the business scale increases, the amount of internal funds becomes insufficient, and
the use of debts (bank loans) and other types of external finance (equity) is considered

(Berger & Udell, 1998).

However, further studies (Demirel & Parris 2015; Paul etal., 2007) demonstrate that new
businesses lack historical and established track records and visibility, possess larger
levels of uncertainty and risk and have information asymmetries with potential lenders
and stakeholders (Demirel & Parris 2015; Hall 2002), making them “informationally
opaque” (Fourati & Affes 2013). This creates barriers to accessing external financing
during the start-up phase as potential investors and lenders are hesitant to fund

businesses at their earlieststart-up phase as they are often without a proven trackrecord,
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profitability records, collateral or steady cash flow (Fourati & Affes 2013; Cosh et al,
2009). Ultimately, leading them to rely heavily on internal funds.

Researchers (Neville & Lucey 2022; Wieczorek-kosmala & Btach, 2020; Paul et al,, 2007;
Holmes & Kent, 1991) have argued that the traditional Pecking Order Theory, while
applicable to many start-ups (non-HPSUs), does not fully account for the financing
behaviour of most high-growth firms (HPSUs), which rely on different financing
structures given the nature of their high growth potential and intangible assets. For
instance, Holmes and Kent (1991) argue that high-growth firms (HPSUs), unlike
traditional businesses, typically require significant capital investment in their early
phase, making sole reliance on internal funds not viable (Whittam & Wyper, 2007).
Moreover, the intangible nature of these high-growth firms’ assets impacts their ability
to secure debt financing (e.g. bankloans) and, as such challenges the traditional funding
hierarchy of debt-before-equity. This shift in financing behaviour from the traditional
order of the pecking order hypothesis is referred to as a ‘bridged’ pecking order (Paul et
al, 2007; Whittam & Wyper, 2007; Holmes & Kent, 1991). Unlike traditional firms (non-
HPSUs) that prioritise debt over external equity, high-tech firms often seek equity
funding early in their lifecycle. According to Paul et al,, (2007), this shift occurs because
high-growth firms (HPSUs) operate in high-risk and high-growth sectors where potential
investors provide not only funding but also management skills, social capital, and
industry expertise (Whittam & Wyper, 2007). Consequently, equity financing, typically a
last resort for most early-stage firms (non-HPSUs) under the traditional Pecking Order
theory framework, becomes a preferred option for high-growth firms (HPSUs).
Accordingly, high-growth firms (HPSUs) follow this funding behaviour pattern: internal
funds, followed by equity financing, and as a last resort, debt financing (Holmes & Kent,

1991).

In the Irish context, several studies (Martinez-Cillero et al.,, 2023; Neville & Lucey 2022;
Flynn et al, 2019; Caron & Markusen 2016; O’Toole et al,, 2015; Hogan & Hutson 2007;
Carey & Flynn 2005) have utilised the Pecking order theory and the ‘bridged’ pecking
order theory to investigate SME financing. In line with the Pecking order theory, Carey
and Flynn (2005) found a high degree of Irish SME (typically Non-HPSUs) dependence on
banks as a source of funding. However, this contrasts with other studies (Neville & Lucey

2022; O'Toole et al, 2015; Hogan & Hutson 2007) which found that in line with the
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‘bridged’ pecking order theory, the use of debt finance is limited among high-tech Irish
firms (HPSUs) as the majority relied on equity financing as their primary source of
external finance. For instance, in a study by Neville and Lucey (2022) examining the
capital structure of high-tech SMEs in Ireland, the authors found that high-tech SMEs
predominantly rely on internal finance, with retained earnings being a significant portion
of their capital. Further findings revealed the firm’s age plays a significant factor in
determining their financing options as the reliance on retained earnings was particularly
pronounced among older firms while younger firms often rely on personal funds or
external equity due to owners’ preferences and perceptions rather than funding
constraints in debt markets (Caron & Markusen 2016). These findings are consistent with
the findings of Hogan and Hutson (2007) who found that equity funding is the preferred
funding choice for most High-growth firms (HPSUs) because it offers long-term funding
without the cash flow pressures often associated with debt funding (Paul et al,, 2007).

Within the context of women’s entrepreneurship, empirical studies consistently confirm
that early stage (non-HPSUs) primarily rely more on their own resources and informal
sources such as family and friends and debt financing rather than equity financing
(Cowling et al. 2020; Rose Review 2019; Coleman & Robb 2009). Given that studies have
shown that most early-stage (non-HPSUs) women entrepreneurs are typically perceived
as having a smaller firm size, more risk averse than males and having a greater desire to
maintain control over their ventures (Treichel & Scott 2006; Watson et al,, 2006), it is
argued that the pecking order theory strongly holds for women’s businesses (non-
HPSUs) (Watson 2006). Similarly, due to the growth potential, intangible assets and need
for rapid scalability involved in high-growth firms (HPSUs), the ‘bridged’ pecking order
holds for HPSU women entrepreneurs (Whittam & Wyper, 2007; Holmes & Kent, 1991).
Scholars (Coleman et al, 2016; Orser et al, 2006) argue that availability and access to
finance play a crucial role in determining the kind of funding choices women make.
Coleman et al. (2016) assert that the probability of women entrepreneurs launching or
growing their businesses is largely dependent on which sources of finance are more
readily accessible. Orser et al, (2006) posit that lower access to external financing
impacts the sustainability of women-owned businesses compelling women to request
money from more costly sources or forgo it altogether. In line with the pecking order
theory and the ‘bridged’ pecking order theory, scholars (Neville & Lucey, 2022; Villaseca

etal, 2020) argue that the asymmetries of information inherent in start-ups and limited
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access to external financing for start-ups often make women entrepreneurs opt first for
their own financing. This preference for internal finance is usually explained by the
existence of supply-side constraints in debt markets due to information asymmetries
(Hogan & Hutson 2007; Binks & Ennew, 1994) and demand-side factors as these women
are reluctant to relinquish independence and control (Treichel & Scott 2006; Watson et
al,, 2006). As such, the Pecking Order Theory becomes suitable in providing insights into
women entrepreneurs - early-stage (non-HPSUs) and high-growth firms (HPSUs) funding

strategies as well as challenges in accessing finance.

Research suggests that there are structural inequities and persistent biases both in the
supply of and demand for finance in terms of women entrepreneurs’ access to financial
resources. Women entrepreneurs' lower access to financing can therefore be explained
by a combination of demand-side constraints (for example, women are more risk-averse,
perceive banks negatively, or fear being rejected (Leitch et al, 2018) and supply-side
constraints (such as explicit or implicit (structural) gender discrimination in financial
markets, which increases costs of credit or hinders access for women (Carranza et al,,

2018). These constraints are discussed in further detail in the following sections.
3.6.1 Supply-side constraints

Froma supply-side perspective, variousissues have beenidentified. For example, studies
show that institutions and individuals making funding decisions for start-up businesses
may exhibit gender bias against women entrepreneurs (The Investor Women'’s Ready
Project, 2021; Carter & Shaw, 2006), leading to unequal funding at the start-up stage for
women-owned businesses due to structural imbalances and embedded biases
(Fackelmann & Alessandro 2020). Research examining the Northern Periphery and the
Arctic - Sweden, Scotland, Iceland, Ireland, and Finland found that women have shorter
creditrecords and poorer access to assets such as property ownership than men, making
it difficult to obtain external financing from banks or other financial institutions (Scott et
al, 2019).Indeed, it is observed that bankers tend to favour lending to large established
companies (Van Hulten 2012; Coleman 2007), which negatively affects financial support
to women-led businesses, which are usually smaller, home-based, and less focused on
profitability compared to men (Carranza et al, 2018). Additionally, women

entrepreneurs face higher collateral requirements, higher interest rates, and stricter loan
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restrictions compared to male entrepreneurs (Aristei & Gallo 2016; Alesina et al,, 2013;
Bellucci et al, 2010; Hertz 2011) negatively affecting their access to finance and their
perception of its availability (Hill et al.,, 2006).

3.6.2 Demand-side constraints

The 2017 Alison Rose Review of Women’s Entrepreneurship, which examined women’s
entrepreneurial landscape in the UK reported that at the start-up stage of the funding
journey women-led businesses are less likely than men to apply for external funding
(Rose 2017). According to Constantinidis etal. (2006), the challenges to accessing finance
faced by start-ups are "mostly based on factors other than gender" and include a variety
of owner- and firm-related characteristics (demand-side factors). A host of behavioural
differences between men and women may contribute to the start-up funding gap. Risk
aversion (Rose 2017; Eckel & Grossman 2008), fear of rejection (Carranza et al,, 2018),
poor awareness of funding options (Mittal & Vyas 2011), high collateral requirements
(Sena et al,, 2012), poor knowledge of finance (Riding et al, 2017; Lusardi & Mitchell
2014) and lower levels of entrepreneurial self-efficacy deter women’s success in
accessing financing (Rose 2019; Maheshwari 2020). Studies suggest that men’s and
women'’s loan applicants are evaluated differently, with women entrepreneurs facing
more rigorous scrutiny (Carter et al, 2007). This results in more women entrepreneurs
being “discouraged borrowers”, meaning they do not apply for loans due to a lack of
confidence or perceived insufficiency (Rostamkalaei et al, 2020; Freel et al, 2012).
However, some studies (Elam et al, 2021; Sena et al, 2012) argue that gender does not
play arolein loan approvaland find no evidence of gender-based evaluation criteria. This
is notto imply, though, that women’s lack of confidence or hesitancy to apply for loans or
grants is unfounded; many women entrepreneurs lack the collateral or credit history to
secure the funding they need,and some optnotto try atall ratherthan be rejected (Leitch
et al, 2018). In light of these numerous structural or systemic barriers that hinder
women's access to financial capital, researchers have questioned public policy's role in
enhancing women's access to financial capital (Henry et al, 2022; Brush et al,, 2018;

Leitch et al,, 2018).
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3.7 Entrepreneurship in Ireland

3.7.1 The Irish Context

Ireland has a landmass of 70,273 km and a population of approx. 4.8million (Central
Statistics Office (CS0) 201610). As part of the European Union, Ireland stands out as an
attractive business location due to its competitive business costs, advantageous tax
policies, highly skilled labour force and access to the European market. Its thriving
entrepreneurial ecosystem positions it as one of the fastest growing in Europe. The Irish
economy relies heavily on international trade and enterprise development, of which
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are a critical component. The microenterprise and
SME sector accounts for approximately 68.4% of all private sector turnover and

employment in Ireland (OECD 2019) with GDP growth of 12.2%11

Entrepreneurship has been a central government strategy within Ireland for over four
decades. Ireland’s first “National Policy Statement on Entrepreneurship” (in 2014) aimed
to ensure that barriers and challenges to starting and growing a business would be
removed over time and that Ireland would be recognised internationally as a highly
entrepreneurial nation in the near future (NPSE 2014). State agencies such as Enterprise
Ireland, along with local enterprise agencies (LEOs) which operate ata county level, have
been instrumental in driving entrepreneurial growth rates. Based on 2021 GEM Ireland
data, approximately, one in seven people in Ireland aspire to start a business in the next
three years. In addition, 13 out of every 100 Irish adult population are early-stage
entrepreneurs (equating to 40,0000 new business owners in 2021); this growth was a
result of an increase in the number of men and women starting businesses in their early
stages. The majority of early-stage Irish entrepreneurs focus on the Consumer Services
industry, with more than half (54%) focusing on activities (Fitzsimons & O’Gorman,
2021). Ireland’s rate of early-stage entrepreneurship increased substantially in 2021
despite the considerable sociological, and cultural changes brought about by Covid-19 in

2020. This relatively high rate of early-stage entrepreneurship in 2021 (12.5%), as

9The Central Statistics Officeis the statistical agency responsible for the gathering of "information relating

to economic, social and general activities and conditions” in Ireland
" https://kpmg.com/ie/en /home/insights /2023 /03 /irelands-economic-outlook.html
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measured by the TEA1Z index, positions Ireland fourth among the 21 European countries
participating. The rate of early-stage entrepreneurship in Ireland is also significantly

higher than the European average for both men and women. Table 3.2 illustrates this.

Table 3. 2 Total Entrepreneurial Rates (TEA) for Ireland

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 |2021

Ireland 10.9% 8.9% 9.6% 12.4% 5.4% 12.51%

Source: GEM 2016-2021

3.7.2 Women’s Entrepreneurship in Ireland
In Ireland, women make up just 20.1% of all entrepreneurs (MasterCard, 2018). Women
account for a significant share of the entrepreneurial enterprises fueling innovation,

employment, and are a formidable engine of economic growth (Elam et al,, 2021).

Historically, Ireland's cultural context, background and entrepreneurship policies have
impacted women'’s currentlevel of participation in entrepreneurship (Treanor & Henry,
2010). The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Consortium (GEM) - an international
household survey on entrepreneurship - repeatedly shows that, relative to men, women
have lower rates of business formation and a tendency to “cluster” in specific industries
across nations. According to the 2021 GEM report, Ireland has experienced an upward
trend in entrepreneurial activity over the past decade. However, despite this increase,
Ireland has a comparatively low number of women engaged in entrepreneurial activity

(Fitzsimons & O’Gorman et al,, 2021).

A 2017 OECD study noted that the underrepresentation of women entrepreneurs is
frequently explained by the industry in which they work, because women, on average,
run different kinds of enterprises than men (OECD 2017). The 2021 GEM report also
found that men and women differ significantly in their levels of entrepreneurial activity
across sectors. Compared to their men counterparts, women early-stage entrepreneurs
are significantly more overrepresented in the informal sector - occupations considered
unstable and notregulated by the Government. For example, Irish women entrepreneurs

are more focused on the consumer services industry (64% for women compared to. 44%

12 The total early-stage entrepreneurial activity (TEA) rate measures the proportion of the adult working-
age population that is actively trying to start a business, or that own and manage a business that is less than
three and a half years old.
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for men). Men focus more on business services and the extractive or transformative
sector, including construction and manufacturing (29% for men vs 18% for women)

(Fitzsimons & O’Gorman 2021)

As depicted in Table 3.3, the recent GEM total early-stage entrepreneurial activity index
(TEA) highlights that the rate of early-stage women’s entrepreneurship in Ireland has
been on the rise (from 7.5% in 2018 to 9% in 2019 to 11.3% in 2021). As a result, Ireland
has the third-highest rate for early-stage women entrepreneurs across European
countries (Fitzsimons & O’Gorman 2021). Despite this recent upward trend, the TEA rate
disparity between men and women has widened. The rate for men as early-stage
entrepreneurs is still relatively higher (13.7%) than for women. This indicates that there
are 1.2 men for every woman who is an early-stage entrepreneur. This gender gap (1.2:1)

highlighted is the narrowest it has ever been in Ireland.

The women's early-stage entrepreneurial activity rate is notably lower than their men
counterparts. It is clear from this evidence that women entrepreneurs in Ireland are
underrepresented. Thus, pointing to the fact that entrepreneurship, like the labour

market in general, may be gendered (Jennings & Brush 2013).

Table 3. 3 Comparison of Entrepreneurial Activity by Gender Within Ireland

Y Share of men (per | Share of women (per | Rate as a ratio Male:
ear
cent) cent) Female
2016 14.5 7.3 2.0:1
2017 11.7 6.3 1.9:1
2018 11.9 7.5
2019 15.9 9.0 1.8:1
2020 - - -
2021 13.7 11.3 1.2:1

Source: GEM, 2016- 2021

3.8 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework adopted for this thesis as informed by the literature review is
illustrated in Figure 3.2. In this conceptualisation, a feminist lens is applied to focus on
two key interconnecting components of the entrepreneurial ecosystem -
entrepreneurship policy and entrepreneurship finance. The framework also illustrates

the considerable power of these two ecosystem components to influence and impact
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women’s entrepreneurship in terms of equality, inclusivity, employment, and growth. In

Chapter 8, this framework will be used to interpret and discuss the study’s findings.

It has been well-established that the field of entrepreneurship itself is gendered (OECD
2021; Brush et al, 2018; Jennings & Brush 2013; Ahl 2006). By way of extension,
entrepreneurship policy at the intersection of access to finance is also gendered.
Considering that the entrepreneurship ecosystem has been acknowledged as a cohesive
framework to explore entrepreneurial behaviour, research has argued that within this
context, gender does matter (Brush., etal, 2018). Policies implemented to access funding
influence women entrepreneurs’ behaviour and their ability to create and grow their
businesses. As such, feminist theory is appropriate to understand the gender dynamics
within the policy and access to finance dimensions of the entrepreneurship ecosystem.
Feminist theory argues that knowledge and gender are socially created, which in turn

acknowledges male dominance in social arrangements (Calas et al., 2009)

Figure 3.2 depicts the application of feminist theory to two specific and interconnected
entrepreneurship ecosystem components - policy and finance. This thesis argues that a
feminist perspective can provide distinct explanations for gender issues identified within

the entrepreneurial ecosystem and proposes unique approaches to address them.
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3.9 Summary

This chapter presented an overview of the entrepreneurship ecosystem framework and
also conceptualised the ecosystem framework employed in this thesis. The gendered
nature of the entrepreneurship ecosystem, particularly entrepreneurship policy and
access to finance, was also discussed. This thesis finds it problematic that - given the
arguments about the gendered nature of entrepreneurship policy, and the call for the
integration of feminist perspectives into entrepreneurship research to move beyond
“male-norm” and “other” entrepreneurship policy models - there is a surprising absence
of diverse feminist perspectives within women'’s entrepreneurship policy, one of the
central components of the ecosystem that supports entrepreneurial activity. Although a
number of recent studies!3 have integrated feminist theoretical perspectives within the
field of women'’s entrepreneurship policy research, there is a dearth of knowledge about
the underlying assumptions and nature of policies designed to support women
entrepreneurs’ access to financial capital (Brush et al., 2018; Leitch et al, 2018) more so

in Ireland where the rate of women entrepreneurs’ lags behind that of men.

'8 These studies are mainly in the US, Canada, and Scandinavian countries- (Orser 2022; Coleman et al.,
2019; Pettersson et al., 2017; Welter 2011)

89



CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

The aim ofthis chapteris to introduce the research methodology for this qualitative study
regarding the critical exploration of entrepreneurship policy and access to finance for
women entrepreneurs in Ireland. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), a research
methodology is determined by the nature of the subject being investigated and its
research question. Since the overarching aim of this study is to critically explore the
entrepreneurship policy and access to finance for women entrepreneurs in Ireland, a
qualitative approach was deemed the most appropriate choice. This approach allowed
for a deeper understanding of finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and women

entrepreneurs’ access to finance in Ireland.

This chapter presents the qualitative research methodology that will be adopted to
address the study’s three main research objectives and their corresponding research

questions namely:

RO1: To explore the gendered nature of entrepreneurship policy and its related financial
programmes for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.
RQ1: How are women entrepreneurs positioned within government finance-focused

entrepreneurial policies in Ireland?

RO2: To explore the experiences of women entrepreneurs in accessing finance in Ireland.
RQ2: What, if any, are the embedded gender inequalities and biases within the

entrepreneurship policy and access to finance in Ireland?

RO3: To identify the key challenges facing women entrepreneurs’ accessibility to funding
in Ireland.
RQ3: What are the challenges experienced by women entrepreneurs while accessing

funding in Ireland?

To achieve this, the chapter provides a holistic and multifaceted exploration of the study
by employing a discourse analysis and online semi-structured interviews to explore the

foundational philosophical assumptions guiding the study, addressing a broad spectrum

90



of what, where, why, when, and how questions for a comprehensive documented study
(Saunders et al, 2018). Similar studies (Rugina & Ahl 2023; Berglund et al, 2018; Ahl &
Nelson 2015) employed the discourse analysis approach to explore policy documents in
different countries. These studies contend that this approach is essential in examining
language usage, discursive practices, and communication patterns (Berglund etal.,, 2018;
Pettersson et al, 2017). Therefore, this approach is adopted to examine Irish finance-
focused entrepreneurial policies and support programmes. Additionally, the inclusion of
semi-structured interviews allows for the exploration of women entrepreneurs’

experiences, perspectives, and challenges encountered when accessing funding.

This chapter commences by setting out the overarching research philosophy, research
approach, methodological choice, sampling strategy, time horizon, and data collection
techniques. Subsequently, the researcher’s role, ethical considerations, interview

process, and data analysis are presented. It concludes with a summary.

4.2 Research Philosophy

Saunders et al. (2012) research onion framework as depicted in Figure 4.1 is adopted to
develop a robustresearch design. The research process begins with the identification and

selection of a suitable research philosophy for this study.

Layer 1:

i Philozophical St

Layar 2:
Approaches

Figure 4. 1 Research Onion

Source: Saunders et al,, (2019)

91



The research philosophical framework!4 is supported by three pillars: Epistemology,
Axiology, and Ontology (Saunders et al, 2009; Guba & Lincoln 1994). Amongst these
philosophical stances, the positivism (i.e. quantitative or traditionalist) and the
interpretivism (qualitative or social constructionist) paradigms, are considered the two
most popular within the field of business studies (Saunders et al., 2016; Bryman & Bell
2015). As the type of information gathered for the purposes of this investigation is
subjective, and based on the subjects’ personal experiences and perce ptions, this study is
guided by a social constructivist (interpretivist) paradigm. This paradigm helps to
understand women entrepreneurs’ experiences and gendering processes by exploring
their realities (Gray 2009; Schwandt 1998). Interpretivism assumes that reality ‘is not
objective and exterior butis socially constructed: given meaning by people’ (Saunders et
al, 2016). Interpretivists argue that reality can only be fully comprehended and
experienced via personal intervention and interpretation (Wagenaar & Cook 2011; Gray
2009) since whatis researchedisnotindependent of external factors. This contrasts with
the positivism paradigm that propounds that reality exists independently of the thing

being searched and it can be measured through objective methods (Kenaphoom 2021)

4.3 Justification for Choosing an Interpretive (Social

Constructionism) Philosophy Stance

Traditionally, the field of entrepreneurship has been largely viewed and studied as a
masculine domain. Given this historical bias, feminist scholars (for example Rugina & Ah],
2023; Henry et al, 2016) have argued the need to establish a new reality in
entrepreneurship theory, “the reality in which women live” (Stevenson 1990, p.440). As
such, the dominance of the positivist paradigm has been criticised within the field of
women'’s entrepreneurship (Henry etal, 2016; Yadav & Unni 2016). For instance, Henry
etal. (2016) in their review of the methodological approach study opined that the current
positivist epistemologies saturated in the body of scholarship focus on assumed, innate
sex differences. According to the authors, this inevitably results in the reproduction of the
‘othering’ of women and thus argues for the need for an epistemological shift towards a

feminist/ constructionist epistemology - studying constructions of gender and gendering

4 According to Saunders et al., (2019), in management research, the labels paradigms’ and ‘philosophies’ are
sometimes used interchangeably to describe assumptions researchers make in their work.
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processes. This approach entails a departure from the positivist paradigm which
reinforces the ‘male’ norm in the entrepreneurial narrative to the adoption of the
constructionist epistemology to study how women entrepreneurs construct their lives
and their businesses, and how social orders (for instance, policy as in the case of this
research) are gendered in order to expose power relations between men and women
entrepreneurs. In the context of this present study, the constructionist approach

employed uses gender as a starting point and not as an explanation (Ahl 2006).

In keeping with the preceding discussion and taking into cognisance the aim of this
research, the interpretive philosophy is deemed relevant to this study as it places
significance on the influence of social context and interaction in shaping reality.
Considering that women's entrepreneurship is deeply influenced by human behaviour,
personal beliefs, social norms, cultural, and various environmental aspects, it holds a
strong subjective nature and cannot be approached as a purely natural scientific
phenomenon that can be studied with objective measurements (Bryman & Bell 2011; Ahl
2002). This justifies the adoption of a subjectivist ontology. Therefore, in terms of this
study, employing an interpretative paradigm helps in gaining an in-depth understanding
of the complex world of lived experience highlighting (1) how language and texts within
policy documents construct and shape meaning within the entrepreneurial landscape,
and (2) the unique perspectives or experiences of women entrepreneurs with accessing
funding and how that affects their perception and interpretation of the same situation or

phenomenon in various ways.

4.4 Research Approach

According to the exploratory nature of this study, an inductive approach is deemed
suitable. In contrast to the deductive approach which develops a hypothesis and
concludes with empirical evidence to either accept or rejectit (Saunders etal,, 2007), the
study begins with an observation and concludes with formulating proposed theories
based on the findings (Kenaphoom 2021; Goddard & Melville 2004). This approach is
appropriate to emphasise a close understanding of the research context - women
entrepreneurship (Neuman 2014). The researcher approaches the study without
predetermined thoughts aboutits trajectory, except for the themes that emerged during
the literature review, then possibly builds up into a theory or conceptual framework

(Silvermann 2015; Marshall & Rossmann 2016).
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4.5 Methodological Choice

Following the perspectives presented in section 4.3, which recognises subjectivity
ontologyand an interpretive epistemology, the researcher employs a qualitative research
methodology. This methodology is typically connected with the inductive approach and
interpretivist paradigm (Grix 2019; Creswell 2014; Gephart 2004). According to
Holloway (1997), qualitative research “is a form of social inquiry that focuses on the way
people interpret and make sense of their experiences and the world in which they live”
(p-2). The main instruments used in qualitative method research consistof deskresearch,
in-depth interviews, focus groups, field notes, and document analysis (Munir 2017;
Zohrabi 2013). Advocating for the need for studies to incorporate a qualitative research
method, Henryetal. (2016) and Yadavand Unni (2016) call for a shift fromthe traditional
quantitative approaches towards qualitative approaches such as in-depth interviews, life
histories, ethnography, case studies, or discourse analysis informed by feminist analysis
(McAdam 2012). This study supports academic feminism to create theories centered
around the gendered nature of entrepreneurship and inequality within the
entrepreneurial ecosystem, in this case, focusing on the perspectives and experiences of
women entrepreneurs with accessing funding (Cotterill 1992). The justification for this

will be explained in detail in the next section.

4.5.1 Justification for Using a Qualitative Research Approach

The rationale behind the use of qualitative research is to obtain a more realistic view of
funding options available for women entrepreneurs and their access to finance because
in-depth interviews highlight individual observations, preferences, perspectives, and
experiences that might have a substantial impact on policymaking (Carter etal,, 2014). A
qualitative approach is adopted for several reasons. First, qualitative research is widely
used in social science and business studies research as itis naturalistic (Denzin & Lincoln
2011)and one ofthe key objectives ofthis presentstudy is to explore the specific barriers
and challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in accessing funding in Ireland. Hence, the
researcher wants closer access and gives an equal chance to all participants to express
their experience and feelings in their own words, so that the researcher will be able to
get in-depth information. Quantitative research cannot provide such detailed
descriptions required (Saunders et al, 2007). Therefore, the researcher chooses a

qualitative approach for this study to get the bestresult by examining entrepreneurship

94



policies targeted at women entrepreneurs and understanding the real-life experience of
Irish women entrepreneurs when it comes to accessing funding. This approach is
considered advantageous as it gives participants a chance to have their voices heard and
also ensures that the findings are founded on real-world experience (Englander 2012).
While critics have criticised the qualitative research approach for its perceived scholarly
shortcomings, scholars such as Wass and Wells (1994) and Jick (1979) argue that
qualitative methods' reliance on multiple sources of evidence rather than solely on a
single data source enables data triangulation.

In this research, the qualitative phase is conducted sequentially in two stages.

Stage 1: A review of existing finance-focused entrepreneurship policies and support
programmes documents targeted at women entrepreneurs’ access to finance in Ireland.

Stage 2: A semi-structured interview with women entrepreneurs and funding providers.
4.6 Sampling Strategy

As emphasised by various scholars (Creswell 2003; Yin 2003; Miles & Huberman 1994),
the fundamental idea behind qualitative research is to purposefully select participants
who can offer valuable insights to understand the phenomenon under investigation and
its research questions. For this study, the non-probability purposive sampling and
snowball sampling techniques are deemed the most suitable choice. Purposive sampling
is considered the most effective and appropriate technique for this research as it helps in
gathering comprehensive information from groups with a shared characteristic. As such,
the selection of participants is highly focused and aligned with the significance of the
research objectives and questions (Bryman 2012). On the other hand, the snowball
sampling technique entails finding and recruiting hidden populations that are deemed
difficult to access through referrals from initial participants (Mack et al, 2005). The
absence of formal database records containing women entrepreneurs in Ireland makes
this sampling technique the best fit as it allows for the inclusion of a diverse group of
women entrepreneurs and funders through networking and recommendations. As a
result, the researcher utilises a snowball sampling strategy to identify potential women

entrepreneurs and funding providers.
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4.6.1 Unit of Analysis - Text (Policy Documents & Programmes),

Women Entrepreneurs and Funding Providers

The population for the study encompasses three distinct groups: 1) text (policy
documents and programmes), 2) women entrepreneurs, and 3) funding providers in
Ireland. The issue of giving women ‘a voice’ through feminist research is a core issue, and
in the case of feminist-informed research in entrepreneurship, the use of women-only
samples has been proposed as a valid means by which to challenge and disrupt the
hegemony of masculine discourses (Neergaard etal,, 2011). Hence, the central focus is on

‘women’ entrepreneurs.

To achieve the objective ofthis study, the sample is drawn based on the following distinct

selection criteria:

» Texts mustbe finance-focused entrepreneurship policy documents and programmes
supporting women's entrepreneurship and/or access to funding.

* Participants must be 18 years and above.

= Participants must either be a woman entrepreneur with a registered business or a
funding provider in Ireland.

* Women entrepreneurs must have sought external funding at the start-up stage of
their business.

* Funding providers must be working in organisations providing funding to
entrepreneurs.

* Business locations must be in Ireland in any sector.

* Businesses must have been operating between 2014 - 2023.

* Businesses must be in operation for a minimum of six months.

Although the second sample group (women entrepreneurs) is homogenous in that the
participants all have the same gender and profession, the research has a wide variation
among participants by selecting women with diverse characteristics such as different
sectors (i.e. service, IT, healthcare, etc.), different business types (i.e.,, HPSU, early stage,
micro-businesses), business duration (at least 6 months), educational background, and

diverse ages.
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4.6.2 Sample Size

To achieve data saturation, it is recommended to have a sample size ranging from a
minimum of 12 to a maximum of 60, with a mean of 30 (Malterud et al, 2016; Adler &
Adler 2011; Brikci & Green 2007). Data saturation is a process whereby the researcher
continues to gather interviews until no new theoretical insights emerge from the data
being collected (Fusch & Ness 2015; Bryman 2012; Mack et al., 2005) after which data
collection is halted (Saunders etal,, 2018). Morse (2015) emphasises that data saturation
plays a vital role in ensuring the quality and rigor of qualitative research, arguing that
researchers who reach data saturation tend to create consistent studies that can be
replicated. The researcher identified the saturation point at the 37th interview with
women entrepreneurs. After this point the researcher did not observe new information
or themes in the collected data; however, six more interviews were successfully
conducted, making a total of 43 interviews with Irish women entrepreneurs. Three
interviews were also carried out with funding providers. Therefore, the sample size of 46

is deemed suitable for the research questions to investigate this thesis.

4.7 Time Horizons

This section highlights the timeframe for a study (Melnikovas 2019).There are two main
time horizons in research- longitudinal studies and cross-sectional studies (Saunders et
al, 2012). A longitudinal study involves the collection of data over a period of time while
a cross-sectional study involves “the study of a particular phenomenon at a particular
time” (Saunders et al, 2019, p. 212). Given the nature of this study, a longitudinal study
is not suitable. Hence, this cross-sectional study provides a ‘snapshot’ of the gendered
nature of entrepreneurship policy at the intersection of access to finance facing women

entrepreneurs in Ireland.

4.8 Data Collection Techniques and Procedures

The study employs a two-part approach involving discourse analysis of entrepreneurship
policies and interviews with women entrepreneurs and funding providers. Table 4.1
displays the various qualitative data collection methods and the rationale for using or

rejecting the method.
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Table 4. 1 Qualitative Data Collection Method

Techniques

Method of Collection

Rationale

Discourse
Analysis

Data collected by reviewing
policy texts, reports and
documents.

Chosen: This method helps to understand
how meanings are constructed as well as
how gender and power dynamics are
reflected within the entrepreneurial policy
and the perspectives regarding women
entrepreneurship presented in the
documents.

Interview

Data collected to obtain
individual experience with
in-depth responses.

Chosen: Utilising interviews helps to
directly obtain the real-life experiences of
Irish women entrepreneurs and funding
providers with accessing and providing
funding. This method helps to identify new
themes

Focus Group

Data collected by group
conversation and gathered
information in short time.
Aimed to identify group
norms and opinions

Rejected: It will be difficult and time-
consuming to coordinate schedules and
find women entrepreneurs who are
available at the same time to come
together and share their lived experiences
with accessing funding, Also, some
information may be too sensitive to share
in a group.

Participant
Observation

Data collected by observing
and watching a situation
where it takes place.

Rejected: This method is time-consuming
and not feasible, especially in a PhD study
with limited time constraints. Also,
observing women entrepreneurs’
situation will not answer the research
question in this study.

4.8.1 Discourse Analysis (Critical and Feminist Poststructuralist)

Discourses, as defined by Foucault (1972a), are “practices which systematically form the

object of which they speak” (p. 49) The object of this study is entrepreneurship policies

and related financial programmes as it relates to women entrepreneurship. As expressed

by Ahl and Nelson (2015), discourses have power implications and as such are neither

neutral nor passive; they can shape what is considered valid or invalid, acceptable or

unacceptable (Refer to Chapter Two for further Insights). For example, discourses on

gender, as in the case of this study. From a methodological standpoint, in answering the

call of feminist scholars (Henry et al, 2017; Yadav & Unni 2016; Ahl & Nelson 2015) for

continued use of discourse analysis and social constructionist epistemology, this study,

as depicted in Table 4.2, employs a critical and feminist post-structuralist discourse
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analysis. It recognises the complexity of gender identities where women may find
themselves powerful and powerless at the same time. Both CDA and FPDA help uncover

different layers of gender inequality within the entrepreneurship policies.

Table 4. 2 Discourse Analytic Methodology Approaches

S/N | Discourse Analytic What is it about? Decision
Approaches
1 Critical Discourse | Here, language is considered a social practice. CDA | Chosen
Analysis (CDA) researchers study discourse's hidden power relations
and ideologies (Johnson & McLean, 2020)
2 Discourse DP studies how individual and group identity is created | Rejected
Psychology (DP) discursively in social interaction (Wetherell & Potter,
1992).
3 Feminist Post- | FPDA draws on poststructuralist principles to reveal | Chosen
structural how gender identities are complex and how language
Discourse Approach | constructs reality (Baxter, 2003).
(FPDA)

For instance, employing a CDA in this study will help highlight how language is used
within Irish finance-focused entrepreneurial policies, uncovering hidden meanings,
power dynamics, and gendered assumptions or inequalities. With CDA, the researcher
closely examines the words, phrases, and tones used in the entrepreneurship policies. On
the other hand, employing FPDA, the researcher deconstructs gendered discourses and
explores the multiplicity of identities, interpreting them in the context of different
feminist perspectives. Indeed, the feminist perspective expands the research objects
beyond gendered bodies to anything gendered, such as gendered policy (Ahl & Nelson
2015). Given the context of exploring entrepreneurship policy documents, women may
construct their identities relating to the word ‘entrepreneurship’ and thus can be
influenced by the prevailing discourses, shaping their self-identity. The discourse
analysis of Irish finance-focused entrepreneurship policy documents serves as

background information and is reported first in the findings.
4.8.2 Online Surveys

Online surveys remain a fundamental research approach used within social science and
the field of women's entrepreneurship (Orser et al., 2012; Van Hulten 2012). For this
study, an online web-based pre-screening survey was considered the best fit to gather

information from potential participants. Conducting a face-to-face survey would be
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difficult due to time and budget constraints. A short online pre-screening survey form
consisting of ten questions (such as age, nationality, education, business location, sector,
etc) obtained information on women entrepreneurs’ socio-demographic characteristics
and business characteristics as input for qualitative interviews and to identify potential
women entrepreneurs fromdifferentregionsinIreland and speed up data collection. (See
Appendix B for the details on the survey form). It is worth mentioning that the consent
form was incorporated into the pre-screening survey form using Google Forms and
deliberately designed to include a mechanism where only participants who gave their
consent to participate in the interview could successfully submit the form.If a participant
declined to participate by selecting the appropriate option, the form would not be
submitted, and no record of their response would be stored. This way, their choice is

respected, and confidentiality is maintained.

4.8.3 Semi-structured Interview

Interviews help overcome researcher-centered bias often found in surveys (Kumar,
2014). According to Stevenson (1990), “only an interview can allow full expression of the
interrelationships between the many variables that can impact on one person’s ultimate
decision to start a business” (Stevenson 1990, p.442). This study uses a semi-structured
interview method as a primary instrument for data collection as it offers a versatile
means of gathering insights, helping explore the lived experience, and understanding the
specific challenges faced by Irish women entrepreneurs. It helps foster interaction
between the researcher and the subject and allows the interviewee to freely express their
own ideas (Saunders et al.,, 2012) while allowing the researcher to maintain control of the
interview. The semi-structured interview allows the researcher to ask deeper questions
to uncover and fully understand the true significance and meaning embedded within the
interviewee’s responses which will add depth and substance to the data obtained (Yin
2018). The researcher conducts individual interviews with women entrepreneurs in
Ireland and funding providers, allowing them to express their experiences and
perceptions about accessing or providing funding support within the Irish

entrepreneurial landscape.
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4.9 The Researcher’s Role, Reflexivity and Positionality

The role of the researcher is essential in qualitative research (Strauss 1987). As noted by
Merriam and Tisdell (2015), the role of a researcher entails conducting a study with the
utmost prudence, safeguarding the quality of data collection and analysis, and adhering
to principles of credibility. As such, the researcher mustpossessresearch methodological
skills, ethical integrity, and understanding. Furthermore, the researcher had the sole
responsibility of engaging in all aspects of the research project, including the
development of the research topic, the choice of suitable research methodology and
strategy necessary to answer the research questions, and employing the data analysis
techniques. The researcher had the responsibility of reducing researcher bias by
clarifying any ambiguous or unclear answers through discussions with participants. None
of the participants had any direct relationship with the researcher that represented a
conflict of interest, such as a contract, reporting relationship, or any relationship that

might introduce bias into the research study.

Itis not only the unit ofanalysis (women entrepreneurs and funding providers) operating
within the entrepreneurship ecosystem components that are significantly influenced by
multiple realities or contexts they are embedded. The researcher is also impacted by
contextual factorsasthey are an active partofthe research process. As such, both the unit
of analysis in focus and the researcher interpret their realities from a subjective sense,
attributing personal meaning to their realities. Therefore, the researcher’s perception of
social reality can never be fully detached from the knowledge created, implying the
outcome of this research such as its findings and conclusion would unavoidably carry

some level of value judgments (Saunders et al, 2016, 2019).

In light of this, the researcher adopts a reflexive approach to effectively manage
complexities encountered during the interview process and data analysis. Reflexivity
involves explicitly stating how a researcher's personal background and positionality (e.g.
their race, gender, personal experiences and biases etc), influence their choice of research
topic, philosophical assumptions and methodological decisions (Creswell & Creswell
2018; Denzin & Lincoln 1994). Several qualitative studies suggest that a researcher’s
positionality and simultaneous ‘insider-outsider’ status can significantly impact the
research process - data collection, analysis and interpretation (Yip 2024; Bonner &

Tolhurst 2002; Hertz 1997). Therefore, to conduct a thorough study and prioritise
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participant-driven data, researchers must engage in reflexive thinking and critically
evaluate their positionality, potential biases and perspectives (Creswell & Creswell

2018).

Given that the study employs a feminist perspective to examine women’s experiences, the
researcher’s identity as a woman and her personal experiences with gender bias in her
home country (Nigeria) have significantly shaped her interest and choice in exploring the
phenomenon. The researcher’s background and experiences have made her more
attuned to the subtleties of gender discrimination, which has likely shaped the direction

and scope of this study.

As a woman with Nigerian heritage, currently located in Ireland, the researcher assumed
both an insider-outsider positionality. As an “insider” (being a woman), the researcher
shared gendered identity and characteristics with participants. This allowed the
researcher to build rapport with the participants, potentially making them more
comfortable and open in sharing their experiences. This mirrors Bonner and Tolhurst's
(2002) viewpoint, that expressing theresearcher’s insider statusis an advantage over the
outsider’s due to the familiarity and exclusive access they gain within the study context.
However, other studies (Shah 2004; Hertz 1997) argue that insiders are at risk of bias
because their prior knowledge could make them subjected to myopia (limited
perspective). The researcher recognises that her own biases and assumptions could
inadvertently influence the way questions were framed and responses interpreted. To
mitigate this, the researcher set aside her own interpretations and approached the
subject with an open mind, carefully considering how her questions might lead or shape
the participants' responses and attentively listening to the perspectives shared by the
participants (Appadurai 1996), The researcher ensured not to impose her perception or
opinions on the participants during the interviews. The primary aim remained centred
onunderstanding the phenomenon fromthe participants’ perspective (Babbie & Mouton,
2001). Conversely, as an “outsider” (in terms of not being a woman entrepreneur), the
researcher was notprivy to the lived experiences of participants in accessing or providing
funding within the Irish entrepreneurial landscape which allowed for a greater

understanding of the phenomenon by being a non-member of the group.

During the analysis phase, the researcher consistently reflected on her positionality as

both an insider and outsider in the research processand remained focused onthe content
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of the interviews. The researcher also sought to balance her interpretations with direct
evidence from the interview data. Another technique the researcher utilised was sending
the transcript to some interviewee participants to confirm the accuracy of their
statements and to ensure that their perspectives were accurately captured. The
researcher also consulted with her supervisory team to cross-verify the themes and
ensure a thorough and accurate interpretation of the interview data. The researcher also
revisited her research questions and initial assumptions to ensure they remain unbiased

and relevant so as to present a credible account of the research findings.

4.10 Ethical Considerations

As stated by Blumberg et al. (2005) ethical considerations are ‘moral principles, norms
or standards of behaviour that guide moral choices about our behaviour and our
relationships with others’ (p.92). Diener and Crandell (1978) (as cited in Bryman & Bell
2011) noted that there are four main violations of ethical principles that should be
avoided: “lack of informed consent, whether there is harm to participants, an invasion of
privacy or whether deception is involved”. The study incorporated several measures to
ensure that professionalism, openness, and confidentiality were in place (Rees 1991).
This research was carried out following the DKIT Research Ethics Policy1>. As a first step,
the researcher submitted a completed ethics approval application form, alongside copies
of the project overview, participant information leaflet, consent form, and the interview
protocol to the DKIT Research Ethics Committee for their review and approval (See
Appendix C). Upon receipt of approval, the researcher incorporated the participant
information leaflet and the consentforminto the pre-screening survey formusing Google
Forms (see Appendix D). The form also included participants’ rights and the benefits of
taking part in the research. Finally, participants were requested to provide their full
names as a form of electronic signature, indicating their voluntary consentto participate
in the interview process. This approach ensured that participants fully understood and

agreed to the terms of their involvement in the research.

After receiving the submitted forms, interviews were scheduled and conducted with

those who had agreed to take part in the interview. All the interviews were conducted

5 https://www.dkit.ie/about-dkit/policies-and-guidelines /research-policies-and-guidelines /research-
policies-and-guidelines /dkit-research-ethics-policy.pdf
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online at a convenient space and time for both participants and the researcher. During
the interview, the researcher made a conscious effort to maintain open, honest,
respectful, and professional communication throughout the research. Attention was
given to validity by reducing biases. The researcher sought permission to record
interviews and also forwarded the transcripts to all interested participants after the
interview. The researcher also ensured confidentiality of responses was maintained by
ensuring that the identity of participants was notrevealed: a pseudonym was given to all
participants during transcription and coding to conceal their identity and recordings

were kept safely in the DKIT cloud server and will not be shared with others.

4.11 Interview Process

As shown in Table 4.3, the semi-structured interview process consists of three stages:
planning, conducting the actual interview, and transcription as well as data analysis

(Saunders et al,, 2012).

Table 4. 3 Snapshot of Interview Process

Stages Description | Aims/Comments
1 Preparations
Created Interview protocol. Based on the research objectives, desk

research and literature review (from a
list of 20 questions and explanations, 15
questions were chosen)

= Developed revised | The 15 questions were revised to help
interview protocol improve the quality of the data gathered
in the interviews
2 Interviews and Transcription
Initial online survey created Google Docs
Actual interviews conducted. Forty-six (women entrepreneurs and
funding providers)
Interviews recorded Video conferencing Tools - Zoom and MS
Teams
Transcribe data MS Word transcription tool
3 Data Analysis
Analyse transcribed data Transcribed interviews via NVivo 12 pro
software
Coded extracted. Interviews were coded based on themes

identified in the transcript

Categorised all related open codes into
Key sub-themes sub-themes.

Positioned all categorises underneath the
themes
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4.11.1 Designing Interview Protocol

According to Fontana and Frey (2000), asking questions and getting answers is a much
harder task than it may seem at first” (p. 645). As stated by Jacob and Furgerson (2012),
an interview protocol which is a set of guidelines aligned with the research questionsand

research objectives guides a qualitative researcher through the interview process

To begin, a draftinterview protocol was prepared consisting of 20 open-ended interview
questions which were aligned to the research questions and research objectives,
including a script of what the researcher says before and after concluding the interview
as well as the prompts. In refining the research design, the interview protocol draft was
subjected to a preliminary assessment by subject matter experts - the researcher’s
supervisory team and a professor of entrepreneurship from an international university,
for internal and content validity checks (Creswell 2009). To ensure internal validity, a
thorough discussion of the leading interview questions inclusion and exclusion, wording,
sequencing, and organisation was carried out to ensure that any complexities and
ambiguities presentin the interview protocol are removed. Following the subject matter
experts’ reviews, the researcher reworded the questions and removed unnecessary
questions that may seem unclear to interviewees, to ensure they were broad and open
ended, encouraging participants to share their experiences. A final version of the
interview protocol consisting of 10 main questions was developed to conduct interviews
with women entrepreneurs and funding providers in Ireland. The questions cover areas
such as experience with accessing/providing funding, challenges encountered in
accessing/providing funding and funding sources utilised (Refer to Appendix E for the
complete set of questions and linkage of questions to research objectives contained in the

interview protocol).

4.11.2 Selecting Participants

This section highlights the approach adopted for selecting participants for each part of
the research methodology, which consists of two distinct elements: discourse analysis

and interviews.

The discourse analysis involved desk research of finance -focused entrepreneurial policy

documents, reports, action plans and strategies, and related financial support
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programmes spanning from 2014 to 2023, aimed at supporting women's
entrepreneurship access to financial capital. These materials were sourced from publicly
available written materials via government state agencies' websites, published reports,
or other relevant entities. In total, ten policy documents were analysed using the GWEP

reading guide.

To access the women entrepreneurs for the interviews, an initial email was sent to three
gatekeepers who are programme advisors and founders of a Women in Business group
to help gain access to potential women entrepreneurs who would be willing to participate
in the interview. Following this, two of the gatekeepers invited the researcher to attend a
women founders' business event and quarterly meetings in order to personally approach
and network with women entrepreneurs. Through this, the researcher was able to meet
twelve women in business. Some of the women gave their business cards. Eight
confirmed that they would happily participate in the study. Subsequently, the researcher
connected with them via LinkedIn and forwarded the pre-screening online survey-
consent form to them. However, after a series of emails and reminders, the researcher
heard no response from the remaining two women entrepreneurs. Only six women
entrepreneurs were later interviewed. Subsequently, the third gatekeeper provided
contacts with a further ten women entrepreneurs who were happy to participate in the
study. Nine of these were interviewed (one was unable to participate in the study, despite
several attempts at rescheduling the interview.) Overall, the connection with

gatekeepers led to 15 interviews being successfully conducted.

Next all 18 Local Enterprise Offices (LEOs) (first-stop shops for any aspiring and early-
stage entrepreneurs seeking to access financial support) across Ireland were contacted
by email (call out for interview participation), to improve the diversity and
representativeness of the sample. Most of these were unwilling to provide contact details
of women entrepreneurs under GDPR law, but two of the LEOs did forward the email to
their women in business group coordinator, which then went out in their monthly
newsletter. As a result of their support, the researcher received emails from nine women
entrepreneurs who signified their interest in being interviewed. Despite multiple
attempts by the researcher to follow up, there was no response from one of the women.
As such, the researcher successfully conducted interviews with eight of these women

entrepreneurs.
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Another option the researcher adopted was to access women entrepreneurs registered
with Enterprise Ireland. The researcher emailed a further 35 women entrepreneurs
directly who were registered on the Enterprise Ireland Startup Showcase directory.
However, only 9 responded positively. The researcher further decided to send another
cold email via LinkedIn to the remaining 26 women entrepreneurs to ensure they
received it. Happily, 7 women entrepreneurs responded positively. From this, the
researcher was able to successfully conduct interviews with sixteen women

entrepreneurs.

The final attempts at increasing the sample involved a search for suitable participants
online and snowballing from women entrepreneurs who had already been interviewed.
Though the online outreach yielded no responses, the researcher successfully recruited
four participants using the snowballing technique, taking the total number of interviews
conducted with women entrepreneurs to forty-three, consisting of 20 High Potential
Start-Up (HPSU) and 23 early-stage/micro-business women entrepreneurs. So,
collectively, a total number of 122 women entrepreneurs were contacted for interviews,
but only 43 women entrepreneurs participated in this study, indicating a response rate

of approximately 35%.

The second group of participants were funding providers in Ireland. The researcher
identified potential funding providers who could provide insights into the research
questions. Consequently, the researcher sent out a cold email outreach to the contact
details section on the bank’s website. Unfortunately, there was no response. The
researcher then contacted a gatekeeper who works closely with one of the bank officials.
From this, one of the bank’s representatives agreed to be interviewed. Subsequently, the
researcherreached outto two representatives fromthe Local Enterprise Office (LEO) and
the Enterprise Ireland (EI) whom the researcher had met while attending one of the
women in business events. Thankfully, they agreed to be interviewed. All in all, three
funding providers in Ireland from the Allied Irish Bank (AIB), the Local Enterprise Office

(LEO), and Enterprise Ireland (EI) were interviewed.
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Selection of Participants
Gatekeepers LEO Enterprise Ireland  Snowball Technique
Names Interested | Actual Interested Actual Invite sent Actual Invite Sent Actual
Programme 34 4
Advisors . = ’ 8 &3 £
L
Founder of a 26 (via 7 fota 4
Women in Total 8 LinkedIn)
. 10 9
Business
e Total 16
Total 18 . .
o 15 Funding Providers
1.Bank (AIB)
HPSU: 20
Early stage: 23 2.Enterprise Ireland
3.LEO

Funding Providers =3

Figure 4. 2 Summary Process of Selecting Participants

4.11.3 Conducting the Interviews

Prior to commencing the interview, participants were contacted via email or over the
phone and were requested to complete the survey-consent form created via Google
Forms (refer to Appendix D). Originally, the intention was to send the consent letter to
participants via email to obtain their manual signature. However, given that interviews
were conducted during the summer period when many participants were on holiday as
well as participants' time constraints, the researcher reconsidered and decided to
integrate the consent letter within the survey form to avoid placing any additional stress
on the participants. Upon completion of the form, interviews were scheduled at a date
and time convenient for both the researcher and the participants in particular. All
interviews were conducted online via a video conferencing tool (Zoom and Microsoft
Teams). Interviews were conducted in English language, given that all participants

possess an excellent command of English.

Each interview commenced with the researcher requesting participants’ permission to
record the interview and take notes during the interview. Following that, a very brief
explanation of the study’s background was reiterated coupled with an ethical statement.
All interviews began with an icebreaker question in the interview protocol, namely

asking the participants to briefly introduce themselves and their business/position
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where applicable. This gave the researcher insight into what their business entails and
also offered a chance to investigate further. As the interviews progressed, some
participants elaborated extensively on their experiences and perspectives while others
responded concisely, leading the researcher to probe deeper to gain a substantial

understanding of their experiences.

The interviews had an average duration of 55 minutes, ranging from a minimum of 25
minutes to a maximum of 70 minutes. The interviews with women entrepreneurs took
place fromJune to September 2023 while interviews with funding providers were carried
out in November 2023. All participants were committed to the interview until the end
with the exception of one participant who had a prearranged appointment and requested
that the final two questions be forwarded to her email. This allowed the participant to
provide herresponses ather convenience and afterwards share them with the researcher
via email. Interviews stopped once data saturation was reached, and it was clear enough
that the data collected would provide meaningful and interesting conclusions. Upon
completion of all interviews, the interviews were recorded,and subsequently transcribed
and data analysis was carried out. The recorded interviews were stored in a OneDrive
cloud server on a password-protected PC to ensure the confidentiality of participants’

information.
4.12 Data Analysis

In this section, the data analysis is presented in two approaches: Discourse Analysis and
Thematic Data Analysis. Discourse Analysis examines the language employed within
documents to uncover gender or power dynamics (Ahl 2006). Thematic data analysis, on
the other hand, helps to identify patterns and themes within the qualitative data (i.e.
interview transcripts) (Bruan & Clarke 2006)

4.12.1 Discourse Analysis

A total of ten publicly available official finance-focused entrepreneurship/SME policy
documents closely pertaining to women entrepreneurship over the last decade (2014 -
2023) were selected and analysed. These documents included action plans, policy
statements, policy strategies and official policy documents issued by the Irish

government (See Table 5.2 in Chapter 5). In addition, the analysis included fifteen
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financial supports and programmes documents that centered on the government’s
entrepreneurship or small business financial programmes, initiatives or supports

implemented by its agents - LEO and Enterprise Ireland (See Table 5.7 in Chapter 5).

The study adapted the Global Women’s Enterprise Policy (GWEP) common reading guide
(Henry et al., 2022; OECD-GWEP 2021) for analysis and critique of the policies and
programme documents. The common reading guide template examined nine criteria as
listed below which allowed for a more comprehensive and detailed recognition of any
possibleinconsistencies, including “silences’ regarding feminist policy perspectivesin the
policies and ultimately revealing how women are positioned within the selected policy

documents.

Authorship

Key Themes

Dominant Language

Dominant Imagery

Key Contributions,

Recommendations,

Relevance Of the Policy Documents to Women’s Entrepreneurship,

Evidence Of Gender Bias

© © N ks W

Feminist Perspectives Employed Within the Documents.

The initial phase of analysing the policy texts involved reading through each text to
develop a broad understanding of the policy documents, and then the criteria set out in
the GWEP common reading guide template for analysis were applied. By way of an
example, the researcher took notes of how the languages and imagery within each
document depict women entrepreneurs(hip), the quotations that reflected the main
themes and focus of the documents, and the relevance of each policy text to women
entrepreneurship as a whole amongst other criteria. Following this, the researcher
grouped all findings under each section of the reading guide in an excel spreadsheet

template.

The second phase of analysis entails a careful examination and re-reading of all selected
policy documents to examine the different feminist perspectives, or the absence of

feminist perspectives employed within the policy texts as well as identify any indications
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of gender bias. To interpret the findings, each policy document was then categorised in
line with the selected feminist perspectives' and applied to the initial findings. This took
into accounts the underlying assumptions and main arguments outlined in the feminist
analytical framework in Chapter 2 (refer to Table 2.5). Finally, policy-related financial
support documents pertaining to micro and small business and/or entrepreneurship
financial initiatives, support and programmes were assessed in the context of the
program eligibility, conditions attached, the application process, the funding amount

involved as well as the implications this may have on women’s entrepreneurship.

To ensure the validity of the GWEP approach and to identify any potential
misinterpretations or biases in its interpretation, the researcher reviewed other
published papers where the GWEP methodology had been employed. This helped her
better understand how the GWEP reading guide had been applied and interpreted in
different settings. The completed reading guides for the study undertaken in this thesis
were then subjected to review and discussion with the researcher’s entire supervisory
team (three researchers/supervisors). This helped ensure that the interpretations
provided by the reading guides accurately reflected the language and intent of the policies

being analysed.

Overall, the findings from the discourse analysis are presented in Chapter Five based on

the criteria outlined in the GWEP common reading guide.
4.12.2 Thematic Data Analysis

Given the interpretive philosophical perspective and feminist lens employed in this study,
it utilises Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic data analysis method to rigorously analyse
the data collected, which entails generating codes within the data and identifying
patterns or relationships by organising codes into themes which enables the researcher
to develop theories or contribute to existing theories (Saunders et al,, 2019; Braun &
Clarke 2006). The approach was employed as a result of its advantageous analytical and
theoretical flexibility nature to systematically identify, categorise, analyse, and report
patterns or themes that address the research questions (Braun & Clarke 2006). The

thematic analysis involves six steps of analysis as shown in Table 4.4 below.
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Table 4. 4 Thematic Analysis Process

S/N | Phase Description of the process

1 Familiarization with the Data | e  Transcribing

e Repeated reading of data; generating initial list of
ideas for coding

2 Developing Initial Codes e Coding of data by identifying a feature of the data
that can be assessed in a meaningful way.

e (Codes collated

3 Searching for themes e Sorting different codes into potential themes

e C(Collate and analyse coded data extracts within the
identified themes

4 Reviewing and Refining | ¢ Reading all the collated extracts for each theme to

Themes see if there is a coherent pattern.

e Validity of individual themes in the dataset to
examine if it reflects the meanings evident in the
data set as a whole.

5 Defining and Naming Themes | e Identifying the essence of the themes

o Identify how each theme fits into the overall picture
of the data as it relates to the research questions

6 Generate Report of the | Analyse and write up of the report with vivid examples

Themes that illustrate the story behind the data

Source: Adapted from Braun and Clarke, 2006

Firstly, the audio recordings of all interviews were transcribed verbatim using the
Microsoft Word transcription tool. To ensure confidentiality, personal identifiers,
including participants’ names, locations, and business names were substituted with
anonymised details created by the researcher. The changes were documented in an Excel
spreadsheet for transparency and easy tracking. The transcripts were then cleaned by
removing any fillers to improve the clarity of the interview data. During this phase, the
researcher thoroughly read each transcript and listened to the audio recordings a few
times to become acquainted with the data and identify any potential inaccuracies or
errors. Early observations or thoughts of the data were subsequently jotted down.
Following this, the cleaned and anonymised interview transcripts were then imported
into the NVivo 12 Pro software, a computer-aided qualitative data analytic software
(CAQDAS) that aids data management, coding and analysis (QSR International 2018;
Zamawe 2015)16 based on the researcher’s expertise with the software and consultation

from the supervisory team.

'6 http://www.qgsrinternational.com/
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To begin the coding process, the inductive approach was employed to code the interview
transcripts and categorise the participant’s responses into different themes that
ultimately addressed the research questions. In an inductive approach, codes or themes
emerge from the data (Patton 2002; Cavanagh 1997) through a process of continuous
refinement and iteration between the data to capture and identify any recurring themes
relevant to the research questions and objectives. The qualitative thematic analysis
approach provides advantageous flexibility in using inductive methods for coding data
and developing themes (Cho & Lee 2014). At first, the transcripts were reread line -by-
line which helps identify any recurring themes (Braun & Clark 2006). Subsequently, first-
order codes were developed, specifically focusing on quotations or phrases extracted
from the interview data (using a concise selection of words). By way of an example, one
of the interview questions asked was ‘Could you please you share your experience with
securing external funding within the Irish funding landscape?’. Several codes emerged
from this, such as ‘I started my business by self-funding’, ‘1 applied for one of the LEO
programmes’, and ‘I found the banks difficult to access’. This facilitated the identification
of the most common funding sources women were attracted to as well as provided

insights into the financing practices of Irish women entrepreneurs.

In the second phase of coding, the first-order codes were examined to identify any
connections, themes, and patterns as the analysis progressed. Once this was established,
first-order codes were grouped together, new codes were generated, and existing codes
were occasionally modified. Then all the identified coded data were categorised and
organised into potential sub-themes that represented the overall meaning of each first-
order code. Next, all compiled coded data extracts were carefully reviewed to confirm
their alignment with their designated sub-themes. The sub-themes and codes were
regularly refined, reworked, and reviewed until it was believed that they accurately
represented the meanings present in the entire dataset. The sub-themes encompass
financing practices, strategic use of networks, gender bias on the supply side, among
others as shown in Figure 4.3(a-d) (See Appendix F for a full screenshot from NVivo

software that shows the extracted codes, sub-themes and overall themes)

Finally, all sub-themes were grouped into four overarching themes that emerged from
the refinement process of initial themes and sub-themes. These overarching themes

illustrate the narrative conveyed by the data, particularly in relation to the study’s
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research questions 2 and 3 as depicted in Figure 4.4. The overarching themes includes:
1) Heterogeneity of Irish Women’s Entrepreneurial financing practices 2) Embedded
Gender Bias in Funding Ecosystem 3) Challenges/Barriers to Accessing Funding and 4)
Challenges/Barriers to Providing Funding. These four themes form the basis of

discussion in Chapter 6 and 7 respectively.

OVERARCHING THEMES FROM THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Heterogeneity of Irish
Women's Entrepreneurial
Financing Practices

Challenges/ Barriers to
Accessing Funding

¢ Internal

Preferred Financing Practices s External

Strategic use of Networks for
Funding

Challenges/Barriers to
Embedded Gender Bias in Providing Funding

Funding Ecosystem

Gender-disaggregated Data on Funding
s Gender Bias on the Supply Side of Financing
e Contradictory Evidence: No Gender Bias in

Accessing Funding

Figure 4. 4 Overarching Themes from the Thematic Analysis of Interview Transcript
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Figure 4. 3 Breakdown of Sub-themes and Aggregate Themes that emerged from the Thematic Data Analysis

a
(a) First-Order Codes Sub-Themes Aggregate Themes

I prefer to fund my business myself. Financing Practices (Diverse Funding |
I sought funds from LEO and EI I

. . . Sources)
Investors invested in my business.

= Heterogeneity of Women'’s Financing

Practices

Getting information from network was invaluable.
You can ask questions without feeling silly.

You get access to funding information.
I feel comfartahle annlvine throngh female focused nrosrammes

Strategic use of Networks for Funding

[
Men prefer to speak with other men, not taken seriously, asked to
dress in a certain way to increase chances of being funded, asked

preventative questions during pitching, Body language says I'mnot || Financing
invited’
Embedded Gender Bias in Funding

I have never felt discriminated against because [ am a woman.
I believe that, I think I got the funding because of my gender

Fear of Failure, Lack of confidence, Skills Gap, Risk Attitude, Lack of
Awareness of Funding option, less knowledgeable about various Internal Challenges

supports
Challenges/Barriers to Accessing Funding

Complexity in Application Form, Time-consuming Application
process, Stringent Eligibility Requirement, Information Asymmetry,
limited funding option for specific sectors

Internal bureaucracy, most women business are not manufacturing
and internationallv traded sectors

Gender Bias on the Supply Side of

Contradictory Evidence on Bias

External Challenges

Internal Challenges/Barriers to Providing Funding
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4.13 Summary

This chapter provided a detailed discussion of the research methodology utilised to
investigate this thesis. To achieve the study’s overarching objective which is to critically
explore the entrepreneurship policy and access to finance for women entrepreneurs in
Ireland; the research adopted an inductive interpretive qualitative approach. This is in
line with empirical studies (Naguib 2022; Ahl & Nelson 2015; Henry etal.,, 2013) as noted

in Chapter Two.

The study utilised discourse analysis and semi-structured interviews as the primary data
collection methods. A total of ten entrepreneurship policy documents and 46 semi-
structured interviews with women entrepreneurs and funding providers were

conducted.

Data analysis was carried out in two distinct parts: 1) The study utilised the Global
Women'’s Enterprise Policy (GWEP) common reading guide (Coleman et al,, 2019; Henry
2017) for a discourse analysis of finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and support
programmes. 2) Thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke's (2006) approach was

employed to identify patterns, codes, and themes within the interview transcripts.

The results from this qualitative research methodology and main findings are presented

and elaborated in subsequent chapters, mainly Chapters 5 -7 which follow.
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS I: ANALYSIS OF POLICY DOCUMENTS
AND FINANCIAL SUPPORT PROGRAMMES

5.1 Introduction

This chapter is the first of three chapters that present the findings. It addresses the first
research objective of the study: To explore the gendered nature of entrepreneurship
policy and its related financial support programmes for women entrepreneurs in
Ireland and answers the corresponding research question 1): How are women
entrepreneurs positioned within finance-focused entrepreneurial policies in

Ireland?

By employing a discourse analysis approach (Pettersson etal.,, 2017; Ahl & Nelson, 2015;
Foucault, 1972b) and a feminist lens (Orser, 2022; Malinowska, 2020), this chapter
examines the intersection of finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and their
corresponding financial support programmes related to women entrepreneurs’ access
start-up finance in Ireland. By investigating entrepreneurial policy documents, the
chapter aims to uncover any discourses that may have positive or negative implications
for women entrepreneurs. By way of example, a poststructuralist feminist policy
addresses gendered changes in society (Kimbu etal,, 2021; Pettersson etal,, 2017) while
aneoliberal policy emphasises economic growth ( Foss etal,, 2018; Berglund etal., 2018;
Henry et al, 2017), regardless of the implications for women. Additionally, the chapter
investigates how policy articulates the need for women entrepreneurs’ access to funding
and analyses the criteria and mechanisms embedded within these initiatives. This part of
the study sheds light on whether finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and their
corresponding financial supportprogrammes effectively address the systemic challenges

that hinder women's access to financial capital at the start-up stage.

Within the chapter, data are presented under two main headings: (1) Policy Documents
and (2) Policy-related Financial Support Programmes. The culmination of these two

components addresses Research Question 1.
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5.2 Policy Documents

Within the sample, policy statements appear to be unified to address entrepreneurship
in terms of both start-ups and existing SMEs, hence, they include existing supports and
programmes for these two groups collectively. Start-up and SME programmes are mainly
formulated by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment!7 and delivered by
state agencies such as Enterprise Ireland, Local Enterprise Offices (LEOs), Microfinance
Ireland, InterTrade Ireland, and Science Foundation Ireland (SFI). There is no specific
policy document solely focused on ‘access to finance for women entrepreneurs’, rather
policies cover a wide range of issues. Therefore, in the absence of a dedicated finance -
focused policy onwomen’s entrepreneurship, key government entrepreneurship policies
in Ireland are examined. Appendix G provides an overview of the selected policy
documents using the common reading guide designed by the Global Women's
Entrepreneurship Policy Research network (GWEP) (Coleman et al,, 2019; Henry et al,,
2017).

5.2.1 Document Type and Authorship

All 10 policy documents reviewed are categorised as “official general SME/
entrepreneurship policy statements, documents, action plans, or strategies” issued by the
Irish government or its agencies. As illustrated in Table 5.1, only one of these policy
documents explicitly focuses on women entrepreneurs (e.g, women-specific, as
determined by the document title); the remainder is focused on general
entrepreneurship/SMEs where women may or may not be mentioned. None of the policy
documents includes specific author names or author gender (e.g, authorship was

unknown).

7 Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment was formerly named as the Department of Business,

Enterprise and Innovation (DBEI) and Department of Enterprise, Trade and Innovation
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Table 5. 1 Policy Documents Reviewed

S/N | Date Policy Document Title Issuing Government Agency
The National Policy Statement on The Department of Jobs, Enterprise
1 [2014 Entrepreneurship (NPSE) and Innovation (DJEI)
The Department of Jobs, Enterprise
2 | 2015 Enterprise 2025 and Innovation (D]JEI)
The Department of Jobs, Enterprise
3 | 2018 Enterprise 2025-Renewed and Innovation (DJEI)
The Department of Jobs, Enterprise
4 | 2018 Action Plans for Jobs and Innovation (D]JEI)
The National Policy Statement on
Entrepreneurship Mid-term Review The Department of Jobs, Enterprise
2018 (NPSE Review) and Innovation (DJEI)
2020 Action Plan for Women in Business Enterprise Ireland
Report of the SME Taskforce: National | Department of Enterprise, Trade and
7 | 2021 | SME and Entrepreneurship Growth Plan Employment
Department of Enterprise, Trade and
8 | 2022 | 2022 Priority Actions Progress Report Employment
Strategy 2022 - 2024, Leading ina Department of Enterprise, Trade and
9 |[2022 Changing World Employment
White Paper on Enterprise Department of Enterprise, Trade and
10 | 2023 Implementation Plan 2023-2024 Employment

5.2.2 Imagery and Language Employed

Upon analysing the imagery within the ten policy documents, varying trends are
observed: one policy document does not contain any visual imagery, four documents
have general or gender-neutral imagery content, consisting primarily of charts, maps,
graphs, word clouds, computers, and national symbols while five policy documents

include imagery depicting both men and women (See Table 5.2 below)

Table 5. 2 Imagery Representation

S/N | Policy Document Type of Imagery | Description of | No of | No of
Imagery Men | Women
1 The National Policy | Neutral Map N/A N/A
Statement on
Entrepreneurship (NPSE)
2 Enterprise 2025 Neutral Icon- Arrow N/A N/A
3 Enterprise 2025-Renewed Neutral Word Cloud N/A N/A
4 Action Plans for Jobs Gendered Pictures (8M-| 9 4
4F)
5 The National Policy | Neutral Graphs, charts N/A N/A
Statement on
Entrepreneurship Mid-term
Review (NPSE Review)

119



6 Enterprise Ireland Action | Gendered/Female- | Pictures (2M- | 17 2
Plan for Women in Business | dominated 17F)
7 Report of the  SME | Gendered Pictures (24M- | 24 25
Taskforce: National SME and 25F)
Entrepreneurship  Growth
Plan
8 Taskforce 2022 Priority | N/A No image N/A N/A
Actions Progress Report
9 Strategy 2022 - 2024, | Gendered, Neutral | Shipping 8 5
Leading in a Changing World containers,
Pictures (8M-
5F)
10 | White Paper on Enterprise | Gendered/ Neutral | Pictures (4M- | 4 2
Implementation Plan 2023- 2F)
2024 Map
Globe

Among the five policy documents that include images of both men and women, diverse
patterns can be identified. Specifically, three documents showcase a higher occurrence of
male-themed imagery and are perceived as ‘gendered’ in two ways. Firstly, the number
of male images within the policy documents is higher compared to those of women.
Secondly, there is a predominant representation of traditionally male-dominated
industries, such as construction, engineering and science, production, technology, and the

manufacturing sector within the policy documents. Exhibits 5.1 - 5.4 highlight this.

Department of
and Employment

i abp

Exhibit 5. 1: Science and Manufacturing - Exhibit 5. 2: Production Facility
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Exhibit 5. 3: Engineering and Construction Exhibit 5. 4: Technological/Computing

For example, in the Action Plans for Jobs policy document (2018), there are eight male
images compared to four female images. These images consist of two individuals (Male
and female) in a laboratory or production facility fully kitted with protective clothing e.g.
lab coats, goggles, gloves, face masks, flags, and three young individuals (2male and
1female) gazing at a ‘screen’, a construction male worker in a manufacturing facility
pushing a pallet and two male individuals in a professional setting seated at a desk with
a young female standing beside them. There is also a ‘coloured’ young man walking and

a young ‘white’ man sitting at a desk in the background.

Participation,
Employment,

and Meeting Preparing
Skills Needs . {8

». X

Exhibit 5.5: A construction male worker Exhibit 5.6: Male and female in a lab coat
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Similarly, the Strategy 2022 - 2024 Leadingin a Changing World policy document(2022)
features eight male images and five female images. The photographs feature a woman
smiling while holding her tablet surrounded by leaves and a young male individual
wearing a virtual headset looking futuristic. On other pages, the pictures consist of a
slightly middle-aged woman; a young female scientist; a young woman writing on the
board; a male scientist; a young male wearing glasses looking at his tablet; the hand of a
male engineer; two males and a female gazing ata laptop; a man in a laboratory; men and

women in an office setting and two young men (white and ‘coloured’) in a professional

setting.

Exhibit 5.7: A young female scientist Exhibit 5. 8: A young man holding a Tablet

Additionally, the White Paper on Enterprise Implementation Plan (2023) policy
document has four male images compared to two female images. The images depict two
male and female scientists; three individuals in a warehouse (2 male and 1female) (See
Exhibit 5.1). On other pages, there is a male hand typing on a computer; both male and

female hands on a laptop, and a male hand clothed in a suit pressing a laptop.

Exhibit 5.9: A male hand pressing a laptop Exhibit 5. 10: A male and female hand
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Conversely, the Enterprise Ireland Action Plan for Women in Business (2020) policy
document which is a women-focused entrepreneurship policy targeted specifically at
women entrepreneurs predominately features imagery of women - seventeen female
images compared to two male images. The imagery within this document includes

individuals from diverse ethnicities smiling and happy.

i

Ehbit 5 11: Multicultral we .‘laughing Exhibit 5. 12: Women of different age groups
With notable visual imagery of 49 images featuring both men and women, in the Report
of the SME Taskforce: National SME and Entrepreneurship Growth Plan, the distribution
of imagery between genders seems relatively balanced, with an almost equivalent
representation of both males and females - 25 pictures of women and 24 pictures of men.
Theimages depicted consist mainly of youngindividuals in professional settings working
at an office desk or in a meeting. There are also images of two male individuals carrying

a suitcase at the airport and wearing virtual headsets.

0.

Exhibit 5. 13:
suitcase

Collectively, the prevailing imagery in most policies consists of 'civil style' depictions,
portraying young individuals at work in professional attires, predominantly as scientists,

engineers, office workers, and construction/production/manufacturing workers. In
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addition, there are images of young men using virtual headsets, or carrying a suitcase at

the airport.

An in-depth analysis of the type of language employed within the policies reveals several
notable patterns. With the exception of the Enterprise Ireland Action Plan for Women in
Business (2020) which is explicitly centered on women entrepreneurs and therefore
biased towards women, the language utilised in other policy documents exhibits tones
that could be considered both general and neutral. Among the analysed policies, as
reported in Table 5.3, a significant portion, (approximately four in total), makes no or
only singular references to women'’s entrepreneurship. For instance, in the SME and
Entrepreneurship Taskforce’s Report: National SME and Entrepreneurship Growth Plan
(2021) policy document, despite the prevalence of imagery prominently featuring
women in 25 instances, the policy only mentions women entrepreneurs once,

categorising them as an ‘untapped’ potential and underrepresented group (p.52).

Table 5. 3 Summary of Women Entrepreneurs Language Representation in Policy Documents

Policy Document Language | Mention of Women Entrepreneurs
Number of times | Context
The National Policy Statement on | Neutral Frequent Underrepresented
Entrepreneurship (NPSE) references group
Enterprise 2025 Neutral No mention Gender Dbalance in
business leadership
Enterprise 2025-Renewed Neutral Twice ¢ Underrepresented
e Improve
participation of
women
Action Plans for Jobs (AP]) Neutral Three e Gender Gap
e Specific initiatives
aimed at promoting
and supporting
women
entrepreneurs
The National Policy Statement on | Neutral Frequent e Gender Gap
Entrepreneurship Mid-term Review references e Underrepresented
(NPSE Review) group
Enterprise Ireland Action Plan for | Female- Mainly women | e Gender diversity
Women in Business dominated | entrepreneurs
The SME and Entrepreneurship | Neutral Once ¢ Untapped potential
Taskforce’s Report: National SME and e Underrepresented
Entrepreneurship Growth Plan group
2022 Priority Actions Progress Report | Neutral No mention Nil
Strategy 2022 - 2024, Leading in a | Neutral Once Women in
Changing World management
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development
programs
White Paper on Enterprise | Neutral Once Enhancing research
Implementation Plan 2023-2024 community

Conversely, the remaining policy documents acknowledge women entrepreneurs in the
context of the gender gap, challenges, and recommended initiatives and supports, but
often portray them as ‘underrepresented’ or ‘marginalised’. For instance, the National
Policy Statement on Entrepreneurship in Ireland policy (2014, 2018) documents
explicitly incorporate references to women's entrepreneurship highlighting the
‘underrepresentation of women’, the ‘gender gap’ and the ‘unique challenges’ women
entrepreneurs’ encounter. The policy notes that “in 2014, Irish male entrepreneurs were
much more likely than their female counterparts to be early-stage entrepreneurs” (p.15).
Additionally, in 2012, women-led businesses only accounted for 7% of the High potential
start-up (HPSU) investment. The policy notes several challenges facing women
entrepreneursincluding, limited access to finance, limited networking opportunities, few
role models, and a lack of technical expertise. Furthermore, the policies emphasise
innovation, globalization, growth, and export, while also advocating for gender equality
and the need to build capacity to increase female participation. Nevertheless, while these
policies acknowledge the significance of advancing gender equality, similar to other
analysed policy documents (as evidenced in the quotes below), women entrepreneurs
are often portrayed as an ‘underrepresented’ and ‘disadvantaged’ cohort. Such a cohort
encompasses vulnerable individuals in society, such as youth, disabled, immigrants, and
the elderly, all of whom have ‘untapped’ potential and need to be ‘fixed’ through
mentoring, training, and education in order to increase their participation, as evidenced

in the quotes below:

The Local Enterprise Offices have been instrumental in attracting underrepresented
cohorts into entrepreneurship such as women and youths (The National Policy

Statement on Entrepreneurship Mid-term Review, p.28)

Advisory on state-funded networking and clustering programmes that could be
targeted/adapted towards underrepresented social groups identified in the OECD
report (eg. females, migrants, identified age cohorts) (National SME and
Entrepreneurship Growth Plan, p.42)
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In contrast, Enterprise Ireland’s Action Plan for Women in Business which is Ireland’s
first national government agency strategy specifically targeting women entrepreneurs,
recognises and addresses the underrepresentation of women in entrepreneurship and
business leadership in Ireland. The language utilised within this policy document
predominantly caters to women entrepreneurs, aligning with the policy’s explicit women
entrepreneurs’ focus. Emphasis is largely placed on addressing the under -representation
of women in entrepreneurship and business leadership roles, increasing women'’s
participation, advancing gender diversity in entrepreneurship, leadership, and senior

management roles, and increasing profitability.
5.2.3 Themes, Content, and Relevance to Women's Entrepreneurship

The policy documents examined are primarily focused on Entrepreneurship and SMEs in
general, with the exception of a policy document that exclusively addresses women
entrepreneurs. The primary objectives and themes of these documents centre upon
fostering innovation, internationalisation, creating the right (“world-class”) business
environment, accelerating export growth, promoting gender equality, increasing the
number of HPSUs, highlighting the challenges of women entrepreneurs, increasing
female participation, promoting initiatives/support programmes, supporting enterprise
development, and job creation to create a resilient and improved broader ecosystem in
which women entrepreneurs operate. While none of the policy documents specifically
focuses on financing, each of them has either a section, table, or paragraph that addresses
the issue of access to finance and funding. Within these documents, access to finance is
recognised as being “critical to entrepreneurial development” and, as such, increased
access to finance is highlighted as a key initiative to supportentrepreneurs generally - an
initiative which women entrepreneurs can also benefit from. For instance, the National
Policy Statement on Entrepreneurship in Ireland (NPSE) policy document (2014)
recognises that access to finance is a critical issue for start-ups and highlights that many
Irish entrepreneurs rely on bank loans or bootstrap finance to get their businesses
started. This underscores the need to have more diverse sources of finance. It includes a
section on access to finance which highlights a limited number of initiatives explicitly
targeted at women entrepreneurs. As such, it delineates three key action points: 1)
Expand the range of access to finance instruments, 2) Attract more private investors into

the ecosystem and 3) Increase bank skills necessary to deliver appropriate financial
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instruments to start-ups and early-stage entrepreneurs (p.43). In its review document,
the National Policy Statement on Entrepreneurship Mid-term Review (2018)
acknowledges that the “access to finance ecosystem in Ireland was seen as
underdeveloped with a lack of Venture Capital” (p.9), with a significant bias towards male
entrepreneurs. Similarly, the 2022 Priority Actions Progress Report has a section on
access to finance addressing the progress made through State-backed loan and equity
investment schemes (p.3). Additionally, the Enterprise 2025 Renewed policy emphasises
the “need to have access to varieties of finance options specifically designed for
vulnerable and viable business as well as the provision of equity investmentin start-ups”
(p.13). Other policies position access to finance from perspectives such as its importance,

barriers, and promoting opportunities for women:

“Enterprise policy will support Irish companies in their growth into international
markets by addressing barriers in access to finance” (White Paper on Enterprise,

Implementation Plan 2023-2024, p.34)

“Partner with key stakeholders to drive better access to finance and funding for
women at all stages on their enterprise journey” (Enterprise Ireland 2020: Action

plan for women in business, p.10)

“The primary focus for Government, therefore, is to support SMEs in accessing the

finance needed to grow their businesses” (Action Plan for Jobs 2018, p.34)

Regarding the relevance of selected policy documents for women'’s entrepreneurship or
women entrepreneurs’ access to finance, it can be observed that, in general, although
many policies highlight the gender gap and the challenges faced by women
entrepreneurs,there are fewsections dedicated to women’s entrepreneurship and access
to finance. As such, they were regarded as relevant to women's entrepreneurship and/or
access to financial capital - classified as high, medium, and low. For instance, the 2022
Priority Actions Progress Report has a section dedicated to addressing access to finance
in its recommendations despite not overtly including women in the policy text. Similarly,
the Enterprise 2025 policy document contains a section on ‘Finance for Growth’ which
highlights the need to establish a competitive funding environment for all businesses at

any entrepreneurial stage.
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Additionally, the recently published Report of the SME Taskforce: National SME and
Entrepreneurship Growth Plan (2021) which does not specifically address women
entrepreneurs, outlines a comprehensive and ambitious long-term strategic framework
beyond COVID-19 for all small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and entrepreneurs.
Furthermore, this policy document has a dedicated section in its recommendation (p.58)
that addresses access to finance. Within the context of the National Policy Statement on
Entrepreneurship in Ireland (NPSE, 2014), policy statements emphasise the importance
of gender diversity in entrepreneurship through the provision of necessary targeted
support, resources, and opportunities to facilitate the increase of women’s participation.
However, the case for supporting women's entrepreneurship is seen as a driver of

economic growth and innovation.

The Enterprise Ireland 2020 Action Plan for Women in Business is, for obvious reasons,
deemed highly relevant to women's entrepreneurship and access to finance. This policy
document presents a rationale for prioritising women entrepreneurs by highlighting the
gender gap in entrepreneurship and the funding environment, particularly VCs and Angel
investments. More precisely, it highlights 1) a 12% gender disparity in labour force
participation 2) companies with female foundersreceive less than 10% of venture capital
(VC) funding, and 3) women make up only 3% of angel investors. Within this document,
there are four objectives outlined along with corresponding action points aimed at
addressing these gender gaps. The action points that focus on access to finance
encompass various actions such as ‘issuing a series of funding calls specifically for women
entrepreneurs’ (p.11), ‘delivering accessible and inclusive funding landscape’ (p.8),
‘proposing new finance calls for women-led businesses’ (p.8) and ‘establishing a women-
focused seed investment group, in collaboration with important stakeholders in the
financial sector’ (p.11). Furthermore, the policy emphasises the significance of enhancing
women's involvement in entrepreneurship and the economic benefits of increasing
women's participation in these areas, offering funding opportunities aimed at supporting
women-led businesses. Overall, the policy seeks to foster a culture of diversity and
inclusion and unlock the full potential of women in driving economic growth and

innovation in Ireland.
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5.2.4 Key Recommendations and Actions

In terms of recommendations and actions to increase women entrepreneurs’ access to
finance, key recommendations or measures across most policy documents include the
provision of financial instruments, stimulating equity finance, provision of targeted
support, promotion of role models, addressing barriers facing women, creating
awareness of existing state-led funding support programmes, and offering training and
mentorship to increase skills. By way of example, the actions or measures outlined in the
Enterprise Ireland 2020 Action Plan for Women in Business to enhance the number of
women-led start-ups (HPSUs) are designed to support and promote women's
entrepreneurship, encourage more women to become founders and investors and
provide the necessary resources and networks for women to succeed in the business
world. It emphasises the need to provide more personalised assistance and supportto
female founders through mentorship from experienced entrepreneurs who have

successfully expanded their businesses. Other measures include but are not limited to;

e Working with key stakeholders to facilitate Irish companies to improve
gender diversity on their Boards (p.9)

e Partnering with key stakeholders to drive better access to finance and funding
for women at all stages on their enterprise journey (p.10)

e FExplore the potential to establish a women-focused seed investment group

with key finance industry stakeholders (p.11)

The National Policy Statement on Entrepreneurship in Ireland (NPSE, 2014) prioritises
strengthening the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem and thus recommends providing
targeted support programmes tailored to the needs of women entrepreneurs' access to
finance. Within this context, the policy document includes the intention for Enterprise
Ireland to launch six Competitive Start Funds in 2014, including schemes targeted
specifically towards female entrepreneurs, and the aviation and manufacturing sectors.

“«

As the policy expresses in its recommended key action section “..Develop dedicated
calls...to target underrepresented cohorts” (p.23). The policy also proposes several
initiatives, including access to finance through interventions such as innovation
vouchers, the New Frontiers Programme, HPSU Feasibility study, Innovative HPSU

Programme, the Competitive Start Fund, etc. Additionally, mentoring, networking
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opportunities, promotion of female role models, competition and awards, training, and
skills programmes are also recommended for women entrepreneurs. The policy

statement further emphasises that:

“it is essential that potential female entrepreneurs are made aware of the significant

range of support programmes that have been put in place... to encourage...an

increase in female-led business” (NPSE, 2014, p.21).

According to the policy document, these programmes can also promote greater diversity
of entrepreneurial activity by targeting calls for females, specific industry sectors, and
age groups. In its review document, NPSE Review (2018), proffers recommendations for

underrepresented cohorts. The policy statement expresses that:

“Additional focus should be afforded to Champions who can represent and promote
a cohort, i.e. women with children, people with disabilities, members of a minority
group. This could be combined with a replication of the El female-only CSF for these

underrepresented entrepreneurs” (NPSE Review, 2018, p.41)

While the recommendations and action points within most of the policy documents do
not explicitly target women entrepreneurs, they do encompass measures that could
potentially benefit or apply to them, particularly in the context of enhancing access to
finance. For instance, the White Paper on Enterprise, Implementation Plan (2023)
recommends extending direct financial assistance to small companies in the
manufacturing and internationally traded sectors to become exportready. Similarly, in
the Reportof the SME Taskforce: National SME and Entrepreneurship Growth Plan policy
document, one of the key recommendations is to assist SMEs in becoming more
financially resilient through the provision of a wide range of financial instruments and
promoting heightened awareness and knowledge of the existing state-led financial
supports. For other policies, as in the case of the Enterprise 2025 Renewed, the key
recommendations focus on 1) improving financial management, 2) encouraging
competitiveness initiatives, and 3) raising awareness of diverse and alternative types of
finance to suit vulnerable yet viable businesses. Additionally, the Leading in a changing
world Strategy which recently renewed its ambition to “create resilient, internationally
focused Irish enterprises” recommends a range of actions to increase start-ups and

accelerate the growth of HPSUs. These measures include the delivery of targeted and
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enhanced financial and development supports, providing pathways for networking. The
recommendations and actions outlined in the Action Plan for Jobs are also geared
towards facilitating equity funding for investors through seed and venture capital

programmes for start-ups.

Collectively, a consistent theme across these policy recommendations or actions is the
categorisation of women entrepreneurs as an ‘underrepresented or ‘disadvantaged’
group requiring “additional assistance or encouragement” or “fixing” through individual
change to address the systemic gender gap in accessing funding. While it is clear that the
analysed policies have led to various interventions through initiatives and programmes
to support women entrepreneurs (although not always targeted specifically at women
entrepreneurs), the extent to which these efforts translate into actual valuable practices
and their impact on women entrepreneurs remains unanswered. This question will be

explored in section 5.3.
5.2.5 Evidence of Gender Bias and Feminist Perspectives

An analysis of the selected policy documents reveals that the main focus of most
Entrepreneurship/SME policies in Ireland over the past decade has been on encouraging
"economic growth”, “innovation”, “internationalisation”, "competitiveness,” and
increasing “enterprise start-up and expansion.” As evidenced in Enterprise 2025,
Ireland’s recent national enterprise strategy policy statement, there is an emphasis on
achieving high growth as a crucial aspect of enhancing Ireland's entrepreneurial

landscape.

“This strateqy Enterprise 2025 sets out our longer-term ambition for enterprise
growth and job creation.... we will focus on realising the potential of the whole of
enterprise to contribute effectively to Ireland’s future economic growth by
transforming operations, enhancing productivity and embedding innovativeness

(Enterprise 2025, p.1, p14).

While the NPSE (2014) seems to prioritise gender equality by addressing the gender gap
and women entrepreneurs' challenges with accessing finance by providing dedicated

funding initiatives and an increased range of alternative lending instruments available to
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start-ups, the policy text positions women as deficient individuals, inferior to men who

need improvement and ‘awareness’. The quotes below evidence this point:

Certain demographic groups tend to be underrepresented within theentrepreneurial

population, especially females (NPSE, p.20)

.... Potential female entrepreneurs are made aware of thesignificant range of support

programmes ... to address these challenges and to encourage and inspire an increase

in female-led businesses (NPSE, p.21)

Women are positioned as requiring "additional assistance or encouragement” or “fixing”
through individual change in order to establish a business. This is evident in the manner
in which women have been designated within the documentsuch as “underrepresented”

(p-41) and “untapped potential”’ (p.23). The quotes below emphasises this:

Additional focus should be afforded to....promote a cohort, i.e. women with children,
people with disabilities, members of a minority group. This could be combined with
a replication of the EI female-only CSF for these underrepresented entrepreneurs

(NPSE, Review, p.41)

..Maximise the entrepreneurial potential....in particular those with untapped
entrepreneurial potential e.g. women (Reportof the SME Taskforce: National SME

and Entrepreneurship Growth Plan, p.52)

Similar to other policies, it can be inferred that the argument for supporting women is
primarily focused on economic growth with women depicted as instruments to achieve

economic goals and objectives. This is evidenced by the following statement:

“The focus now must be to help these young companies to realise their full potential
to achieve significant scale and become major international businesses in markets

across the globe” (NPSE, p.21)

Collectively, the positioning suggested in the extracted statements above implies a
neoliberal feminist approach ( Coleman etal.,, 2019; Berggren, 2020; Tillmar etal., 2021)
centered on economic growth as the justification for acknowledging women's

entrepreneurship. Furthermore, the male-dominated imagery across most policy texts,
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specifically the concentration of ‘civil service’ style photographs reflects a post-colonial
approach (Pettersson,Ahl, et al. 2017). Indeed, no feminist vision of change nor reference

to a ‘good society’ can be found across selected policies.

5.3 Policy-Related Financial Support Programmes and

Initiatives

As highlighted in the previous section, there is a consensus across nearly all policy
documents that access to finance is a critical challenge for entrepreneurs, especially for
women entrepreneurs. In examining the alignment of policy actions and their
corresponding financial support programmes, findings reveal the existence of one
dedicated women-specific funding initiative to address access to financel8. The NPSE
(2014), one of Ireland’s overarching general entrepreneurship policies, despite focusing
on broad entrepreneurship, contributes to the greater equality agenda and improved
access to finance. Within this context, the policy highlights in its key action
recommendations the need to launch six competitive start funds for entrepreneurs in

general.

The National Policy Statement included the intention for Enterprise Ireland to launch
six Competitive Start Funds in 2014, including schemes targeted specifically towards

female entrepreneurs, the aviation and manufacturing sectors... (p.43)

However, given the policy’s repeated emphasis on the challenges facing women
entrepreneurs in terms of access to finance, the gender gap, the need to exploit women'’s
‘untapped’ potential, and the need to increase women’s participation in the
entrepreneurial landscape, it is surprising that only one of these six ‘competitive funds’
is targeted at women entrepreneurs - The Competitive Start-Fund for Women
Entrepreneurs (CSFWE). The competitive fundsare delivered by one ofthe government’s

state agencies - Enterprise Ireland.

The Competitive Start-Fund for Women Entrepreneurs (CSFWE) which is a targeted call

was launched in 2012 by Enterprise Ireland as part of its women’s entrepreneurship

8 This funding initiative was discontinued in 2022 and replaced with the PSSF launched in 2022 which is
not gender specific.
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strategy aimed at accelerating the growth of women-led start-up companies with the
potential to become HPSU companies. The CSFWE offers €50,000 equity investment in
exchange for an equity stake in the business. The fund’s eligibility criteria are centered
around capital, sectors, business stage, etc. For instance, it requires women-led
companies to have the potential to employ more than 10 people and generate exportsales
of €1 million within three years. These businesses must be in manufacturing and
internationally traded services, including subsectors such as Health and IT. The terms
and conditions to successfully obtain the funds are also considered complicated.
Businesses mustalso haverevenuesbelow €100,000 and notbe in receipt of other equity
investments exceeding €150,000 prior to applying. The funds are paid in two equal
tranches. To be successfully awarded funding, companies are required to have €5,000
cash investment. The CSFWE has since been replaced by the Pre-seed Start Fund (PSSF)
in 2022.

The PSSF was launched by Enterprise Ireland in 2022 to supportearly-stage companies
in achieving the technical and commercial milestones necessary for attracting future seed
funding. Unlike the CSFWE, the PSSF is not exclusively targeted at women entrepre neurs,
rather, it is opento all existing or potential HPSU entrepreneurs. The PSSF offers€50,000
or €100,000 equity investment in the form of a convertible loan note instrument payable
in two equal tranches of €50,000. The conditions attached to successfully obtaining the
funds are complex. Eligible criteria include the following: The start-up must be an existing
Enterprise Ireland client that has been in existence for less than five years; have
internationalisation potential, innovation, and employment capacity. Eligible sectors
include innovative start-ups such as manufacturing and internationally traded services

sectors, life sciences, food, and renewables.

The Enterprise Ireland Action Plan for Women in Business, although specifically targeted
at women entrepreneurs, includes no women-specific funding initiatives in its action
points. However, the policy document commits to ensuring existing funding initiatives
are tailored to increase ‘women’s participation’ within the entrepreneurial ecosystem
(p-8). In addition, other policy documents within the sample, while not recommending
women-specific funding initiatives, highlight several policy interventions to address
supply-side structural barriers (i.e. increasing funding initiatives) and demand-side

challenges (i.e. skills and training) facing women entrepreneurs to ensure a more
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inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem and enhance access to finance for entrepreneurs.
These interventions were often in two forms: direct supportand indirect support. Direct
supportis often in the form of various financial initiatives and supports such as bank
lending, micro-finance, feasibility grants, credit guarantee schemes, EU initiatives,
venture capital, and innovative sources of finance, tailored to meet varying business
needs. Indirect support consists of entrepreneurial development skills, networking
opportunities, advisory services, mentoring, and training programmes. As highlighted in
the NPSE (2014) policy document, the government state agencies (i.e. Enterprise Ireland
and Local Enterprise Office) are charged with the responsibility of delivering and
promoting these supports. A mapping exercise of a range of funding support schemes
(policy-related financial support programmes) detailing eligibility requirements, and

application conditions is explored in the next sub-section.

5.3.1 Assessment of Policy-related Financial Support Programmes and

Initiatives

As noted earlier, some policy interventions such as financial initiatives, and non-financial
supports such as mentoring, and skills training programmes through various business
innovation centers, women in business networks and accelerators have been
implemented to address women’s ‘underrepresentation’ or ‘deficits.” Data on funding
supportprogrammes and initiatives collated across all policy documents (including, state
agencies websites) (see Appendix H) ranges from feasibility study grants, debts, equity
financing, and innovation supports, typically around €2,500 up to €150,000 for
entrepreneurs in general and around €50,000 to €150,000 targeted at women
entrepreneurs. Eligibility criteria across these initiatives are varied. Within this context,
the finance-focused support documents are often classified as small
‘entrepreneurship/business programmes or initiatives’ funded through government
state agencies - the Local Enterprise Office and Enterprise Ireland or traditional financial
institutions. These government state agencies (i.e. Enterprise Ireland and Local
Enterprise Office) are the two main agencies that provide financial support programmes
directly related to entrepreneurship finance policies. For instance, the CSFWE is a
product of the 2014 NPSE policy and managed by Enterprise Ireland. As mentioned

earlier, this funding supporthas been discontinued. Presently, all funding initiatives and
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support programmes delivered through the state agencies are open to all entrepreneurs,
including women. In light of this, this section examines the existing funding initiatives
and support available to women entrepreneurs at the start-up stage within the Irish

entrepreneurial landscape.

Enterprise Ireland, as part of the ‘Leading in a Changing World’ strategy policy document
(2022) offers a number of initiatives and pre-investment supports to start-ups. Funding
is offered through various feasibility funding initiatives, innovation vouchers, seed and
venture equity funds (i.e. the recent Pre-seed Start Fund (PSSF) and Innovation seed fund
programme) as well as the New Frontiers Programmes. The eligibility criteria to access
these funding initiatives are complex and varied. In the context of the PSSF which is a
replacement of the CSFWE, funding is in the form of a convertible loan note typically
around €50,000 or €100,000, given in two tranches of €50,00. To be eligible for the PSSF
fund, start-up businesses are required to have the potential to develop an innovative
product or service with strong export potential, employ more than 10 people, and
demonstrate the ability to achieve €1million in sales within a timeframe of three to four
years from inception. In addition to this, businesses are required to be in manufacturing
or in an eligible internationally traded service sector including Life Sciences, ICT, and
Climate sectors.Businesses must not have received €150,000 equity funding prior to date
of receipt of the application form. Also, businesses must not have revenue in excess of
€150,000. Additionally, Enterprise Ireland, in achieving Ireland’s national enterprise
strategy - Enterprise 2025 - and its renewed objectives to respond to online capability
challenges within the retail sector, offers a pilot scheme called the ‘Online Retail Scheme’.
This pilot scheme provides grants of €10,000 up to a maximum of €25,000 on a matched
funding basis which is up to 50% of the project's eligible costs of €50,000. Eligibility
criteria consist of the following: businesses must be in a retail sector with a physical retail
store, employ more than 10 employees, have an existing online presence (e.g. website or
social media) with the ability to generate growth in online transactions. Other funding

supports for start-ups are noted in Table 5.5.

Other funding initiatives launched are rolled out through the Local Enterprise Office
(LEO). The LEO is the ‘first stop’ for any aspiring women entrepreneur seeking to access
financial supportand offers direct financial grants and vouchers such as Trading online

vouchers, feasibility grants, priming grants, business development grants, technical
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assistance grants, and the Digital for Business grants to entrepreneurs in general
Eligibility criteria to access these grants vary across sectors, funding amounts, business
stages, and sizes. Companies are often required to be micro-firms (with 10 employees or
fewer). Additionally, funding amounts typically range from around €2,500 and up to
€150,000. These grants often require matched funding (i.e. either 50% or 60% of the
investment). In terms of eligible sectors, while some grants are accessible to all sectors,
others are tailored specifically towards the manufacturing and internationally traded
services sectors. However, the majority of the women entrepreneurs in the sample
focused onin this study are notconcentrated in manufacturing and internationally traded

services sectors, putting them at a disadvantage in accessing these grants.

Furthermore, the LEO collaborates closely with the Microfinance Institution (MFI) to
extend loans to small enterprises. The Microenterprise Loan Fund,a productofthe Action
Plan for Jobs and managed by Microfinance Ireland, provides unsecured business lo ans
of €2,000 up to €25,000, up to a max of three years to micro -enterprises and start-ups
unable to get funding through traditional banking channels. Interest rates range from
5.5% - 6.5% (APR) for direct applicants. However,companies who apply through the LEO
Network are offered a reduced APR rate of 5.5%.

5.4 Findings in Context

Given the historical patriarchal situation in Ireland (Sheehan et al, 2017) and the
persistent marginalisation of women'’s standing, where women are not pictured first
when developing policies, it is not surprising that there has notbeen a dedicated women'’s
entrepreneurship policy to challenge the deep-rooted patriarchy structures that impact
women’s access to finance and women’s positionality as ‘deficient’ has remained

unchanged.
5.5 Summary

This chapter employed a discourse analysis and feminist perspective to examine ten
selected entrepreneurship policies in Ireland using the criteria specified in the GWEP
common reading guide. The analysis shows that selected policy documents are based on

a neoliberal feminist approach centred on economic growth. The discourse within most
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policies often positioned women entrepreneurs as a “disadvantaged” or
“underrepresented” cohort with an ‘untapped’ potential that could enrich Ireland’s
economic growth and competitiveness. In light of this, several funding initiatives and
support programmes were implemented to ‘fix’ women’s perceived deficiencies. This
positioning exemplifies an individualistic’ view and implicit assumption of a male ‘norm’
which sustains women’s subordination. This finding is in line with previous research
(Greene & Brush, 2023; Leitch et al,, 2018), that asserted that such implicit ‘male’ model
and ‘deficit’ positioning reproduces the existing discourse and perpetuates the
marginalisation of women entrepreneurs which potentially exacerbates gender

inequality (Henry et al, 2017; Ahl & Nelson, 2015).

Further assessment of the financial support programmes and initiatives reveal that the
conditions attached to most funding supports may be complex for women entrepreneurs.
This provides a foundation for the subsequentchapters (Chapters 6 and 7) which explore
the experiences of women entrepreneursin accessing funding support within the funding

ecosystem.
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CHAPTER SIX: FINDINGS II: EXPLORING EMBEDDED GENDER
BIASES

6.1 Introduction

This chapter addresses the second research objective of the study: To explore the
experiences of women entrepreneurs in accessing finance in Ireland and its
corresponding research question 2) What, if any, are the embedded gender
inequalities and biases within the entrepreneurship policy and access to finance in

Ireland?

Through the lens of feminist theory (Orser, 2022; Malinowska, 2020; Coleman et al,
2019; Pettersson etal, 2017; Henryetal,, 2015), the chapter highlights howthe construct
of gender and other individual characteristics such as age, marital status, ethnicity /race
and societal and cultural practices intersect with institutionalised entrepreneurial
policies and practices to shape the experiences of women entrepreneurs in Ireland. As
the findings presented in this chapter reveal, applying a feminist lens to scrutinise the
influence of gender on women entrepreneurs’ experiences highlights the underlying

foundations of a deficit discourse.

As illustrated in Figure 4.4 in Chapter Four, the overarching themes of this study
originated from the data analysis from interviews via NVivo analysis. Within the chapter,
data are presented under the first themes: (1) Heterogeneity of Irish Women
Entrepreneurs' Financing Practices and (2) Embedded Gender Bias in the Funding
Ecosystem. The culmination of these sections addresses Research Question 2. The first
section lays the foundation for the empirical data and findings by providing insight into
how women entrepreneurs navigate the financial landscape and tailor their strate gies
accordingly. Table 6.1 presents the profiles of the 43 women entrepreneurs interviewed

in this study.

139



Table 6. 1 Profile of Women Entrepreneurs

This indicates the profiles of forty-three interviews conducted with women entrepreneurs in Ireland.

Name Age Marital | Education National | Busines | Business First Sector Sole No of Business
status Level ity19 s Experienc | business Owner? | Employe | Type
Locatio | e ? es
n
Alexandra | 46-55 | Single Post-graduate | Irish Rural 4-6years | No Information Yes 1-9 Early-
technology, Stage/Micro
communication
Anna 36-45 | Married | PhD Irish Urban Less than Yes Service-based Yes Sole Early-
12 months (transportation, Trader Stage/Micro
financial, real estate,
education, utility,
etc.)
Beatrice 36-45 | Unmarri | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 1-3years | Yes Finance Yes 1-9 HPSU
ed
Partners
Chloe 26 -35 Married | Bachelor’s Irish Rural 4-6years | Ilhave Information Yes Sole Early-
degree two technology, Trader Stage/Micro
business | communication
es.
Christiana | 56+ Married | Post-graduate | America | Urban More than | No Healthcare Yes Sole Early-
h n 10 years Trader Stage/Micro
Daniella 56+ Married | Bachelor’s Irish Rural 1-3years | Yes Education No 1-9 HPSU
degree
Diana 26 -35 Unmarri | Bachelor’s Irish Urban 1-3years | Yes Information Yes 1-9 HPSU
ed degree technology,
Partners communication
Dorcas 36-45 | Unmarri | High school [rish Urban 4-6years | No Information Yes 1-9 HPSU
ed completion technology,
Partners communication

9 The English category also consist of /Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/British
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Elizabeth | 46-55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Rural 4-6years | Yes Animal healthcare No 1-9 HPSU
Emily 36-45 | Married | Bachelor’s Irish Urban 1-3years | No Manufacturing Yes 10- 49 HPSU
degree
Esther 46- 55 | Married | Post-graduate | Europea | Urban 1-3years | Yes Languages Yes Sole Early-
n Trader Stage/Micro
Faith 46- 55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 4 -6 years | Independ | Information No 1-9 HPSU
ent TV technology,
Producti | communication
on
company
Hailey 46 - 55 | Divorced | Diploma Irish Urban 4-6years | Yes Manufacturing No 1-9 HPSU
Irene 46-55 | Married | Post-graduate | English Rural 1-3years | No Information No 10- 49 HPSU
technology,
communication
Jane 36-45 | Divorced | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 4-6years | No Information No 10- 49 HPSU
technology,
communication
Jessica 46 - 55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 1-3years | Yes Healthcare No 1- HPSU
Josephine | 46-55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Rural 7-10years | No Finance Yes 1- Early-
Stage/Micro
Julia 46-55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 1-3years | No Software No 1-9 Early-
Stage/Micro
Kendall 46 - 55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 1-3years | No Agrifood No 1-9 Early-
Stage/Micro
Kim 36-45 | Married | Bachelor’s [rish Urban 4-6years | Yes Service Based Limited 1-9 Early-
degree (transportation, Company Stage/Micro
financial, real estate,
education, utility,
etc.)
Laura 36-45 | Married | Post-graduate | Polish Rural 4-6years | Yes Retail/ Wholesale No 1-9 HPSU
Leah 46 - 55 | Married | Bachelor’s Irish Rural 7-10 years | Yes Agrifood Yes 1-9 Early-
degree Stage/Micro
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Lucia 46-55 | Married | PhD Irish Rural 1-3years | Yes Agrifood No 1-9 Early-
Stage/Micro
Martha 26 -35 Single Bachelor’s Irish Rural 1-3years | Yes EdTech No 1-9 Early-
degree Stage/Micro
Maya 46 - 55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Rural 1-3years | Yes Information No 1-9 Early-
technology, Stage/Micro
communication
Megan 46-55 | Married | Bachelor’s Irish Rural 7-10 years | Yes Service Based Yes Sole Early-
degree (transportation, Trader Stage/Micro
financial, real estate,
education, utility,
etc.)
Mercy 46-55 | Married | High school Irish Urban 4-6years | Yes software No 1-9 HPSU
completion
Naomi 46 - 55 | Single Post-graduate | Irish Rural 7-10 years | Yes Wellbeing Retreat Yes Sole Early-
Trader Stage/Micro
Natalie 46 - 55 | Divorced | Post-graduate | Irish Rural 1-3years | No Business Consultancy | Yes Sole Early-
Trader Stage/Micro
Nina 56+ Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 1-3years | Yes Healthcare Yes Sole Early-
Nigerian Trader Stage/Micro
Olivia 36-45 | Married | Post-graduate | English Rural 1-3years | Yes Retail/ Wholesale Yes 1-9 Early-
Stage/Micro
Patricia 18- 24 | Single Currently [rish Urban 1-3years | Yes Finance No 1-9 HPSU
completing an
undergraduate
degree
Queen 46 - 55 | Married | Bachelor [rish Urban 1-3years | No Tourism and No 1-9 HPSU
degree Hospitality
Rachel 46 - 55 | Married | Post-graduate | Swedish | Urban 4-6years | Yes Information Partners | 1-9 HPSU
technology, hip
communication
Ruth 36-45 | Unmarri | PhD Irish Urban 1-3years | Yes Healthcare No 1-9 HPSU
ed
Partners
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Sandra 36-45 | Unmarri | Post-graduate | Irish Rural 4-6years | No Food Education Yes Sole Early-
ed Trader Stage/Micro
Partners
Sharon 26-35 Single Post-graduate | Irish Urban 1-3years | Yes Service Based No 1-9 HPSU
(transportation,
financial, real estate,
education, utility,
etc.)
Sophia 36-45 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 4-6years | Yes Retail/ Wholesale No 1-9 HPSU
Stephanie | 56+ Married | Bachelor [rish Rural More than | Yes Craft/Goldsmith/Ben | Partners | 1-9 Early-
degree 10 years chJeweller hip Stage/Micro
Uriel 36-45 | Married | Bachelor [rish Rural 1-3years | Yes Retail/ Wholesale Yes 1-9 Early-
degree Stage/Micro
Vivian 36-45 | Single Post-graduate | Black Urban 1-3years | Yes Events Yes 1-9 Early-
Stage/Micro
Wendy 46- 55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban 1-3 years | Yes Retail/ Wholesale Yes 1-9 Early-
Stage/Micro
Zoey 46-55 | Married | Post-graduate | Irish Urban Less than Yes Information No 1-9 Early-
12 months technology, Stage/Micro
communication

Note: *Participants' names have been anonymised for confidentiality

* Cells highlighted in yellow colour indicate participants who did notfill outthe pre-screening survey. However, their details were obtained
from their transcripts for comprehensive analysis*
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Analytical Description of the Sample

Considerable diversity in demographicbackgrounds was observed among the forty -three
women entrepreneurs interviewed. The majority of women (49%) fell within the age
range of 46-55 while 31% of participants were between 36-45 age range. Notably, the age
range 26-35 and 56+ each accounted for approximately 9% of the participants. Only 2%
of participants were within the age range of 18- 24. The majority, constituting 81% are
Irish, while 7% are European??, 5% of the sample identify as Black?, 5% as English and
2% as American. Among the women, 67% were married, 14% were single, and the
remaining 19% were in other marital status categories such as unmarried partners or
divorced. The majority of women had university degrees with 58% holding a
postgraduate degree, followed by a bachelor’s degree (26%), 7% had a PhD degree while
the remaining 9% had either completed a diploma degree, or high school, with one
currently in university. The majority (58%) identified their business as their first
business. 58% of businesses are located in the urban region while approx. 42% are in the
rural region. In terms of the number of employees, 72% indicated having 1- 9 employees,
20% reported being sole traders, and the remainder (3%) had 10 - 49 employees. More
than half of the participants (51%) reported being in business for 1- 3 years, while 30%
reported being in for 4 -6 years, others fell into categories of less than 12 months.
Additionally, the majority of participants (approx. 47%) are from the service sector??,
followed by the Information Technology sector (30%)23, Manufacturing (12%)2* and
Retail (11%). A majority of participants (53%) are non-HPSU (early-stage or micro

businesses) while 47% categorised their businesses as High Potential Start-Ups (HPSU).
Profile of HPSU and Non-HPSU (Early-stage or micro small businesses) Women

Within this context, HPSU (53%) and non-HPSU (47%) women businesses are profiled
based on key characteristics such as business sectors, size, education, age, number of
employees and location. Analysis reveals that within the HPSU category, the Information

technology and service sectors emerge as the most represented, each representing 40%

20 The ‘European’ category also comprises of those who identify as Polish and Swedish

21 The Black category is inclusive of those who identify as African/Caribbean/Black British /Irish Nigerian.

22 The 'Services' sector encompasses various sub-sectors such as finance, education, languages, business
consultancy, tourism, craft, events, retreat and healthcare for analysis to accommodate inconsistencies in
participant responses.

2 The Information Technology sector consists of sub-sectors such as software and EdTech

2 Manufacturing is inclusive of the Agrifood sector.
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of the total, followed by manufacturing (10%) and retail (10%). A majority (70%) are
predominantly urban-based (70%) with 74% employing between 1 - 9 individuals.
Additionally, 65% of the businesses are non-sole owners. The HPSU women are
predominantly well-educated, with 70% having attained a university-level education. In
terms of age, 39% of the participants fall within the 46-55 age range and 30% within the
36-45 age range. In contrast, early-stage/ micro women-owned businesses are primarily
service-based (52%) and Information technology (13%), followed by manufacturing and
retail sectors each representing 13% of the total. A majority (61%) are predominantly
located in rural areas. Their employee size is split between 1- 9 employees (61%) and
sole traders (39%). Most (65%) are sole owners. The non-HPSU women all possess a
university-level education (including a PhD). In terms of age, 52% of the participants fall

within the 46-55 age range and 26% within the 36-45 age range.

6.2 Heterogeneity of Irish Women's Entrepreneurial

Financing Practices

When participants were asked to provide insights into their experiences of accessing
funding in Ireland, a recurring theme to emerge was that of the heterogeneity of women
entrepreneurs. Women entrepreneurs are not a homogeneous group, and the effect of
gender and power was observed at different funding levels. First, in relation to the

women'’s preferred financing practices, and second, in relation to their strategic network.
6.2.1 Preferred Financing Practices - “Diverse Funding Sources”

Access to finance continues to be a challenge for women entrepreneurs. Consistent with
the preference order of the pecking order theory (Neville & Lucey, 2022), the
overwhelming majority of participants interviewed for this study (42 out of 43) began
their funding journey through self-funding and bootstrapping, they also sought external
finance at the start-up stage from a range of providers, including government agencies
(LEO & EI) through various initiatives and programmes; traditional banks; credit unions;
microfinance Ireland; angel investment, and venture capital. Considerable heterogeneity
was observed. As depicted in Figure 6.1, the typical funding journey sequence for Irish
women entrepreneurs involves navigating through diverse funding sources ranging from

self-funding and bootstrapping to government funding, traditional financial institutions
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through to private external investment?2>. This finding is in line with that of other studies

such as (Fraser, 2021; The Investor Women’s Ready Project, 2021; Rose Review, 2019).

N\

Traditional Financial Institutions
Microfinance Ireland

1 5 Banks

Credit Union

/

Figure 6. 1 Sources of Funding

Source: Author’s creation

However, when viewed through a feminist analytical lens, these financing practices
uncover a multifaceted impact on gender and power dynamics embedded in structural
biases, inequalities and societal norms that impact women's access to financial resources.

The next sub-sections delve into a detailed discussion of each ofthese financing practices.

Self-funding and Bootstrapping

Consistent with most studies (see, for example, EIB, 2020; Hartet al,, 2020; OECD 2016;
Myers & Majluf, 1984), butin contrast to the UK’s Rose Review Report (2019), the most
preferred and simplest source of financing for most of the women entrepreneurs
interviewed is self-funding/bootstrapping. The bootstrapping stage involves sourcing
funding from family and friends, and personal savings. All women entrepreneurs, with
the exception of one (99%), commenced their start-ups through self-funding and

bootstrapping, relying mostly on personal savings, and friends and family contributions

25 In Figure 5.1, The numerical values highlight the number of women entrepreneurs who have utilised
each funding source. The total number exceeds the overall sample size (43) because some women
entrepreneurs utilised multiple funding sources.
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as primary sources. The preference for self-funding and bootstrapping stems from the
combination of two main factors. 1) personal preference and choice and 2) the perceived
external barriers/challenges associated with accessing external funding. While a
thorough exploration of the challenges and barriers will be presented in Chapter 7, this
section offers a preliminary exploration of the main reasons for Irish women
entrepreneurs’ inclination towards self-funding and bootstrapping at the start-up stage.
For the most part, inadequate access to finance was cited as the main reason. Many
women also cited internal factors influencing their decision to self-fund or bootstrap their
business. For these women, it was a case of personal preference and choice, including a
deliberate desire for autonomy, the nature of their business, willingness to be debt-free,
the uncertainty of their business survival, or their risk appetite. The following quotes

from the interview transcripts evidence this:
I just funded my business through savings because I don'’t [like] risks (Sarah)

1 did not want to take investment until I was sure that I could prove a point. So, I self-

fund the business... (Beatrice)

While some of these women entrepreneurs actively decided to self-fund or bootstrap
their start-ups at the initial stage, other participants, as in the case of Anna, were
involuntarily driven into it due to the barriers and cost of accessing external funding?2e.
Echoing these sentiments, Anna expressed her frustration regarding missed

opportunities for business growth:

I would build my business very differently if I had funding... to invest in some of

the bigger infrastructure that I need to build out my business (Anna)

The above excerpts were supported by the accounts of many other women, reflecting that
women rely on self-funding and bootstrapping as a coping mechanism for the challenges
encountered in access to funding (Amordés and Bosma, 2014). However, this practice can
be seen as a double-edged sword. While it provides the advantage of flexibility and
autonomy, it could impose a constraint on growth opportunities and innovation, as
exemplified in the instance of Anna. This corroborates previous studies that examined

start-up finance (e.g Liu, 2023; Keil, 2021; Rita et al,, 2018)

% These will be explored in detail in Chapter 7
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Government Supports - LEO & EI (Grants, Loans, Vouchers, Initiatives and
Programmes)

While most women entrepreneurs in this study displayed a preference for self-funding at
the initial stage of their businesses, a desire for expansion and scalability coupled with
confidence in their business performance prompted a shift in their funding strategy. In
line with the Pecking order theory and consistent with previous studies (e.g. Zehra 2018;
Hogan & Hutson 2007) this mostly occurred when all informal funding sources were
exhausted, leading them to explore external funding options. Laura’s statement

encapsulates this sentiment:

We're growing now and obviously at some stage we had to go through the funding

because cash is a king (Laura)

Nearly all of the women interviewed except one indicated that they had actively sought
external funding from government institutions during the course of their business. A
notable preference for state agencies such as LEO (93%) and Enterprise Ireland (55%) 27
was observed. The Local Enterprise Office emerged as the first pointof contact for women
entrepreneurs, providing them with a foothold in the funding landscape. However, for
those aspiring to globally scale or export their enterprises (i.e. High Potential Start-Ups),
Enterprise Ireland emerged as a promising avenue. A closer examination of the interview
data reveals that women entrepreneurs' experience with these state agencies differed
due to the differences in their motivations, personal values, and priorities, sectors, size of
business, growth aspiration as well asembedded barriers in the application process.Such
differences highlight the women entrepreneurs’ heterogeneous nature. Further analysis
uncovered sector-specific patterns in the women entrepreneurs' interactions with state
government initiatives whereby those in the service and retail/wholesale sector
predominantly leaned towards seeking LEO financial programmes only, steering clear of
Enterprise Ireland (EI) funding programmes with the exception of the New Frontiers
Programmes. This variation is notably influenced by EI's eligibility criteria, highlighting
the varied considerations that shape the path of their funding journey (Refer to Chapter

7). Kendall’s statement reflects the shared sentiments within the group.

27 A total of 40 women reported seeking funding from LEO and 24 women from Enterprise Ireland at one
point in time during their funding journey.
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Enterprise Ireland doesn't fund food businesses unless they kind of get to the next

level up, which is called HPSU, high potential start-up (Kendall)

Furthermore, the success rate of LEO applications varied amongst the women
entrepreneurs, as depicted in Figure 6.2. Out of the sample of 43 women entrepreneurs,
30 women entrepreneurs, representing nearly 2 out of every 3 women entrepreneurs
(approx. 68%) reported a successful approval of their funding application made to one or
more LEO programmes at one point in time or the other. Notably, 15 out of the 30
successful LEO applications are in the service and retail/wholesale sector. Conversely,
seven applications (approx. 21%) were reported as unsuccessful?8. Out of the nine

unsuccessful applications, 5 were sole traders, and 8 were in the service and

retail/wholesale sector.

Successful
Unsuecessful
Application in
progress
Never Applied
No Information|

Provided

2.3%

1.7% +.7%

20.9%

G7. 4%

Figure 6. 2 Success Rate of LEO’s Funding Programmes Application

With regards to Enterprise Ireland, as depicted in Figure 6.3, funding applications had an
approximately 56% success rate (roughly 1 in 2 applications), representing 24 women

entrepreneurs who are Enterprise Ireland Clients (HPSU, PSSF, and CSF). Out of the 24

successful applications, 14 were located in the Information Technology and

28 Qut of these nine applications, three received outright rejections, while the remainder sought funding but
did not progress to the application submission stage due to ineligibility criteria.
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Manufacturing sector. Conversely, a significant (39%) portion (n=17) did not apply due
to El's stringent ineligibility criteria. 16 out of these 17 women (94%) are early
stage/micro-small businesses, with 76% (n=13) of them in the service and
retail/wholesale sector and 10 of these businesses located in the rural sector. 5% of

applications were unsuccessful. Solo owners constitute a major part of these.

ENTERPRISE IRELAND’S FUNDING OUTCOMES

_ | Business Type: HPSU (n = 19)
-

_,.-l Business Location: Urban (n=17)

|

|

Successful Application {:{:z-/ | Employes Sie 15 (221 |
|

(n = 24) —

—

) | Sector: Information Technology and Manufacturing (n = 14)

_____| Age: 46 years and above (n=12) |

Never Applied(n=17)

— —l Business Type: Early-stage and Micro Small Business (n= 16) |

1 Business Location: Rural (n=10) |

S | Sector: Retail /Wholesale and Service (n=13) |
"

.

™ | Sole Owners? Yes (n=13) |

Unsuccessful Application ) ____________——l Business Type: Early-stage and Micro Small Business (n= 2) |
(n = 2) ﬁh:"'_'-:.___________———l Sector: Retail/Wholesale and Service (n=2) |

—

| Employee Size: 1-9 (n =2) |

Figure 6. 3 Enterprise Ireland’s Programmes Funding Outcomes

In the context of social welfare schemes, a minority (n=5) sought funding from various

social welfare programmes. All five funding applications made were successful.

Traditional Financial Institutions

In addition to relying on bootstrapping and government initiatives or support
programmes, women entrepreneurs explored financial avenues and resources from
traditional banking institutions such as banks (AIB and BOI), Microfinance Ireland, and
Credit Union. Consistent with previous studies (such as Neville & Lucey 2022; EL-
Chaarani & EL-Abiad, 2019; Rose Review, 2019) that women entrepreneurs have a low
preference for banking or microfinance institutions funding in the early stage of their

business, only a minority of women entrepreneurs (14 out of 43) in the sample actively
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soughtloans from traditional financial institutions: Banks (6); Microfinance Ireland (6),
and Credit Unions (2) (Of the 14 women, 8 were HPSUs and 6 were non-HPSUs). This
finding aligns with the assertion of the Pecking Order Theory (Myers & Majluf, 1984) that
early-stage women entrepreneurs (non-HPSU) rely on internal financing with minimal
reliance on debt financing and even more less on equity. In line with the ‘bridged’ pecking
order theory (Paul et al, 2007) and other studies (Neville & Lucey 2022; O’'Toole et al,,
2015), many HPSU women in this study opted for internal finance and equity finance over

debt finance.

Further exploration revealed the reasons to be attributed to factors, including the desire
to be debt-free and the unpredictability of their business. The inability to meet the
eligibility criteria was also a deciding factor for some women. The following quotes

evidence this point:

I didn't apply for funding immediately because obviously, we didn't know whether it

would work or not (Kim).

I didn 't look for a loan from the bank... I didn't want the company to be in debt
(Lucia).

A success rate of around 33% (2 out of 6) was observed in bank funding applications. In
the case of Microfinance Ireland, the success rate was a bit higher (approx. 67%) with
four out of six applicants receiving funding, making it the most successful exter nal source
of funding within this category. Similarly, a 50% success rate was identified in credit
union applications. Each participant whose application was met with rejection attributed
the outcome to lack of collateral, inability to meet eligibility requirements, and perceived

lack of support and accessibility?2°
Private Equity Investment

In line with the bridged pecking order theory, the majority of women in this study
(typically HPSUs) soughtequity finance over debtfinance (Neville & Lucey, 2022; 0'Toole
et al, 2015; Paul et al, 2007; Audretsch & Lehmann 2004). As depicted in Figure 6.4,

approximately two in every five women entrepreneurs (44% - 19 out of 43) sought

2 A detailed exploration of the challenges women encounters in accessing external funding is provided
Chapter 7
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funding from Angel Investors or Venture Capitalists. Among the 19 applicants, 18 were
successful. The successful applicants included 16 HPSUs and 3 early-stage or micro-small
businesses Notably, the IT and manufacturing sectors comprised the majority of
successfulapplicants, with only a minority (6) in the service and retail/wholesale sectors.
Furthermore, a significant portion (n =14) of these businesses were located in the Urban

region. In addition, 16 of the successful applicants had 1 - 9 employees.

PRIVATE EQUITY INVESTMENT FUNDING OUTCOME

| Business Type: HPSU (n=16)

__d__,.-l Business Location: Urban (n = 14)

|
|
| Employee Size: 1-9 (n=18) |
|

| Sector: Information Technology and Manufacturing (n=13)

| Age: 46 years and above (n=16) |

Never Applied( n =24)

| Business Type: Early-stage and Micro Small Business (n=20) |

Business Location: Rural (n=13) |

| Sector: Retail /Wholesale and Service (n=20) |

Figure 6. 4 Private Equity Investment Funding Outcome

However, more than half of the sample (approximately 56% - 24 out of43) refrained from
seeking private external funding. Within this category, a significant number were either
sole traders or were operating within the service and retail sectors (n =13) and not
aiming to expand globally. Their decisions were often driven by a preference for
maintaining financial autonomy and steering clear of any potential complexities of debt.

Echoing this sentiment, Josephine and Daniella highlighted.

.. I didn't want to dilute my business. That's kind of why I haven't really gone down
that road (Josephine)

..lots of people are talking about Angel investors and getting people to invest in your

business, I don't want to do that because I will have to hand over my IP (Daniella).
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While successful funding outcomes were achieved, the path was marked by instances of
gender bias and stereotypes in interactions with private investors. This aspect will be

further explored in Section 6.3.

6.2.2 Strategic Use of Network - “Networkingas a Catalyst for Funding

Success”

Throughout the interviews, the instrumental role of networking in navigating the
complex funding landscape emerged as a common theme. All 43 women entrepreneurs
interviewed noted that networking served as a catalyst for success and raised awareness
of funding support. In line with previous studies (Alakaleek & Cooper, 2018; Surangi
2016), women strategically leveraged their professional connections, tapping into a web
of mentors, advisors, and support networks to access influential connections that could
help them secure financial opportunities. The consensus was that support, particularly
fromfunders (LEO, EI and Banks) played a crucialrole, and without it, the funding process
would have been significantly more difficult. Echoing the views of several participants,

Wendy expressed:

I had help with a mentor who helped me to fill in the priming grant application....
without her, I think I would have found it too difficult (Wendy)

Most participants (comprising Enterprise Ireland Clients3%) who took part in the New
Frontiers Programme (NFP) and other business innovation centers stated that being part
of the programme equips them with adequate information that helps ease the difficulty
associated with the funding application form and process. Hailey and Diana express this

viewpoint:

...[Il mainly got theinformation through the programswas on... Application is awful
for all of them... if you haven't done any of the programs and you just applied for an

innovation voucher, I think it would be hard (Hailey)

I do not think I'd have been able to go full time on my start-up or have any success

without being on new frontiers (Diana)

%0 Enterprise Ireland Clients in this context refer to women who have businesses categorised as High
Potential Start-Ups or early stage, and have specifically sought funding from Enterprise Ireland
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Women-specific network groups emerged as a pivotal element in the financing journey
for most women. The majority of the women entrepreneurs, recognising the unique
challenges they face in what they regarded as a ‘male-dominated’ field, actively soughtout
and participated in women-only network groups. Speaking about their experience, they
acknowledged the positive impact of networking in these “women's spaces” on their
funding journey; a significant portion found it more accessible to network within
women's support network groups. Almost all the women at some point expressed that
being part of these groups lends credibility and visibility to their start-ups. This finding
is consistent with that of Bullough et al. (2021). For most of them, these women-only
network groups served a dual purpose — offering a supportive ecosystem while also
functioning as a strategic tool for accessing financial initiatives. As Olivia and Sharon

reflected:

...We have gotten investors from it [women ‘s support network groups| (Sharon).

Approximately, eight out of 10 women entrepreneurs in the study (79%) mentioned that
they were either active members of a women's only support network group or have
participated in their events or activities. The remaining two women (21%) showed a
preference for mainstream support networking groups. In elucidating the reasons for the
preference and the positive perception of women's support network groups, many
women commented that such spaces provided access to influential connections, a sense
of belonging, helpful guidance, and offered valuable networking, and mentoring
opportunities. They described the groups as brilliant, extraordinary, powerful,
empowering, with a positive influence, that bolsters their confidence and heightened
comfort in asking questions without being looked down upon, offering a safe space, as
illustrated by these interview excerpts: ‘It really does help with confidence’ (Irene), ‘It's
much easier to ask questions... without feeling silly’ (Irene) and you would never feel any

form of bias there’ (Ruth)

However, while the strategic use of networks emerges as a powerful force in women
entrepreneurs' financing practices, it is not without its criticism. Out of the 34 women
actively engaged in women-only network groups and spaces, six candidly expressed
concerns regarding the supportiveness of being in some of these groups. They cited
instances where they ‘felt just personally drained from it’ (Uriel) describing the events as

high-powered, ‘farcical’(Megan), and ‘privileged’ (Julia). Others noted that the discussions
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within these groups did not reflect the objectives of the group and were focused on

‘softer’ areas.

...It was a bit of a fashion show....and then there was a bit of competition going on,

(Christianah)

..Idon't find them particularly inviting and they're also kind of older white women...

they're not actually being inclusive of ... me [with a new business] (Kim)

Why can't they be talking to me about really really strong?.. [I] sometimes find
them...not very focused on core elements [but]... on the softer areas [and] skills....

(Sophia)
Gender-Specific Funding Initiatives

The theme of Gender-Specific Funding Initiatives or Programmes specifically geared
towards supporting start-ups led by women and the necessity of such targeted initiatives
emerged. Most participants indicated they had sought or obtained funding through
women-specific funding initiatives programmes such as the Competitive Start Fund
(CSF)31, specifically geared towards supporting women's businesses. Within this
discourse, participants expressed varying sentiments regarding the imp ortance of having
such initiatives and their impact on their funding journey. While some women expressed
enthusiasm about the opportunities and benefits of having such initiatives, others
reported the limited awareness and challenges associated with identifying the initiatives.

The quotes below evidence this:

[When] I knew it was a women's only CSF fund that was a lot more appealing to me

mainly because it cuts out 50% of your competition (Emily)

We've done two [CSF] applications [and] rejected twice but when weactually applied

as a female entrepreneur startup that really helped (Laura)
[They] arereally hard to find [and] access when you are super early stage (Beatrice)

The aforementioned excerpts highlight the potential for gender-specific funding support

initiatives to offer a more favourable programme for women entrepreneurs, thereby

31 The CSF has been replaced with the Pre-Seed Start Fund (PSSF) by Enterprise Ireland. The PSSF funding
is not gender specific.
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potentially enhancing their chances of securing funding for their businesses. However,
the dichotomy in perspectives sets the stage for an exploration of the necessity of gender -

specific funding initiatives.
The Need for Gender-Specific Funding Initiatives

Research (Braidford & Stone 2008; Tillmar 2007) indicates that gender-specific funding
programmes are crucial to enhancing women’s participation in the entrepreneurial
landscape. When asked about their opinions on the necessity of having gender -specific
funding initiatives, responses were varied. Within the sample of 43 women
entrepreneurs, nearly four in every five women (79%), expressed the need to have
gender-specific funding support, and 16% disagreed. The remainder (5%) either
provided mixed responses or were unsure. For those who expressed support for having
gender-specific funding initiatives, various reasons were cited such as ‘mitigating feelings
of inferiority’, ‘countering unconscious bias’, ‘physical differences of both genders’,
‘increasingwomen’s presence in entrepreneurial space’,and ‘addressing women’s unique
challenges’. Specifically, many believed that there is a need for women-only funds to ‘get

more women in’ (Chloe), given the existence of ‘unconscious bias in the funding industry

(Patricia). Natalie’s statement encapsulates the sentiments expressed by others.

... The fact that it is specifically for women, straight away women are going to not

feel inferior... for those people who are probably more shy, not as confident (Natalie)

Another theme to emerge from the interviews was the intersection of marital status and
gender within the context of gender-specific funding initiatives. Within this context,
women argued that such specific funding can be a corrective measure to counteract
historical gender disparities in wealth accumulation, resulting from long-standing

traditional gender roles, as illustrated in the quotes below:

It would be helpful..because I stayed at home to raise the children, I wasn't in the

workforce in the network to hear about things...(Leah)

.. because they [women] are focused on building the family....they don't have start-up
money... Men, on the other hand... have contacts amongst themselves, because most
organisations are headed by men...that's why women really, really need it targeted

in a source of funding for their business (Nina)
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The aforementioned quotations reflect the findings of the OECD (2015), which indicate
that women have obstacles in establishing networks compared to men who have well-

established networking systems.

Shifting the focus to viewpoints with mixed opinions and rejections, some women
outrightly rejected the concept of gender-specific funding, others opposed it but also
indicated a preference for directing the funding towards larger businesses or specific
sectors, including the VC space. Their hesitations primarily stemmed from concerns
around the possible perception that receiving funding might be attributed to their gender
rather than being a recognition of their business competence, which raises doubt on the
true worth of their entrepreneurial ability. As succinctly put by Olivia 7 would hate to
think that I was given the funding just because I'm a woman... I think it should be based on

the business merits’ (Olivia). Others expressed:

Not so gender specific but have moreopportunities for businesses like my own [retail]

business (Uriel).

..The women that I know of my generation and my age don't want [it]...I don't find
it useful, however, we may need to do it for a while just to shake up as long as it's not

abused... (Mercy)

An in-depth analysis revealed that all nine women who outrightly rejected or expressed
a mixed opinion towards gender-specific funding shared a common sentiment: either
experiencing no bias or encountering a positive bias in their funding journey (The next

section explores gender bias).
Perspectives of Funding Providers

Having explored the perspectives of women entrepreneurs, funding providers were
asked about their perspectives regarding the need for gender-specific funding. In
addressing this, all funding providers stated that gender-specific funding supports are

not currently provided by their organisations as funding is given on a merit basis.

No specific earmarked female pot of money...we evaluate the application on the

merits of the business... (LEO)

At this time, thereis no specific fund for females....we've moved to constantly open

call (EI Rep)
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The Bank Representative noted that banks do nothave a specific funding programme and
indicated that they ‘would generally look at the business as opposed to the person’. She
further highlighted the potential ‘merit’ of having such funding.

...even as a female myself, I probably have to overcome more hurdles than other men
that are bank managers... because I have **** children... So [ wouldn't be against it

... there is probably merit in making a case for that. (AIB Rep).

The funders' responses reveal a discrepancy between the expressed preferences of the
majority of women in this study and the actual practices within the funding landscape,

indicating a potential misalignment within the Irish funding ecosystem.

6.3 Embedded Gender Bias in Funding Ecosystem: “It is a

man’s world, but we are trying to fit in”.

This section explores the multifaceted dimensions of embedded gender bias within the
Irish funding ecosystem that contribute to the inequality women entrepreneurs in
Ireland face when accessing funding. A prevailing sentiment emerges forming a
consensus that “the entrepreneur space in Ireland is very gendered” (Anna) and inherently
‘male-dominated’ (Laura). As noted by Jane “Inevitably most of the investors that you meet

are male”. Similarly, Kendall and Patricia expressed that:

If you have 5... or 10 interviews lined up for the day, you're nearly looking at males

all the time (Kendall)

... there are a lot of old men you have to deal with (Patricia)

This pervasive gendering of the funding landscape led some women to a shared
conviction that being a woman entrepreneur requires a doubling of effort to attain a level
playing field with their male counterparts and overcome the challenges present in the
ecosystem. According to Irene, she argued “It's not easy being a female” (Irene) with
Beatrice concluding that “You have to have a lot more as a female entrepreneur to get to
the same level as what a male would have to get to the same level of funding” (Beatrice).
Within this context, gender bias manifests in multifaceted ways, ranging from implicit
bias, and gender stereotyping to outright explicit bias. These biases permeate funding

institutions, entrepreneurial support network groups, and private investors, creating an
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environment where women face additional barriers on their entrepreneurial path to
accessing funding for their start-ups as echoed in entrepreneurship literature (Elam et
al, 2023; OECD, 2021; Abraham, 2020). The majority of women entrepreneurs
interviewed expressed encountering an "invisible fence" that persisted throughout their
entrepreneurial funding journey, pointing out the deeply ingrained gender inequality
challenges prevalent within the Irish funding ecosystem with regard to women
entrepreneurs accessing funding, articulating this Jessica notes: ‘I just think there's just a
bias there, which is s not a written bias’... (Jessica). These subtle gender-based biases or
inequalities presented as sub-themes in the supply side of financing in the next
subsection highlight the continuous perpetuation of the ‘othering’ of women, effectively
reinforcing their outsider status in the funding landscape which is typically male-

dominated.

6.3.0 Gender Bias on the Supply Side of Financing: ‘Gender-

Based Stereotypes and Perceptions’

When participants were asked about their experiences with any form of gender bias,
responses varied across financial institutions. Instances of experiencing both negative
and positive biases were observed within the sample. The mixed responses can be
attributed to their encounters with different funding organisations. For instance, while
some women might state that they have not experienced bias with state agencies, they
later went on to describe instances of bias with private investors. This complexity
suggests that women's experiences with bias are multifaceted, highlighting the diverse
nature of their funding experience within the Irish entrepreneurial landscape. This
finding corroborates that of Elam et al. (2023). For instance, nearly one in every two
women in this study - representing 22 women out of the sample of 43 (approx. 51%)
reported encountering cases of negative gender bias, stereotyping, or being treated
differently because of their gender, at one point in time, whether consciously or
unconsciously during their funding journey32. Also, three women (approx. 7%)

highlighted their experience of bias as positive - a situation whereby they perceived their

32 Notably, four out of the twenty-two women initially stated that they had not experienced bias but also
recounted instances where they had indeed faced gender stereotypes/biases. Another participant
acknowledged experiencing positive bias but also encountered instances of negative bias. As a result, their
responses have been categorised as having encountered negative bias.
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gender as a factor in securing funding (e.g. Quotas). Conversely, approximately 42% (18)

stated that they had not experienced any form of bias throughout their funding journey.

Among those who had encountered some form of negative bias, the prevalence of gender
stereotypes was evident as most of the women described encountering pervasive
stereotypes related to gender roles and expectations, particularly among investors. For
instance, Irene articulates a description of the preconceived stereotyped notions and

utter dismissal by Investors based on gendered expectations.

..Ithink there were about 20 women on the call [and].. maybe 100 people on the call
The man giving the talk looked at all the females and said- ...I'm really pleased to see
you here but I'm kind of surprised because you know, it's so difficult for women to get

funding and you're basically not gonna get money (Irene)

The above quotes offer a glimpse into the embedded gender biases women face during
the funding process which could potentially influence decision-making, even subtly.

Subsequent subsections explore this in more detail.

6.3.1 Pitching Questions: “‘Women are put on a difficult back foot the
minute they step into the pitching room than their male

counterparts: Different Questioning”’.

A significant theme that emerged from participants' funding experience is the perceived
bias in the questions posed during the pitching process. Consistent with other studies
(see Kanze etal,, 2018), which reveal the impact of gender during pitching compe titions,
some women (n=4) expressed instances whereby investors questioned their ability,
competency, credibility, commitment, and the general viability of women-led businesses
due to gendered expectations. Indeed, the cultural and gender norms within the Irish
entrepreneurial ecosystem further perpetuate the ‘othering’ of women. In Ireland,
societal expectations and gender norms often position men as the primary decision-
makers and women as ‘primary home-carers’ prioritising family responsibilities over
business ambitions (Forsberg2001; Hogan 1974). This affects howwomen are perceived
by funders. For instance, Hailey and Sophia shared their experience of being asked about
their childcare situation during a pitch, implying that their commitment to the business

was secondary to traditional gender roles.
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We were even asked in one pitch by two male investors what was their childcare plan
and their childcare situation because that was a concern for them if they were going

to give us some money that we wouldn 't have the time because of our family (Hailey).

I got asked questions during the process of how could [I]...have really, really big
success when I have a child and I potentially want a future child? Do I not know the

hours and commitment that needs to go into this? (Sophia)

Rachel, another participant, attributed the perceived bias in the line of questioning as a
case of an unconscious bias indicating that investors are not aware of their actions: ‘it is
[an] unconscious bias (Rachel). While Rachel asserts that the differential lines of
questioning are a case of unconscious bias, other participants perceive the situation
differently. According to Sophia, while some biases were unconscious, there were cases

of conscious and direct bias from investors directed at women entrepreneurs:

....for me, some of it was definitely not they were not aware of what they were doing
but some were very clearly aware of what they were doing and I think that's a really

big challenge (Sophia)

From the above excerpts, the reported bias in the line of questioning corroborates
previous studies (Snellman & Solal, 2023; Mamou, 2021; Parisha et al, 2021) that
investors, driven by perceived lower capability and competence, often ask women
entrepreneurs family-related mitigating risks and growth questions to assess their ability
to lead. According to Bruni et al. (2004), familial responsibility may reduce the

trustworthiness of women founders.

Furthermore, a dynamic was observed in the case of women entrepreneurs partnered
with male co-founders, thus highlighting the distinct lines of questioning experienced
based on their gender dynamics during the pitching process. In Jane's experience, her
male co-founder was asked more ‘promotional’ questions while she was asked more

‘preventive’ questions:

..My co-founder was male...and often with investor meetings, he would get questions
which were very futuristic... Whereas 1 would get the questions about the risks and
the mitigations... and a lot of the more negative, risk-averse, how could it all go

wrong? (Jane)
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Echoing a similar sentiment, Sophia who expresses getting asked preventative questions

noted that bringing her husband into the pitching session made a difference:

I got asked...preventative questions... and when my husband joined one or two of the

actual sessions the language is different, the experience was different (Sophia)

The quotes above illustrate a gendered disparity in the assessment criteria applied to
men's and women's entrepreneurs. It also highlights the influence of having a male co -
founder and how men are deemed more credible than their women counterparts during
the funding process. Such practices reinforced by the broader cultural environment not
only undermine the credibility of women but also reinforce deep-rooted biases and

stereotypes that contribute to their ‘othering’ within the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

6.3.2 Prescribed Behaviours: “When a woman is notbeing policed, she

is being asked to perform”.

Prior research (Balachandra etal,, 2021) has documented the prevalence of unconscious
biases in the context of entrepreneurial pitching, specifically related to behavio urs,
languages, and roles. This creates an uneven playing field, where women’s funding
applications are unfairly judged based on gendered assumptions rather than objective
criteria. Throughout the interviews, cases of preconception of acceptable behaviours and
performances during the pitching process were noted. Interview participants (n=4)
expressed investors’ expectations regarding their appearances, caregiving

responsibilities, and behavioural communicational styles.

An investor [male] told me to wear my hair a certain way that I would do better in
pitches if  woreit.... And you know if I was married or single, if I planned on having

a family... (Beatrice)

He [a mentor in Dublin BIC] said, ‘you have a very strange way of pitching, I think it's

because you're women. You are almost apologetic in the way you ask for money

(Julia).

Notably, in line with other studies (Tornikoski & Newbert, 2007), it was observed thatto
cope with gender-based bias and potentially increase their prospects of securing funding
for their businesses,some women consciously adopted a more masculine mannerism and

pitching style to align or become legitimised with funders' perceived expectations or
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preferences. This is an instance of ‘gender performance’ in which women adopt
avoidance tactics to hide their feminine characteristics, which may form the basis of the
bias they encounter. A classic example of this was seen in the case of Kendall and Julia

who said:

... be aware of the fact that you know if the funders see Swagger 90% of the time,
then you have to try to swagger (Kendall)

.... we have to learn and we have to change. The investor wasn't going to learn, they

weren't going to understand our style. We had to change our style, up our numbers

(Julia)

Another evidence of gender bias was noted when women described norms connected to

behaviours, specifically around body language, such as facial expressions and eye contact.

Sometimes when you like going in those start-up events, you go in there and you are
a girl and with the **fashion**, they'relooking at you. Ohh. Nice and then just literally

turn around (Laura)

The above finding reveals the gendered nature of entrepreneurship (Marlow, 2020;
Leitch et al,, 2018), as well as the power dynamics that exist in the funding landscape.
These dynamics create a myriad of discriminatory barriers and contextualised

boundaries for women, which may deter them from actively seeking external funding.

6.3.3 Not taken seriously: “Are you sure you have all it takes - You can’t

be serious”.

The struggle for women to be acknowledged or recognised for their competency, ideas,
and capabilities, emerges as a recurring theme in this study. Several interview
participants expressed their frustrations about ‘not being taken seriously’ by funders,
particularly from Angel Investors and VCs. This highlights a noticeable bias in women
entrepreneurs’ treatment compared to their male counterparts - a situation whereby
women have to shout to be heard as opposed to speaking like their male counterparts.

The following excerpts evidence this point:
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... they don't take theinformation you're sharing with them seriously. But if you bring
a guy in a consultant and pay him to share the same information, they get really

excited about it and say how brilliant it is (Beatrice)

... my experience of meeting men who said they wanted to help us, they treated me

either I was like this little girl playing business or [ hadn't a clue (Sophia)

Recounting her experience, Kim, (aged 36 - 45) mimicked the condescending tone by
potential male investors with a rhetorical “Are you sure you know how to do this?” echoing
a childish sentiment. She further attributed her experience to the prevalence of older

white men within the system.

...Ithink that's [due to] the generation that I'm dealing with as well because a lot of

the superiors... in a lot of these institutions are perhaps older white men (Kim)

..As a young woman entrepreneur generally having to pitch to basically a round
table of elderly white men isn't the most like friendly things to look at like, it's quite

jarring (Patricia, age 18 -24)

The scenarios above are notisolated ones, nor are they peculiar to women-only founder-
led businesses such as Patricia’s, which has a male co-founder. Patricia gives a vivid
illustration of an instance where stereotypical assumptions about traditional gender
roles overshadowed her position as a female co-founder resulting in her being ignored

during funding events.

My cofounder is a male... but a lot of the time I'm very much not spoken to about
funding, so we'll both be stood there and they'll speak to Paul about it.... We have a
sales guy named **Daniel** ... so he would come with us to fundraising events....and
a lot of the time they would be like oh, you 2 lads have done an amazing job and one
of you has brought your girlfriend and I'm like actually NO and that happens with

the customers a lot... (Patricia)

Furthermore, some women recounted situations where discussions during or after
pitching veered into personal topics such as perfume choices to instances of navigating
uncomfortable flirtatious encounters during meetings. Irene and Beatrice both gave a
vivid illustration of these situations where male funders tend to be evasive and overly

personal, often via professionalboundary-crossing behaviour and patronising behaviour,
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when trying to seek funding for their start-ups. Below is an excerpt:

..  gave him [an Angel Investor| my pitch and he went — Oh! what is that perfume
you're wearing today? .... I really doubt that a man has ever had [that question asked

them] (Irene)
I was told by a potential investor that she'd make a good front-to-house (Beatrice)

Dorcas, another interview participant, recalled an incident where she was deceived into
arranging a meeting with a male investor under the pretext that the meeting would
revolve around funding discussions. However, the conversation took an unexpected turn

towards personal matters such as dating. Dorcas shares her story:

...An investor, messaged me on LinkedIn and said...1'd love to hear your pitch....So, |
went... I said just out of interest how did you find my company? And he was like.. |

saw you on Tinder and I just wanted to meet you....So that was disgusting. (Dorcas)

The feeling of ‘not being taken seriously’ and being ‘patronised’ as noted above reiterates
entrepreneurship studies (The Women's Investor Ready Project’ 2021; Bwatou 2020; Ahl
& Marlow 2012) where entrepreneurship is typically linked to personality traits that are
stereotypically associated with men (Ahl 2006), and women are seen as ‘the other’ (Calas
etal, 2009). This stereotype puts women with feminine traits at a disadvantage as they
are seen to lack credibility and capability in the eyes of potential investors. This biased
practice contributes to the ‘othering’ of women entrepreneurs within the Irish funding

landscape, exacerbating the challenges they encounter in accessing funding.

6.3.4 Gender Homophily - “Preference for male-to-male collaboration’

Another recurring theme that emerged during the interviews was the case of gender
homophily. Several scholars have attributed gender biases in accessing funding to
“homophily” - which is “the tendency of individuals to associate with others based on
shared characteristics” (Geiger, 2020; Greenberg & Mollick, 2017, pg. 341). Many women
reported instances where male investors exhibited a preference for engaging with male
entrepreneurs or male co-founders which led to a biased evaluation making it difficult to
navigate the Irish funding landscape. According to Kendall, she frequently encounters

male funders or men generally within the entrepreneurial landscape who prefer
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conversing with other male co-founders particularly in serious topics such as ‘financials’,

with her inclusion limited to softer aspects of the business:

I came across people who spoke to the man at a meeting....... when you're talking
about serious stufflike real growth strategies or ... interest rates.... they turn then and
talk to the men in the room (Kendall). Notably, she pointed out that this dynamic
does not occur in her interactions with state funders but is specific to private

funders.

In another perspective, Patricia pointed out a recurring pattern where male investors
consistently exhibited a preference for communicating with her male co-founder, even in
email exchanges. She noted instances where responses were directed solely to her male
co-founder, excluding her from the communication loop. However, she attributed this

behaviour to a habitual tendency, implying thatthe men involved do not mean any harm:

...I think it's just their actual habit of that, like even in a lot of emails would be with
potential investors...they would reply to Paul over replying to my e-mail to them...

It's so unfortunate (Patricia)
Adding to the discussion, Sharon shared her experience:

Some male investors told us that if we had a male member on our team, we would

have been funded a lot soon (Sharon)

From the above excerpts, it appears that women entrepreneurs may have grown
accustomed to the pattern of ‘gender homophily.” Unfortunately, this dynamic could
exacerbate and perpetuate existing negative gender bias in evaluation and power
imbalance in funding. This mirrors the findings of other studies of gender homophily and
women entrepreneurs (Snellman & Solal, 2023; Kim & Aldrich, 2005) that encountered

similar results.

6.3.5 Intersectionality: “Gender vs Age vs Race vs Marital Status vs

Location”

While a significant number of women entrepreneurs (approx. 63%) recognised the
impact of gender in their funding journey, a more in-depth analysis revealed that their

experiences were intertwined with various layers of intersectionality, influenced by
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marginalising factors such as race, marital status, age, and class. Many women stated that
the intersectionality of these factors made it more difficult for them to navigate the
funding ecosystem because investors or funders have stereotypical beliefs and/or biases
about them. The next sub-theme expands on how these identity factors impacted their
funding experience.

Racial and Ethnic Bias: “When you are a woman of colour, you have two challenges,
not just your gender, but also your race/ethnicity”.

The intersectionality of gender and race was highlighted when all the women of colour
pushed back on questions regarding gender to explain how they were first and foremost
being viewed by their ‘skin colour’ or by their racial identity. Thus, within the
entrepreneurial landscape, they felt unsupported unwelcomed, or discriminated against.
This reveals the complex biases faced by women, that contribute to systemic gender
inequalities within the funding landscape. This finding is similar to studies that examined

ethnicity barriers to finance in the UK and US (Fcdo, 2021)

Esther, a European, expressed that she encounters ‘ethnicity’ bias rather than ‘gender’
bias. This perception, she argued, makes it difficult for her to navigate the funding

landscape: According to her:

Not specifically, bias to the fact that I am a woman.... It was maybe as being a

migrant. [ am not from here (Esther).

Expanding on this account, Laura, a Polish woman, expressed feelings of intimidation in

certain entrepreneurial spaces attributed to her racial identity.

You can feel intimidated a little bit because obviously... I am... [a] polish woman in

Ireland. (Laura).

Vivian, a Black Irish woman, when asked the question about gender bias, pushed back a
little and focused on narrating her experience as a black woman seeking funding in the
Irish entrepreneuriallandscape. Fromher standpoint, while acknowledging the prese nce
of gender bias, she asserted that the challenges encountered within the funding landscape
were predominantly linked to racial bias and less related to gender bias, because,
surprisingly, most of the biases she encountered were from an unexpected source -

women's network groups. As Vivian stated:
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For me [what is | more obvious is the race bias... most of the time, the people who do
the bias are not men [they] are the fellow female.... I have been part of a lot of
women’s support groups and I get more discriminated in those groups than in a

mixed group. (Vivian).

Providing a vivid example, Vivian recounted an incident where she received different
support from the Local Enterprise Office (LEO) compared to a fellow female founder with

a similar business impact, leading her to conclude that:

I know there's a world really championing...women supporting women but when you
are black and a woman, you have two challenges, not just your gender, but also your
race... So, you have to be aware of that and you have to work 10 times more than

other women. (Vivian).

Place or Class: “Rural vs Urban”

While race seemed salient to some participants, others found the intersectionality oftheir
location differentiated their experience and thus equated that to a bias within the Irish
entrepreneurial landscape. A minority of women (n=3) highlighted the disparities in
easily accessing networking funding events for businesses located in the Southwest

region compared to their counterparts in Dublin.

...I do see a difference between businesses who are located in the Dublin region and
southern... You really have to work harder to make those connections and know

what's going on (Josephine)

..There'sa lot of thingsthat are in Dublin that I can't get down herein the Midlands...
It feels like I can't be...a female entrepreneur where [ am right now. I have to go to

Dublin to pretend to be who [ want to be kind of thing (Chloe)

Adding to the discussion, Diana also expressed that being situated in the Irish-speaking

region has been a disadvantage when trying to seek funding from the LEO.

Anyone who is from a Gaeltacht of Kerry* is definitely at a disadvantage. There's the
main local enterprise offices across all the counties, but if you're registered in the
Gaeltacht, in the Irish-speaking regions, you can't access those, you have to go to

either all the Gaeltacht or else change your business address (Diana)
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For these women, the dominance of funding events in Dublin pose as a bias or

disadvantage, leaving them uninformed about beneficial funding opportunities.

Age and Marital Status: “Too Young or Too Old”. “What happensin case of divorce”

In addition to race and location, a minority of interview participants experienced the
intersectionality of their age and marital status in relation to gender. By way of example,
Daniella, aged 56+, who had just recently started her business (1- 3 years) recounted an
unsettling incident where a potential investor explicitly remarked that her gender

coupled with her age could potentially hinder her chances of accessing funding.

... one guy [potential investor]... said as a woman and especially a woman, that's a
little bit older... you will have a much bigger battle to access funding or to access

people taking you seriously... (Daniella)

Contrastingly, Patricia (aged 18 -24), a female co-founder, also narrated how age
impacted her ability to access funding at the very early stage of her business. According
to Patricia, being a young female founder, it was difficult to earn the trust of finance

providers.

Our age has been a factor, but not too much anymore because we've I think we've

proven ourselves a little bit (Patricia)

A close examination of the interview data revealed that women, notably those at the
lower and upper ends of the age range in the sample experienced this bias. This bias not
only limits women'’s access to funding but also perpetuates systemic barriers that limit

women’s full participation in the Irish entrepreneurial landscape.

In the context of marital status, Mercy expressed that funders have a perception or
reservation about funding women-led businesses as they are sceptical that they won’t

provide a return or are riskier to invest in.

One person did say they didn't like the fact that I was married to my co-founder...
There's a perception around that potentially of what if they don't get on after a while
and they break up and that causes problems.. (Mercy)
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6.3.6 Fear of Backlash: Strategies in Navigating Bias

During the interview, various personal and collective strategies regarding women's
responses to navigating the bias were observed. At the individual level, resilience and
persistence among women entrepreneurs emerged as a key strategy to counteract
systemic biases. Many women recounted instances whereby they repeatedly applied for
external funding, sought mentorship, and pitched their business ideas despite being
initially rejected while accessing funding. Beatrice's statement evidenced this point: ‘So
with all of the avenues that we went to explore...in the first year...we got rejected ...  went

back at it again, we had a success” - Beatrice.

Financial strategy and reinvesting profits also emerged as critical individual strategies.
Given the challenges in accessing funding, some women deliberately take a lower salary

and reinvest their earnings to retain more money in their businesses.

I don't pay myself probably enough, so I have kept any funds that we've raised in the
business and you know, try to hire people and self-funding really, that the business

sell funds itself - Josephine

Collectively, one of the most prominent strategies among women entrepreneurs is their
reliance on network groups, specifically women’s support groups (refer to section 6.2.1)
to navigate the biases encountered. For most women, these network groups serve as a
platform for collaborative problem-solving and a shared sense of solidarity and mutual
support strengthening their ability to mitigate systemic biases that might be

insurmountable individually. Esther’s statement encapsulates this sentiment.

“Yeah, I think the women's network are very beneficial. We have lots of WhatsApp
groups..., a lot of people, for example, they talk about their experiences, their

frustrations. And sometimes they help each other (Esther).

However, while some women adopted coping and avoidance strategies, as shown above,
others attempted to outrightly challenge the bias. However, many, such as the case of
Sophia, refrained from taking further action after facing backlash. As Sophia stated ‘You
get men coming back and saying, oh, here's another feminist talking...it's so frustrating. Due
to concerns or fear of potential repercussions and missing out on funding prospects, they

refrained from speaking out.
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...... I ran the risk of thinking sugar, if I say something I'm not going to get funded or
somebody else isn't going to talk to me because they think that I'm difficult (Sophia)

....I don't want to cause any trouble because at the end of the day, there was a lot of
money up for grabs here it was €292,000... 1 felt like if | started complaining they'd

be like, oh..she's a difficult founder and she never stops (Dorcas)

The hesitancy among these women to confront evident instances of bias, out of fear of
being labeled as ‘troublesome’ and potentially hindering their chances of being funded

highlights the ingrained systemic biases and challenges within the ecosystem.

6.4 Contradictory Evidence: “No Gender Bias in Accessing

Funding”

During the course of the interviews, while many women entrepreneurs shared vivid
narratives of experiencing negative bias, a contrasting pattern emerged, with
approximately 42% of the sample (18 out of 43 women) stating that they had not
experienced gender bias during their entrepreneurial funding journey and 7% stating
that they encountered positive bias. The women majorly attributed their absence of
experiencing bias to various factors such as possibly ‘not recognising instances of bias’
(Daniella), ‘not actively seeking external funding’ (Anna), or simply a refusal to believe
they could be treated differently based on their gender. Data reveal that the majority of
these women (n=10) were predominantly those who did not actively pursue funding
from Enterprise Ireland or Angel Investors. Interestingly, the remainder (8) applied to EI

funding programmes, and their funding applications were successful.

While nearly half (49%) of the sample consists of women in the older age range, their
unique perception of bias is particularly noteworthy. A discernible pattern emerged
across these women's responses with many strongly rejecting any personal experience
of bias, expressing sentiments such as “No. I never suffered any of that, ever, ever. I simply
refuse to believe it’ (Mercy), ‘I don't believe I've experienced it' (Lucia). However, upon
further exploration, these participants, as in the case of Mercy, recounted instances of
conscious bias they had experienced. Notwithstanding these encounters, she persisted in
the position that she had not encountered any form of gender bias. Mercy’s perspective

mirrors the views of several other participants within the group.
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No, I don't buy into that, but I will tell you one thing, I don't communicate in a very
masculine style. I speak quite freely as a woman. I also don 't communicate in business
language.... but I have found if I speak to investors, they do like a certain tone and a
certain language because they're all businessmen and they want the formal business
language...I think that's probably more where I struggle personally, I don't know any
men in Ireland who have a bias against women at all... but I have met men who prefer

to talk to men (Mercy)

From the above excerpts, there appears to be some hesitancy or inability by women to
recognise instances of bias. Consistent with previous studies (see Calasanti & Slevin,
2007), this could be due to internalised convictions or societal norms. This raises
questions about the level of understanding of what a ‘bias’ entails among women

entrepreneurs as well as the generational mindset.

Positive Bias
Three women within the sample reported their experiences of bias as positive all through
their funding journey. The prevailing belief is the current state agencies' support,
particularly in the form of quotas to promote women-led businesses has been beneficial
for women within the landscape: Martha and Kendall’s statement encapsulates others'
viewpoints.
I do think myself and **Princess** being female, we actually were at an advantage
because every time we did these pitch competitions...we were up against a lot of men,

so they needed to fill the female quota... (Martha)

Because we were a female entrepreneur and an ethnic entrepreneur, we were both
kind of poster kids [in] entrepreneurship and neither one of us was dissed for being a

female entrepreneur or an ethnic entrepreneur (Kendall)

Previously noted, race and gender doubly worsen the situations for some non-nationals
but for Kendall and her co-founder, her husband, it was indeed advantageous as funders

perceived them as ‘poster kids’'.
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6.5 Findings in Context

The findings above highlight how the entrenched societal norms, gender stereotypes and
cultural attitudes in Ireland (Fine-Davis 1987) whereby women are deemed ‘inferior’
contribute to shaping the funding experiences of women entrepreneurs in Ireland when
accessing funding. Without a shift in the funding ecosystem, access to finance for women

entrepreneurs will remain an uneven playing field.
6.6 Summary

This chapter explored the experiences of Irish women in accessing funding for their start-
ups. Findings reveal considerable heterogeneity in women’s financial practices with
almost all women showing a preference for self-funding and bootstrapping at the initial
stage oftheir start-ups. This decision was partly due to two reasons: personal preferences
and external barriers to funding. Furthermore, the findings revealed that a significant
portion of Irish women encountered gender stereotypes, and biases both conscious and
unconscious at one pointin time during their funding journey. Although anotable portion
stated not having experienced biases, the disconnect between their responses and real -
life experiences raises questions about the extent of understanding of systemic bias and
general mindset on bias. The subsequent chapter explores in detail the challenges and

barriers in accessing funding from demand and supply side perspectives.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: FINDINGS III: FUNDING CHALLENGES:
(DEMAND AND SUPPLY PERSPECTIVES)

7.1 Introduction

This chapter addresses the third research objective of the study: To identify the key
challenges facing women entrepreneurs’ accessibility to funding in Ireland and its
corresponding research question 3): What are the challenges experienced by women

entrepreneurs while accessing funding in Ireland?

In this chapter, the challenges facing women entrepreneurs in accessing funding in
Ireland are presented, drawing on two sets of data. Firstly, from the perspective of the
women entrepreneurs who had sought external funding (demand side). Secondly, from
the perspective of key funding providers (State Agencies Representatives and Banks)
(supply side from key stakeholders). The rationale behind this approach stems from
initially conducting interviews with women entrepreneurs, followed by the opportunity
to communicate the concerns identified by women entrepreneurs to funding providers
to obtain their responses. By integrating the responses of funding providers, valuable
insights into the complex challenges presentin the Irish funding landscape are provided.

Table 7.1 presents the profiles of the three funding providers interviewed.

Table 7. 1 Profile of Funding Providers

S/N | Anonymised Name of | Description Position Location
Name Organisation

1 LEO Local Enterprise | State Agency - | Senior Advisor | County
Representative | Office (LEO) Meath
-(Policy
Implementer)

2 El Enterprise Ireland | State Agency Senior County
Representative- | (EI) Representative | Dublin
(Policy
Implementer)

3 Bank Allied Irish Bank | Banking Bank Manager | County
Representative | (AIB) Institution Louth
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7.2 Women Entrepreneurs’ Experiences of Accessing Funding

in Ireland

When asked ‘Ifyou could sum up your experience trying to access this funding from theIrish
funding landscape in three words, how would you describe it?’ interview participants used
various phrases to articulate their experiences. Figure 7.1 illustrates a compilation of the

phrases used by the women entrepreneurs and offers a snapshot of their shared

sentiments.
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Figure 7. 1 Word Cloud showing most recurring phrases of Women entrepreneurs’ experience of
Accessing Funding in Ireland.

Source: Generated by Author

The analysis presented in Figure 7.1 reveals a mixed spectrum of sentiments. Thereisa
blend of positive and negative phrases regarding the challenges encountered. The data
also indicate a varied range of experiences across the cohort. A closer examination of the
top three recurring terms - ‘challenging’, ‘difficult’, and ‘supportive’ - suggests that
accessing finance was problematic. When asked to elaborate on these phrases, their
narratives revealed issues across the various funding stages including the application

process, eligibility requirements/criteria, personal preference, and support received,
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among others. This finding supports the claim by previous studies (OECD, 2023; Elam et
al, 2019) that women entrepreneurs encounter unequal access to finance due to various
demand and supply side challenges. Figure 7.2 presents a summary of the overall findings
of women entrepreneurs' demand-side challenges, which are categorised into two

sections: external and internal. These are discussed separately below.
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7.3 External Challenges/Barriers to Accessing Funding in

Ireland

As highlighted in Chapter 6, in line with the pecking order theory, the majority of
participants typically source their initial capital from self-funding and bootstrapping.
This choice was mainly driven by both their personal preference and lived experiences of
the structural barriers that posed a challenge to accessing external funding support. In
the context of government funding programmes, challenges were mainly linked to the
application process, eligibility criteria, and information accessibility constraints.
Challenges with traditional financial institutions (i.e., Banks, MFI, and Credit unions)
were associated with collateral security and pre-existing savings/revenue requirements.
For private equity financing, the challenge was mainly due to funders' lack of
understanding of their business, the time-consuming process as well as the gendered
stereotypes and bias (Refer to Chapter 6). The analysis in this section is structured to
highlight each structural barrier unique to both HPSU women-owned businesses and
early-stage/micro businesses and those common to both. The subsequent sections begin
by presenting the challenges encountered by both HPSUs and early-stage/micro-
businesses). Next, the barriers unique to early-stage/micro businesses are presented.

Finally, the specific obstacles faced by HPSUs, are discussed.

7.3.1 Funding Application Forms and Process: ‘Lengthy and Time-

Consuming’

Participants expressed diverse perspectives regarding the challenging nature of funding
application forms from Banks, LEOs) and EI's. As depicted in Figure 7.3, some participants
(n = 10) found the application forms relatively easy and straightforward to fill, mainly
attributing the ease to their proficiency in English, previous experience with the process,
or supportreceived. Others expressed frustration with the forms, mainly citing them as
‘complex’, ‘cumbersome, and ‘lengthy’. It is important to highlight that all of these
‘concerns’ relates specifically to application forms associated with the state agencies'
funding programmes submitted by both HPSU and early-stage /micro women businesses

(non-HPSU).
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lengthy
cumbersome

straightforward
pain easy long daunting
fine bad complex
hard huge

Figure 7. 3 Word Cloud Showing Women Entrepreneurs’ Description of Application Forms.

As participants recounted their experiences, it became apparent that the majority,

specifically those who are Enterprise Ireland (EI) Clients33 perceived the application
forms provided by EI to be more challenging compared to those of Banks and the LEO as

illustrated in the following interview snippets:

...It was quite easy to get through their [LEO] form system... Enterprise Ireland gets

a little bit more complex for their form filling (Emily)

...the Enterprise Ireland was a lot harder and challenging with the documentation

than LEO (Sharon)

A closer examination of the data reveals that the majority (7 out of 10) of women, who
reported ease in the application form, are non-sole owners. Among the remainder (3), it
was observed thatit is not their first business. Maya and Martha’s statement encapsulates

this viewpoint:

My mom and my sister have a business... so I had been through the process with
them... when I did the application, I knew what to expect but it still took a while
(Maya)

...... Me and **Princess**.... before this business, we worked with another start-
up..we're at an advantage there... if I was a solo founder, I think it would be
extremely difficult. we're very, very lucky to have each other doing all these

applications because they're stressful. (Martha)

Although Maya had previous expertise with filling business applications, she encountered

obstacles thatrevealed the high level of complexity of the application form. Furthermore,

33 Enterprise Ireland Clients in this context refer to women who have businesses categorised as High
Potential Start-Ups or early stage and have specifically sought funding from Enterprise Ireland.
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Martha’s statement highlights a systemic issue, revealing a potential double disadvantage
facing solo founders. While the success rate of funding applications does notappear to be
affected, the data shows that the majority (7 out of 9) of unsuccessful LEO applicants are
sole owners. Additionally, the majority (13 outof 17) of women who have never applied
to any of Enterprise Ireland's financial programmes also fall into this category. Thus,

supporting Martha's claim.

Another issue of concern for some women was the volume and complexity of the

questions as well as the application portal where the forms are uploaded.

I have noissue with filling in forms......but 60 questions, some of which were repetitive
in my opinion for just €2,500, it's complete waste of resources...for everyone

(Josephine)

The Enterprise Ireland portal is a bit of a nightmare... if you open a new tab it

crashes... (Diana)

Shifting the focus to the application process, interview participants unanimously
considered the funding application process too complex. While a small subset of
participants (n=5) described the process as ‘straightforward’, the majority (n=27) voiced
their frustration, describing it as ‘bureaucratic’, (Alexandra) ‘lengthy’ (Jane), ‘time-
consuming’ (Maya), as well as ‘more complicated than it needed to be.’ (Nina). The finding
is in line with similar studies (Panda 2018; Treanor & Henry 2010) in other countries
that have found that bureaucracy is a barrier for women entrepreneurs. These

sentiments are captured in the excerpts below:

..when it comes to government agencies...you go through the process and it's like you

know a bit of a headache (Emily)

The landscape for funding for grants for startups ...not just female, is really badly
designed (Beatrice)

In line with previous studies (Pasumarti & Patnaik 2020; Klonowski 2014 ), many women
perceived the extremely lengthy and bureaucratic application process as time-
consuming. This bureaucracy imposes time and opportunity costs for women, especially
married women who have children or single mothers without spousal supporttrying to

juggle their career and family responsibilities resulting in gendered implications. (see
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section 7.3.9). As illustrated in the subsequent excerpts, there was a consensus that the
time-consuming nature of the application processis akin to a full-time commitment to
securing funding. As summarised by Sharon, this could take ‘probably 20 hours a week’
(Sharon) and ‘could become a full-time [job]’ (Elizabeth). The following excerpts capture

the shared sentiments among the cohort:

It's been very challenging. It is the hardest part of running the business because you
really want to run your business, but you have to spend half of your time on

fundraising (Mercy)

.. would say 60% of my time has been trying to raise money....between getting in
front of investors answering their questions...the forms you have to fill out for any
kind of state funding and then dealing with the banks..., it's a massive drain on your

time (Faith)

The above findings on the bureaucratic application process alongside the reliance of
interview participants (refer to Section 6.2.2) on networks to navigate the complexity of
the funding process highlight a systemic barrier in the funding landscape. Thus,
suggesting a disproportionately double disadvantage for those women without strong
access to support network groups and those who lack the time or technical expertise to

manage the complex paperwork.
Funding Providers Responses

In addressing these concerns, the funders seemed aware of the complexity’s women
entrepreneurs experience with the funding application process and forms but indicated

that it is due to existing compliance procedures. The following quotes evidence this.

..the reality is as a government organisation, it's taxpayers' money and we are
scrutinised about... every penny that we spend... .... so the bureaucracy will always be
there because there needs to be that rigorous due diligence in place... (EI

representative)

It is something we're aware of... Getting process change is very, very slow...because
we have so much compliance.... So, while we will see improvements...It's very, very

small and it won't happen overnight (Bank Representative)
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The above excerpts, particularly the EI Representative’s response, clearly indicate a
direct rejection of the women's response. Although the funders acknowledged the
bureaucratic nature of the process, their position reinforces the perception that the state
agencies prioritise the bureaucratic process over addressing women’s funding
accessibility needs. Thus, indicating that women’s challenges and struggles are

unavoidable.

7.3.2 Knowledge, Awareness, and Information Accessibility of Funding

Supports

During the course of the interviews, participants were asked about their knowledge of
the various financial programmes, supports, and initiatives. As depicted in Figure 7.4,
findings revealed that out of the sample of 43 women entrepreneurs, 22 women (i.e.,
nearly 1 in 2; 51%) considered themselves very knowledgeable, eight women
entrepreneurs (19%), indicated they had partial knowledge, and 13 women
entrepreneurs (30%) admitted to having limited knowledge of the available funding
initiatives or programmes. This finding is in contrast to previous studies (Bock et al,
2014; Intertrade Ireland 2013; Lockyer & George 2012) that found that women
entrepreneurs are not aware of the various funding supports provided by the state

agencies in particular

Knowledge of Funding Supports and
Programmes

B Very Knowledgeable M Partial Knowledge Limited Knowledge

Figure 7. 4 Knowledge of Funding Supports and Programmes
Expanding on their account, some of the women, particularly amongthose who expressed

a high level of awareness, argue that the main challenge is not so much on the awareness
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level but rather on the accessibility or eligibility of existing funding programmes. Sandra’s

statement below captures the essence of the experiences shared by others.

I don't think it's a lack of kind of knowledge or wanting to seek it, but I think it's just,

it’s not readily kind of accessible, you know, just easy, if that makes sense (Sandra)

The general consensus among many was that the time-consuming application process
and restrictive eligibility criteria present a more significant obstacle that discourages
them from applying. As a result, participants (n=16) complained about the difficulty
associated with accessing information about funding initiatives, supports, and
programmes. In line with previous empirical studies (such as Rajendran 2020; Harrigan
et al, 2009), there is a lack of accessibility in accessing government funding support,
women expressed an absence of clarity and transparency around knowing and finding
available funding supports and programmes designed for different business se ctors and
types. While some complained aboutnot ‘understanding what to apply for’ (Anna), others
highlighted cases of ‘not even know[ing] where to start, where to look, who to go to”

1

(Naomi), especially in terms of exclusion criteria “..in relation to what is excluded...’

(Esther). This sentiment was echoed by other participants, who also mentioned:

... It's not joined up. I would say the design is very, very thin..... It tends to be just on a

quite a casual basis depending on who you're talking to in there (Beatrice)

I also think there are no straightforward resources out there that tell you what's

available (Ruth)

... going for external investment outside of say government supports is really
confusing... nobody's really sitting you down and going... this is what you need to

have in your Armory to move to A or to move to B... (Queen).

As the interview progressed, concerns were expressed regarding the transparency and
comprehensiveness of the funding details available on the state agencies' (LEOs and EI's)
websites. Some women (n=5) stated the website interfaces, including the language
employed are ‘laughable’ (Zoey), ‘masculine’ and not super user-friendly’ (Anna).
According to them, the information contained in the websites is not sufficiently detailed
and cannot be solely relied upon to effectively guide them in applying for any of the

funding initiatives.
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I feel like even the language the LEO use on their website is so masculine [and)] isn't

super user-friendly....it's hard to understand what's for you and what isn't (Anna).

...Enterprise Ireland on their website, you have to kind of go through it and speak to

somebody...to get the answer that's relevant (Mercy)

Conclusively, Nina, a Black-Irish woman, articulated a clarion call for concerted action
and intervention regarding readily available and tailored information for easy navigation

within the funding landscape.

Access to funding information and interpretation of eligibility is a stumbling block.
Especially for us migrants. We need those in charge to provide us [with] more

information and guidance to submit applications...(Nina).
Funding Providers Responses

Countering the claims by these women, the LEO Representative argued information

regarding funding opportunities is well publicised, stating that:

We'll advertise them across all social media [and] our website.... They are widely

publicised....(LEO Rep)
7.3.3 Perceived Lack of Support within the Irish Funding Ecosystem

Research (Johnston etal., 2022; Hechavarria & Ingram 2019) on the extent of support for
women entrepreneurs is well documented. A recurring theme to emerge is the level of
supportreceived from funders during the course of their funding journey. The majority
of participants (n=22) acknowledged receiving ample support, especially regarding the
application form, in the form of advice, training and mentorship from the state agencies,
specifically LEO, which is the first point of contact for entrepreneurs during the
application process. However, others perceived a distinct lack of support stating that
‘there is absolutely zero feedback on why you don't get things’ (Beatrice) and ‘you 're kind
of on your own’ (Faith) when applying for external funding. A closer examination of the
data revealed that the level of supportreceived from the LEO and EI is often dependent
on personal connections, whereby women (n=8) with established relationships with the
LEO/EI staff reported receiving support which made it easy to navigate the funding

process. The general consensus as encapsulated by Daniella is that “once you have gotten
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in with Enterprise Ireland and your local enterprise office, once they know you and they
have a relationship with you, they're always looking at ways to give you money’ (Daniella).

Elaborating on Daniella’s perspective, other participants share their stories

I had a friend who actually works in LEO...and she did help just review our
application form...if you go in just with your form and no guidance to any of these

bodies, you probably won't get it (Jessica)

..I only got a bit of support because a friend of mine who is also an advisor and

investor in my company had a contact in Enterprise Ireland... (Faith)

However, other participants, who lacked personal connections in LEO and EI to help with
the application process voiced frustration with the perceived influence of personal
connections on funding outcome, holding the belief that there are ‘favourites” within the
landscape, who receive more visibility’ (Wendy). A closer examination of the data indicates
that women within this category reportedly had unsuccessful applications. Uriel’s

statement encapsulates the shared sentiments:

... [ keep applying and it's always a no... just because I don't know someone directly
in the local enterprise., whereas there are other people that I'm aware of that have
been approved for funding that technically come under the same category as myself.

So that's a bit unfair (Uriel)
Funding Providers’ Responses

When funders were informed of the perceived inadequate support challenges raised by

women, they seemed aware of the situation.

... we have recently added business lending to startups onto that package there [at
the direct call centre]...It's something the bank is very aware of and is looking to

develop further. It hasn't been rolled out nationally yet (Bank Rep)

My colleagues around the PSSF fund are running information sessions with the
Business Innovation centres for individuals or companies applying for that fund,

helping them to understand the process... (EI Rep)
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The practice of personal connections, sometimes referred to as 'Man know Man', among
funding providers, as observed by these women, could have an impact on funding
outcomes. Consequently, this could resultin bias or unjust treatment putting women who

lack the same level of personal connections at a disadvantage.

7.3.4 Societal and Cultural Barriers: ‘Familial and Childcare

Responsibilities’

Extensive literature has demonstrated that women, due to societal norms, assume the
majority of caregiving obligations with a gendered division of labour (Elam et al,, 2021;
Marlow, 1997; Sheehan et al, 2017; Fine-Davis 1987). A significant number of women
(n=9) who were married and single mothers voiced frustrations with balancing seeking
funding for their businesses with fulfilling familial and childcare responsibilities. As Zoey
pointed out “You might finish ‘work’ but there's lots of hidden work as well (Zoey). This
hidden ‘work’ in this context is ‘familial and childcare’ duties. Others expressed similar

sentiments:

I could have started a business years ago, but I couldn't because 1 had [family]

responsibilities and duties (Lucia)

...An obstacle now for meis becoming a mum... because I'm actually pregnant at the
minute and I have been wearied to contact investors at the moment because I would
think if I turn up with a bum, you know, they're going to question, how is she going

to do this (Ruth)

It's difficult to have a build-up of money really when you have children... (Stephanie)

As previously emphasised, women perceived the funding process as excessively
bureaucratic and time-consuming. This bureaucratic system worsens the issue of time
scarcity, particularly for women trying to balance their business and family
responsibilities. This ultimately results in decreasing personal income, as demonstrated
in the case of Stephanie, who highlighted the financial constraints arising from having
children and the associated costs. This finding supports the claims of Loscocco et al.
(1991). Providing a detailed insight into the context of traditional gender roles within

family units, Sophia and Hailey share their stories:
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... He [my husband] was in such a tunnel vision with his new job. It wasn't [about]
how am I balancing our business and...childcare... there wasn't even a discussion

about it. Now, I didn't even have it either it was just assumed that I did it all.....

(Sophia)

The [women] are the primary carers of the children because the guy is going to

work...the husband might help somewhat, but he's not responsible for it (Hailey)

The above excerpts indicate that women face the motherhood tax which potentially
penalises their entrepreneurial funding potential as a result of becoming mothers.
Furthermore, the women (n=5), in expressing their frustration, highlighted the need for
the government to provide access to more affordable childcare services or have a
dedicated fund to cover childcare costs. As pointed out by Kendall, due to the nature of
entrepreneurs’ businesses “working from home is a misnomer.” As such, she argued that
there is a need “to include childcare in that feasibility grant.”. Others expressed a similar

sentiment, highlighting that:

.. the courses and programmes....should be designed around allowing working
mothers to take part in the programmes...if they're not able to have childcare at

home then childcare should be funded. (Olivia)

If they had, maybe some way of helping women with childcare while they were

starting their business or be more flexible in terms of understanding (Zoey)

Sharing her personal experience, Kendall, narrated how women had to rely on parents
for childcare support, acknowledging that not all women have access to such family

support:

So, you're very, very reliant on friends, family and especially grandparents which is
really difficult if you happen to be an ethnic entrepreneur. You know, or somebody
like we have between myself and my husband we only have one grandparent. The

other three are deceased ... you know that needs to be addressed (Kendall)

The above remarks support the claim of (McAdam 2013; Fleck et al,, 2010) that the lack

of childcare support negatively impacts women entrepreneurs.
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Funding Providers Responses

Commenting on the business impact of women with family and childcare responsibilities,

the LEO Rep remarked:

. the membership of the **Westmeath** women in Business Network per say does
tend to be more retail, beauty, lifestyles and service orientated businesses as opposed
to manufacturing or those involved in international tradable... The reason for that is
because women, in the most part probably are trying to maybe balance I suppose a
family and working in a business that is, I suppose, manageable.... look to be honest,
it's probably going to be more challenging for females because of the childcare issue

(LEO Rep)

The above excerpts highlight a first-hand experience of how these familial and childcare
responsibilities not only delayed women from starting their businesses, as in the case of
Lucia above but also served as a barrier preventing others from seeking exter nal funds,
particularly meeting the eligibility requirements. Due to the lengthy and time -consuming
application process as noted above (See section 7.3.1), these women struggled to balance

both.
7.3.5 Disparities in Funding Allocation: ‘A Chasm between LEO and EI’

A notable challenge that emerged during the interviews was the existence of a perceived
gap in the funding ecosystem. Many women voiced frustration over their businesses not
meeting the eligibility criteria for both LEO and EI's funding programmes, creating a
notable chasmin the Irish funding ecosystem which leaves women without appropriate
funding options that address their specific needs. Queen and Kendall share their

perspectives:

[my DA is saying]... you don't meet thecriteria even though you're HPSU and then the
LEOs are saying you're EI client, you need to get your money from them. So, we're

kind of in this limbo land right now (Queen)

So, 1 did find that difficult that there is a step there between being a Bord Bia client
and becoming HPSU.. and the County Enterprise Board [LEO] doesn't support so
much anymore because you [have] outgrow[n] them, but you haven't grown into

enterprise Ireland...so there's a bit of a gap there (Kendall)
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CHALLENGES UNIQUE TO EARLY-STAGE/MICRO BUSINESSES
7.3.6 Restrictive Nature of Funding Programmes: Eligibility Criteria

The study’s sample aligns with the 2021/2022 GEM Women'’s Entrepreneurship Report
that women start their businesses as solo founders, have a limited number of employees
within the first 5 years of activity, and tend to be less active in international markets
(Elam et al,, 2022). One of the main challenges facing most early stage /micro stage Irish
women entrepreneurs in accessing external funding is related to eligibility criteria and
conditions attached to accessing funding. The women mentioned three major challenges
associated with eligibility criteria and conditionalities: 1) most funding programmes are
only available for export-oriented, manufacturing, or internationally traded services
sectors and/or product-based businesses with minimum employees of 10 people, and 2)
bank loans require evidence of collateral and some preexisting savings or revenues. 3)
Financial projections and forecast requirements. This finding is in line with studies
(Coleman et al,, 2019; Rowe 2016) that programme eligibility criteria are often complex
and influenced by structural biases limiting women'’s access to finance. This also aligns
with the Pecking Order Theory, which suggests that the barriers encountered at the start-
up phase, such as high collateral, lack of historical savings record, etc often result in the
avoidance of external financing and a reliance on internal sources of funding (Fourati &

Affes 2013)

The first of these challenges relates to the funding programme’s eligibility criteria which
automatically excludes the majority of service, consultancy, or retail sectors and sole
traders (LEO 2023) as evidenced by previous studies (Orser et al,, 2019; OECD 2017).
Participants (12 out of 43) within this category highlighted a challenge within the LEO
and EI's funding programmes where a significant portion of government financial
programmes was exclusively directed towards export-oriented, manufacturing, or
internationally traded services sectorsand/or product-based businessesleading many to
conclude that ‘there is no support for professional services businesses.” (Josephine). Upon
further analysis of the data, it becomes evident that the service/retail sector accounted
for the majority of cases, specifically 10 out of 12. Out of these, 9 women reported that
they had never previously applied for the EI funding support. Four women failed to

secure funds from the LEO as aresult of their ineligibility. Uriel’s statement evidence this:
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....I get a couple of products manufactured locally for my business but because I'm
not personally getting them manufactured and I don't fall under their [Enterprise

Ireland] category.... (Uriel)

The challenges highlighted in the above quotes are not unique to mainstream
government funding programmes; similar concerns were also noted with women -only

funding programmes, as Daniella explains:

....to apply for the visa grant, which is a women'’s only entrepreneur grant, I have to
have 51% of the shareholding which I don't have, so I can't apply for that grant
(Daniella)

The second eligibility criteria are associated with the conditionalities linked to bank
loans. Although this challenge is significant among many startups (Flynn et al,, 2019), for
many women in this study the lack of a first reference sale, savings, or credit history

posed a major barrier to accessing bank finance.

...... they [banks] want those credits. What's your revenue going to be? You don't even

have a product yet (Hailey)

We didn't get much help from banks because you need to have all sorts of backing to

do that.... | found the banks very, very bad actually (Stephanie)

Nina and Rachel also echoed sentiments regarding how Microfinance Ireland often

prioritises businesses with established sales records or revenues:

1 did explore the option of Microfinance Ireland, but it was too early stage then and

they wouldn't approve it...I mean we weren't close to revenue (Rachel)

I haven't bothered about microfinance because my business is service-oriented. |

don't produce anything...1 hear about that I'm not involved in export business (Nina)

The third eligibility criteria concern the financial projections and forecasting
requirements. A subset of women expressed frustrations in meeting the various
conditions, such as providing quotations, projections, and forecast requirements
necessary to secure most government’s (state agencies') funding programmes. The

following excerpts evidence this:
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I found it extremely complicated in that you had to forecast what your possible

incomes are going to be (Stephanie)

[ tried getting some money from one of the local enterprise offices... [and I]... noticed
that I had to get quotations from three website builders...I looked at myself, I said,
how am I going to all of these things?... and at the end, I just didn’t bother (Nina)

Funding Providers Responses

It is well documented that women establish businesses in sectors that do not align with
the preferences of external funders (Brush et al, 2001). In response to the sectoral
ineligibility challenges raised, consistency in responses was observed across all funding
providers' responses with each echoing a uniform perspective regarding their
organisations' mandates and policies. For instance, the Bank Representative highlighted
that the eligibility requirementis in line with the Bank’s policy, as such, there is nothing
they can do aboutit exceptto ‘refer them to Microfinance Ireland where they can look for
a grant or look for financial support’. The Bank representative viewpoint supports studies
(Magoulios & Kydros, 2011; Muravyev et al,, 2009) that found banks are less willing to
lend to women-led firms because they are considered ‘risky’ with little or no credit
history. This explains the low preference for bankloans as observed among women in the

sample. Other Funding providers expressed:

I think therejust needs to be some clarity about what enterprise Ireland is...it is about
export potential.... ... we're looking for ambitious companies who would like to go

global. That's our mandate. (EI Rep)

..Ithink there's probably maybe a little bit of a lack of awareness and understanding
maybe by females of what is eligible [and not]....just because they're female with
respect does not mean automatically that they're entitled... it's about having a viable

business and creating value in a commercial sense (LEO Representative)

Elaborating further, the LEO representative indicated that concerns regarding
displacement are the reason why most LEO funding supportis not geared towards retail
businesses as that ‘could technically put some other firm out of business.. Echoing the
sentiment of 'teaching a man to fish’, she further noted that the organisation emphasises
‘training and development’ over ‘grant aid’ to ‘increase the capacity and the capability of

female entrepreneurs’
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... we would, I suppose, strongly emphasise maybe training and development over
grantaid, because we think that thelearnings and theimpacts...will ensure.. viability

and sustainability of the business (LEO Rep)

These two perspectives illustrate an upfront dismissal of women’s reality and a review of
their funding criteria to accommodate women’s needs. Feminist scholars (Henry et al,
2017; Ahl & Nelson, 2015) argued that the positioning of ‘fixing’ women through training
reinforces the concept of viewing them as inadequate and the ‘other.” Considering that
51% ofthe womenin the sample are in the service or retail sector, utilising such eligibility
criteria which cater largely to manufacturing and internationally traded service sectors
may limit the majority of Irish women entrepreneurs from accessing external funding

necessary for their start-up.

7.3.7 Match Funding Requirement - ‘You have to have money to get

money’

Another overarching issue raised by some women (n=7) concerns the requirement for
matched funding associated with most of the LEO’s financial programmes. Data indicate
that the majority (5 out 7) are in service sectors and almost all of them (6 out 7) repo rted
that this is their first business, operating either atan early stage or running a micro small
business. Upon analysing the application success rate, it was noted that six women had
not sought any funding support from EI Out of these, four women had a successful LEO
Application. The remaining two applications were unsuccessful34 due to their inability to

match funds. The following excerpts evidence these points:

... it [LEO funding] wasn't accessible for me because I didn't have the initial money to

spend (Rachel)

34 Although these women did not progress to the stage of submitting an application form, they approached

the government and financial institutions, but they could not continue due to their inability to meet the
eligibility criteria.
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My reservation was that it was gone back up to 50%... Had it been the 90% again....
that would have been a very attractive funding for me....So, that's why I haven't

applied (Naomi)

To overcome the match funding challenge, it was observed that some women
entrepreneurs implemented aresourcefulapproach, such as obtaining a loan froma bank
and intending to repay the bank debt upon receiving the grant. In the context of HPSU

funding, Jessica and Hailey share their success:

We have to have evidence that the money was in the bank. So when we had all the
friends and family round that we did.... only then were we able to receive the funding

from Enterprise Ireland (Jessica)

..the priming grant validated my bank in that they knew even if it didn't work out

the priming grant would cover the cost... (Hailey)

However, the strategy above proved unworkable for Vivian and Stephanie. According to
these women, the bank also had certain requirements - mandatory preexisting savings
or revenues - making it unfeasible to proceed with their funding application.
Consequently, they were forced to stop their LEO funding applications due to their
inability to meet these matched funding requirements. Vivian and Stephanie share their

experiences:

we're just not eligible for a lot of the grants that are available and finding money to

then apply for them also is difficult (Stephanie)

... they'rematching grants, you know, which I can't do because then I have to borrow

money from the bank just to match that grant, which is not viable for me (Vivian)
Funding Providers Response

The excerptbelow illustrates the response from the bank representative when this issue

was raised:

If I was being totally honest,  would say start-up business is the hardest lending that
we are dealing with...because there's a risk because it's not tried or tested... Soideally
[we're] looking for somebody that's putting some money into it themselves....if the

business was to fail, they're financially going to be down money, not just ourselves
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from our financial institution background, that shows real commitment if they're

looking to put their own money in (Bank Rep)

7.3.8 Funding Emphasis on Export-Oriented and Internationally
Traded.

A common frustration expressed by early-stage/micro women-owned business (non-
HPSU) is highlighted by the feeling of being ‘pushed’ or ‘pressured’ towards being an
export-oriented and internationally traded enterprise (also known as HPSU35) as a
significant challenge. This was a direction to which they were notinclined. As succinctly
put by Megan 1'm not aspiring to be an international businessperson...I just want to be able
to provide....and I can't afford to do that because there are constraints...". Alexandra and

Anna also share their sentiments:

LAt the moment there's a huge push on obviously with all of the enterprise

Ireland...but I think that kind of stifles a lot of really good ideas (Alexandra)

I think a lot of the funding is really geared towards this HPSU... and like, they're not
really for businesses like me... there's a zone of small businesses I feel are getting

overlooked, (Anna)
Funding Providers' Responses:

In response to these concerns, the LEO representative stated ‘it's the government who
specifies who is eligible and who is not eligible’. This representative further noted that a
pilot scheme is in place to bridge the gap between the LEO and EI, however, most

women'’s businesses may be ineligible due to sector requirements

..the biggest challenge, though for females are [that].... they're more lifestyle
businesses so they may not be involved in manufacturing or international tradable
services, so by it would be technically ineligible.... We don't differentiate between
their males or females at the end of the day, it's the commercial and the viability and

sustainability of the business (LEO Rep)

3 The HPSU programme is run by Enterprise Ireland to support start-ups with the potential to develop an innovative
product or service for sale on international markets and with the potential to create 10 jobs and generate €1 million in
sales within three years of start-up.
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The El representative emphasised:

If a company wants to become an enterprise Ireland client, they have to have export

ambitions. No, without the exports they cannot (EI Rep)

Accordingto the recent GEM report (Elam etal,, 2023),a significant drawback for women
entrepreneurs is the sector in which they operate. The funders' aforementioned
comments fail to acknowledge the reality that most women entrepreneurs are retail or
service-based, rendering them ineligible for certain funding supports. There tends to be
a bias towards supporting high-potential start-ups over micro/SME enterprises which
account for approximately 68.4% of employment (OECD 2019). This act continues to
exclude some early-stage women-owned businesses that are not inclined towards

exporting. This aligns with the findings conducted in the United Kingdom (WEPG, 2021).

CHALLENGES UNIQUE TO HPSU WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES

7.3.9 Private Equity Investment- ‘Terms, Perceptions and

Disbursements”

Studies (Muntean & Ozkazang-Pan 2014, 2015; Marlow & Patton 2005) reveal that the
private equity landscape is ‘gendered’ and inherently male-dominated. During the
interviews, participants expressed concern about the process of seeking private equity
financing. The majority of HPSU women (n=19) highlighted angel investors’ requirement
to have a physical product as a prerequisite to securing investment, investors’ perceived
lack of understanding of their business, the time-consuming nature of the pitching
process,and documentation requirements as well as the delay in disbursing HPSU private

equity investment as challenging.

Time-consuming Process: Regarding the time-consuming nature of seeking private

equity investment, Jane shares her sentiments:

... problem then is the length of time it takes to get through the due diligence, get the
money banked, get one of those VCs to lead. ... I think that's often the challenge for
founders (Jane)

Understanding Women’s businesses: Consistent with prior research (Abouzahr et al,,

2018), a minority of women in the sample (n=4) encountered challenges with regard to
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[male] angel investors’ perceived lack of understanding of their businesses during the
pitching process, in contrast to female investors. These women felt that most male
investors did not fully understand their business which specifically caters to women's
needs. Consequently, they had to constantly ‘prove that there was a need for this product’

(Jessica) in order to obtain funding. The following quotes evidence this viewpoint:

For fertility, for pregnancy, for menopause, for those kinds of core health areas, they

don't really understand it (Sophia)

Some of the syndicates don't really understand technology... they really want to see

a product (Faith)

Expanding on this narrative, Hailey and Sharon argue that the challenge does not
necessarily stem from male investors lacking an understanding of women's businesses,
but rather from the investors perceiving that ‘it didn't affect them’ (Hailey) and being

‘willing to take a risk’in their businesses (Sharon).

They understood the problem and they understood there was a market for it, but they
felt it didn't affect them. (Hailey)

No, I think they understand our business, but they're not willing to take a risk

(Sharon)

Size of Cheque: Another challenge hindering most women entrepreneurs’ access to
external funding is the perceived small size of available seed funds and private investors

in the funding landscape. The following excerpts evidence these points:

... there's probably only about 20 of them [angel investors]. So it is a challenge like

and it's consumed most of our time since we started our business (Sharon)

... one of the biggest problems in the ecosystem here in Ireland now is the size of the

cheques for founders.......there is just less money, there's more competition (Jane)

Fromthe above excerpts, the perceived limited funding optionresults in a perpetual cycle
of fundraising. This vicious cycle not only distracts women butalso takes away time that

should be spent on managing their business

HPSU Private Equity Investment Disbursement The women entrepreneurs (n=10)

interviewed in this study who are EI's clients (Pre-seed and HPSU) expressed
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dissatisfaction regarding the time lag between the approval of their HPSU application and
funding being received. According to some of these women, the disbursement timeline
for receiving the HPSU funding into their bank account could span from six months to a
year, leading the majority to conclude that fundraising is ‘nearly [a] full-time job (Laura).

The following excerpts evidence these points:

It took us nearly eight months to get those money.... it's nearly full-time job to do that

(Laura).

So looking at my enterprise Ireland registration....it was only the 11th of July this
year that Il was approved funding for the pre-seed Start fund... so a full year to make
€50,000. (Diana)

.. it’s taken us nine months to get the money off Enterprise Ireland. So that has been

at least five hours a week for my cofounder. It's been so time-consuming (Sharon)

This perceived prolonged delay may create financial constraints, impacting business
cashflows and potentially hindering business operations, which in turn, could lead to

missed opportunities for growth or investment and a potential lack of trust in funders.
7.4 Internal Challenges: Personal Characteristics

In line with other studies (Kuschel et al. 2017), the study’s findings reveal that women'’s
characteristics significantly impact access to funding. The combination of various
personal characteristics as depicted in Figure 7.5, creates a vicious cycle that potentially

hinders women entrepreneurs' access to funding within the Irish Funding Landscape.
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Funding Request

Amount
Risk Aversion Confidence
INTERNAL
CHALLENGES
Personal Obstacle: Desire
Skills Gap for independence and

Autonomy

Figure 7. 5 A snapshot of Internal Challenges facing Irish Women Entrepreneurs

7.4.1 Funding Request Amount: ‘Asking for too little or too much’.

Thebody ofliterature (Leunget al, 2021; Rose 2019) has extensively echoed that women
are more cautious, risk-averse and often apply for a smaller amount (Treichel & Scott
2006). During the interviews, some women entrepreneursrevealed instances where they
intentionally opted to requestlesser amounts of funding during their funding journey. A
prevailing sentiment among this subgroup primarily centered around the inclination to
steer clear of any perception of financial ‘greed’, being perceived as overly ambitious,
having a cautious mindset, and accruing excessive debt. Phrases such as ‘even though I
believed in the business. I was saying, but we won't be credible’ (Hailey), ‘I didn't want to be
greedy’ (Maya), ‘we tend to be much more conservative and realistic and not wanting to
kind of oversell ourselves (Jessica) and ‘[women] are inclined to undervalue themselves’
(Olivia) were commonly cited as reasons for this approach. This led many to conclude

that ‘there’s probably an element of caution with regard the female mindset’ (Natalie).

This cautionary mindset was reflected in Olivia’s statement below;

....they [male investors] said you've demonstrated that you've got a great
business...but you're coming in here telling us that you only want €50,000
investment....ifyou re capable of whatyou 'retelling us...you should be coming in here

looking for 300,000 (Olivia)
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This cautious approach to funding amount reflects participants' attitudes toward
financial risk as will be seen in the next section. As the interviews progressed, the issue
of credibility and familial responsibilities emerged as a significant factor influencing the
women'’s fundraising decisions. For these women, as seen in the excerpts below, the
decision to ask for a lesser amount of funding was driven by a cautious approach to
maintaining credibility in the eyes of potential funders. According to them, th eir decisions

could ultimately impact their trustworthiness.

..., If you go in with a too high a figure that's what you 're up against.... You're going
to lack credibility (Hailey)

... you have to be realistic..... you will lose credibility if you oversell or try to oversell

yourself (Rachel)

Furthermore, the protective stance on familial responsibility generated a cautious
approach whereby they intentionally requested a lesser amount of funding as a
precautionary move to save their children and family from potential negative
consequences that may arise from default. This finding is consistent with those of (EL-

Chaarani & EL-Abiad 2019).

..CanIbe 100% surel can pay for that and if Idon't pay, what happens to my children
[and] family?... So she goes for an amount she's perfectly sure of. Why a man would
go for that amount... He knows he's not able, but he believes that well when we get

to that bridge will cross it.but the woman says no... [ have to plan first (Nina)

The woman could be a mother with kids...be used to running a household.. nearly not

particularly wanting extra debt (Natalie)

However, contrary to the above notion that women entrepreneurs intentionally seek
lesser amounts of funding, a minority (n =3) argue that they do notaim to ‘under-raise.,
rather they raise exactly what is needed ‘making sure not a euro is spent that doesn 't need

to be spent’ (Dorcas).

I think that women don't ask for too little. I think men ask for too much....I'm basing
this on my previous business where I had two male Co-founders and I realised they
loved hiring people because they loved being able to say I'm the boss of 50 people...

(Dorcas)
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7.4.2 Risk Aversion

During the interview, women entrepreneurs shared insights into their attitudes towards
financial risk. In line with previous empirical studies (such as Rose, 2017; Cliff, 1998) on
feminised risk aversion, throughout the interviews, a noticeable trend emerged whereby
some women entrepreneurs exhibited risk-averse tendencies which potentially impacted
their willingness to seek external funding. The majority articulated the reasons why they
are sceptical about seeking external funding; these ranged from fear of failure and
preference for being debt-free’ (Kim), ‘inherent cognitive differences and deliberate tactics
to avoid accruing debt’ (Dorcas), ‘conservative nature of women’ (Julia) and ‘familial

responsibilities’ (Irene). Kim’s statement encapsulates this viewpoint.

Well, I didn't apply for funding immediately because obviously, we didn't know
whether it would work or not.... the last thing I wanted was to have any loans or

anything that needed to be repaid until I really knew that we could afford that (Kim)

By way of an example, some women (n=8) shared sentiments revolving around familial
responsibilities and their impact on financial aspirations and decision-making. The

excerpts below evidence this:

... If you're on your own as a woman or if you 're responsible for a family... you
cannot risk as much as a man who maybe has a wife supporting him.... You know if
a woman fails it, she is seen as failing, whereas if a man's business fails, it's oh, well,

you know, never mind (Irene)

....women do tend to be more risk averse... [and this] could be partly [because] some

people have kids or families... (Jessica)

Introducing a complementary perspective, a subset of women (n= 5) challenged the
prevailing notion of risk aversion by asserting that they do not consider themselves.
However, a participant, Martha, asserted that, while she does not personally possess a
risk-averse mindset, she has observed this trait in other women entrepreneurs during

her interactions:

We personally don't resonate with it, [but] looking from our cohorts... and just
meeting different people along the way I could definitely see why people would be

intimidated 100% (Martha)
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Funders Perspective

Adding to the discussion, the LEO Rep echoed other participants’ perspectives providing
a scenario where women tend to ask for a lesser amount of money due to being risk-

averse and having a lack of confidence.

Yes, females tend to when they're setting up in business, they do not ask for enough
money. This is a problem, but it's to do with confidence, you know, whereas a male
probably entrepreneur will ask for, you know 10,0000- €15,000, like a female would
be....thinking about the risk associated with it and she probably only asked for €2000
or something small which won't be enough.... she's concerned probably about....the
practical components of paying it back... However...we have access to the
Microfinance Ireland, which is a loan scheme....I would say 50% of our applications
would be coming from females which is good they're becoming a little bit more less

risk-averse (LEO Rep)

7.4.3 Confidence

Many studies (EL-Chaarani & EL-Abiad 2019; Carranza atal,, 2018) indicate that women
entrepreneurs have lower levels of confidence which negatively affects their access to
external funding. A recurring internal challenge that surfaced during the interview was
confidence. Participants presented diverse perspectives regarding this aspect, as Beatrice

emphasised:

I do think we women do have a crisis of confidence...in ourselves as a group of people

(Beatrice)

In line with previous empirical studies (Elam et al,, 2019), which found that women have
lower confidence levels compared to their male counterparts. The study’s findings
identified instances where some women, as revealed by their statements, displayed a lack

of confidence. The following excerpts exemplify this perspective:

I think from my experience because I was so naive... [ didn't believe in myself and the

skills that I actually had in the early stages (Sophia)

[ thinkit's a subconscious thing.... for example, people are saying to me like do friends

and family round.....I could never live with myself if they didn't get that money back.
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Whereas I think men are much more likely to do that because they have this innate

confidence... (Dorcas)

Speaking about the perception according to the literature, several participants argued in
favour that women entrepreneurs lack confidence and self-belief. According to them, the
lack of confidence and self-belief is a driving factor behind them choosing to ‘Tely on
bootstrapping grants and not large funds’ (Beatrice), not scaling their business and
thinking small’ (Maya), and ‘writing funding applications’ (Josephine) as against seeking

external funding opportunities. The following quotes evidence this:

I've facilitated a table of [women] entrepreneurs for the last six months and every

single one of them lacked confidence [yet].had phenomenal businesses...(Queen)

... they[women] lack confidence, and theywill also think small....they'll do enough just

to etch out a living, but they won't think of expanding (Maya)

Expanding on the discussion, participants provided a range of reasons contributing to
this phenomenon. For instance, while some attributed it to ‘societal standards or
expectations’, others pointed to the lack of visibility, exposure,and representationas well
as a combination of self-doubt (‘I've never done it before’) and a lack of relatable role

models (‘I'm not used to seeing those that’).

We do still seem to be expected to perform to a higher standard than men, which it's
a negative cycle...and then if we don't meet it, we have higher consequences, so we're

less confident (Irene)

...because most times they [women] are in the shadow...when they want to step
forwardfor these higher positions of creativity and innovation, they tend to think ohh
because I've never done it before or I'm not used to seeing those that I've done it
before, I'm not sure I'm able to do it.... this comes out like as lack of confidence, but
really it is like the fact that they've not been exposed.... the confidence is there, but

they just want to make sure they don't fail (Nina)

In line with other empirical studies (Fleck et al, 2011; Yueh 2009), the findings reveal
that self-confidence is a significant constraint to most Irish women’s entrepreneurial
funding. However, an in-depth analysis reveals this arises due to various factors,

including societal expectations, perfectionism, and a lack of role models among others.
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7.4.4 SKkills Gap

Another internal challenge identified among a minority of women (n =6) pertained to a
lack of expertise. Upon closer examination of the data, it was found that all these women
operate within the service and retail sector.Mixed outcomes in their funding ap plications
were observed. In the context of EI applications, while two were successful, two never
applied, and two had unsuccessful applications. Similarly, in the case of LEO, the success
rate was evenly split, with three successful applications and three unsuccessful ones. In
line with previous studies (Lefilleur 2014), the study’s findings reveal that financial
literacy, including legal skills, poses a challenge for some women, consequently hindering
them in effectively navigating the funding landscape. The following excerpts evidence

these points:
... The financial side of my business is one of my weaker links (Anna)

.... my husband works with me. He does all of the stuff that I hate doing and can't do

- Invoices and bank accounts... (Daniella)
....The lack of knowledge of the legal process.... (Julia)

... We didn't really know how to do cash flow...we didn't have the experience and
signed a convertible loan note that was completely preferential to the investor like it
was a terrible convertible loan noteto sign... So then that causes huge problems down

the line, especially with funding.... (Patricia).

The above sentiments were echoed by others who cited similar challenges in navigating
financial and legal concepts. Without adequate financial and legal knowledge, Irish
women entrepreneurs may struggle to confidently and successfully engage with funders
and understand funding terminologies which could result in significant losses over time
as seen in the case of Patricia. In the long run, this could potentially lead to reluctance or
avoidance in pursuing financial opportunities. This finding is supported by other studies
(such as Lusardi & Tufano 2015) which found that less financially knowledgeable

entrepreneurs are subjected to less advantageous financial contracts.

7.4.5 Personal Obstacles: ‘Desire for Independence and Autonomy’

Consistent with prior research (Bosma et al., 2020; Harris et al,, 2020; Carranza et al,,

2018a), many early-stage/micro businesses women entrepreneurs (non-HPSU)
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expressed a personal preference for independence and autonomy in their business,
emphasising the importance of maintaining early-stage investor control for future
funding rounds. Notably, women within this categoryareall in the service or retail sector.

The excerpts below demonstrate this:

I actually do want to develop my business into a global business but I don't

necessarily want it to do it in that way of the investors and all of it (Anna)

I think I might have been quite scared to approach Angel investors because they
would have wantfed] equity in our company and we want to just keep it ourselves

(Natalie)
I don't want to do that because I will have to hand over my IP (Daniella).

Elaborating on the discussion, it was noted that the reason behind their preference is
centered around the perceived pressure associated with external funding, a reluctance to
give away a share of the equity of their business, a strong aversion to external control,
and the personal significance of their businesses. Olivia’s statement encapsulates the

sentiments expressed by others.

....I didn't start the business... to be under financial pressure, to be under on someone
else's watch........ I am quite averse to investment in the typical sense of investment
because it goes against why I started the business .....[I don’t want] someone who just
sees a good business opportunity but doesn't understand the human side behind the

business, you know, dictating what I do (Olivia)

The perspective shared by Olivia above mirrors the views of several other participants.

Many women believed that investors may not fully understand the significance and

personal perspective they hold towards their business.

7.5 Challenges/Barriers to Providing Funding within the Irish
Funding Ecosystem

During the interviews with the funding providers, questions were asked about the

challenges encountered in operationalising policies and programmes that have been put

in place. A range of challenges were presented. For instance, the LEO Representative
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expressed frustration with the disconnect between the ‘policy statement’ and ‘what

women want’. According to her, most women do not want funding per se.

On one hand, we're being told to bring these females on and develop them, create
impacts, make them more resilient.... [but] on the other hand what they want is
something different.... I just think there's incongruence there from what policy
dictates to what actually females want. So on paper they're saying to you they want

funding... In our experience... their actions are completely different.

Expanding on the account, she mentioned that women entrepreneurs often exhibit a
preference for ‘soft’ events like ‘personal development’ rather than ‘hard’ topics like
‘business development’. As expressed: “they [women] tend to favour more personal
development themes which are much more soft than business development topics..... So, |
find that quite challenging’ (LEO Rep). Additionally, she emphasised that they specifically
recognise women who have ambition and include them in a mixed management
development programme because, in her opinion, ‘if it's all females, it might be too soft.

We need to maybe harden them up a little bit’ (LEO Rep)
Providing a concluding remark, the LEO Rep emphasised:

If they [women] want the funding, they have to be manufacturing or international
tradable services, they have to demonstrate a strong capability [and] have the

resources in place, but they're not prepared to do that (LEO Rep)

In addition, the EI representative highlighted the challenges of diversity in VC firms,
specifically noting that ‘majority of the funders are men’. Thus, advocated for
empowerment to boost women's confidence, emphasising their potential for making a
global impact beyond manufacturing consumer goods such as ‘handbags’ or ‘lipsticks’.

The EI Rep remarked:

If I were to wave a magic wand.... have programmes where girls can explore...and
develop their confidence in areas of business that have huge impact in the global
scene, not just producing nice handbags or nice lipsticks....So I think that's for me, the

fundamental blockage is there.

The above excerpts mirror women’s concern about being ‘pushed’ or ‘pressured’ into

being internationally traded enterprises as noted in Section 7.3.6. Funders tend not to
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take some women’s businesses seriously unless they have global ambition and are
export-oriented. In line with previous empirical studies (Foss et al,, 2018; Henry et al,
2017, 2022), the findings reveal that many policies and programmes often neglect to
address structural barriers but instead focus on addressing the deficiencies in

entrepreneurial abilities (Orser, 2022).
7.5.1 Gender-Disaggregated Data on Funding

To assess the level of gender sensitivity within policies and funding allocation practices,
funding providers were asked if there were gender-disaggregated data on funding
recipients. Findings reveal that none of the three funding providers maintain gender -
disaggregated data or implement any measures in place regarding funding allocation to
businesses based on gender. Rather, funding is allocated based on either a ‘sectoral’ or

‘project’ basis, as per their statement.

We wouldn't.... I suppose from a risk perspective, we would do it by sector. So, it's

more sector code-based as opposed to gender-based (AIB Rep)

I mean theissue is that the funding is given to a project...... It's not about the female
founders, but we're also monitoring female-led companies within our portfolio and

the types of financial products they apply for and what is being approved (LEO Rep)

Adding to the discussion, the LEO Rep noted that “there is no official report that would
break down the gender support” but recalled the existence of such measures in the past,
stating, “There was one a number of years ago. I do remember it but nothing in recent
times”. Additionally, she highlighted a gender disparity in the grants as she noted that
women are more inclined to go for grants thatare ‘softer’, attributing the reasons to their

business type.

... their business ideas seem to be different to those of the males. They're coming from
what you 're supposed to traditional search of sectors..... it goes back [to] childcare
issues where they tend to favour, I suppose, more flexible, sort of working life and

maybe working 2-3 days as opposed to seven days...(LEO Rep)
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7.5 Findings in Context

The persistent issue of gender imbalance in Ireland where women are saddled with
traditional gender roles and societal norms (Fine-Davis 2021; Sheehan et al, 2017).

exacerbates the challenges encountered by women when accessing funding.
7.6 Summary

This chapter explored the funding challenges facing women entrepreneurs from two
perspectives: demand and supply sides. The findings reveal that women entrepreneurs
encounter arange of external and internal challenges that ultimately impact their funding
journey. The overall findings are summarised in Table 7.2. Confirming the literature (see
Chapter 3), Irish women encounter significant challenges in accessing external funding
due to various structural barriers that impede their ability to secure external funding.
The study sample consists of early-stage /microenterprise enterprises (53%) and HPSUs
(47%). While both types of businesses face similar challenges, early-stage businesses,
which usually include sole traders and retail or service sectors, face additional obstacles
that stem from the restrictive criteria of most funding programmes. This is primarily due
to the ongoing emphasis on supporting manufacturing and high-tech businesses with
global ambition and export-oriented (HPSUs). Another notable challenge identified is the
substantial disparity and chasm between LEO and EI funding supportprogrammes which

automatically disadvantaged some women.

The chapter also presented further insights into the challenges funders encounter in
providing funding to women's businesses. The findings reveal that most funders find a

disconnect between what the policies depict in terms of funding to the realities

The next chapter presents a discussion of the results in detail.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: DISCUSSION AND CONTRIBUTIONS

8.1 Introduction

The overarching aim of this thesis is to critically explore entrepreneurship policy and
access to finance for women entrepreneurs in Ireland from a gender perspective. The
thesis utilises a feminist theoretical lens to examine the gender dimension within the

Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Access to finance continues to be problematic for women entrepreneurs (OECD 20233;
2023b; Henry et al,, 2022; Flynn et al,, 2019; Daniels et al,, 2016) contributing to their
underrepresentation in the entrepreneurial field (Elam et al, 2022; OECD 2021; Wyman
2019). Despite the implementation of several policy efforts, the persistence of an
androcentric bias and embedded gender assumptions in entrepreneurship policy
discourses continues to slow progress (Marlow 2020; Marlow & Martinez Dy 2018). A
key concern with the extant body of entrepreneurship scholarship is that most existing
policies and programmes in place to support women's entrepreneurship are gender -
blind and thus fail to address women’s unique challenges due to their individualisatio n,
isolation, and intersectionality (Greene & Brush 2023; Coleman et al, 2019). This
perpetuates the ‘othering’ of women by promoting a dominant masculine discourse
perspective as the norm (Harrison et al,, 2020). For these reasons, there have been calls
for research to include gender as an analytic category (gender as a social construct) in
entrepreneurial studies (Ahl & Marlow 2012; Calas et al, 2009), specifically for studies
that investigate entrepreneurship policies and access to finance within the

entrepreneurship ecosystems, with a focus on feminist theory.

By employing an ecosystem and feminist theoretical framework, this study seeks to gain
deep insights and understanding into how finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and
related financial support programmes impact women entrepreneurs’ access to funding
in Ireland. The study also explores insights into the perspectives and experiences of
women entrepreneurs and funding providers. Having a deeper understanding of the
gender dimension within the Irish entrepreneurial funding ecosystem - specifically as it
affects women entrepreneurs - could help promote a ‘gender-inclusive’ ecosystem model.
This becomes important given the interconnected nature of entrepreneurship ecosystem

components (Foss et al,, 2018; Mason & Brown 2014); a change or inadequacy in one
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componenthasthe potential to reverberate across other interconnected components. For
example, if government policy supporting women entrepreneurs is inadequate, it will
have a rippling effect on the effectiveness of the entire entrepreneurial ecosystem,
resulting in challenges in accessing finance, which then impacts women entrepreneurs’
ability to access support programmes, ability to participate in markets, and ultimately
grow their businesses. This interdependence amongst ecosystem components highlights
the importance of having a ‘gender-inclusive’ entrepreneurial policy that supports
inclusivity across the entire ecosystem, ensuring that women entrepreneurs are

positioned appropriately, and their unique challenges are addressed.

As such, the overarching aim of this doctoral thesis is to critically explore
entrepreneurship policy and access to finance for women entrepreneurs from a
feminist lens in Ireland. This aim addresses several gaps within the literature, as

identified in Chapter Two.

While the previous chapter presented a discourse analysis of ten Irish finance-focused
entrepreneurship policy documents and their related support programmes, and a
thematic data analysis of interviews conducted with fourty-three women entrepreneurs
and three funding providers (Chapters 5 - 7), the current chapter now discusses these
findings in the context of the literature. In doing so, the author revisits the conceptual
framework as originally presented in Chapter 3 and presents an augmented
conceptualisation that incorporates greater depth with regard to two interconnected
lenses - feminist theory and entrepreneurial ecosystems. Following this, the chapter
examines each of the three research questions, illustrating how the study addresses gaps
in the literature. This culminates in the generation ofan overallanswer to the study’s core

research question. The chapter concludes by outlining the contributions of the study.

8.2 Conceptual Framework

As noted by Imenda (2014), a conceptual framework is a coherent and interconnected
structure of components and variables that provides a comprehensive lens through
which a real-world problem can be resolved (Ravitch & Riggan, 2016). To this end, the
researcher developed an augmented conceptual framework, as presented in Figure 8.1,
that considers the gendered dimension of the entrepreneurial ecosystem within the

context of feminist theory.
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Ahl and Nelson (2015) highlight that feminist theory provides insights into the gender
and power relations embedded in entrepreneurial policies and ecosystems (Marlow
2020;Brushetal, 2018). Therefore,incorporating a feminist lens is important to examine
and understand the embedded gender dynamics present in the Irish entrepreneurial
ecosystem and their influence on entrepreneurial behaviour (Foss et al,, 2018; Henry et
al, 2017). This framework extends the preliminary framework presented in Chapter
Three and illustrates the study’s findings. In contrast to the original conceptual
framework (Figure 3.2), the purpose of this augmented framework (Figure 8.1) is to
better illustrate the interaction of gender and the entrepreneurial ecosystem components
evident in the policy documents, and financial support programmes shaping women
entrepreneurs ‘lived’ experiences in securing funding. Here, a feminist theoretical

perspective is integrated and applied to the study’s empirical findings.
Detailed Explanation of the Conceptual Framework

In Fig 8.1, the Feminist theory - represented by an arrow (—) directly impacting
governmentpolicy and access to finance - is central to this framework. Through a feminist
lens, the embedded gender and structural inequalities shaping entrepreneurship policy
and financial support programmes impacting women entrepreneurs' access to finance

are illuminated.

Government Policy and Access to Finance: The first componentofthe framework shows
a bidirectional arrow connecting government policy and access to finance, indicating an
interdependence between government policy initiatives and access to finance. This
suggests that finance-focused entrepreneurship policies impact funding mechanisms;
e.g., a change in one component may impact another, and vice versa. For example, if
government policies are inherently biased or are inadequate in supporting women's
entrepreneurship, this will affect women’s access to funding. Empirical findings revealed
a concerning trend of gender-blind and gender-neutral finance-focused
entrepreneurship policies within the entrepreneurship ecosystem. The majority of the
policy initiatives - financial support programmes - do not have explicit provisions that
address women entrepreneurs' unique challenges. This gender-blind policy approach
was echoed by most women in the study, who expressed frustration over the lack of
gender-specific funding support and the restrictive eligibility criteria associated with

existing mainstream funding support programmes and initiatives. This highlights the
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anomaly that funding support programmes designed to support women's
entrepreneurship are concurrently impacted by the presence of embedded complex
structural barriers and systemic biases, impacting women’s access to funding. This
finding aligns with other studies (Greene & Brush 2023; Coleman et al,, 2019; Brush et
al, 2018), highlighting that gender-blind entrepreneurship policies and programmes that
do not take gender into account are ineffective in addressing the gender-related
challenges faced by women entrepreneurs. Gender bias or inequalities within
entrepreneurial policies do not occur in isolation, rather, they influence women’s ability
to access funding and their participation (Greene & Brush 2023; Marlow & McAdam
2013).

Interaction with Other Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Components: All components
play a crucial role in a successful entrepreneurship ecosystem (Stam 2015; Isenberg
2011). The second component of the framework, depicted with a broken line arrow,
highlights the complexity and intersectionality of government policy and access to
finance with the other entrepreneurial ecosystem components. This study found several
connections or relationships between different components within the entrepreneurship
ecosystem such as networks, support structures, and cultural norms. This finding
supports Simon's (1962) claim that some components interact more directly with each
other compared to others. For instance, empirical findings revealed that government
policy impacts networks and support structures, and that networks impact access to
finance, entrepreneurial culture, and support systems. For example, examining the
interaction between access to finance and networks, empirical findings reveal a link
between access to funding and formal/informal networks through supportservices and
programmes. Networks such as Business Innovation Centres (BICs), accelerators, and
women's support groups within the Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem interact with each
other to supportwomen'’s access to financial capital in terms of funding information or
opportunities which either resolve or exacerbate the challenges of women
entrepreneurs’ access to finance. In this study, women were particularly impacted by
access (or lack of access) to networking opportunities, which influenced their access to
funding opportunities, information, and other supportive networks within the

entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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Gender and Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Components: The final component of the
framework highlights the gender dimension present in all components. Drawing on
feminist theory, gender emerges as a prevalent and influential factor that intersects with
not only government policy and access to finance but also with other entrepreneurship
ecosystem components, shaping women's experience in accessing funding. The empirical
findings in this study reveal that women encountered gender-related structural and
socio-cultural barriers, norms, and stereotypes across various components of the
entrepreneurship ecosystem that hindered women’s ability to successfully secure
external funding. Indeed, gender biases (conscious and unconscious) manifested in policy
documents, in the funding landscape, and the overall functioning of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem funding landscape. This finding is in line with those of Brush et al. (2018),
indicating that women are at a disadvantage in many components of the
entrepreneurship ecosystem. Although the implicit assumption within the
entrepreneurial ecosystem modelis thatall entrepreneurs have equalaccess to resources
and the chance of a successful business start-up (Brush etal,, 2018; Stam 2015), findings
fromthis study reveal that gender impacted women entrepreneurs’ ability to successfully

access funding within the Irish entrepreneurship ecosystem.

Collectively, the augmented framework highlights the diverse contextual factors
including gender and other entrepreneurship ecosystem components, that shape and
influence finance-focused entrepreneurship policies aimed at supporting women
entrepreneurs in Ireland. Accordingly, this study argues that the entrepreneurial
ecosystem plays a substantial role in constructing women entrepreneurs' experiences,
perspectives, behaviours, and choices. Hence, it is evident that a “one-size-fits-all” policy
approach may not sufficiently and effectively address women’s unique challenges in
accessing funding (Coleman etal,, 2019; Mason & Brown 2014). To address the gendered
nature of the Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem, it is imperative for the Irish government
to intervene by establishing an enabling and supportive environment for all women
businesses at the start-up stage and introducing policies that foster gender inclusivity.
This study, consistent with other studies (OECD 2021, 2023; Coleman etal., 2019), argues
for the necessity of a gender-inclusive entrepreneurship ecosystem model of
entrepreneurship policy that takes into consideration the unique characteristics of each

component of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and their influence on women'’s ability to
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access funding. This background provides the basis for answering the research questions

that informed and guided this study. These are discussed below.
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8.2.1 Addressing Research Question 1

How are women entrepreneurs positioned within government finance-focused

entrepreneurial policies in Ireland?

The analysis of ten entrepreneurship policies aimed at supporting women entrepreneurs
spanning nine years (2014-2023) revealed that Irish policies are fragmented and
disseminated through various policy reports, action plans, and strategies, mostly
delivered by government state agencies. Only one of the ten policy documents reviewed
centers on women's entrepreneurship. Furthermore, there is no policy document
exclusively focused on 'access to finance for women entrepreneurs.' The study identified
four issues surrounding the discourse within the policy documents: 1) Limited
representation and deficit positioning of women, 2) Implicit assumption of
entrepreneurship as a ‘male’ activity, 3) Prioritisation of economic growth over gender
equality, and 4) Disconnect between policy-related financial support programmes and

their operationalization for women entrepreneurs. These are discussed in detail below.

Limited Representation and Deficit Positioning of Women

A concerning trend regarding the representation of women within most
entrepreneurship policy documents was observed in most of the policies reviewed in this
thesis. Despite women being recognised as significant contributors to entrepreneurship
(Elam., 2022; OECD 2017,2022), they were noticeably underrepresented in the discourse
within most policy documents36, This stark limited representation in the policy discourse
highlights limited consideration of women's unique experiences in accessing finance
within policy discourses. As stated by Brush et al. (2009), a country’s institutional
structures affect how women see their businesses and how others see women’s
businesses. From a post-structuralist feminist perspective, such discourses may
inadvertently produce and reproduce the inferior positioning of women, setting
boundaries on women’s entrepreneurial mentality (Ahl & Marlow 2012). A typical case

of 'If you can't see it, you can't be it.’

In line with other studies (such as Foss etal, 2018; Leitch et al, 2018; Henry et al,, 2017,

2022), this study argues that the notion of “Maximising women’s entrepreneurial

% This excludes NPSE and also Enterprise Ireland’s Action Plan for Women in Business which is Ireland’s firstand only
national government agency strategy specifically targeting women entrepreneurs,
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potential” through raising women’s awareness of existing funding supports and offering
training to improve their entrepreneurial financial and business skills that permeated
most policy recommendations is problematic in the sense that it focuses on mitigating
the outcomes of gender disparities by placing the burden on women to rectify their
subordinate position rather than addressing underlying structures and root causes that
perpetuate structural barriers and systemic embedded biases. Indeed, the provision of
training and support to women entrepreneurs is crucial for enhancing women'’s abilities.
However, these efforts mean little if the underlying structural causes of women’s
underrepresentation and challenges are not recognised and addressed. Empirical
findings from the sample in this study which indicate that a substantial number of women
(51%) are very knowledgeable aboutthe existing funding supports do not align with such
recommendations. Indeed, this ‘palliative solution’ policy approach highlights a
potential misalignment between policy objectives and the actual needs of Irish women
entrepreneurs. Scholars (Ahl & Marlow 2019), have problematised this individualistic
focus stating that it not only reproduces the discourse but also contributes to the
problematic conceptualisation of women entrepreneurs as ‘deficits.” This finding is also
consistent with previous studies (Pettersson et al,, 2017; Ahl 2006) in other countries
(such as USA, Canada and Scandinavia) where the discourse is rooted in a postfeminist
perspective, suggesting that it is individual women who must change their perspe ctives
for their alleged shortcomings in skills to ‘make or break it’ in entrepreneurship (Ahl
2006) through incentives, mentorship, and training programmes implemented. Orser
(2017) challenged this notion arguing that when Canadian women “do”
entrepreneurship, they are often seen as underperforming, highlighting that women are
incapable and thus need to be “fixed” in order to “do” entrepreneurship, thereby making

them feel inferior to men.
Implicit Assumption of Entrepreneurship as a ‘Male’ Activity

This implicit assumption of a male ‘norm’ was evident through the predominant male
imagery and traditionally male-dominated sectors within most policy documents,
suggesting that men are the primary actors in entrepreneurship. Studies (Orlandi 2017;
Muntean & Ozkazanc-Pan 2015) have argued that such imagery shapes the idealised
image ofthe entrepreneur. Thislack of visibility of women in such sectors may contribute

to the persistence of stereotypical perceptions of women entrepreneurs. Moreover, the
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gender-neutral and ‘civil service’ style photographs in some policies reflect a post-
colonial approach (Pettersson, et al., 2017) which, in turn, reproduces masculine norms
of entrepreneurial behaviour. The problematic nature of this extends beyond mere
representation to the reinforcement of gendered power dynamics and inequalities. This
gendered conceptualisation not only marginalises women but fosters the notion that
women's business engagement is anomalous compared to their male counterparts (Ahl
& Nelson 2015). Such policy actions weaken efforts to challenge gender
norms/stereotypes and advocate for gender equality. The extant body of literature
(Greene & Brush, 2023; Henry et al,, 2017, 2022; Coleman et al, 2019; de Bruin et al,
2007; Ahl 2002) has challenged the notions of the entrepreneur as a purely heroic
archetype and entrepreneurship as a masculine dominated activity. Despite this, the Irish
government continues to position entrepreneurship as a male activity and reminds
women that they need to ‘develop’ their ‘lacking’ skills through several business training
and mentorship programmes in order to meet the ‘male’ norm. Such policy actions send
a discouraging message to women entrepreneurs, potentially dissuading them from
seeking external funding from existing programmes and initiatives. Essentially, the
governmentis trapped in a cycle of repeating the same actions while expecting a different
outcome, i.e.,, to close the gender gap in accessing finance and increase the number of

women'’s start-ups.

Further findings reveal a disparity in the visual representations of nearly all policies37,
with most images depicting young men and women. This is in stark contrast to the actual
demographic profile of most women entrepreneursin the study who are mainly in the 46
- 55 years age bracket and the OECD's/European Commission's (2021) study which
indicates that older women were more likely to be self-employed than the overall adult
population in 2020. By predominantly showcasing young individuals, the policies
inadvertently perpetuate and reflect stereotypical gendered expectations and
marginalise other demographics, such as older women and older men from the
entrepreneurial discourse. This could result in entrepreneurship being a stigmatised

occupation for this demographic (OECD/EC 2021).

%7 This excludes the Enterprise Action plan for Women in Business which highlights women in diverse age
brackets and ethnicity.
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Prioritisation of economic growth over gender equality

Although entrepreneurship scholarship has advocated for a broader understanding of
entrepreneurship through feminist perspectives, entrepreneurship policies remain
primarily concentrated on promoting economic growth (Calas et al, 2009). Applying a
poststructuralist feminist theoretical lens to the findings revealed that the majority ofthe
analysed policies have a neo-liberal and liberal feminist perspective approach (Henry et
al, 2022; Tillmar et al, 2021; Berggren 2020; Pettersson et al, 2017) centered on
economic growth as the justification for acknowledging women's entrepreneurship. This
was illustrated by policies' repeated focus and themes on innovation,
internationalisation, and accelerating export growth. For instance, in the Enterprise
Ireland Action Plan for Women in Business, which is the only policy explicitly focused on
women, the focus on the neo-liberal approach tends to be mixed with liberal feminist
approaches, as an argument for the need for gender diversity is emphasised at the
beginning of the policy document. However, as the policy progressed, the focus shifted
towards economic growth, with the primary aim of increasing women'’s participation in
entrepreneurship being to boost economic growth. This trend was similarly noted in
Ireland’s first national policy, the NPSE (2014,2018), which, although not exclusively
focused on women, asserted that women are disadvantaged and implemented dedicated
funding initiatives to address the gaps. However, while these policies reflect an initial
alignment with liberal feminist perspectives, this was quickly abandoned for the benefit
of a neo-liberal approach emphasising and prioritising economic growth as a key
rationale for supporting women entrepreneurs. Berggren (2020) found neoliberal
feminism problematic as it does not challenge men’s superiority nor strive for universal
equality (Berggren 2020). Considering that the field of entrepreneurship is widely
regarded as the driving force of economic growth (OECD 2017; Birch 1979), framing
gender equality and women's entrepreneurship as tools for economic growth
undermines or dilutes efforts of feminist perspectives to address gender equality. Indeed,
gender equality is a secondary consideration in all policies analysed. Similar issues have
been documented in other contexts. Feminist scholars (Greene & Brush 2023; Coleman
et al, 2019; Ahl & Nelson 2015) have criticised this positioning of women’s
entrepreneurship for economic growth. For example, Coleman et al’s (2019) study on
policies supportingwomen entrepreneurs’ access to finance in Germany, Canada, Ireland,

the USA, and Norway revealed that policies and practices are predicated on enhancing
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economic growth and job creation. According to the authors, such policies are grounded
in a neo-liberal and liberal feminist perspective rather than gender equality. Similar
results were observed in the OECD-GWEP (2021) assessment of women’s
entrepreneurship policies in 27 economies, which revealed that most entrepreneurship
policies and programmes miss the mark in responding to differentiated needs in and
among groups of women founders (OECD-GWEP 2021). Indeed, this issue is a global

phenomenon.

Moreover, the 2022 WEF’s Gender Gap Index rating of Ireland highlights a regression in
gender equality and equity, signifying persistent challenges and obstacles hindering
progress towards gender equality across various sectors of society. The combined effect
of these factors is worrisome, as there is a risk of widening gender gaps and perpetuating
inequalities in economic opportunities and social outcomes which could ultimately limit
the full potential of women entrepreneurs as drivers of economic and social progress. It
can be concluded that the governmentdoes not take into account women’s subordination
and the impact of power in gender dynamics. In line with Pettersson et al’s (2017)
findings, there is no evidence of any feminist agenda or of a ‘good and gender-equal

society’ within the policy discourse.

Disconnect between policy-related financial support programmes and their
operationalization for women entrepreneurs.

Furthermore, findings revealed a potential disconnect between policy-related financial
support programmes and their operationalisation. Due to Ireland’s focus on achieving
economic growth, the targeted and non-targeted funding supports designed to improve
access to funding for women, while well-intentioned, were found to fall short in their
implementation due to: 1) The prioritisation of businesses with global ambitions and
export-oriented - High Potential Start-ups (HPSU) over early stage/‘micro’ businesses; 2)
The sectoral eligibility requirement criteria of most funding supports being associated
with male-dominated sectors (IT, Manufacturing, and engineering) and export-oriented
businesses which do notalign with the sectors in which 53% of women in the sample are
engaged. As noted in Section 6.1, only 26% of early-stage/micro women-owned
businesses are located in the Information Technology and manufacturing sectors. This
contrast between policy requirements and the lived experiences of women

entrepreneurs highlights a significant policy gap. According to the OECD Report, globally,
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women entrepreneurs represent one in four high-growth entrepreneurs (Elam et al,,
2023). This suggests that the entrepreneurship policies in place do not comprehensively
address the diverse landscape of women’s entrepreneurship in Ireland. The literature
(Henry etal,, 2021,2022; Welter et al,, 2017) and empirical findings reveal that women
are heterogeneous in nature, yet policies continue to treat them as homogeneous
(Marlow & Martinez Dy 2018; Ogbor 2000). The findings of this study confirm those of
the OECD-GWEP (2021) which found that most gender-neutral initiatives do not
adequately account for gender differences and are not always as effective for women as
they are for men. The report concluded that there is a need to contextualise the
programmes for different profiles of women entrepreneursand different sectors of start-
ups because funding initiatives are susceptible to economic changes or a dynamic
political landscape unless they are supported by robust policy frameworks (OECD -GWEP
2021). Similarly, research by Henry et al. (2022), in their review of women's
entrepreneurship policy and access to financial capital in different countries, observed a
disconnect between policy intention in terms of the regional dimension of funding
supportand actual practice. The authorsalso observed that policies prioritised high-tech,
high-growth, and export-oriented businesses. As such concluded that “policies and
practices intended to supportwomen entrepreneurs could, potentially, serve to further
restrict them.” (p.247).

Additional findings revealed that, while Enterprise Ireland’s Action Plan for Women
highlights the need to issue women-specific funding calls and deliver aninclusive funding
landscape, there is currently no funding specifically designated for women. The CSFWE,
previously designed exclusively for women, has been discontinued and replaced by the
PSSF, which has now transitioned to a call/project-based format. However, the majority
of women (79%) in the sample in this study revealed a strong preference for having
women-specific funding initiatives rather than generic calls. This suggests that current
mainstream funding supports may not be effectively addressing women entrepreneurs'
unique needs and obstacles, potentially impacting their access to funding. This point is
expanded on in Chapter Six and incorporated into policy recommendations derived from
the study. In line with other findings (Henry et al., 2023; Coleman et al., 2019; Pettersson
et al., 2017), this study argues that Irish entrepreneurship policies and programmes are
gendered, and by extension, entrepreneurship ecosystem components are also gendered.

Scholars across different countries (Coleman et al,, 2019; Pettersson et al, 2017; Henry
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et al, 2016, 2022; Jennings & Brush, 2013; Ahl & Marlow 2012, 2019), have also
concluded that the field of entrepreneurship is intrinsically gendered having a masculine
discourse of entrepreneurship as the unquestioned norm with policies premised
primarily on neo-liberal feminist perspectives in which men are portrayed as the norm
(“male model”) and women are viewed as under-utilised economic assets (“deficiency
model”) or ‘other’ (Marlow 2020; Foss 2010). The authors argue that most
entrepreneurship policies and programmes are gender-blind and fail to address
underlying factors that hinder gender equality (Pettersson et al, 2017; Ahl & Nelson
2015).

8.2.2 Addressing Research Question 2

What are the potential embedded gender biases within entrepreneurship policy and access
to finance in Ireland?

According to a World Bank report, over 90% of economies worldwide have legal
institutions that discriminate against women (World Bank Group 2023). Gender bias and
stereotypes in accessing funding is an area that has been well-documented and
acknowledged within the field of women’s entrepreneurship (Elam et al, 2023;
Balachandraetal, 2019, 2021; Lueg & Ni 2020; Malmstréom et al,, 2020; Edelman et al,
2018).Studies (Kanze etal,, 2018; Brush etal,, 2014) have posited that gender and related
stereotypes may significantly impact funders' perceptions regarding an entrepreneur's
financial ability, influencing funding decisions and the funding amount available.
Affirming this, the Rose Review (2019) report shows that women entrepreneurs, on
average, receive 5% less funding than their male counterparts. Throughout the
interviews presented in this study, the women entrepreneurs ‘reiterated’ thatthe funding
landscape is ‘gendered’ and ‘male-dominated,” drawing attention to how gender shaped
and subsequently impacted their experiences both positively and negatively in their
involvement with funding providers and within network groups. This finding resonates
with those of Balachandra et al. (2021) who highlight that gender can be expressed
through language usage or by intentional choices taking into account the context in which

people communicate.

As indicated in Chapter Four and further reflected in Chapter Six, the sample consists of
women entrepreneurs in two different cohorts - micro/early-stage businesses (non-

HPSU) and the High potential start-up (HPSU). This diversity was invaluable in having a
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holistic understanding of the extent to which these biases permeate women'’s experiences
across the funding landscape. Within these two groups, findings indicated that while both
cohorts encountered gender biases and stereotypes during their funding journey, the
depth and frequency of these biases were more pronounced among the HPSU women
entrepreneurs. As such, the findings presented in this section primarily reflect the
experiences of most HPSU women entrepreneurs38 and may not fully represent the

perspectives of other women entrepreneurs.

Male Bias - Undermining Questions

The findings of this study, as revealed by the accounts of the women entrepreneurs,
indicate that written and spoken words, as well as imagery representations in the
entrepreneurial landscape, albeit subtle, significantly impact women entrepreneurs'
decisions to seek external funding for their start-ups. This reveals a concerning picture of
the Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem where gender biases subtly influence funding
prospects and professional interactions. Although women, especially solo-founders and
all-women gender teams encountered a prevalent explicit bias in the overt lines of
questioning asked by potential investors during the pitching process, particularly in the
context of preventative and family-related questions, the gender stereotype becomes
even more apparent in mixed-gender teams. Women with male cofounders noted that
their male counterparts were often asked ‘futuristic’ and growth potential questions,
while they were subjected to preventative and mitigating risk questions, highlighting a
clear gender bias. This finding confirms those of Kanze et al. (2018) on pitch sessions
which found that investors prefer pitches by men and tend to ask them promotional-
based questions about gains, while women entrepreneurs were asked prevention-based
questions about potential losses (Brooks etal., 2014). However, this finding is in contrast
to arecentstudy that found that women entrepreneurs had equallikelihood as their male
counterparts to attract investor interest in their business and did not encounter barriers
to potential funding during the pitch stage (Balachandra etal,, 2019). Indeed, this type of
‘biased’ questioning stems from patriarchal assumptions and the traditional gender-
stereotypically defined roles within the home which places family and caregiving

responsibilities on women while men are deemed the ‘breadwinners’ who provide

38 This also includes some non-HPSU women who accessed other funding supports from EI They are often
referred to as Enterprise Ireland Clients.
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economically for the family (Bullough etal., 2021; Vinnicombe & Singh 2002). Such social
construction of gender results in a biased perception that women’s businesses would
underperform due to an essentialised lack of entrepreneurial capability and competence
which ultimately impacts how they are evaluated (Jennings & Tonoyan, 2022; Leitch et
al, 2018; Brush etal, 2018). The repeated questioning of women’s familial roles and risk
appetite suggests that: 1) Women'’s entrepreneurial capacity is secondary to their family
obligations; 2) Women, particularly those who have children or wantto have children in
the future, are deemed unable to balance entrepreneurial activities with caregiving
responsibilities, and 3) Women’s businesses are seen as less legitimate (Alsos &
Ljunggren 2017). Such bias not only undermines the credibility and commitment of
women entrepreneurs but also implies that women must prove their commitment,
credibility, legitimacy and capability in ways that men are not required to. This is
paradoxical given that substantial research (Kanze et al, 2020; Abouzahr et al,, 2018;
Marlow & McAdam 2013) indicates that women-led businesses generally generate higher
revenues and outperform those led by men. This situation has the potential to construct
a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’, wherein these women are systematically marginalised from
the onset due to preconceived beliefs, which ultimately makes it difficult for them to
secure sufficient or even any funding at all. This study echoes findings in previous studies
(Snellman & Solal 2023; Kanze et al, 2018) that most male investors are less likely to
invest in women-founded businesses due to various gender biases, norms, gender

stereotypes, and legitimacy and credibility issues.

Gender Homophily and Inappropriate Behaviour

Another troubling bias is the persistent gender homophily within the landscape,
particularly among mixed-gender teams. This was demonstrated by findings whereby
women co-founders were either disregarded or relegated to ‘subordinate’ roles, for
example, as a ‘receptionist’ during discussions at funding events. As expressed by
Mirchandani (1999) “femaleness gets inscribed onto jobs which involve little control or
power, and these jobs are simultaneously labelled as ‘unskilled’ work requiring feminine
traits” (p.231). This marginalisation highlights the gendered practices prevalent in the
entrepreneurial ecosystem where women are frequently not taken seriously or accorded
the same level of respect as their male colleagues. These biases present a twofold

challenge for solo founders and all-women founder teams: While they are typically
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underrepresented in traditional funding networks (OECD 2023 b; Elam et al,, 2022), male
investors tend to align themselves with male entrepreneurs (Greenberg & Mollick 2017).
Extant literature (OECD-GWEP 2021; Ahl & Marlow 2012, 2019; Ahl 2006) and findings
from the analysed policy documents in this thesis have demonstrated that
entrepreneurship is informed by a masculine discourse and that women entrepreneurs
are considered an anomaly (UBS 2023; Marlow 2020; Henry etal,, 2017), as such women
are required to conform to gendered expectations, such as dressing or behaving in a
certain way to please male investors or for their businesses to be taken seriously. This
dynamic can be seen as a manifestation of implicit bias where the bias operates subtly
favouring masculine traits and is not always recognised by the investors themselves
(Bertrand et al,, 2005). As Levi (2006) expressed, stereotypical notions of gender and
gendered behaviour are enacted through expectations of how men and women should
look and dress. Clearly, the pressure on women to exhibit masculine traits and conform
to specific dress codes reflects the entrenched male norm within the entrepreneurial
ecosystem that marginalises those who do not conform to masculine standards (Butler
2004). Both the findings of this study and those found in the literature (Bruni etal., 2004;
Butler 1990; West & Zimmerman 1987) suggest that gender is a social construct and that
women ‘do’ gender (Galloway 2015). As expressed by Marlow and Martinez Dy (2018)
women are subordinated by societal ascriptions of femininity while masculinity relegates
power to men who enactit. The women'’s narratives affirm Calas etal.’s (2009) statement
that “entrepreneurship, as social practices and processes, is also doing gender” (p. 559).
The study contends that this bias is not merely an unconscious funder preference but a
systemic issue that skews the funding opportunities available to women and also limits
women from expressing their authentic selves within the business environment, which
may eventually diminish their self-confidence. When women entrepreneurs encounter
bias from both investors and men within the funding environment, it puts them in the
difficult position of having to work harder to successfully attain comparable funding
outcomes to their male counterparts. As a result, they may struggle to navigate a funding

landscape where their capabilities to do a ‘man’s’ job are constantly questioned.

Legitimacy and ‘doing’ gender
This study found that women expressed a resigned acceptance of this reality, indicating

a more entrenched problem - the normalisation of bias. The acceptance of this bias as
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"normal” and the need to adopta more masculine behavioural and communication style
- constantly adjusting to align with male-dominated investor expectations to gain
legitimacy and improve their chances of securing external funding - suggests a prevalent
and damaging entrepreneurial culture in Ireland. This adaptation stems from the
perception that investors, consciously or unconsciously, tend to favour communication
and behavioural styles, such as assertiveness and confidence traditionally associated
with masculinity (Marlow & McAdam 2015). As such, women entrepreneurs develop
strategies to align with masculine norms (Duong & Brannback 2023; Bruni et al., 2004).
This finding corroborates the findings of Duong and Brannback (2023), which revealed
that hegemonic masculinity - the socially legitimised form(s) of masculinity that accept
certain gendered traits - as the norm was discursively (re)produced during
entrepreneurial pitching. Similarly, Marlow and McAdam (2015), in exploring the
gendered nature of technology business incubation also noted that, for women to prove
their entrepreneurial credibility, they had to reproduce the dominant hegemonic
masculinity (Marlow & McAdam 2015). Indeed, this validates the notion that
entrepreneurial pitching is a gendered phenomenon (Balachandra et al., 2019). This
dynamic places women entrepreneursina challenging position. Accordingto Marlowand
McAdam (2013), adopting behaviours that are typically associated with masculinity may
help women entrepreneurs gain legitimacy. However, other studies (Lewis 2006; Diaz-
Garcia & Welter 2013) contend that exhibiting such behaviours could potentially lead
others to doubt their abilities as entrepreneurs. The findings of this study also
complement those of Balachandra et al. (2021) who found that investors showed a
preference for pitches employing a particular masculine linguistic style as opposed to
those that employed stereotypical feminine modes of communication or behavioural
styles (Brush et al, 2014). According to Balachandra et al. (2019), when women
entrepreneurs exhibit behaviours that conform to feminine stereotypes, they may be
perceived as missing the required competency level needed for achieving business
growth and success. This present study of this thesis argues that, although women
entrepreneurs may sometimes adopt gendered behaviour and communication styles as a
pragmatic strategy to secure funding, it is not a viable long-term solution for achieving
genuine gender equality and inclusivity in the Irish entrepreneurship ecosystem. This
adoption is deemed problematic as it forces women notto be their authentic selves and

potentially limit the range of entrepreneurial self-expression. According to Gupta et al.
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(2019), these gender norms, role expectations, stereotypes, and biases make accessing
entrepreneurial funding harder for women than for men, which hinders their lack of

accessing funding.
Generational differences in Bias Identification

While more than 50% of the women in this study reported experiencing gender bias, the
remainder did not. The majority of women who did not encounter biases were typical
micro/early-stage women entrepreneurs who did not seek funding at the higher level
(e.g. Enterprise Ireland and/or Private Equity Investment). Arguably, some of these
women articulated their experiences as "challenges" rather than explicitly labelling them
as "biases,” suggesting a potential variation in the level of acceptance towards acts of

biases.

A surprising and unexpected finding in this study is that some women who reported not
experiencing gender bias were older women within the age ranges 46 - 55 years and 56+
years, a group that comprises 54% of the total sample. Additionally, these groups
comprised the majority of those who were against having women-specific funding
support. As indicated in Chapter 5, phrases such as “No. I never suffered any of that, ever,
ever. I simply refuse to believe it”, ‘The women that I know of my generation and my age
don't want [it]” were noted. Despite their assertions, their detailed accounts revealed
occurrences of subtle unconscious bias and the necessity for women-specific funding
support. This finding highlights a difference in generational mindset in the recognition,
perception, and understanding of gender bias as well as the necessity for women-specific
funding support. This suggests that while younger generations are more ready to
acknowledge bias and stereotypes, older women may have internalised, accepted, or
normalised these biased experiences or stereotypical behaviours. The study posits that
this could be as a result of 1) their extensive experience of being in a male-dominated
environment, where they may have had to tone down their challenges in order to achieve
success. 2) the deeply ingrained societal norms and stereotypes prevalent in the
entrepreneurial landscape and 3) not wanting to show vulnerability or a lack of

understanding of what ‘bias’ means.

226



This is worrisome because it could lead women to unintentionally accept and reinforce
these biased practices and behaviours, which could lead to a dearth of resistance to
systemic barriers and hinder advancement towards achieving an equitable and inclusive
entrepreneurial ecosystem.Indeed, these observed generational differences highlight the
complexity and heterogeneity among women entrepreneurs. These findings complement
the growing literature calling for greater attention to be paid to the heterogeneity of
women'’s entrepreneurship (Elam etal., 2023; Henry et al,, 2021; Welter etal., 2017) and
the impact of intersecting socio-demographic categories in the entrepreneurial

ecosystem (Dy & MacNeil 2023; Martinez Dy et al., 2017).

Intersectionality in Bias

Further findings in this thesis reveal that these biases and stereotypes are further
compounded when gender intersects with other socio-demographic categories of
ethnicity, place, and age (Owalla et al, 2021; Romero & Valdez, 2016), which in turn
impacts their access to financial capital. The combination of these intersecting factors
results in a double disadvantage for these women. Welter et al. (2014) states that e
location is gendered. According to Henry et al. (2022), gender, location, and
entrepreneurship are interconnected. The rural regions, which account for 57% of
Ireland’s population, are socially disadvantaged (Henry etal,, 2022). The assertions of the
women in this study regarding bias in regional funding opportunities are reflected in the
findings regarding the analysis of funding application success. For example, successful
applicants of Enterprise Ireland’s funding programmes and private equity investors were
predominantly located in urban regions, the Information Technology and manufacturing
sectors, and typically HPSU. This suggests that businesses situated in urban areas and
operating within specific business types and sectors are favoured over others. This
finding confirms studies (such as Carter et al, 2015; Blake & Hanson 2005) that
socioeconomic factors may restrict women to highly gendered spaces and sectors that
may not be perceived as ‘fundable’ by funders.Henryetal. (2022) also found a disconnect
between the regional dimension of finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and
practices, suggesting a bias toward cities. There is growing awareness that gender -blind

policy initiatives do not support women entrepreneurs to the same extent as their male
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counterparts (Aidis & Weeks 2016). This finding is in line with those of OECD-GWEP

(2021) which found that women in rural areas lacked access to formal support networks.

The age bias which is further compounded by the lack of representation of older women
in policy documents, as noted in the previous section (section 8.2.1) may contribute to
the formationand perpetuation of biased attitudes among male funders and counterparts
within the funding landscape. It is not surprising that such perceptions exist, given that
when policies fail to reflect the diversity and heterogeneity of women entrepreneurs, they
inadvertently reinforce stereotypes which may limit funding opportunities for older

women entrepreneurs.

In line with previous studies (McAdam et al, 2019; Flynn et al, 2015), while women's
networks are often viewed as safe spaces for support, bridging the gaps created by the
biases they encounter in the male-dominated funding landscape, they may also
reproduce hierarchical structures and exclusionary practices that marginalise most
women based on intersecting identities (Nilsson 1997). Although these gendered social
structures may nothave a direct influence on their access to funding, they impacted the
women and how they navigated the funding landscape which subsequently led to a
‘gendered’ funding experience. Such findings resonate with previous studies on ethnic
women entrepreneurs which indicate that immigrant women have a double disadvantage
- first as an immigrant and second as a woman - and, as such, encounter difficulties in
accessing finance due to ethnic discrimination (Fcdo 2021; Carter etal, 2015; Fielden &
Davidson 2012). In line with an intersectional feminist perspective, policy and funding
support initiatives and programmes need to consider both structural factors and
individual experiences to ensure aninclusive and supportive ecosystem (Fossetal.,, 2018;

Brush et al,, 2018; Carter et al,, 2015).

Reluctance to Challenge Bias

Another notable finding in this study is the reluctance of women entrepreneurs to openly
call out bias due to fear of repercussions that could possibly impact their funding
accessibility. The reluctance to address bias may lead to personal and professional
consequences, including decreased self-confidence and the perpetuation of
discriminatory practices. The culture of silence allows bias and stereotypes to become

normalised, further marginalising women within the male-dominated landscape.

228



8.2.3 Addressing Research Question 3

What are the challenges experienced by women entrepreneurs while accessing funding in
Ireland?

This study aimed to gather perspectives from both women entrepreneurs and funding
providers regarding their challenges in accessing and providing funding. Findings are
consistent with the extant body of entrepreneurship scholarships (Elam et al,, 2022,
2023; OECD 2021; Rose Review 2019; Henry et al,, 2017, 2022; Coleman & Robb 2015;
Carter etal,, 2007) that confirm that access to finance is essentially the most problematic
issue for women entrepreneurs because they face gender-specific demand and supply-
side challenges that stem specifically from structural barriers, societal and cultural
norms, and personal related barriers impeding their access to funding at the start-up
stage. Consistent with previous studies (Lim & Suh 2019; Shaw et al, 2001), this study
found that the majority (99%) of women entrepreneurs mainly rely on self-funding and
bootstrapping at the initial start-up phase of their business due to limited access to
external funding. This corroborates Coleman and Robb's (2009) finding that women
often start new businesses with lower financial capital and are less likely to seek external
funding compared to their male counterparts (Sena et al,, 2012). Kim (2014) also found
that funding influences the relationship between start-ups and gender. However, this is
in direct contrast to Van Hulten's (2012) study which found no gender differences in
funding challenges. The study presented in this thesis identified the following major
challenges contributing to women entrepreneurs' limited access to external funding in

Ireland:

e Tedious, lengthy, and time-consuming funding application forms and processes

e Restrictive eligibility criteria and matched-funding requirements.

e Limited Information and accessibility of funding support programmes.

e Lack of support from funding providers.

e Chasm between LEOs’ and Enterprise Ireland’s funding support programmes.

e Familial and child-caring responsibilities.

e Personal-related obstacles such as the desire for independence and autonomy, skillset

gaps, low confidence level, risk aversion, and funding request amount.
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These funding challenges are not different from those that have been identified in the
global context. Extant global literature finds that women entrepreneurs encounter
several demand and supply side challenges such as structural barriers and embedded
biases (Fackelmann & Alessandro 2020), socio-cultural barriers (Cabrera & Mauricio
2017), including higher interest rates (Panda 2018; Muravyev et al, 2009; Coleman
2000), Risk aversion (Rose 2017), limited awareness of funding options (Rose 2022;
Riding et al, 2017; Carter et al,, 2015), high collateral requirements (Calcagnini et al,
2015; Sena et al,, 2012; Bellucci etal., 2010), lower levels of entrepreneurial self-efficacy
(Maheshwari 2020; Rose 2019), skills gaps (OECD 2019; Manwari et al, 2017), lower
levels of education than men (Hisrich & Brush 1986), discrimination (Khan etal., 2021;
Coleman & Robb 2009), complex application forms (Klapper & Parker, 2011), lack of
government support (Danish & Smith 2012; Mathew 2010) and shorter credit records
(Scott etal, 2019).

Bureaucratic and Time-consuming Funding Application Process

Consistent with existing literature (Klapper & Parker 2011), the findings presented in
this thesis suggestthat the funding application formand funding process are significantly
challenging for most women entrepreneurs. Enterprise Ireland’s funding application
formsand processes were deemed to be particularly complex, daunting, time -consuming,
and bureaucratic compared to those of the LEOs and financial institutions (Banks and
MFI), highlighting a within-group difference in funding challenges. As noted in Chapter
Five, the majority of micro/early-stage women entrepreneurs are geared toward LEO
funding programmes, while HPSU women entrepreneurs typically seek funding from
Enterprise Ireland.

This challenge is concerning given that over 90% of the sample in this study are highly
educated, holding PhD, postgraduate, and undergraduate degrees. The fact that even
well-educated entrepreneurs struggle with the application form suggests the nature of
complexity in the design of these forms. In line with Bruni et al. (2009), most women rely
on their previous business experience, skillsets in grant writing, and being in a founding
team to navigate complex funding applications. However, solo founders faced
exacerbated challenges, placing them at a systemic disadvantage. This burdenis reflected
in the fact that solo founders constitute the majority of those whose funding applications

to LEO were unsuccessful and those who never applied to any of Enterprise Ireland's
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funding programmes. However, this is not entirely surprising, because without co-
founders to share the burden of extensive paperwork applications and match skill sets,
applying for funding becomes particularly onerous, leading to missed opportunities to
access funding. That said, it is concerning given that both the findings of this study and
previous research (Bari 2021; OECD 2019; Fitzsimons & O’Gorman 2017) indicate that
many women start businesses as solo owners and they typically rely on personal savin gs
to start and sustain their businesses which means that they often have limited funding
(De Vita, et al, 2014), which may delay the growth of their business. The findings of this
study affirm other studies (Howell & Bingham 2019; Greenberg & Mollick 2018) that solo
founders are at a greater disadvantage in accessing funding. Aside from the time-
consuming nature of Enterprise Ireland’s funding application process, many Enterprise
Ireland Clients (consisting of HPSU women and those who accessed PSSF) also found the
disbursement timeline particularly challenging, which further strained their financial
stability and limited their business operations. The study found this particularly
problematic in two ways: 1) The delay undermines the essence of funding support, which
is to provide timely assistance to advance business growth and sustainability 39, and 2)
Given that research shows women entrepreneurs to be operating typically with limited
financial capital (Srhojetal.,, 2022; Guzman & Kacperczyk 2019), the long disbursement
time may delay business activities, disrupt cash flow, and potentially impede start-up
growth. Therefore, the justification provided by funding providers, particularly the
Enterprise Ireland representative, in Chapter Seven (see Section 7.3.1)—that the
bureaucratic nature of the funding process is unavoidable —is problematic and fails to
fully account for the diversity and heterogeneity of women’s businesses as well as the
time and opportunity costs for most Irish women entrepreneurs with other business

characteristics, not only solo founders.

For most women entrepreneurs, particularly Enterprise Ireland clients, the time
constraint is a serious challenge impacting their funding accessibility. The time-
consuming nature of the Irish funding landscape, further compounded by the familial and
childcare responsibilities women are saddled with, poses a ‘heightened’ frustration. This

dual role exacerbates the time constraints and stress involved in managing a business

% https://www.enterprise-ireland.com/en /supports/funding-and-grants
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and navigating the funding application process, particularly given that women have to
bear the guilt of working long hours. This is in line with existing literature (Elam et al,
2023;Ahl & Nelson2015; McGowanetal,, 2012; Fleck etal.,, 2010; Rouse & Kitching 2006)
which reveals that women often shoulder a disproportionate share of caregiving and
family duties which puts them at a double disadvantage compared to their male
counterparts. As noted by Loscocco and Robinson (1991), women are constrained by
unequally shared family responsibilities and a gendered labour market. Putting this into
context, the OECD (2020) notes that women in OECD countries, on average, spend two
hours per day more than men in unpaid work at home (OECD 2020). As the literature
suggests (Profeta 2020),even with supportfromtheir husbands or partners, women take
care of the bulk or most of the childcare and household responsibilities. Indeed, many
women expressed the difficulties of not having enough income to put their children in
childcare facilities and thus stressed the need to have childcare support provided within
the funding supports which would have allowed them more time to better manage their
time, dedicating the necessary focus to understanding and completing complex loan
applications which they unanimously likened to a ‘full-time job." The need for childcare
grant support for women entrepreneurs has been extensively discussed in the literature.
Rouse and Kitching (2006) argue that the provision of childcare support should be noted
in entrepreneurship policies as it significantly impacts women'’s ability to successfully
run their businesses. Studies (Srhoj etal,, 2022; Esnard & Knight 2020) have shown that
when childcare support is available, women have more time to concentrate on their
businesses which could allow them to acquire needed skills, obtain necessary funding

information which could alter their risk aversion and unwillingness to access bankloans.

Restrictive Eligibility Criteria

Another finding is that eligibility criteria are often misaligned with the diverse realities
of most early-stage/micro business women-owned businesses (non-HPSU), typically
those outside traditional male-dominated sectors like Information Technology and
Manufacturing (Rowe 2016), which are prioritised by Enterprise Ireland - a sector where
only one in ten Irish entrepreneurs are located (Fitzsimmons & O'Gorman 2019). The
eligibility criteria (such as collateral requirement, interest rates, preexisting savings or
revenues, matched funding, and preference for export-oriented and product-based

businesses) do not align with the sample’s major characteristics. This finding is in line
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with previous studies (Carter et al, 2007) that women encounter challenges when
accessing debt financing due to the sectors in which they operate and unproven credit
ratings. This finding also aligns with the pecking order theorythatdebt and equity finance
are inaccessible for firms given the lack of required collateral and high interest rates (Ou

& Haynes, 2006).

Consistent with previous studies (Elam et al,, 2021; OECD 2019; Terjesen et al. 2016;
Carter et al, 2015; McAdam 2012) most women's businesses are concentrated in
traditional women-oriented sectors like service and retail, with less than ten employees,
aspire to lower growth expectations, small, (i.e., early stage) and tend to be less active in
international markets (Pergelova et al,, 2019). Furthermore, the 2019 GEM report notes
that the Irish economy is service-based with over half of all entrepreneurs located in the
consumer services sector (Fitzsimmons & O'Gorman 2019). It is important to
acknowledge that while these challenges are evident, they are not unique to only

women's businesses (Flynn et al., 2019)

Indeed, women are treated as a homogenous group (Poggesiet al.,, 2020; Ahl & Marlow
2012; Hughes et al,, 2012) and their heterogeneous nature as noted in this study is not
taken into consideration. Contrary to the assertion in the literature (Cavalluzzo et al,,
2002; Fielden et al,, 2003) that women refrain from seeking external funding, the study
findings reveal that women entrepreneurs did indeed attempt to apply for funding,
especially to most state agencies' funding programmes. However, the challenge lies in
their eligibility. Many women actively pursue external funding despite the barriers to
funding application. Their determination to secure funding is evident, yet structural
barriers and challenges hinder them from putting forward an application. This is because
women often find their type of business not eligible for most funding supports and the
eligibility criteria embedded in many funding initiatives are stringent. Women with
ambitious plans who attempted to secure bankloans as a means of meeting the matched -
funding requirement encountered a dual setback, finding themselves ineligible for bank
loans. Consequently, a significant portion resorted to self-funding. Consistent with other
studies (Calcagnini et al,, 2015; Van Hulten 2012; Coleman 2007), this study found that
banks perceive women'’s start-ups as risky and, as such, typically refrain from funding
these businesses and instead refer them to the MFI. This is illustrated in the funding

providers’ statements (see sections 7.3.2 and 7.3.3). This may also explain the low bank
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funding applications put forward by women in the sample. However, this study does not
support the claim in the body of literature (Cavalluzzo et al,, 2002; Robb & Walken 2002;
Coleman 2000) that women are discouraged borrowers who refrain from seeking bank
loans due to fear of rejection; rather it is their inability to meet banks’ eligibility criteria,
and personal related barriers such as unwillingness to acquire debt and preference for

independence and autonomy that hold them back.

Gap between LEO and Enterprise Ireland’s Financial Support Programmes

Further findings reveal a specific gap in funding support for the types of women -owned
businesses (i.e. early stage/micro-small businesses) typically supported by the LEO and
those typically supported by Enterprise Ireland (i.e. high potential start-ups). Some
women are not eligible for either LEOs’ or Enterprise Ireland’s funding programmes. This
double ineligibility presents a major obstacle and effectively excludes a substantial
portion of women's businesses that are viable and innovative but do not fit into the
narrow confines of the specified criteria. This hinders women from accessing the
necessary external funding needed for their businesses. Given women’s operating
profiles, as noted above, this study finds that the criteria for both LEOs’ and Enterprise
Ireland’s funding programmes are overly restrictive and fail to accommodate the
heterogeneity of women's businesses. While the Enterprise Ireland and LEO
representatives acknowledge that women are often concentrated in lifestyle businesses,
their responses (see Chapter Sevenin Section 7.3.6) reveal a fundamental inflexibility and
a lack of willingness to adapt criteria to better support the diverse nature of women'’s
businesses. However, we must consider whether their statements stem from a genuine
understanding of women’s unique challenges or if they are simply resistant and defensive
to accommodate this observation. Indeed, the recommendation of ‘training’ support as
against ‘grants’ to these women reinforces the notion that women need ‘fixing’ (Coleman
et al, 2019; Henry et al, 2017). While a training support programme is important, it

should not replace the provision of funding support.

Perceive ‘Push’ towards Becoming High-Growth, High-Tech and Export Oriented

An unexpected finding from this study is the perceived feeling of being pressured to
become export-oriented and develop global ambition (HPSU) in order to access

substantial funding amounts such as those provided by most of Enterprise Ireland’s
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programmes, despite not being ready for it. This perceived ‘push’ exacerbates women'’s
frustration and highlights a disconnect between the finance-focused entrepreneurship
policies and women entrepreneurs’ actual needs. As highlighted in the policy documents
reviewed, there is an embedded prioritisation of High Potential Start-ups (HPSUs).
Enterprise Ireland funding programmes are typically skewed towards high-tech and
manufacturing sectors with global ambition (HPSU) which do not align with the sectors
where over 47% of women in the sample operate. This perspective ignores such sectors,
which may result in less funding support for women entrepreneurs in these ‘feminised’
sectors. Accordingly, agencies are missing out on fostering innovation and growth in
sectors that could significantly contribute to the economy. Indeed, the funding success
outcome analysis highlights this misalignment. Data shows that the typical business with
a successful EI funding application is HPSU in the IT and manufacturing sector, op erated
by businesses with an employee size of 1 - 9, located in an urban region. This narrow
profile of successful applicants potentially illustrates a significant bias towards other
business types and sectors. Many of these women may run businesses that contribute to
the economy. However, without adequate funding, their growth could be stifled.
Furthermore, some of these women prioritise autonomy and independence, avoiding
external interference from equity investors.

The women’s motivations and preferences for scalability in the sample presented in this
thesis varied. This highlights that women entrepreneurs in Ireland are not a
homogeneous cohort, and their heterogeneity has to be taken into consideration. As
argued by Owalla et al. (2021) and Welter et al. (2017), policy and support programmes
must recognise women’s heterogeneity and avoid implementing a ‘one-size-fits-all’ policy
approach when addressing the needs and challenges of women entrepreneurs (Ortega-
Argilés 2022; Henry et al, 2021). Furthermore, the insistence by the Enterprise Ireland
representative that women should align their business ideas towards male-dominated
sectors neglects women'’s diverse needs and entrepreneurial ambitions and reinforces
the deeply ingrained gender bias and stereotype that achieving entrepreneurial success
requires being in traditionally male-dominated businesses (Ahl 2006). Studies such as
those by Chaganti (1986) and Cliff (1998) have argued that women are relatively
conservative in terms of growth expectations and expansion and do not conceive
themselves as separate profit-making entities (Shane & Venkataraman 2000; Brush

1992; Cliff 1998). As such, this study argues that the ineligibility of many early-
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stage/micro women entrepreneurs (non-HPSU) for both the Enterprise Ireland and LEO
programmes, coupled with the perceived push towards the unsuitable Enterprise Ireland
programmes, highlights significant shortcomings in current finance-focused
entrepreneurship policies and programmes. The perception that women entrepreneurs
have to be export-oriented, in certain hi-growth sectors with global ambition is
misplaced. Indeed, not all entrepreneurs are cut out for or aspire to high growth and
performance. While women are often labelled “underperformers” in business for low
growth and low success rates, and are, therefore, under-recognised in the sphere of value
creation, these criteria represent what society expects women to achieve, not necessarily
what women themselves expect or want to achieve. This finding is in line with those of
OECD-GWEP (2021) which found that ecosystem supports are inadequate and fail to

meet women'’s start-up needs in diverse geographic settings (OECD-GWEP 2021).

Personal Characteristics Challenges

Another finding revealed that although the majority of the women in this study are highly
educated (Lituchy & Reavley 2004), some lacked the necessary financial and legal
skillsets to navigate the application process which impacted their funding journey. T his
confirms other studies that women are less likely to be educated in business or financial
issues (Fabowale et al, 1995; Brush 1992). Additionally, in line with previous studies
(Buttner and Rosen, 1988; Hisrich and Brush 1987), women, although expressing a high
degree of awareness of existing funding supports, lacked clarity in terms of easily
accessing information about funding support. This issue is further compounded by
perceptions of ‘favouritism’ in support organisations, where some women receive
preferential treatment over others, potentially due to ‘relationship’ or subjective biases.
Such favouritism exacerbates these barriers, creating an uneven playing field where not
all women have equal opportunities. In line with the existing literature (Elam et al,, 2023;
European Parliament 2015; Fleck et al, 2011), the findings revealed that low levels of
confidence, risk-averse mindset, and intentional requests for smaller amounts of funding
may have impacted most Irish women’s entrepreneurial funding journey due to various
factors such as cautionary mindset, conservative nature, preference for independence,
perfectionism, societal expectation, and familial responsibilities. In contrast to previous
studies (such as the European Parliament 2015) which state that women with risk-averse

mindsets are largely due to lower levels of self-confidence, this does not hold for many
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women entrepreneurs in Ireland. Findings suggest that women’s perception of risk was
largely due to their preference for autonomy stemming from their familial

responsibilities.

Dissatisfaction with Women Entrepreneurs’ business type and sectors

Regarding the challenges in providing funding to women entrepreneurs, the study found
that funding providers expressed dissatisfaction with the business types and sectors
many women entrepreneurs operate, wishing they were more involved in male-
dominated sectors and titled towards being involved in more ‘hard’ training topics. This
is illustrated by phrases like “We need to maybe harden them up a little bit” which reflects
a gendered bias that undervalues the contributions of women-led businesses in
traditionally female sectors (Marlow, 2002), dismissing their economic and social value.
From a poststructuralist feminist perspective, such a viewpoint perpetuates the
marginalisation of women by reinforcing the notion that "male-dominated” sectors are
inherently more valuable and legitimate than "female-dominated" sectors (Ahl 2006).
This could add to the many reasons why women ‘do’ gender (Martin 2003; West &
Zimmerman 1987). This affirms previous studies (Marlow, 2002), that perceptions that
value men and women differently “become social norms that constrain women’s and
men’s views of reality and the choices they view as most viable and beneficial” (p. 85).
This could result in women “fulfilling dominant conceptions of gender identity and
gendered practices” (Loscocco and Bird 2012, p.191). These findings may explain
women’s concern about being ‘pushed’ or ‘pressured’ into being export-oriented and
internationally traded enterprises that are typically male-dominated, as noted
previously. Feminist scholars thus argue for the need to support women'’s choices rather

than ‘pressuring’ them to conform to patriarchal norms (Brush et al., 2009).

8.3 Contributions

This thesis has demonstrated that this is an important area of research and that findings
could contribute to enhancing women'’s entrepreneurship. This study contributes to the
current body of knowledge on women'’s entrepreneurship and access to finance under
the four key themes presented in Table 8.2. According to Nentwich and Kelan (2014),
contributions should be articulated with the specific areas of scholarship to which the

thesis addresses.
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Table 8. 1 Contributions to Study

S/N

Contribution

Type

Themes

Contribution to Knowledge

Empirical

e Entrepreneurial
Ecosystem:
(Entrepreneurship
Policy and Access

to Finance)

e Women’s

Entrepreneurship

¢ Highlights that entrepreneurship is still a
gendered phenomenon, and this is
perpetuated by inherently gendered biased
finance-focused entrepreneurial policies
which negatively impactwomen'’s ability to
access funding in Ireland.

eHighlights that the gendering of
entrepreneurship in the context of Ireland
also perpetuates the over-representation of
women in ‘feminised’ sectors, particularly
due to the emphasis on High Potential start-
up businesses (HPSU) which potentially
pushes women into ‘feminised’ sectors.

eSheds new light on the interconnection of
certain components in the ecosystem -
policy, access to finance, mentors,
university and support systems, education
and training.

¢ Contributes by augmenting the
entrepreneurship ecosystem frameworkas
an analytical tool and proposing to
incorporate ‘gender’ as a lens within the

framework.

Theoretical

Feminist theory

¢ Contributes to feminist theory by adopting
comprehensive feminist  theoretical
perspectives to examine the phenomenon

e Views gender as a social construct rather
than as a variable.

e Highlights that the Irish entrepreneurial
ecosystem is gendered - women are
subordinated by power and gender

dynamics (i.e. stereotypes, norms, biases) -
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specifically as regards policy and access to
finance.

e Highlights an inherent complexity in the
contemporary post-structuralist approach
as women are both subjected to and
resisting biases. This is problematic as it
perpetuates a gendered entrepreneurial
ecosystem, which may contribute to the

reasons why policies are not changing.

Contextual Country - Ireland e Contributes to the lack of scholarship about
women'’s entrepreneurship in Ireland.

o Highlights the gendered nature of two
entrepreneurship ecosystem components
in Ireland - entrepreneurship policy and
access to finance.

Methodological | Qualitative ¢ Contributes to the women'’s
Research: entrepreneurship field by employing an in-
Interviews and | depth qualitative methodology that
Discourse Analysis highlight the lived experiences of women

entrepreneurs in accessing funding.

eHighlights the positionality of women in

finance-focused entrepreneurship policy
discourse by applying the Global Women'’s
Entrepreneurship Policy (GWEP) approach
which is novel and relatively new in
women'’s entrepreneurship policy research.
By exploring the imagery, languages as well
as the actual policy’s focus, the thesis
identified hidden embedded gender biases.
Indeed, the mere inclusion of women'’s
images within policy documents is
inadequate to resolve gender equality if
policies and programmes are not designed

to cater specifically for women.
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8.3.1 Empirical Contributions:

This study contributes to the existing body of entrepreneurship scholarship, specifically
in the context of women’s entrepreneurship and the entrepreneurship ecosystem
(mainly entrepreneurial policy and access to finance). The study contributes to the
understanding of the impact of gender in entrepreneurship by integrating ecosystems
and feminist theory perspectives. Although there are considerable studies on women’s
entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial finance in other developed countries, there is a
scarcity of empirical studies on women'’s entrepreneurship in Ireland, particularly in
relation to policy and access to finance. Rather than using approaches that already
saturate research on women’s entrepreneurship, this study employs the
entrepreneurship ecosystem approach mainly pioneered by Isenberg (2011). The key
advantage of this framework is that it helps shed light on the embedded gender biases

within the ecosystem.

First, the study contributes to the extant body of entrepreneurship scholarship by
shedding light on how the prevailing portrayal of entrepreneurship as a male -dominated
activity and the ‘entrepreneur’ as a stereotypical archetype: A white heroic middle -aged
man (Marlow 2014; McAdam 2013), whose high-growth business is driven by profit
motives marginalises women'’s contribution, thereby reinforcing systemic disadvantage
and perpetuating bias inequality and biases within the entrepreneurial landscape
(Greene & Brush 2023). The findings in this study shifted the discourse from the focus on
individualism and centered on understanding women entrepreneurs' experience with

accessing funding in Ireland.

Second, the study contributes to extant scholarship on gender and entrepreneurship.
With regard to the gender studies debate, this thesis extends the understanding of gender
as a social construct on women'’s entrepreneurship (Duong & Brannback 2023; Ahl etal,
2010; Ahl 2006). In earlier gender studies, discourses were often characterised by a
‘gender as a variable’ approach that focused on sex-based differences. Embedded within
this epistemology was the assumption that men and women are inherently distinct from
each other, and any differences observed can be interpreted as women's deficiency. Such
analysis was premised upon the notion of women entrepreneurs and their
overrepresentation in feminised sectors, small-scale size, and underperformance (Ahl

2006; Brush etal,, 1992; Loscocco & Robinson 1991) which inadvertently portrayed men

240



as the norm (Ahl 2006). The finding of this study challenges this gendering practice by
highlighting how women ‘construct’ their businesses and access funding based on the

gender and power dynamics present within the Irish entrepreneurial landscape.

Third, this study contributes to extant scholarship on gender and entrepreneurship
policy and access to finance using the ecosystems approach. Scholars have argued that
the entrepreneurship ecosystem is gendered, and most mainstream entrepreneurship
policies are gender-blind, which fails to address women'’s access to finance. This study
furthers this debate and highlights that the assumption embedded within the
entrepreneurship ecosystem that all entrepreneurs have the same level of access to
resources, the same level of support, and the same likelihood of their venture being

successful (Brush et al, 2018; Elam et al.,, 2019), is flawed.

Fourth, this study contributes to entrepreneurial policy scholarship by revealing the
existence of an individualistic emphasis, embedded gendered assumptions, power
relations and isolation within finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and programmes

in place to support women entrepreneurs.

Fifth, this study also contributes to advancing the understanding of the challenges women
entrepreneurs encounter when accessing funding by shedding light on the various

systemic and structural biases and barriers present in funding support programmes.

Finally, the study contributes to the ongoing debate that the entrepreneurial ecosystem
is gendered and, in turn, that entrepreneurship policy and access to finance are also
gendered, due to their interconnectedness within the ecosystem. As such, the thesis
posits that gender bias or inequalities within entrepreneurial policies negatively
influence women'’s ability to access funding and their participation (Greene & Brush
2023; Ahl & Nelson 2015; Marlow & McAdam 2013). With the advancementin women'’s
entrepreneurship research, this study contributes by raising awareness in the context of

entrepreneurial policymaking and access to funding.

8.3.2 Theoretical Contribution

This thesis adopted a feminist theory (Harding 1987) as its underpinning theoretical
framework to explore entrepreneurship policy and access to finance for women
entrepreneurs. The study integrated multiple feminist theoretical perspectives to better

understand the gendered dimension, challenge assumptions or discourses within the

241



entrepreneurial ecosystem (specifically, policy and access to finance) and interpret
findings. This approach was adopted in response to multiple calls for scholars to adopt
comprehensive feminist perspectives and to shift their epistemological position from an
objectivist epistemology of ‘gender as a variable’ to a deeper understanding of ‘gender as
a social construct’ (Marlow 2020; Pettersson etal,, 2017; Henry etal,, 2016; Neergaard et
al, 2011; Ahl 2006; Ogbor 2000; Butler 1990; Harding 1987; West & Zimmerman 1987).
This perspective emphasises understanding the social, institutional, and cultural factors
that influence gender roles, stereotypes and behaviours. Pettersson et al. (2017)
observed an absence of feminist theory in research on women'’s entrepreneurship. This
is also echoed in systematic literature reviews by Henry etal. (2016) and Neergaard etal.
(2011). Furthermore, despite several calls (Jones & Ratten 2021; Spigel 2017; Stam
2015), there has been minimal explicit theorisation around entre preneurial ecosystems
(Cho etal,, 2021; Fubah 2021), which has undoubtedly hampered understanding of the

complexity of the various ecosystem components

Accordingly, this study employed feminist theoretical perspectives, contributing in two
key ways: First, it extends the feminist entrepreneurship scholarship debate, which
posits that the field of entrepreneurship is a gendered phenomenon and women are
subordinated by power and gender relations in systemic or institutional structures which
limit women’s entrepreneurial success (Pettersson et al,, 2017; Henry et al, 2016; Ahl &
Marlow 2012; Ahl 2006). Second, the study demonstrates the impact of gender with in the
entrepreneurship ecosystem, and by identifying embedded gendered assumptions
behind policies and programmes in place to support women entrepreneurs’ access to
finance. Specifically, the study highlights the complexity of power and gender dynamics
within the entrepreneurial ecosystem and the interaction of other entrepreneurship
ecosystem components that shape women’s ability to access funding. This study
contributes to the claim that entrepreneurship is a gendered phenomenon, and by
extension, the entrepreneurship ecosystem, specifically, entrepreneurship policy and

access to finance.

Furthermore, the use of a feminist theoretical perspective informs the recommendations
proposed to the three key stakeholder groups in this study (see section 8.3). The findings
in Chapters Five to Seven reveal how the intersection of gender, power, class, ethnicity,

support networks, entrepreneurship policies/institutional structures, and processes
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interacts with the neo-liberal approach to impact women'’s access to funding. This insight
leads to the policy recommendation: Adopting a hyper-segmentation approach to
entrepreneurship policy that incorporates the heterogeneity and diversity of women's
unique characteristics to address systemic and structural barriers affecting women'’s
access to funding. Additionally, integrating a feminist theoretical approach within policy
measures to better understand and dismantle the various gendered biases and power
dynamics that impact women’s access to finance. Such an inclusive policy approach

brings about a gendered change in society.

8.3.3 Contextual Contribution

Scholars have argued that context matters in the field of entrepreneurship (Welter 2011,
2017, 2018; Brush et al, 2009; De Bruin et al, 2007; Ahl, 2002). According to Welter
(2018), context is gendered, which in turn affects entrepreneurial behaviour. As such,
Hughes et al. (2012) called for the need for a highly contextualised approach to better
understand women entrepreneurs’ experiences. There is a need to connect individual
women entrepreneurs’ characteristics to the context within which they are embedded.
Diaz-Garcia et al. (2016) call for the need for studies to apply a gendered lens to
contextualise women entrepreneurs, as the authors argue that some “societies do not
perceive entrepreneurship as an appropriate career for women” (p. 14) Henry and Lewis

(2023) argue that context is undertreated in most women’s entrepreneurship studies.

This study is one of the first to explore finance-focused entrepreneurship policies facing
women entrepreneurs in Ireland using discourse analysis, the GWEP reading guide and
in-depth semi-structured interviews together, conceptualising gender as socially
constructed in alignment with post-structural feminist theoretical perspectives and
constructionist epistemology. This study furthers the understanding of the impact of
context on women’s entrepreneurial funding endeavours by focusing on women
entrepreneurs in Ireland. This study has demonstrated that women’s entrepreneurship
is highly context-specific and varies across the specific societal and cultural contexts in
which it occurs. The entrepreneurship ecosystem and women'’s access to funding are
significantly shaped by the institutions and socio-cultural environment (such as societal
norms, stereotypes, policies, and support systems) which can either hinder or facilitate

their entrepreneurial funding experience.

243



8.3.4 Methodological Contribution

Entrepreneurship scholarship has predominantly used cross-sectional survey techniques
and male-gendering measurements which reinforce stereotypes and do not provide
firsthand, candid reflections on the entrepreneuriallives of women (Marlow 2020; Henry
et al, 2016; Foss 2010; Haynes 2010; Brush 1992; Stevenson 1990). According to
scholars, such methods concentrate on themes of economic growth, and risk-taking,
comparing men and women entrepreneurs. As such, scholars such as de Bruin et al.
(2007) and Ahl (2006) have called for the need to expand epistemologically and utilise
in-depth qualitative methods for a better understanding of first-hand lived experiences,
particularly in the under-researched area of entrepreneurial policy (Bruni et al,, 2009;
Foucault 1972a). Steyaertet al. (2011) recommended further studies utilising discourse
and narrative methodologies to authentically capture the voice and stories of

entrepreneurs and engage with feminist approaches (Henry et al, 2016)

Accordingly, this study employed a three-stage interpretive qualitative research
approach that combined discourse analysis, in-depth semi-structured interviews and the
GWEP reading guide. The novelty of the methodological approach lies in its holistic
perspective and comprehensive coverage of three key stakeholders - women
entrepreneurs, policymakers (through policy documents and programmes) and funding
providers. This study contributes to the ongoing debate on the utilisation of qualitative
research methods in entrepreneurship research (Henry etal,, 2016; Brush etal., 2009; de
Bruin et al,, 2007). Beyond the typical positivist approach, this study contributes to the
field of women’s entrepreneurship by utilising discourse analysis to reveal the prevailing
gender discourse that continues to influence policies and programmes supporting
women’s entrepreneurship and access to funding in Ireland and perpetuates enduring
power relations (Berglund et al, 2018; Bruni et al, 2014; Ahl & Marlow 2012).
Furthermore, this study utilised semi-structured interviews to capture first-hand lived
experiences of women entrepreneurs, specifically demonstrating how gender and other
structures impact their ability to access external funding in Ireland. Finally, this thesis
adopted the GWEP reading guide that has been widely used in the context of women's
entrepreneurship and policy (OECD-GWEP 2021; Henry etal,, 2016) as a methodological
tool as applied to the Irish setting.
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CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

9.1 Introduction

The overarching aim of this thesis was to critically explore entrepreneurship policy
and access to finance for women entrepreneurs in Ireland. The study explored
Ireland’s finance-focused entrepreneurship policies and support programmes, the
perspectives and experiences of women entrepreneurs in accessing funding, and funding

challenges from both a demand and supply side perspective.

In addressing the overarching research aim, this thesis has provided key empirical,

evidence-based findings highlighting:

1) The gendered nature of the Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem, specifically with
regard to two key ecosystem components - policy and access to finance.

2) The complex positionality of women’s entrepreneurs(hip) within Irish finance-
focused entrepreneurial policy documents.

3) The heterogeneity of women entrepreneurs’ financing practices in Ireland

4) Theunique funding challenges encountered by women entrepreneurs inaccessing

funding in Ireland.

The preceding chapters discussed the background and significance of the study, reviewed
the literature, identified key theoretical frameworks, detailed the methodological
approach, and presented the empirical findings. The findings were then critically
discussed in the context of relevant literatures and the study’s contribution was
highlighted. This final chapter revisits the core research questions in order to draw key
conclusions from the related findings. Following this, it then offers a set of
recommendations for three key stakeholder groups - policymakers, women
entrepreneurs, and funding providers. The chapter subsequently summarises the study’s
limitations and signposts scholars toward a number of avenues worthy of future research

attention. Finally, the chapter concludes with a reflection on the doctoral journey.
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9.2 Revisiting the Core Research Questions and Drawing

Conclusions

To achieve the overarching aim of this study, the thesis soughtto address the following

research objectives and their corresponding research questions:

RO1: To explore the gendered nature of entrepreneurship policy and its related financial
programmes for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.
RQ1: How are women entrepreneurs positioned within government’s finance-focused

entrepreneurial policies in Ireland?

RO2: To explore the experiences of women entrepreneursinaccessing finance in Ireland.
RQ2: What, if any, are the embedded gender inequalities and biases within the

entrepreneurship policy and access to finance in Ireland?

RO3: Toidentify the key challenges facing women entrepreneurs’ accessibility to funding
in Ireland.

RQ3: What are the challenges experienced by women entrepreneurs while accessing
funding in Ireland?

To address these research objectives and questions, a qualitative empirical study was
undertaken in two stages: Discourse analysis and in-depth semi-structured interviews.
In total, ten Irish finance-focused entrepreneurial policy documents and their related
financial support programmes were analysed, and forty-three interviews with women

entrepreneurs and three with funding providers were conducted.

The key findings of this thesis (based on the cumulative findings of chapters 5-7) suggest
that the Irish entrepreneurial ecosystem is gendered; women's entrepreneurship policy
is gendered and by extension access to finance is also gendered. This is in line with
conclusions from other international studies (OECD-GWEP 2021; Coleman et al,, 2019;
Brush et al, 2018; Henry et al, 2017, 2022; Ahl & Nelson 2015) who assert that the
entrepreneurship ecosystem is highly gendered and that not all ecosystem components
are equally accessible to men and women. Women entrepreneurs are faced with
embedded gender biases within the two key entrepreneurship ecosystem components -

policy and access to finance - both supposedly aimed at supporting women
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entrepreneurs. Specifically, the study illustrates that access to finance is problematic for
women entrepreneurs due to various embedded gender, structural, and systemic biases
and inequalities present within the Irish entrepreneurial policy and funding landscape,

which negatively impact women’s ability to access funding.

Overall, this study demonstrates that gender is a prevalent and influential factor that
interacts with entrepreneurial finance-focused policies and support programmes as well
as with other interconnected ecosystem components such as supportservices, advis ors
and mentors, and education and training, ultimately impacting women'’s ability to access
funding. This study contributes to and extends previous debates on employing ‘gender as
a lens’ to women’s entrepreneurship policy (Coleman et al, 2019; Brush et al, 2018;
Henry et al, 2016). It further argues for the incorporation of ‘gender as a lens” within the
entrepreneurial ecosystem framework in order to achieve an effective ‘gender-inclusive’

entrepreneurial ecosystem that can drive meaningful gendered change in society.

The key conclusions that can be drawn from the findings presented in this thesis are

outlined below, as they relate to the three core research questions.

9.2.1 ConclusionsRegarding the Positionality of Women Entrepreneurs

within Irish Entrepreneurial Finance-focused Policies (RQ1)

As illustrated in Chapter Five, and further reflected in Chapters Six and Seven, findings
revealed the presence of gender and power relations within Irish entrepreneurial
finance-focused policy documents aimed at supporting women entrepreneurs. The
discourse within most policies positioned women as ‘deficient’, with untapped potential
which needed to be exploited for economic goals. The policies failed to address the
underlying root causes that perpetuate structural barriers, systemic embedded biases,
and other gendered assumptions within the ecosystem. Instead, women were asked to
‘fix’ themselves through training programmes in order to function properly or match
their implicit ‘male’ counterparts, thereby inadvertently perpetuating the inferior

‘othering’ positioning of women.

This study concludes that there is a significant prioritisation of economic growth over
gender equality in Ireland’s finance-focused entrepreneurial policies. The majority of

existing finance-focused policies for entrepreneurs in Ireland lack a poststructuralist
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feminist perspective and are mainly predicated on a neo-liberal approach that prioritises
high-potential start-ups (HPSUs) over other business types where most women are
active. Subtle biases embedded within the conditions attached to policy-related financial
support programmes are also clearly evident. This conclusion is consistent with that of
other studies, such as that of (Henry et al,, 2022; Coleman et al., 2019; Pettersson et al,,
2017). Supported by evidence derived from the interviews with the women
entrepreneurs, it can also be concluded that this approach inadvertently discriminates
against most early stage/micro women entrepreneurs, perpetuating the bias they
encounter. Other studies have drawn similar conclusions (Brushetal,, 2018; Ahl & Nelson

2015)

It can be further concluded that the policies designed to support women entrepreneurs’
access to finance do not alter women's disadvantaged position in society; rather they
perpetuate women'’s ‘othering’ positioning. This conclusion is consistent with that of
other studies (Henry et al, 2022; OECD-GWEP 2021; Pettersson et al, 2017). As
concluded by the recent OECD-GWEP study which examined entrepreneurship policies
across 27 countries, most ecosystem supports are inadequate and fail to meet women'’s

start-up needs (OECD-GWEP 2021).

9.2.2 Conclusions Regarding the Embedded Gender biases within the
Entrepreneurial Landscape (RQ2)

As shown in Chapter Six, the empirical findings revealed that women entrepreneurs,
particularly those within the HPSU category encounter significant conscious and
unconscious gender biases, stereotypes, and norms when dealing with funding providers
in the entrepreneurial funding landscape, which remains predominantly male-
dominated. The novelty of this finding lies in the strength of sentiment around the level
and extent of the embedded gender bias present in the entrepreneurial funding
landscape, as reflected in the investors' and lenders' line of questioning, inappropriate
and undermining behaviour, the male gender homophily, and other intersectionality
biases present within the entrepreneurial landscape which often result in unequal
treatment and subsequently negatively impact women’s access to funding. Itis important
to acknowledge that these biases are subtle when seeking funding at the lower funding

level (LEO) but more prevalent at the upper funding level (Enterprise Ireland and Angel
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Investors) where women entrepreneurs sought higher funding amounts. Efforts to
secure higher funding amounts typically required the women to participate in pitching
sessions/competitions and actively engage with funders, an activity that remains male-
dominated (UN Women 2021; Edelman et al, 2018). The study concludes that, although
policies are often geared towards supporting high-growth, high-tech, and export-
oriented businesses, when women entrepreneurs with such business types attempt to
secure funding, they are met with contradictory signals, almost as if they are being asked
to ‘know their place’ within the entrepreneurial landscape. This highlights a restrictive
and biased ecosystem where women entrepreneurs are better off only seeking funding
at lower levels (LEO). This conclusion affirms those of Berglund et al. (2018) and Ahl

(2006) that power dynamics exist within the entrepreneurial landscape.

A novel, yet alarming, finding of this thesis is the self-perpetuating cycle of bias noted in
women'’s reflections regarding their funding journey. In this study, women seem to
conform to the “patriarchal norms” that - they expect - will eventually enable them to
increase their chances of securing funding. This study concludes that women
entrepreneurs have either come to accept and normalise the gendered bias behaviour as
a ‘necessary evil’ or are afraid of challenging the status quo due to fear of repercussions.
This ‘acceptance’ has been highlighted by previous scholars (Rouse etal., 2013; Bruni et
al, 2004) in the contextof ‘doing’ gender. This perpetuation of the status quo in itself, if
continued, is harmful to the overall ecosystem as it reinforces existing biases and
inequalities and hinders progress towards achieving an ‘inclusive’ entrepreneurship

ecosystem. If this cycle continues, nothing is going to change.

One of the most critical findings of this thesis is the significant heterogeneity of women
entrepreneurs’ financing practices. Based on the empirical data derived from the
interviews with the women entrepreneurs, it can be concluded that women prefer
women-specific funding opportunities and particularly value networking in
enhancing/leveraging access to finance. This is consistent with findings from other

studies (Bullough et al,, 2015; Braidford & Stone, 2008)

However, based on the study’s findings, it can also be concluded that older women are
more prepared than younger women to deny the presence of gender bias or

discriminatory practices, a point not yet evidenced in other entrepreneurial studies, to
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the author’s knowledge. This suggests a generational difference in acknowledging gender
bias and reflects the significant complexity and heterogeneity among women
entrepreneurs. Sadly, this also adds further weight to the previously mentioned

conclusion about women’s normalising and self-perpetuation of gender bias.
9.2.3 Conclusions Regarding the Funding Challenges (RQ3)

The findings on funding challenges provided further evidence that the Irish
entrepreneurship ecosystem is still gendered and thatthere are critical demand -side and
supply-side challenges impacting women’s ability to access funding in Ireland. As noted
in Chapter Seven, the study concludes that the primary obstacles facing women
entrepreneurs in accessing funding are typically the excessive time-consuming and
lengthy nature of the funding application processes, restrictive eligibility criteria, bias in
support services, inadequate funding information accessibility, family and childcare
responsibilities, and women’s own personal challenges. This aligns with the conclusions
drawn by other global studies (Elam etal,, 2023; OECD 2021; Fackelmann & Alessandro
2020; Coleman & Robb 2015; Klapper & Parker 2011)

Based on the empirical data derived from the interviews with the women entrepreneurs,
it can be concluded that there is a significant gap in funding provisions provided by the
state agencies (LEO and Enterprise Ireland), which inadvertently prevents some early
stage/micro women entrepreneurs (non-HPSU) in certain sectors and business types
from accessing funding from both agencies. This extends the conclusions of OECD -GWEP
(2021), which highlights a systemic issue in the funding ecosystem that fails to meet

women'’s needs.

Based on the study’s findings, it can also be concluded that many women entrepreneurs
in the non-HPSU category feel pressured by the Irish government to become high-tech,
hi-growth, and export-oriented businesses (HPSU); which the majority of these women
are not inclined towards. This pressure ignores a substantial number of women
entrepreneurs in ‘feminised’ sectors, resulting in less funding support for them. This
suggests that Enterprise Ireland’s policy does not adequately supportand accommodate
the realistic needs and heterogeneity of women entrepreneurs, particularly in the context
of their sectors and business types. Rather, most of the funding supports are geared

towards hi-tech, hi-growth, and export-oriented businesses (HPSUs) where women are
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underrepresented. As previously mentioned in the conclusion on embedded gender
biases in Section 9.2.2, women who subsequently become high-potential start-ups
(HPSUs) are often subjected to biased practices and are being ‘pushed back’, which
further compounds and exacerbates the challenges they face. This highlights the
counterproductive nature of most Irish finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and
related support programmes and practices. The conclusions of this study corroborate

other global studies (Henry et al, 2022; Coleman et al, 2019; Welter et al,, 2017).
9.3 Recommendations

This study identified several embedded gender biases and inequalities within
entrepreneurial policy and access to finance for women entrepreneurs in Ireland. To
addresstheseissues effectively, the following tailored recommendations are provided for
three key stakeholder groups: Policymakers, funding providers, and women
entrepreneurs. Each group plays a key role in fostering a more supportive and inclusive

entrepreneurial ecosystem.
9.3.1 Recommendations for Policymakers

e Develop a unified entrepreneurship policy document on access to finance for
women entrepreneurs: This study’s findings reveal that there are currently no
existing finance-focused entrepreneurial policies for women entrepreneurs and that
SME/entrepreneurship policies are fragmented. It would be beneficial to have a
targeted finance-focused entrepreneurship policy that addresses women'’s funding
challenges and ensures equitable access to funding. Such a policy should integrate a
poststructuralist feminist perspective to consider the intersectionality and
heterogeneity of women entrepreneurs because barriers and challenges are often
compounded by such heterogeneity. One possible approach is to collect and analyse
gender-disaggregated data to better comprehend the differing funding experiences
of women entrepreneurs to effectively address the underlying cause of gender
inequality. Furthermore, collaborative and inclusive policymaking, such as
establishing a gender-focused advisory team comprised of academic feminist

scholars and women support network groups must be in place when designing the
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policy to ensure that the funding experiences and heterogeneity of women
entrepreneurs are acknowledged and integrated into the policy document.

Implement a Hyper-segmentation model - personalised policy approach: Given
the evidence of within-group differences among the women entrepreneurs in this
study, it is important to recognise that women entrepreneurs in Ireland are
heterogeneous in nature. They are differentiated by their diverse personal (ethnicity
and socioeconomic backgrounds) and business characteristics as well as funding
needs. Therefore, policymakers must recognise that, to fairly and adequately support
women entrepreneurs in accessing funding, they may need to treat women
differently. Treating all women entrepreneurs uniformly inadvertently places some
at a disadvantage, as women entrepreneurs are different both within groups and in
comparison, to men. As such, in order to achieve a gender-inclusive ecosystem,
policies must be approached inclusively taking into consideration women's various
characteristics, such as challenges, needs, or demographics, rather than using a one-
size-fits-all approach. One possible route to achieve this is by conducting an
intersectional analysis to evaluate how gender intersects with women’s
characteristics and identities, ensuring that the policies and programmes reflect the
women’s heterogeneity and diverse business models identified in the study.
Furthermore, tailored funding programmes or grants that address the specific needs
of various women'’s business models and sectors should be implemented. This could
be in the form of offering targeted non-repayable grants and loans with flexible

repayment terms

Entrepreneurship ecosystem components are interdependent and interconnected.
As such, they cannot be solved in isolation. Therefore, measures need to be put in
place to ensure finance-focused entrepreneurial policies and programmes
encompass all women’s business models and, most importantly, include those
sectors where women are concentrated. By doing so, they can ensure that women
entrepreneurs, regardless of their characteristics, have equal chances of seeking and

obtaining funding for their distinct businesses in Ireland.

Include inclusive language, representation, and positionality of women: It is

important to have a gender-inclusive entrepreneurship policy that does not reinforce
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gender norms and biases. Women should be positively represented across policies
through inclusive and respectful language. Indeed, a feminist perspective should be
embraced to dismantle any gendered power and discriminatory approaches to
women'’s access to funding. The persuasive embedded ‘male norm’ and reliance on
women entrepreneurs to correct their subordination should be emancipated. Rather,
attention should be paid to the ecosystem holistically so thatevery systemic bias and

barrier facing women entrepreneurs can be addressed.

The terms used in the policy documents to describe women entrepreneurs such as
‘deficient’, ‘underrepresented’ and ‘disadvantaged’ reinforce male dominance and
potentially perpetuate biases where women are viewed as ‘other’ within the
entrepreneurial funding landscape, hindering their access to finance. To address this,
one possible route would be to carry outa gender audit review and update of policies
and programmes to identify and rectify cases of gender and power imbalances in
imagery and language in order to ensure they reflect a balanced representation and
positionality of both genders. Gender sensitivity training could also be delivered to
staff responsible for creating such policy documents. This would help raise
awareness about the impact of gender bias and the need to have a ‘gender -inclusive’
ecosystem.

Develop gender-sensitive and inclusive entrepreneurship funding programmes:
To address the identified challenges in accessing funding, a well-designed
infrastructure within business models that support women entrepreneurs should be
implemented to bridge the gap between policy and practice. Policies and
programmes should be inclusive of a diverse range of business types, locations, and
sectors, beyond the traditionally male-dominated areas.Eligibility criteria should not
disproportionately exclude women -concentrated sectors such as services and retail,
solo-founders, and other categories. Regardless of women entrepreneurs' personal
and business characteristics, they should be provided with adequate and equal
resources and support needed to effectively run their start-ups. Funding events

should be held equally in all regions, not only in Dublin.

To address the mismatch between policy and practice in the context of matched

funding requirements, for example, one possible route would be to review all funding
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programmes' eligibility criteria to ensure they are gender sensitive. This can be
achieved by introducing a flexible or reduced-matched funding system to support
women’s access to funding. Alternatively, a government-backed/phased funding
model whereby the government contributes a portion of the matching amount
required by government agencies and in turn women entrepreneurs receive partial
funding upfront with a commitment to raise the matched funding over time can be
introduced. This approach would enable women to secure funds without the
pressure of having the full cost of a matched amount at the initial stage. This would

be specifically beneficial to women entrepreneurs in the non-HPSU category

To address the challenges in accessing funding from banks, it is recommended that a
government-backed loan scheme programme targeting women entrepreneurs is
implemented to reduce the barriers to entry for women entrepreneurs at the start-
up stage and also encourage financial institutions to lend money to women
businesses that do not meet traditional eligibility requirements. It is important to
ensure that financial institutions are provided with clear guidelines on how to
participate in the scheme and that regular monitoring measures are in place to

ensure the scheme addresses the evolving needs of women entrepreneurs.

To address the challenges in accessing equity funding expressed by the majority of
HPSU women entrepreneurs in this study, it is recommended that a fast-track
approval pathway be implemented by Enterprise Ireland to expedite the funding
process. One possible route could be the creation of performance metrics to ensure
timely processing by establishing a targeted timeframe for disbursement and a

periodic audit to detect any impediments and implement remedial actions.

e Update the centralised effective funding information system: To address the
challenges associated with the absence of clarity and awareness of funding support,
it is recommended that the current‘one-stop-shop’4? centralised funding information
system should be modified to specifically address the needs of women

entrepreneurs. This system should incorporate the following: 1) A comprehensive

40 See https://www.neh.gov.ie/
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funding listing providing information on the various funding sources (e.g. state
agencies, financial institutions, and private equity investment), and their respective
funding types and amounts. 2) Detailed eligibility criteria for each funding source,
including business size, type, age, and sector-specific requirements. A pre-
qualification tool may be included to help potential applicants assess their eligibility
before submitting their application to save time. 3) A detailed, step-by-step
application guide for each funding source, including required documentation. A
sample template of business plans, financial projections and statements, and other
required documents, alongside sample applications, should be provided as a
guideline. 4) Support services should include educational materials, advice,
webinars, consultation services as well as a FAQ section.

Provide childcare facilities or funding support: Analysis reveals that women
encounter challenges combining familial responsibilities and business activities.
Therefore, it is important to ensure childcare support is provided to give
‘mumpreneurs’ an equal chance to run their businesses and cater to their family at
the same time. Additionally, funding courses, programmes, and events should be
created in such a way as to accommodate working mothers. Aside from this, policy
interventions should encourage both men and women as parents to be fully involved
in familial obligations and responsibilities for equity and fairness, moving away from
gendered traditional stereotypes. This would help women achieve economic and
business potential.

Introduce dedicated women's funding support: Findings suggest that women
entrepreneurs prefer gender-specific funding. Targeted funding supports suitable for
all women’s business types, sectors, and models should be put in place. The analysis
further reveals that while women are encouraged to actively become high-potential
start-ups and seek funding in this regard, they are being rebuffed by embedded
gender biases and stereotypes. Therefore, it is recommended that measures are put
in place to watch out for bias, particularly at the higher funding level mechanism (e.g.
Enterprise Ireland and Angel Investors). Such measures would enhance women
entrepreneurs’ ability to successfully secure funding for their businesses.
Encourage women's representation on boards: There is a need for greater
women’s representation on policymaking decision-making boards, to bring women’s

issues to the fore. To achieve this, policymakers should create a department or team
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dedicated solely to addressing women's entrepreneurship challenges and diversity
can be established.

e Collaborate and exchange knowledge with women entrepreneurs and women-
support network groups: Policymakers should liaise regularly with women-support
network groups that work directly with women entrepreneurs to better understand
the extent of the gender biases and systemic barriers facing women. The existing
entrepreneurial ecosystem and structures that prevent women from accessing
funding and adequate support should be thoroughly examined through forums,
workshops, and interviews. Without such measures, the cycle of shifting blame onto
women will continue. Women alone cannot address the systemic biases and barriers
in the ecosystem. It is important that men also get involved in the discussion.

e Raise awareness of women’s entrepreneurship: Policy Interventions should raise
awareness of initiatives, particularly at the secondary school level, to encourage
young girls to consider entrepreneurship, especially if they have a business idea in
mind. This would inspire women to pursue ambitions as entrepreneurs and
subsequently address women’s underrepresentation in the field. Additionally, role
models should be established to challenge the deeply ingrained gender stereotypes
that cause women’s underrepresentation. One possible way to accomplish this is by
featuring success stories of women entrepreneurs in newsletters, policy documents,
websites, and social media platforms. This will inspire and motivate other women

entrepreneurs.
9.3.2 Recommendation for Funding Providers

1. Simplify application forms: Funding providers should design the application forms
to be straightforward and user-friendly for women entrepreneurs. Forms should
eliminate unnecessary complexity, provide detailed instructions, and use clear and
simple language that all women entrepreneurs can understand. The application
portal should have a dedicated section that provides online tutorials to guide
applicants through the process in a systematic manner, helping them understand
funding requirements and ultimately reducing the perceived application burden. The
portal should also include the functionality for applicants to save their application

and resume it at a later time, if needed.
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Streamline bureaucratic and time-consuming funding processes: It is important
to simplify documentation requirements to minimize unnecessary paperwork. It is
recommended to designate a dedicated support staff member to provide assistance
and guidance to women entrepreneurs, hence expediting the process. Funding
providers should implement optimisation of administrative processes in order to
reduce bureaucratic delays.

Provide adequate support centres: Findings from this thesis suggest there is
inadequate supportoffered during the funding application process. Supportshould
be offered without ‘favouritism’, particularly in the context of the LEO, towards
immigrants and older women entrepreneurs. This could be achieved by having an
effective customer support service team or points of contact and conducting an
assessment of customer support interactions to ensure that all women
entrepreneurs are receiving fair and adequate support. By doing so, biased practices
will be eradicated. Additionally, financial and legal training should be provided for
women entrepreneurs to develop the necessary skills required for the funding
application process. A possible way to accomplish this could be to offer training
resources and financial advice through webinars or workshops. Funders could also
collaborate with existing women’s support network groups to provide customised
support and resources.

Address gender-specific barriers and embedded bias: Funding providers should
regularly conduct gender sensitivity training for their staff in order to foster a
friendly, supportive, and stereotype-free attitude towards women entrepreneurs. In
addition, an assessment process that anonymises applications (e.g., assigning
numerical identifiers to business plans instead of using names) could help eliminate
bias. Additionally, funders could also implement a feedback loop where women
entrepreneurs could reportinstances of biases when seeking funding within the Irish
entrepreneurial funding landscape.

Increase funding amounts and cheque sizes: It is recommended that funding
providers disburses fundsina timely manner without any unnecessary undue delays.
Additionally, funding providers should endeavour to carry out a review and of their
existing funding amounts to ensure it aligns with the demands and heterogeneity of

women-owned businesses.
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6. Conductareview of Funding Programmes’ Eligibility Criteria: Findings suggest
that most micro/early-stage women entrepreneurs, particularly in the service or
retail sectors, encounter major difficulty in accessing funding due to the stringent
eligibility criteria within most funding support programmes. Therefore, it is
recommended that funding providers carry out a thorough audit of their respective
funding supportprogrammes to identify any discriminatory practices and endeavour
to accommodate these categories of women entrepreneurs. Reviewing and adjusting
eligibility criteria will ensure all women entrepreneurs have equal opportunity to

access funding, irrespective of their characteristics.
9.3.3 Recommendation for Women Entrepreneurs

1. Leverage network support groups, business innovation centres and accelerators:
It is recommended that women entrepreneurs leverage existing support network
groups to gain vital guidance, mentorship, advice, and support during the funding
application process and throughout their funding journey. This has the potential to
help women to have a better understanding of funding opportunities, which may
subsequently increase their chances of obtaining more funding.

2. Utilise diverse alternative external funding sources: Women entrepreneurs could
explore diverse funding options, including crowdfunding. This would help ensure
they have access to additional funding opportunities for their businesses.

3. Be bold to call out bias: Women entrepreneurs play a vital role in driving
transformative changes that could make the Irish funding ecosystem more inclusive
and equitable. Therefore, it is important for women entrepreneurs to actively voice
outany instances of bias treatment or stereotypes they may encounter in the funding
landscape and advocate for a gendered change in society. This can be accomplished
by providing feedback during consultations with the government, funding
institutions or any support network groups, discussing in open forums, or making

formal complaints.

9.4 Limitations of the Study

The study has some limitations that may have restricted its breadth and depth. First, the
difficulty in getting access to the contact information of potential participants. Ireland

lacks a comprehensive and accessible list of women entrepreneurs, and because of this,
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the researcher had to rely on gatekeepers to get relevant contact details for her sample.
However, due to GDPR regulations, this posed some limitations. This limitation affected

the ability to reach a broader pool of participants.

Second, sample size is always a common concernin social science qualitative studies. This
study ensured rigor by adhering to the principle of saturation and ensured appropriate
representation in terms of region, business types, and age (Creswell, 2009). Although the
sample size was adequate given the population of women entrepreneurs in Ireland, a
larger sample would have provided more robust and generalisable insights. The third
limitation relates to data collection. The difficulty of finding willing participants
constrained the study, as many potential participants were either unavailable or
unwilling to participate in interviews because they were conducted during the summer
period. This resulted in limited availability of participants. The fourth and final limitation
relates to time constraints which posed a significant challenge, limiting the extent of data

collection and analysis.

Another limitation of the study relates to the supply-side analysis. The study included
only interviews and obtained perspectives from key stakeholders - State agencies and
banks rather than capturing perspectives from all supply-side funders such as micro
finances, angel investors and venture capitalists as well as policymakers in the

entrepreneurial funding landscape.

Finally, the author must acknowledge her own inherent research bias which may have
influenced her interpretation of findings. All research is, after all, subjective, as
researchers often have strong views or biases regarding certain areas of the study
(Thomas 2006; O’Leary 2010). As noted by Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative
research creates roomresearcher's own biases which in turn can affect the result of the
study. During the interviews, the researcher took deliberate steps to consciously guard
against sharing her personal experiences and assumptions with participants and also
framing her questions in a way that could impact the findings. Nevertheless, this process
remains a learning curve which is a valuable part of the doctoral researcher’s learning
journey. Throughout the data analysis phase, the researcher did her best to maintain a
conscious awareness of her own biases and thus ensured her interpretations were
grounded on valid contextual literature. Furthermore, to further ensure that bias was

mitigated, the researcher ensured constant revisiting and reflection of her findings and
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checking back with her supervisory team. Moreover, employing a structured sequence
whereby interviews with women entrepreneurs preceded those with funding providers
enabled the researcher to test that some of her interpretations were devoid of personal

biases.

9.5 Avenues for Future Research

Several directions for future research opportunities emerge from this study. These can

be categorised into four key areas: Empirical, theoretical, methodological,and contextual.
Empirical Level

e The findings of this study indicate that finance-focused entrepreneurship policies and
support programmes within the entrepreneurial ecosystem are gendered. As such, it
would be beneficial for future research to expand upon this finding and examine the
impact of gender on other components of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Doing so
could help identify overlooked embedded gender biases within other linked
ecosystem components, such as regulatory frameworks, education, or university
incubators. Findings from such a study could further enhance our understanding of
the gender-based challenges facing women entrepreneurs.

e This thesis focused on women entrepreneurs at the start-up stage, future research
could move further by exploring the experiences of women entrepreneurs at the
growth stage. There is also an opportunity to extend the scope of future research to
take into consideration the differences in gender dynamics across specific sectors,
regions, and business types. Findings from such research could help provide a holistic

view of the gender-based challenges and inequality facing women entrepreneurs.
Theoretical Level

e Future research could also further explore the application of other feminist
perspectives, particularly intersectionality, to examine the intersection of gender with
other contextual factors such as age, class, and ethnicity as well as other business
characteristics such as business types, locations, and sectors. The findings from such a
study could deepen the understanding of the complexity and heterogeneity of various

dimensions of women entrepreneurs' experience in accessing funding.
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e The conceptual entrepreneurial ecosystem framework developed by the researcher
for this study could be expanded upon by future researchers. It could be modified to
advance understanding of the multiple dimensions of gender within the various
ecosystem components and show how they impact women entrepreneurs. Doing so
could help highlight ways in which the ecosystem model can be made more inclusive
to accommodate the complexity and heterogeneity of women entrepreneurs. Such
conceptual expansion could also broaden understanding of the gendered dimension of
the ecosystem and ultimately improve entrepreneurship policies and programmes.
While there may be several different ways in which future researchers could do this,
one possible way could be to adopt the perspective illustrated in the example provided
in Figure 8.2 below. In this conceptualisation, 'Access to Finance' is considered as the
dependent variable and is influenced by 'Women Entrepreneurs' Human Capital’ (in
the form of multiple independent variables, such as education, business experience,
marital status, ethnicity, etc). 'Business Features,' such as those identified in this study
(e.g., business sector, size, type) could be considered as 'Moderators,' and the various
biases that the women entrepreneurs experience could be considered as 'Mediators.’
The various 'Barriers to Finance' identified in this study could also be categorised as
structural, economic and socio-cultural. Adopting this conceptualisation could help
future researchers delve deeper into the issue of finance in the context of the

entrepreneurial ecosystem and further highlight the gender dimension.

___——Policy
Biases (Agents of Government EI'LEO and Private/Bank) - //
e— s
Women ___— * //
Entrepreneurs S — — y W —® Access to finance
Education etc* //
Business Features y
(sector, size, age, location, tangible assets. credit rating, exporting, HPSU n‘tatu!f
* Other women's personal charactenistics such as education, prior experience, ethnicity, marital status.

Figure 8. 2 Possible conceptual framework for future studies.

(Source: Compiled by the author post-viva on the advice of the internal examiner*41)

Methodological Level

The author acknowledges Associate Professor Antoinette Flynn for proposing this framework.
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e This thesis focused on a highly qualitative research approach; therefore, future studies
could augment this approach by adopting a mixed-methods approach that combines
qualitative and quantitative data to capture the complexity of gender dynamics facing
women entrepreneurs’ access to funding in the Irish entrepreneurship ecosystem. The
findings of such a study could provide a comprehensive understanding of underlying
gendered bias and unique challenges faced by women entrepreneurs.

e Future research could further utilise the GWEP reading guide employed in this study
and also incorporate data collection techniques such as focus groups and digital
ethnography into the analysis to investigate women’s entrepreneurship policy
documents. The findings of such a study could provide arich understanding of the lived
experiences of women entrepreneurs in accessing funding.

e Due to a lack of gender-disaggregated data and the time limitations of this study, it
would be valuable for future research to utilise a larger sample of women
entrepreneurs in Ireland. By so doing, could help enhance the robustness of the
research findings. The results of such a study could lead to a broader understanding of

women entrepreneur’s experiences and challenges in accessing funding.
Contextual level

e Future research could also conduct a comparative regional analysis of women'’s
experiences in accessing financial support programmes in Ireland to identify any
variations in financing practices and support systems. Such a study could help identify
- and hopefully eradicate - any embedded regional gender disparities or inequalities
and ultimately enhance women entrepreneurs’ start-up success and survival.

e The original intention of this thesis was to carry out a comparative study between
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. However, the volume of work involved
proved to be beyond the scope of a single thesis. Accordingly, future research studies
could carry out such a comparative study to strategically compare the
entrepreneurship ecosystem components, specifically entrepreneurship policy and
accessto finance, in these two jurisdictions. The findings from such a study could prove
invaluable in highlighting (potentially unnecessary) policy and practice discrepancies
and help facilitate the sharing of experiences between two governments, resulting in a

more equal entrepreneurship policy landscape on an all-island basis.
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9.6 Reflections on the Doctoral Journey

My doctoral journey has been quite an interesting and fruitful one. While I embarked on
this journey with a strong passion for the research topic and a well-defined plan, guided
by enlightening conversations with my supervisory team, I soon discovered that pursuing
a PhD demands far more than simply passion. During the course of this doctoral journey,
[ have acquired invaluable skills, particularly in the context of knowledge creation. Prior
to embarking on this path, a significant portion of my education mostly focused on
acquiring knowledge by utilising existing information to solve well-known problems.
Assuming this new responsibility of a knowledge creator has been a transformative,
fulfilling, and worthwhile experience. I have developed essential skills to engage in
critical and creative thinking, proficiently communicate research findings, conduct
interviews effectively, challenge assumptions, navigate complex research methodologies,
and theoretical and conceptual frameworks, as well as contribute novel insights to the

entrepreneurial field.

Another invaluable skill I have gained is the importance of always maintaining an open-
minded and responsive mindset towards change. Embracing this humility has been
crucial in my growth as a Doctoral researcher. Undoubtedly, this PhD experience has
positively transformed my personal life and made me more optimistic and resilient for
my future career. This PhD is just the beginning of a long journey, and [ look forward to

broadening my horizons. I conclude with the words of William Butler Yeats:

“Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.”
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List of Appendices

Appendix A. Systematic Literature Search Process

Although a full Systematic Literature Review (SLR) would have been beyond the scope of
this study, a Systematic Literature Search (SLS) approach was adopted to search for and
identify relevant material to inform the literature review. This approach has been
employed by scholarsin the field of women’s entrepreneurship to conductreview studies
(see, for example, Sithas & Surangi 2021; Kraus etal., 2020; Foss etal,, 2018; Henry et al,
2016; Jennings & Brush 2013; Neergaard et al,, 2011). Furthermore, Linan and Fayolle
(2015) emphasise the value of systematic searches in ensuring transparency and

reliability of material.

Scopus and Google Scholar databases were used as the main search sources as these have
been advocated by several scholars (see, for example, Machado etal., 2020; Paul & Criado
2020). A Boolean search protocol was used to identify relevantarticles (Sithas & Surangi
2021). The search covered all subject areas and journals indexed in the Scopus database
and the first 150 searches on Google Scholar. Women’s entrepreneurship policy articles
were searched for using a combined search string, which included words having the root

‘polic’ (i.e., all the words: policy, policies, policymaking, policymaking) (see Table 1).

Research Protocol

Research Protocol Details/ Description

Research databases Scopus and Google Scholar

Date Range 2012 - 2022

Search field Title, abstract and keywords

Search Terms "women entrepren*” OR "women
entrepren*” OR"gender” AND entrep*
AND polic*

"women enterprise” OR  “women
enterprise” AND polic*

Document Type Article

Access Open

Language English

Publication Stage Final

Source Title *See Annexure for comprehensive list*
Inclusion criteria Sole focus on WEP
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Exclusion criteria Social entrepreneurship,
entrepreneurship education, research
comparing men versus women

An initial total of 868 papers were identified. Key information such as title, abstract,
keywords, authors' names, affiliations, journal name, and publication year was collected
and organised in an MS Excel spreadsheet. After screening for duplicates and evaluating
the titles, abstracts, and keywords, the sample was reduced to 824 publications. The
author then independently analysed the title, abstract, and keywords of all 824 articles.
This approach yielded a comprehensive collection of relevant papers upon which the
author was able to draw to write the literature review chapters of the thesis. Following
the application of exclusion criteria and a more fine-grained analysis of the papers, 30
papers emerged as being specifically relevant to the research questions posed in this
thesis. Hence, these papers feature more prominently in the literature review (see Table

2).

List of most relevant papers resulting from the systematic literature search

S/N | Year Authors Title
Building back better through feminist
1 | 2022 Orser B. entrepreneurship policy
Female Entrepreneurship for Sustainable Economy
Al-Qahtani M., Zguir M.F., and Development—Challenges, Drivers, and
2 | 2022 Ari 1., Kog M. Suggested Policies for Resource-Rich Countries

Johnston K., Danho E.].,
Yarrow E., Cameron R,,

Dann Z., Ekinsmyth C, Governance and public policies: Support for
3 |2022 Busoi G., Doyle A. women entrepreneurs in France and England?
Hussain N., Li B,, Government support to Pakistani women
4 | 2022 Sahibzada H.E. entrepreneurs during the COVID-19 pandemic
Srhoj S., Skrinjarié¢ B,, Small matching grants for women entrepreneurs:
5 12022 Radas S., Walde J. lessons from the past recession

Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Government
Policy: Facilitating Access to Credit through a

6 | 2022 Bentancor A. National Program in Chile
Women's Entrepreneurship Policy and Access to
Henry C., Coleman S, Financial Capital in Different Countries: An
7 | 2022 Orser B., Foss L. Institutional Perspective

Exploring the false promise of entrepreneurship
through a postfeminist critique of the enterprise
8 | 2021 Ahl H., Marlow S. policy discourse in Sweden and the UK
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Zahari A.S.M., Mahmood
R, Yaacob N.M,, Kadir

MICROCREDIT PROGRAMME AND THE
PERFORMANCE OF WOMEN-OWNED MICRO

9 | 2021 | M.AB.A, Baniamin RM.R. ENTERPRISES IN MALAYSIA
Policies for supporting women entrepreneurs in
10 | 2021 Nziku D.M., Henry C. developing countries: the case of Tanzania
Female transnational entrepreneurship and smart
11 | 2020 | Ratten V., Pellegrini M.M. specialization policy
Migrant women entrepreneurs and emotional
12 | 2020 Webster N.A. encounters in policy fields
Women’s business ownership and women’s
entrepreneurship through the lens of U.S. federal
13 | 2020 | Pandey S., Amezcua A.S. policies
Kimbu A.N., Ngoasong Collaborative Networks for Sustainable Human
M.Z., Adeola 0., Afenyo- Capital Management in Women’s Tourism
14 | 2019 Agbe E. Entrepreneurship: The Role of Tourism Policy
Arshed N., Chalmers D., Institutionalizing Women's Enterprise Policy: A
15 | 2019 Matthews R. Legitimacy-Based Perspective
Jamaica’s development of women
16 | 2019 Saner R, Yiu L. entrepreneurship: challenges and opportunities
Policy Support for Women Entrepreneurs’ Access
Coleman S, Henry C,, to Financial Capital: Evidence from Canada,
17 | 2019 | Orser B., Foss L., Welter F. Germany, Ireland, Norway, and the United States
18 | 2019 Solanki N. Women entrepreneurship: A paradigm shift
Foss L., Henry C, Ahl H,, Women'’s entrepreneurship policy research: a 30-
19 | 2019 Mikalsen G.H. year review of the evidence
Okeke-Uzodike, Obianuju Women entrepreneurship in Kwazulu-Natal: A
E; Okeke-Uzodike, Ufo; critical review of government intervention policies
20 | 2018 Ndinda, Catherine; and programs
Women's entrepreneurship, neoliberalism and
Berglund K., Ahl H,, economic justice in the postfeminist era: A
21 | 2018 | Pettersson K., Tillmar M. discourse analysis of policy change in Sweden
In the name of women? Feminist readings of
Pettersson K., Ahl H., policies for women's entrepreneurship in
22 | 2017 Berglund K, Tillmar M. Scandinavia
Henry C., Orser B, Women'’s entrepreneurship policy: a 13-nation
23 | 2017 Coleman S, Foss L. Cross-country comparison
From feminism to FemInc.ism: On the uneasy
Ahl H., Berglund K, relationship between feminism, entrepreneurship
24 | 2016 | Pettersson K, Tillmar M. and the Nordic welfare state
How policy positions women entrepreneurs: A
comparative analysis of state discourse in Sweden
25 | 2015 Ahl H., Nelson T. and the United States
Abdul Mutalib, Rozita;
Arshad, Rozita; Ismail,
Nur Syakiran Akmal; Women and entrepreneurship: An overview of
26 | 2015 Ahmad, Zalinah; women entrepreneurship programs in Malaysia
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Gender, disadvantage and enterprise support -
Braidford P., Stone I, lessons from women's business centres in North
27 | 2013 Tesfaye B. America and Europe
Policies and institutional supports for women
Chowdhury, Solaiman; entrepreneurship development in Bangladesh:
28 | 2013 Rabbani, Golam; Achievements and challenges
A reflection on the origins of the Women's
29 | 2012 Brierton ]., Bennett D. Enterprise Policy Group
Support for women's entrepreneurship: A Nordic
30 | 2012 Pettersson K. spectrum

Appendix B: Pre-screening Survey Form Details

Please specify your age.

18 - 25

26- 35

36-45

46-55

56+

Other (please specify)

What best describes your current status

Single

Married

Divorced

Unmarried Partners

Other

Please specify your highest level of education.

High school completion

University bachelor degree

Post-graduate

PhD
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Others (Specify)

How best would you describe your Nationality?

Irish

English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/British

Black/ African/Caribbean/Black British

Asian / Asian Irish

Arab

Others (Specify)

ABOUT YOUR BUSINESS

Where is your business located?

Rural

Urban

How long has your current business been in business?

Pre-launch

Less than 12months

1- 3 years

4-5 years

6-7 years

8-10 years

More than 10 years

Other (please specify)

Is this your first business?

Yes

No

Others (Specify)

In which sector does your business predominately operate?

Information technology, communication
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Retail/Wholesale

Service (transportation, financial, real estate, education, utility, etc.)

Manufacturing

Construction

Tourism and Hospitality

Healthcare

Finance

Agrifood

Other (specify)

Are you the sole owner of the business?

Yes

No

Approximately, what is your current number of Employees (both full and part-
time (i.e. <10, over 10, <50)?

Sole Trader

1-9

10 - 49

50-99

Above 100

Other (specify)

CONTACT DETAILS (Optional)

Email

Company Name

Could you please provide a brief description of what your company does?
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Appendix C: Ethics Approval Application

Ethical Approval Application Form

1. ADMINISTRATION DETAILS

Researcher: Kehinde (Kenny) Deborah Ogunjemilusi

School/Research Centre /Programme (as applicable) - Business & Humanities, ELMM
Research Group

Title of Project: A Critical Exploration of Women'’s Entrepreneurship Policy and Access
to Finance in Ireland: An Ecosystems Approach

Supervisor/Research Centre Director/Head of Department: Prof. Colette Henry
(supervisor); Dr. Kate Johnston (supervisor); Dr. Brian Boyd (supervisor & HOD).

Date: 23rd May 2023

Type of research

Undergraduate Postgraduate Staff member External to
DKIT

X

There is an obligation on the lead researcher to bring to the attention of the School Ethics
Committee any issues with ethical implications not clearly covered by this application
form.

2. APPLICATION FORM CHECKLIST

Please complete the ethics application form below and provide additional
information as attachments.

My application includes the following | INCLUDED NOT
documentation: (mark as | APPLICABLE

YES) (mark as N/A)
Recruitment Advertisement X
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Participant Information Leaflet X

Participant Informed Consent form X
Questionnaire/Survey X
Interview/Focus Group Questions X
Debriefing material X

Evidence of approval to gain access to off-site | X
location

Ethical Approval from external organisations. X

If ethical approval from external organisations is
pending give details below

Details

3. PROJECT DETAILS

a) Lay description (Maximum 200 words)

Please outline, in terms that any non-expert would understand, what your research
project is about, including what participants will be required to do. Please explain any
technical terms or discipline-specific phrases.

Research has consistently shown that globally women are significantly under-
represented in the field compared to their male counterparts despite making up half of
the population (OECD, 2021). This gender gap has been attributed to the various
challenges women entrepreneurs encounter such as institutional, cultural, and
structural barriers such as limited access to finance; access to business support to
mention a few (Brush, Greene, and Welter, 2020). Amongst these challenges, access to
finance has been recognised as the most pressing challenge these women
entrepreneurs encounter and the Republic of Ireland is no exception (Rose, 2022).
Existing research indicates women’s businesses are very underfunded and most of the
entrepreneurship policies are gender-blind and lack the mandate to address the
underlying factors that hinder gender equality (Ahl and Nelson (2015).

In light of this, this research aims to conduct in-depth interviews with these key
stakeholders - women entrepreneurs, finance providers, and policy implementers in
Ireland. The goal is to gather their perspectives and experiences regarding funding,
with the aim of gaining insights into the challenges they encounter and providing
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recommendations to promote equality within the inter-linked eco-system components
- entrepreneurship policy and access to finance.

b) Research objectives (Maximum 150 words)

Please summarise briefly the objectives of the research,

e To explore the experiences of women entrepreneurs in accessing finance in
Ireland

e To critically assess the extent to which finance-focused entrepreneurship
policies and programmes in Ireland reflect a gender-inclusive perspective.

e To propose strategies for creating a more equitable ecosystem in Ireland with
specific regard to entrepreneurship policy and access to finance.

c) Research location and duration

Location(s) /Population* | Online*

Research start date June 2023

Research end date July 2023

Approximate duration | 2 months

* If location/Population other than DKIT campus/population, provide details of the
approval to gain access to that location/population as an appendix.

4. PARTICIPANTS

YES NO N/A

Do participants | Minors (under 18 years of age)
fall into any of
the following
special groups?

People with learning or
communication difficulties

Patients X

People in custody

People engaged in illegal activities
(e.g. drug-taking)

Have you given due consideration to the need for
satisfactory Garda clearance?

5. SAMPLE DETAILS
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Approximate number

45 - 60 participants

Where will
participants be
recruited from?

Four regions in Ireland (e.g., North-east; South-east; North-
west; South-west).

Participants will be purposively sampled to ensure that the
right participants for this study are sampled.

An email invitation will be sent to gatekeepers with access
to contacts at the LEOs office or those in charge of funding
programmes, explaining the purpose/context of the study,
who are the identified participant group, time, approach
and confidentiality issues.

This email will ask the gatekeepers if they will be willing to
introduce or connect me with participants they have access
to. A sample email is attached to this application form
(Appendix I). This email will include a one-page overview
of the project and the participant information leaflet
(Appendix II and III).

In addition to the above, the interviewer’s own informal
networks and contacts will also be used to identify potential
participants.

Once alist of the contacts obtained is collated, an email will
be sent inviting them to participate with the study. Similar
to above, this email will introduce myself, explaining the
purpose/context of the study and will include the
participant information leaflet. Participants will be clearly
informed that the study is entirely voluntary, along with
details on time, approach and confidentiality.

Once participants have volunteered, this will be followed up
with by either an email and/or telephone call to address
any outstanding questions, ensure that they meet the
inclusion criteria and to agree a time and date that is
convenient for the interview.

Inclusion Criteria

Women entrepreneurs with businesses at the start up
stage.

Businesses must be located in Republic of Ireland

Exclusion Criteria

Established businesses not included.

Will participants be remunerated, and if so in what form?

No
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Justification for proposed sample size and for selecting a specific gender, age, or
any other group if this is done in your research.

The target gender for this research is mainly FEMALE. This is because the research is
mainly about women'’s entrepreneurship and thus aims to explore the experiences of
women entrepreneurs alone.

The justification for the sample size - 45 -60 is deemed acceptable in the context of

existing prior research for a PhD research project. Moreover, given the time frame (2
months) in-depth interviews and focus groups is considered achievable and realistic.

The case of using interviews and focus groups as the primary data collection method is
twofold. First, consistent with the research objectives of the study, individual
interviews are viewed as providing a better way to elicit rich detailed information. As
noted by Cohen et al, (2008) interviews allow for an “interpersonal encounter not
merely a data collection exercise” (p. 349). As such individual interviews, rather than
group interviews or focus groups were deemed most appropriate as they allow for
interaction between the participant and the researcher and reflect more a
conversational exchange.

Secondly, focus groups are employed in addition to individual interviews due to the
timeframe and the nature of the information being sought, which includes insights into
social relations. Focus groups provide an opportunity to gather insights from the
complex personal experiences, beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes of participants
through moderated group interactions. As noted by Krueger (1994) and Morgan et al.
(1998), focus group discussion is comparatively easier to conduct since all the target
participants and the researcher are readily present in one location at the same time.
This method allows for a deeper understanding of the experience and is widely used in
social science research. An interview protocol is included in Appendix V).

6. RISKS TO PARTICIPANTS

a) Please describe anyrisks to participants that may arise due to the research.Such
risks could include physical stress, emotional distress, perceived coercion e.g.
lecturer interviewing own students. Detail the measures and considerations you
have put in place to minimize these risks

No specific physical risks are anticipated in this study. However, participation in the study
will be fully voluntary in order to address and reduce any potential emotional distress.
Before agreeing to participate in the study, participants will receive thorough
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information about the study’s aim, main goals, themes, and questions. They will also be
given the assurance that all information shared will be kept confidential.

To ensure transparency and obtain explicit consent, each participant will be given a
consent form. Before signing, they will be requested to carefully read and comprehend
the content of the consent form. The consent form will include their acceptance to take
part in the study and acknowledge that they are aware of its goals, methods, and
confidentiality policies. You may see the consent form here (See Appendix IV).

The interviews for this research will be scheduled at mutually convenient times and
locations for both the interviewees and the interviewer. Given the fact that during the
interviews, participants will be asked about their experiences with accessing funding,
there is the risk of participants sharing personal stories which could evoke strong
emotions and may potentially upset the participants. In the event that a participant
becomes upset during the interview, the interview will be immediately halted. The
participant will be given the choice to either continue or discontinue the interview. If they
choose not to continue, the interview will be terminated, and all information obtained up
to that point will be deleted.

b)  Whatwill you communicate to participants about any identified risks? Will any
information be withheld from them aboutthe research purpose or procedure?
If so, please justify this decision.

Participants will be provided with information about the relevant support services
available within DKIT to ensure their well-being. The well-being and comfort of the
participants are of utmost importance, and measures will be taken to ensure their
emotional safety throughout the research process.

No information regarding the research purpose or procedure will be withheld from the
participants

7. INFORMED CONSENT

YES [NO |N/A

Will you obtain active consent for participation? X

Will you describe the main experimental procedures to | X
participants in advance?

Will you inform the participants that their participation is | X
voluntary and may be withdrawn at any point?

If the research is observational, will you ask for their X
consent to being observed?
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With questionnaires, will you give participants the option X

of omitting questions they do not want to answer?

Will you tell participants that their data will be treated | X
with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be
identifiable as theirs?

Will the data be anonymous? X

Will you debrief participants at the end of their| X
participation?

Will

If you answer yes, give details and justification for doing
this below.

your project involve deliberately misleading X
participants in any way or will information be withheld?

a)

Please outline your approach to ensuring the confidentiality of data (
thatis, that the data will only be accessible to agreed upon parties and
the safeguardingmechanismsyou will putin place toachieve this.) You
should include details on how and where the data will be stored, and
who will have access to it.

The project will be conducted consistent with the guidelines as they related to

GDPR:

b)

Data will be store on OneDrive and will be password protected for 5 years
(after which the data will be deleted).

All transcripts from interviews will be anonymized through data de-
identification. (Names and any identifying data from the interview will be
removed from transcripts).

Audio recordings from the interviews once transcribed will be deleted.

Access to the any recordings or transcripts will be accessible only by myself
and my supervisor.

All data will be stored anonymously.

g)

Please outline how long the data will be retained for, if it will be
destroyed and how it will be destroyed.
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a) Data will be store on OneDrive and will be password protected for 5 years
(after which the data will be deleted).

b) Audio recordings from the interviews once transcribed will be deleted.

8. DECLARATION

I have read and understand the DKIT guidelines for ethical practicesin research
and have read and understand the data protection guidelines.

Signed: Name: Kehinde (Kenny) Deborah
Ogunjemilusi

Date: 23rd May 2023

(Researcher)

Signed: Name:

Date:

(Supervisor)

9. STATEMENT OF ETHICAL APPROVAL

Supervisor/Research Centre Director/Head of Department

This projecthasbeen considered usingagreed procedures and isnowapproved/ referred
to the Ethics Committee

Signed: Name:
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Date:

Chair of Ethics Committee

This project hasbeen considered by the Ethics Committee and ethical approvalis granted.

Signed: Name:

Date:

II. ETHICS COMMITTEE APPROVAL

- Susan Murphy (2 4 Reply % Replyall ~> Forward & [
To: Kehinde Ogunjemilusi Men 12 Jun 2023 11:00 AM
Dear Kenny,

The committee have considered your updated application and are happy to approve your research, The Committee have noted below:
» The committee have concerns over the size of the sample - they believe that 50-60 people for interviews is too many to be achieved and this should be reduced considerably.
With thanks and best wishes for your research,
On behalf of the Ethics Committee
An Scoil Ghné agus Dacnnachtai/School of Business ond Humanities
Institidid Teicneolaiochta Dhin Dealgan/Dundalk Institute of Technology
Bothar Atha Cliath/Dublin Road
Dan Dealgan/Dundatk

Co. Li/Co. Louth
T 042 9370200 (Ext 2661)  E susan.murphy@dkit.ie W. www.dkit.ie

}
DUNDALK ., l]f

DHUN DEALGAN

[1I. PROJECT OVERVIEW

Title: A Critical Exploration of Women’s Entrepreneurship Policy and Access to

Finance in Ireland: An Ecosystems Approach

Researcher: Kehinde (Kenny) Deborah Ogunjemilusi
Programme: PhD Research

Supervisor: Dr. Brian Boyd; Dr Kate Johnston
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Date: 23rd May, 2023

Project Overview

Research has consistently shown that globally women are significantly under-
represented in the field compared to their male counterparts despite making up half of
the population (OECD, 2021). This gender gap has been attributed to the various
challenges women entrepreneurs encounter such as institutional, cultural, and structural
barriers such as limited access to finance; access to business support to mention a few
(Brush, Greene, and Welter, 2020). Amongst these challenges, access to finance has been
recognised as the most pressing challenge these women entrepreneurs encounter and
the Republic of Ireland is no exception (Rose, 2022). Existing research indicates women’s
businesses are very underfunded and most of the entrepreneurship policies are gender -
blind and lack the mandate to address the underlying factors that hinder gender equality
(Ahl and Nelson (2015). This study seeks to gather insights into the perspectives and
experiences of women entrepreneurs, finance providers, and policy implementers
regarding funding in Ireland and to identify the extent to which finance-focused
entrepreneurship policies and programmes in Ireland reflect a gender-inclusive

perspective.

Whatis Involved: One-to-one interview or focus group discussion with key stakeholders
- women entrepreneurs, finance providers, and policy implementers. The interview will
last approximately 45 minutes to one hour. Participation is entirely voluntary.

All information will be collated and de-identified to ensure information is
anonymous. The data will be used to inform the projectand for research purposes only.

A copy of the findings will be sent to you if you would like to see them.

[V. PARTICIPANT INFORMATION LEAFLET.

A Critical Exploration of Women'’s Entrepreneurship Policy and Access to Finance

in Ireland: An Ecosystems Approach

Why is this study being done?
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Research has consistently shown that globally women are significantly under-
represented in the field compared to their male counterparts despite making up half of
the population (OECD 2021). This gender gap has been attributed to the various
challenges women entrepreneurs encounter such as institutional, cultural, and structural
barriers such as limited access to finance; access to business support to mention a few
(Brush etal, 2020a). Amongst these challenges, access to finance has been recognised as
the most pressing challenge these women entrepreneurs encounter and the Republic of
Ireland is no exception (Rose 2022). Existing research indicates women’s businesses are
very underfunded and most of the entrepreneurship policies are gender-blind and lack
the mandate to address the underlying factors that hinder gender equality (Ahl & Nelson
2015).

This study seeks to gather insights into the perspectives and experiences of women
entrepreneurs, finance providers, and policy implementers regarding funding in Ireland
and to identify the extent to which finance-focused entrepreneurship policies and

programmes in Ireland reflect a gender-inclusive perspective.

Why am I being asked to take part?

You are either a woman entrepreneur with a business located in Ireland/ Finance

Provider/ Policy Implementer within the entrepreneurial landscape in Ireland.

What will I be asked to do?

You will be asked to participate in a one-to-one interview or focus group discussions. The
interview will last approximately 45 minutes to one hour. Questions will deal with your
experience regarding accessing/providing funding, challenges you may have faced, and
your views on the finance-focused entrepreneurship policies and programmes that will
help advance policymaking in Ireland.

It is hoped to interview 45 - 60 participants across the four regions of Ireland. You are
not asked to share any personal or sensitive information. This information will be
collated and used to help put forward guidelines and good practices around supports
going forward. The findings will also be shared at conferences and in reports and

publications.
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Do I have to take part?

No, participation is entirely voluntary. You are under no obligation to take part. If at any
stage during the interview, you feel that you no longer wish to take part, you are free to
leave without giving a reason. If you wish to withdraw after the interview is complete

please contact Prof Colette Henry (see details below)

What are the benefits?

There will be no direct benefits to you personally, however the project will be used to

inform policymaking now and in the future.

Is the study confidential?

The interview will be recorded. The recording will then be transcribed and the recording
will be deleted. De-identification of the data will mean that all names and other
identifying details will be removed from the transcripts. No-one will be able to identify
any individuals from any information (for example, quotes) included in reports or

publications.

The transcripts will be accessed only by myself and will be stored on a secure password
protected server at DKIT for 5 years, after which they will be destroyed. The data will be
used to inform the projectand for research purposes only. A copy of the findings will be

sent to you if you would like to see them.

Where can I get further information?

If you need any further information now or at any time in the future, please contact:

Prof. Colette Henry - Colette.henry@dkit.ie (supervisor)

Dr. Kate Johnston -  Kate.johnston@dkit.ie (supervisor)

Dr. Brian Boyd - Brian.boyd@dkit.ie (supervisor)

Kehinde Ogunjemilusi - Kehinde.ogunjemilusi@dkitie (researcher)
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V. CONSENT FORM

Research title: A Critical Exploration of Women’s Entrepreneurship Policy and

Access to Finance in Ireland: An Ecosystems Approach

[ give my permission for information collected about me to be stored
or electronically processed for the purpose of educational research

and to be used in related studies or other studies in the future but only

if the research is approved by a Research Ethics Committee.

[ have read and understood the Information Leaflet about this | YesO | NoUO
research project.

The information has been fully explained to me and I have been able | YesO | No[O
to ask questions, all of which have been answered to my satisfaction.

[ understand that I don’t have to take part in this study and that [ can | YesO | NoUO
opt out at any time.

[ understand that I don’t have to give a reason for opting out and I | Yes O No O
understand that opting out won'’t affect me.

[ have been given a copy of the Information Leaflet and this completed | YesO | No O
consent form for my records.

Storage and future use of information: YesO |NoO

Participant’s Name
Date:

Participant’s Signature

Researcher’s Name: Kehinde (Kenny) Deborah Ogunjemilusi

Researcher’s Signature Date:

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS

Heading: (will include, date, place, interviewer and interviewee)

I. Opening and Instructions
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(this will outline the standard procedure to ensure consistency for all interviews)

A. (Establish Rapport) Introduction. My name is Kenny, a Ph.D. Candidate at DKIT.
Thank you for agreeing to take partin the interview.

B. (Purpose of the interview) - To explore the experiences of women entrepreneurs
when accessing financial resources in Ireland. The aim is to determine what, if any, are
the embedded gender inequalities within the entrepreneurship policy and access to
finance in Ireland.

C. (Motivation/Use of the information). Research - Thesis -all names and details will
be anonymous.

D. (Time Line) The interview should take about 45 -60 minutes. Explain note-taking and
recording of the interview.

Hello (Name), my name is Kenny, a Ph.D. Candidate at DKIT. Thank you for agreeing to
take part in this interview. So, | am interested in understanding more about female
entrepreneurs and their experience of accessing funding to start their businesses.

Hence, today, our discussion will revolve around your experience with accessing funding
to launch your business in Ireland.

Restassured thatany information you share during this interview will be kept completely
anonymous. The insights gathered will contribute to my thesis research. The interview is
expected to take around 45 to 60 minutes. If it's okay with you, [ would like to record the
session for accuracy purposes, and | will also be taking notes throughout our
conversation.

II. Transition to Interview Questions

Theme: RO #1: Specific barriers and challenges faced by women entrepreneurs in
accessing financial resources

RQ1: What, if any, are the embedded gender inequalities within the entrepreneurship
policy and access to finance in Ireland?
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Question 1: Could you share your experience with securing funding from enterprise
supportagencies and banks for your start-up business, in terms of the process, collateral,
documentation, cashflow projections etc

LEOs

Prompt: Time-consuming, daunting, inadequate support, negative perception, risk-
averse mindset.

Banks
Prompt: Strict requirements for loan approval, application form etc.

Why do you think your experience was positive/Negative? Can you give examples?

If you could sum it up in three words, how would you describe your experience of accessing
funding from local enterprise agencies and/or banks to start up your business?

Question 2: What enterprise agencies/ banks funding programmes are you aware of / used
or attempted to source for funding for your start-up business and how have they been in
supporting your business?

Prompt: Knowledge of Existing Funding Support.

| Thankyou for sharing. Now,  would like to know about the specific challenges or barriers 1

i you encounter when accessing funding for your business.

Question 3: Can you tell me abouta time when you faced a challenge in accessing funding
from the LEO funding programmes or banks?

Prompt: Institutional barriers, limited skills and education, bureaucracy, high collateral
requirements, financial projections, interest rates, unconscious gender bias, etc.

What would you say were the main challenges in these early years? Could you give me any
examples?

How did you deal with these challenges? Did you seek support (formal or informal)?
Question 4: Do you think being a woman impacted your experience of gaining funding?
Prompt: Lack of understanding of women’s business by potential funders.

Can you describe these experiences?
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RO2: To critically assess the extent to which entrepreneurship policies in Ireland reflect
a gender-inclusive perspective and propose strategies for creating a more equitable
ecosystem

R03: To explore the gendered nature of entrepreneurship policy and its related financial
programmes for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.

Question 5: Have you participated in any initiatives or programs targeted specifically at
women entrepreneurship, and if so, what was your experience with these initiatives?

Prompt: Competitive Start-up Fund

Do you think being a member of a women'’s support network group has been helpful to you
or improved your experience as an entrepreneur?

Do you think it is necessary to have a special support network or gender-specific funding
initiative or programs for women entrepreneurs alone?

Question 6: If you could wave a magic wand, how would you like policymakers and
finance providers to better engage with women entrepreneurs and take their
perspectives into account when designing policies and programs?

How can policies and financial programmes be made more gender -sensitive and supportive
of women entrepreneurs in Ireland?

[s there anything else that you would like to add that we did not cover in this interview
that you would like to add?

I1I Closing

[ appreciate the time you took for this interview. Thank you very much.

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR FINANCE PROGRAMME/FUND
PROVIDERS/MANAGERS

Heading: (will include, date, place, interviewer and interviewee)

I. Opening and Instructions

(this will outline the standard procedure to ensure consistency for all interviews)
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A. (Establish Rapport) Introduction. My name is Kenny, a Ph.D. Candidate at DKIT.
Thank you for agreeing to take partin the interview.

B. (Purpose of the interview) - To identify the extent to which finance-focused
entrepreneurship policies and programmes in Ireland reflect a gender-inclusive
perspective.

C. (Motivation/Use of the information). Research - Thesis —all names and details will
be anonymous.

D. (Time Line) The interview should take about 50 -60 minutes. Explain note-taking and
recording of the interview.

Hello (Name), my name is Kenny, a Ph.D. Candidate at DKIT. Thank you for agreeing to
take partin this interview. I would like to understand your perspective with respect to
the existing financial programmes for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.

Hence, today, our discussion will revolve around gaining your opinions regarding the
nature of access to finance for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.

Restassured thatany information you share during this interview will be kept completely
anonymous. The insights gathered will contribute to my thesis research. The interview is
expected to take around 45 to 60 minutes. If it's okay with you, I would like to record the
session for accuracy purposes, and I will also be taking notes throughout our
conversation.

Before we delve into the questions, (Name), Could you please briefly introduce yourself |
and tell me a little bit about the Local Enterprise Office/Bank and its purpose, specifically |
as it relates to its support for entrepreneurship. |

II. Transition to Interview Questions

Theme: RO #1: RO2: To critically assess the extent to which entrepreneurship policies in
Ireland reflect a gender-inclusive perspective and propose strategies for creating a more
equitable ecosystem

RQ1: What, if any, are the embedded gender inequalities within the entrepreneurship
policy and access to finance in Ireland?

RQ2: How are current entrepreneurship policies and their related financial programmes
operationalized for women entrepreneurs in Ireland?

Script:
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Question 1: Can you tell me about the process for providing finance to women
entrepreneurs in Ireland?

What amount of funding do you offer in general?
The process?

Question 2: How do you typically make decisions related to women’s entrepreneur
access to finance?

Prompt: Cases of unconscious gender bias
Can you give examples?

Question 3: As a finance provider, what has been your first-hand experience in offering
financial support to women entrepreneurs?

Prompt:

Can you give examples? Any Challenges?

Question 4: What are the steps being taken to address these concerns as well as those
challenges you mentioned earlier?

Theme: R03: To explore the gendered nature of entrepreneurship policy and its related
financial programmes for women entrepreneurs in Ireland.

RQ2: How are current entrepreneurship policies and their related financial programmes

operationalized for women entrepreneurs in Ireland?

I
shown that they start businesses with less funding compared to their male counterparts. I
Based onyour experience in this role,do you think access to finance is amajor issue facing :
women entrepreneurs when compared to their male counterparts in Ireland? !

Question 5: Can you shed more light on how the existing initiatives and programmes are
made available to women entrepreneurs, and what steps are taken to ensure that they
are accessible for women entrepreneurs?
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Can you give examples?

Have you noticed any differences in the types of businesses or entrepreneurs that are more
likely to receive financing, based on their gender?

Question 6: What steps have you taken or are planning to take to address gender
inequality in providing financing to women entrepreneurs in Ireland? Additionally, how
do you ensure that your financing practices are gender-sensitive and support women
entrepreneurs in Ireland?

What steps are being taken to address the concerns raised by women entrepreneurs
regarding discrimination, lack of assistance, and bureaucracy in the funding application
process?

Do you think women entrepreneurs need special support when compared to their male
counterparts?

RQ3: Adopting a feminist perspective, what policy proposals can be offered to improve
equality within these two critical ecosystem components (policy and access to finance)
in Ireland?

Question 7: In your opinion, do you think there is a need for more policies or initiatives
aimed at promoting gender equality in entrepreneurship, and if so, what should these
policies or initiatives include?

Prompt: Women-specific funding Initiative

Question 8: If you could wave a magic wand, what policy proposals would you suggest
to improve equality within policy and access to finance components of the
entrepreneurship ecosystem for women entrepreneurs in Ireland?

Give examples or experiences.

[s there anything else that you would like to add that we have did not cover in this
interview that you would like to add?

III Closing

[ appreciate the time you took for this interview. Thank you very much. Very useful.
Information confidential and anonymous...
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Appendix D: Online Survey-Consent Form

EM0/24, 10:38 PM SURVEY WITH CONSENT FORM

SURVEY WITH CONSENT FORM

This survey form contains the consent form at the end, which includes an informed
consent letter. Please take a moment to read through the

Participant Information Leaflet and Informed Consent letter and, if you agree to
participate in the research project, electronically sign the form at the end of the
survey. This step is essential to ensure the confidential handling of your infarmation
and adherence to ethical guidelines

= Indicates required quastion

hittps:Vdocs. poogle. comformsd da_er8TalbmZ G2yICVVePmSiy DjpowbhxiML_eholedit
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E10/24, 10:38 PM SURVEY WITH CONSENT FORM

Participant Information Leaflet and Informed Consent
Dear Participants,

My name is Kehinde (Kenny) Ogunjemilusi and [ am a PhD student at Dundalk Institute
of Technology. I am conducting a research of women entrepreneurs experience with
accessing funding during the start up phase of their business.

What is Involved: If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete this survey
and participate in a one-to-one interview. The interview will last approximately 45 minutes
te ane hour. Questions will deal with yvour experience regarding acoessing/providing
funding, the challenges you may have faced, and your views on the finance-focused
entrepreneurship policies and programmes that could help advance peolicymaking in the
Republic of Iraland.

Participation: Participation is entirely voluntary. You are under no obligation to take

part. If at any stage during the interview you feel that vou no longer wish to take part, you
are free to leave without giving a reason. If you wish to withdraw after the interview is
complete please contact my supervisor Prof Colette Henry

(Colette. henry@dkit.ie) before 30th August, 2023,

Benefits: There will be no direct banefits to you personally, however, the information you
provide will be used to inform future policymaking in relation to access to finance for
women entrepreneurs. The findings will be shared at conferences and in reports and
publications, but using only de-identified data.

Confidentiality: The interview will be recorded. The recording will then be transcribed and
the recording will be deleted. De-identification of the data will mean that all names and
other identifying details will be removed from the transcripts. Ne-one will be able to
identify any individual from any information (for example, quotes) included in reports or
publications. The transcripts will be accessed anly by myself and will be stored on a secure
password protected server at DEIT for § years, after which they will ba destroyed. Tha
data will be used to inform the project and for research purposes only. A copy of the
findings may be made available to study participants on reguest.

Waiver/Consent:

1. I certify that I have read the Infarmation above and this completed consent form far
my records.

2. 1 certify that I am over 18 years of age

3. I understand that [ do not have to take part in this study and that [ can opt out at
any time.

4. I understand that I do not have to give a reason for opting out and I understand
that opting out won't affect me.

5. 1 certify that the information has been fully explained to me and I have been able to
ask questions, all of which have been answered to my satisfaction.

6. I give my permission for information collected about me ta be stored or electronically
processed for the purpose of educational research and to be used in related studies

or gther studies in the future but only if the research is approved by a Research
Ethics Committee.

Thank you,

hittps:Vdocs. poogle. comformsd da_er8TalbmZ G2yICVVePmSiy DjpowbhxiML_eholedit
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BAN24, 10:50 PM SURVEY WITH CONSENT FORM
Kehinde (Kenny) Ogunjemilusi

SURVEY (PRE SCREENING)

Thank you for agreeing to participate. It will only take a few minutes to complete. This
section is categorized into three to better understand who you are as an entrepreneur
and your business,

MB: All of your answers are private and confidential and will ONLY be used to prepare
for the interview questions in general

1. Please specify your age *
Mark only one aval.
18- 24
{ 26-35
136 -45
[ J46-55

I 56+

2. What best describes your current marital status? *

Mark only one aval.

[ single
[ ) Married
[ Divorced

[ Unmarried Partners

O widew

.

[ Other.

htipa-Ndacs. paog lecomfiormsd da_sriTalmZG2ICVEVeP'mSEy DjpowBhx 1ML _eheledit
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E024, 10:33 PM SURVEY WITH CONSENT FORM

3. Please specify your highest level of education *

Mark only one aval.

[ I High school completion
University bachelor degree
[ Post-graduate
PhD

[ Other:

4. How best would you describe your Nationality? *

Mark only one oval

) 1rish
[ ) English/Welsh/Scottish/Morthern Irish/British
[ Black/ African/Caribbean/Black British

[ ) Aslan / Asian Irish

[ Arab
[ other.
ABOUT YOUR BUSINESS

This section aims to gather some background information about your business.,

5. Where is your business located? *
Mark only one aval

[ Rural

) Urban

htips:\docs. poogle comdformsd da_erSTabmyZG2yICVbVePmSEy _DjpowthucibL_ehoiedit
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EMOv24, 10:353 PM SURNVEY WITH CONSENMT FORM

6. How long has your current business been in operation? *

Mark only one aval.

-

[ Less than 12 manths

[ 71 -3vyears
[ 14 -6years
{7 - 10 years

[ More than 10 years

7. ls this your first business *

Mark only one aval.

i Yes

[ Mo

A

I Other:

8. Inwhich sector does your business predominately operate? *

Mark only one oval.

'_'Z- Information technalogy, communication
[ Retail/ Wholesale
'_':- Service Based (transportation, financial, real estate, education, utility, ete.)
([ Manufacturing
) Construction
() Tourism and Hospitality
I Healthcare
[ Finance
"1 Agrifood

[ Other:

hitipa:tdacs. googlecomformsd da_eriTalmZG2vICVEVeP'mSly _DjpowBhx 1ML _eheledit
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E10V24, 10:58 PM SURVEY WITH CONSEMT FORM

9. Are you the sole owner of the business? *

Mark only one aval.

-

I Yes

A

y

I Me

L

[ ) other

10, Approximately, what is your current number of Employees (both fulland ~ *
part-time (i.e. = 10, over 10, =50)?

Mark only one oval.
[ Sole Trader
(J1-9
. J1o-4s9
[ 1sn-99
() Above 100

CONTACT DETAILS

11.  Email Address *

12, Company Name

Comment (Optional)

13, Could you please provide a brief description of what your company does?

htips-Ndocs. goog le.comformsd da_eriTalbmZG2yICVEVeP'mS8y _DjpowBhxi ML _eholedil
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E/10424, 10:39 P SURVEY WITH CONSENT FORM
SIGNATURE

You'll provide an e-signature as a form of consent to participate in this research
project {Interview)

14, Full Name {this will constitute your electronic signature for agreeing to

participate in the interview)

15, Would you like to participate in a 30 - 50 minutes interview under the

conditions described in Section 1 above
Mark anly one aval.

() Yes, 1 agree to participate

[ Mo, I do not wish to participate

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google.

Google Forms

htips:\docs. poogle comdformsd da_erSTabmyZG2yICVbVePmSEy _DjpowthucibL_ehoiedit
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Appendix E: Alignment Of Research Objective And Research

Questions To Interview Questions

The table below was developed to highlight how the research objectives and question are aligned
with the interview questions.

Research Objective

Research Question

Women Entrepreneurs

Funding
providers

RO2: To explore the

experiences of
women
entrepreneurs in

accessing finance in
Ireland

What, if any, are the
embedded gender
inequalities and biases
within the
entrepreneurship policy
and access to finance in
Ireland?

Can you describe your
experience with accessing
funding to start up your
business in Ireland?

What enterprise agencies/
banks funding programs
are you aware of/ used or
attempted to source for
funding for your start-up
business and how have
they been in supporting
your business

How knowledgeable
would you  consider
yourself in terms of the
various existing funding
support

Do you think being a woman
has impacted your
experience of obtaining
funding?

Are you part of any
women’s support network
group?

What is your opinion on
gender-specific  funding
initiative?

Have you participated in
any initiatives or programs
targeted specifically at
women entrepreneurship,

Can you tell me
aboutthe process
for providing
finance to women
entrepreneurs in
Ireland?

Can you shed
more light on
how the existing
initiatives and
programmes are
made available to
women
entrepreneurs,
and what steps
are taken to
ensure that they
are accessible for
women
entrepreneurs?

Additionally, how
do you ensure

that your
financing
practices are
gender-sensitive
and support
women

entrepreneurs in
Ireland?
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and if so, what was your
experience with these
initiatives?

RO3: To identify the

What are the challenges

Can you tell me about a

As a finance

key challenges facing . time when you faced a | provider, can you
experienced by women : .

women challenge in accessing | tell me about a

entrepreneurs’ entrepreneurs while | funding from the LEO/EI | time you

accessibility to . funding programmes and | encountered

.. | accessing external

external funding in banks? challenges when

Ireland funding in Ireland? offering financial
support to
women
entrepreneurs?
What are the
steps being taken
to address these
concerns as well
as those
challenges  you
mentioned
earlier?

RO1: To explore the | How are women | If you could wave a magic | What steps have

gendered nature of | entrepreneurs positioned | wand, how would you like | you taken or are

entrepreneurship within government | policymakers and finance | planning to take

policy and its related | entrepreneurial providers to better engage | to address gender

financial
programmes
women
entrepreneurs in
Ireland.

for

RO2: To explore the
experiences of
women
entrepreneurs in
accessing finance in
Ireland.

R0O3: To identify the

key challenges facing
women
entrepreneurs’
accessibility to

external funding in
Ireland.

financed-focused policies
in Ireland?

What, if any, are the
embedded gender
inequalities and biases
within the
entrepreneurship policy
and access to finance in
Ireland?

What are the challenges
experienced by women
entrepreneurs while
accessing external
funding in Ireland?

with women
entrepreneurs and take
their perspectives into
account when designing
funding  policies  and
programmes?

inequality in
providing
financing to
women

entrepreneurs in
Ireland?

If you could wave
a magic wand,
what policy
proposals would
you suggest to
improve equality
within policy and
access to finance
components  of
the

entrepreneurship
ecosystem for
women
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entrepreneurs in
Ireland?
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APPENDIX G: Application of Common Reading Guide to Ireland’s Entrepreneurship Policy

Documents
S/ | Document | Year | Agency | Author | Genera | Domin | Domina | Key Level of | Key Recommendati | Evidence | Feminist
N Title/ Gender |1/ ant nt Themes relevance contributio | on of Perspective
Category Wome | imager | language to women’s | n Gender
n y entreprene Bias
Focuse urship
d
1 The 2014 | The Unknown | Entrepr | Neutral | Somewha | "For Ireland | It has a high | This is the | Recommendatio | Yes. The | Neo- Liberal
National Depart eneursh | cover- |t to be | relevance to | first ns focus on | policy
Policy ment of ip in | An Gendered | recognised | women’s Government | providing mentions
Statement Jobs, General. | image and as one of the | entrepreneu | publication | initiatives such | that
on Enterpr Howeve | ofaMap | politicall | most rship and | of a | as the Women in | women
Entrepren ise and r, there | landsca | y correct. | entrepreneu | access  to | comprehens | Business entrepre
eurship Innovat is a| pe rial finance ive national | Networks, and | neurs are
ion section Women | nations because 1) | plan for | National underrep
(DJED) on are seen | globally and | there is a | entrepreneu | Women’s resented;
Access as acknowledg | Dedicated rship in | Enterprise Day. | only 41
to untapped | ed as a| section on | Ireland. . out of
finance potential. | world-class | Access to Addltlopally, 104
environmen | Finance _ | Acknowledg | increasing  the HPSUs
Frequent | tto startand | with es access to | volume of angel | (/o e
mention | grow emphasis on | finance  as | funding and | foale-
of abusiness” | broadening Crltlcal’ in 1nternlat10nal VG; led
Women the range of Ireland’s ensurihg baqks projects
"T'o increase | bank  and | entrepreneu develop  skills as of
the number | non-bank rship necessary o1 2012.
of successful | finance ecosystem | deliver . Thus, a
entrepreneu | mechanisms appropriate low
rs and start- | available to Launched percenta
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ups and | companies Innovation | financial ge of
double the | and supports - | instruments. Women-
jobs impact | increasing Competitive led HPSU
of start-ups | awareness start Funds; Only one company.
on the Irish | of the | HPSU, NFp. | Women-only -
economy supports Competitive ?ec.ommendatlon Women
over the 5 | available; all | Feasibility in finance were also
years of these | Funds, HPSU positione
through 15 | Feasibility d as
Outlines key | action Study 'underre
actions points. presente
around  six d'
entrepreneu | 2) It needing
rial launched to be
ecosystem CSFWE “fixed.”
components | which is a
female-only
call.
Dedicated
section on
Access  to
Finance with
15 actions
listed
Enterpris | 2015 | Depart | Unknown | Entrepr | Neutral | No single | To drive | Low This is | Recommendatio | Gender Neo-Liberal
e 2025 ment of eneursh | Image - | mention | export-led relevance to | Ireland’s ns focuses on | blindness
Jobs, ip in | consists | of growth - | women'’s new driving Itfailsto
Enterpr General. | of an | Women | delivering entrepreneu | National competition in | address
ise and Icon in | Entrepre | sustainable | rship. Enterprise the lending | gender
Innovat There is | the neurs employment Policy 2015- | market; strategic | inequaliti
ion a shape of In in its | 2025 that| use of funding | es within
section | an ambition, sets out our | options for | the
on Arrow the policy | longer-term | growth;  work | ecosyste
Access develops ambition for | with  financial | m.
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to and enterprise institutions  to
finance implement a | growth and | facilitate the
named programme | job creation | creation of a
‘Financ to target a | over the | comprehensive
e for broader coming and competitive
Growth’ cohort. decade. funding
environment to
Emphasis Contributes | support their
the very little to | ambitions.
strengtheni | Women'’s
ng Irish | entrepreneu
owned rship -
enterprises | women are
in terms of | mentioned
the strategic | only once in
use of | the
funding document.
options for
growth.
Enterpris | 2018 | Depart | Unknown | Entrepr | Neutral | Women | To drive | Medium Contributes | It promotes | Somewha | Neo-liberal
e 2025 ment of eneursh | Image - | mentione | sustainable | relevance. fairly to | Business t It does
Renewed Jobs, ip in | consists | d  only | employment women’s Advisory  Hub | not
Enterpr General. | of Word | twice ,higher Ireland’s entrepreneu | and stimulates | address
ise and cloud, standards of | new rship. take-up of | existing
Innovat There is | Arrows living for all | National initiatives such | gender
ion a citizens and | Enterprise The policy | as Lean, | gap
section place a | Policy 2015- | document innovation
on spotlight on | 2025  that | highlighted | vouchers  and
Access innovation sets out our | improving | online vouchers.
to and talents | longer-term | participatio
finance ambition for | n of women’ | Addresses
named enterprise in  labour | investment gap
‘Financ growth and | force for SMEs

job creation

through
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e for over the | targeted
Growth’ coming initiatives
decade.
ACTION 2018 | The Unknown | General. | Neutral | Politicall | To stimulate | Medium. Highlights APJ2018 will | No Neo- Liberal
PLAN FOR Depart There is | cover. y correct. | regional The the women’s | intensify the
JOBS ment of a Graphs, Developmen | document entrepreneu | efforts to reach | Advocate
Jobs, section | charts, | Women | t,and ensure | has a section | rship out to the | d for
Enterpr on icon were Ireland’s on Access to | initiatives missing specific
ise and Female | symbol | mentione | enterprise financebut | implemente | entrepreneur initiative
Innovat Entrepr | s d thrice. | base d and the | cohort. s aimed
ion eneursh | 8 male remains need to at
(DJED) ip and | images successful develop promotin
access | compar by focusing responses to g and
to ed to on drive supporti
finance | four competitive greater ng
female ness, impact. This women
Images productivity is very entrepre
eg A , and minimal. neurs
Male innovation Only a
and section.
Female
in a
laborat
ory or
product
ions
fully
kitted
with
protecti
ve
clothing
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eg lab
coats,
googles,
gloves,
gloves,
face
masks,
flags.
Three
young
individ
uals
(2M-
1F)
gazing
at a
'screen’,
a
constru
ction
male
worker
s in a
manufa
cturing
facility
pushing
a pallet
and
four
male
individ
uals in a
professi
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onal

setting
seated
at a
desk
and a
young
female
standin
g beside
them.
The 2018 | The Unknown | Entrepr | Symbol | Somewha | Review of | Medium Contributes | "Encouragement | Yes. Neo-liberal
National Depart eneursh | s icons, | t NPSE relevance. very little to | of Women
Policy ment of ip in | graphs | Gendered | ambitions women'’s underrepresente | were
Statement Jobs, General . Women | across the 6 | It has a | entrepreneu | d cohort to be | emphasis
on Enterpr are seen | key section that | rship policy | entrepreneurs. ed as
Entrepren ise and as elements of | highlights - only a underrep
eurship Innovat underrep | the the difficult | statement "Additional focus | resented
Mid-term ion resented | ecosystem in access | was made | should be | entrepre
Review (DJED) for finance in | about afforded to | neurs
entrepreneu | the funding | women Champions who
rship in | ecosystem entrepreneu | can represent
Ireland in Ireland. rship and promote a
including cohort, Le.
access  to women with
finance children, people

with disabilities,
members of a
minority group.
This could be
combined with a
replication of the
El female only
CSF for these
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underrepresente
d entrepreneurs”
Enterpris | 2020 | Enterpr | Women | Women | Women | Assertive | Increasing High It No In favour | Liberal
e Ireland ise - & Men- | /Collabor | the relevance. contributes | recommendation | of
Action Ireland Focuse ative participatio greatly  to [ s mentioned. women
Plan for d Women n of women | The policy | women
Women in domina in specifically | entrepreneu
Business ted entrepreneu | addresses rship. It
pictures rship  and | women addresses
(17fem business entrepreneu | gender
ales - 2 leadership rship  and | inequality.
male) access to
finance This is the
Women through four | government’
imagery key s policy on
consist objectives female
of and 24 | entrepreneu
diverse action rship
ethnicit points.
ies and
age
groups
The SME | 2021 | Depart | Unknown | General. | Men Neutral To map out | Medium No The Somewha | Neo-Liberal
and ment of SME/ and an relevance contribution | recommendation | t
Entrepren Enterpr Entrepr | Women ambitious to women’s|s are vast; it
eurship ise, eneursh long-term It has | entrepreneu | focuses on | Women
Taskforce’ Trade ip Numero strategic several rship or | creating a more | are seen
s Report: and us blueprint for | recommend | equality diverse source of | as
National images Irish SMEs | ation funding for | underrep
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SME and Employ There of men beyond sections on | within the | entrepreneurs; resented
Entrepren ment are and COVID-19 access to | ecosystem removing with
eurship sections | women finance for insurance untapped
Growth on (25 SMEs. barriers to SMEs | entrepre
Plan access | female as well as | neurial
to - performing potential
finance | 24male Introduces analysis of
include |) the need for existing  State-
d a single SME funded
Imager portal to programmes in
y drive clarity Ireland
mainly and support to fill
consists access to information gap
of finance.
young
individ
uals in
professi
onal
setting
workpl
ace
Priority 2022 | Depart | Unknown | General | No No image | Identified Low Highlighted | Launched  the | Gender Neo liberal
Actions ment of on SME. | mentio the progress | relevance the key | Green Transition | blind. It
Progress Enterpr n of made in contribution | Fund -Capacity | does not
Report ise, Howeve | women implementa | Women'’s S of | Building fund contribut
Trade r, there tion of the | entrepreneu | Enterprise e to
and is a ten priority | rship not | Ireland's gender
Employ section areas which | commented | new equality
ment on includes on strategy discourse
Access Access to policy
to finance report
finance which
includes the
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implementa
tion of the
following;
Covid-19
Loan
Scheme
The Irish
Innovation
Seed Fund
Programme
Future
Growth
Loan
Scheme
Increasing
first time
exporters

Strategy
2022 -
2024,
Leadingin
a
Changing
World

2022

Enterpr
ise
Ireland

Unknown

General

Howeve
r, there
is a
section
on
Access
to
finance

Women
mentio
ned
only
one

Gendered
(Male- 6;
Female -
4)
comprisi
ng of
young
and
middle
aged
individua
Is.

Front
page
Young
Male and
female

To
accelerate
the
developmen
t of world-
class Irish
companies
to lead
global
markets.

To provide a
world-class
environmen
t to start and
scale
internationa

Low
relevance to
women’s
entrepreneu
rship

Delivery of
targeted and
enhanced
financial
supports

No
recommendation
s mentioned

Gender
blind. It
does not
address
the
existing
gender
gap nor
highlight
any
relating
to
women’s
entrepre
neurship

Neo-liberal
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The
female is
holding
and
looking
at a tablet
phone
while the
male has
a virtual
reality
headset
on

2nd page:
Middle
age
woman -
white
hair

3rd page:
A young
scientist

woman

with an
image of
the hand
of aman.

Other
pages: A
young

lly focused
businesses
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redhaire
d lady
writing
on a
board,
male
scientist
dressed
in an
overall,
container
, @ young
man,

A young
male and
female
reading,
2 male -
one is a
male of
colour,

10

White
Paper on
Enterpris
e
Implemen
tation
Plan
2023-
2024

2023

Depart
ment of
Enterpr
ise,
Trade
and
Employ
ment

Unknown

General

Neutral.
Women
only
mentio
ned
once.

Front
page - 2F,
3M.
Other
pages,
hands
which
looks
masculin
e; maps

To realise
the ambition
set out in
White Paper
on
Enterprise,
which is
driven by 15
targets
covering
employment
and the

Not
commented
on

No
contribution
towards
women’s
entrepreneu
rship

Launch of new
scheme and
funding to
support locally
traded sectors, in
conjunction with
the development
of the Digital
Portal

Gender
blind. It
does not
address
the
existing
gender
gap nor
highlight
any
relating
to

Neo-liberal

383




women'’s

seven
identified entrepre
priority neurship
enterprise

policy

objectives
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APPENDIX H:

stage

Policy-related Financial Support Programmes and Initiatives -

at the Start-up

Government Support

Microfinance Ireland

Trading Online Voucher Scheme

Digital for Business+2

Priming Grant

Local Enterprise Office (LEO)43

Funding for Start-up business loans; | Funding of up to €2,500; 50% Match Grant - 50% of the
Entrepreneurship up to - funded investment or
€25K €150,000 whichever is
the
lesser
Type of Businesses or | Any Manufacture of computer, electronic and| Manufacturing or | Enterprise with the
Sectors optical products, Wholesale and retail| Internationally = Traded | potential for growth in
trade; repair of motor vehicles and| Service sector operating | domestic; and export
motorcycles, Air Transport, Information| inthe commercial field. markets and new job
and communications, financial and creation.
insurance activities
Eligibility Must have <10 | Limited or no trading online presence Must have up to 10 full- [ Must not employ > 10
Requirement/Conditions| employees time employees. employees.

Trading business must
have < €2M in revenue
in your previous year of
trading

3 - 4-year max term loan

10 or less employees,
Turnover of less than €2m
Trading for at least 6 months

Must be located in the area covered by the

Must be a start-up trading
for a minimum of 6
months and generated
revenues in excess of
€30k.

Be located within the
geographic location of

the Local Enterprise
Office

Demonstrate a market

LEO. for their proposed
First 3 months - product/service.
Interest-Only payments
42 The Digital for Business Grant is a pilot scheme
43 All LEO grants are not eligible for Enterprise Clients and locally focused retail, personal services, professional services and construction services.
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Early-stage phase of a
new business up to 18
months
Government Support | Feasibility Study Grant Technical Assistance for Micro Green for Business
(Cont'd) Exporters Grant
Funding for Grant - 50% (for S&E| Grants - 50% of eligible cost to a max of
Entrepreneurship Region) to 60% (in the | €2,500

BMW Region) of
investment or max of
€15,000, whichever is
the lesser

Type of Businesses or

Manufacturing or

Manufacturing or Internationally Traded

All sectors operating in the commercial sphere

Sectors Internationally Traded | Services operating in the commercial | except those involved in activities that the Local
Services operating in | sphere. Enterprise Offices consider as ineligible.
the commercial sphere.
Eligibility Be located within the| Not have received any funding from any| Turnover is in excess of €30,000 annually.

Requirement/Conditions

geographic location of
the Local Enterprise
Office

Not employ > 10 people

Demonstrate a market
for their  proposed
product/service.

other source.

Must not employ > 10 employees.

Be located within the geographic location
of the Local Enterprise Office

Must be trading in excess of 6 months.

Be located within the geographic location of the
Local Enterprise Office

Employed up to 50 employees
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Demonstrate a market for their proposed
product/service.

Enterprise Ireland (EI)

Government Support

Innovation Vouchers

Online Retail Scheme

Pre-Seed Start Fund
(PSSF)

HPSU Feasibility
Study Grant

Funding

Up to €5,000 (standard
voucher)/up to €10,000
on a 50-50 co-funded

Max grant of €25,000 - Match Funded
(50% of €50,000)

Funding up to either
€50,000 or €100,000 in
the form of Convertible

Max Grant- €30,000 or
a max of 70% of
eligible expenditures

(co-founded voucher) Loan Note (CLN)
instrument
Type of Businesses or All  sectors excluding| Retail Manufacturing or | Manufacturing or
Sectors agricultural internationally traded | internationally traded
services companies services companies
Eligibility Must be a limited| Must have > 10 full-time employees Must not have received| Sales of €1m per
Requirement/Conditions | company registered in Equity funding of more| annum

Ireland.

Fewer than 250
employees
Annual turnover of

€50m and/or an annual
Balance Sheet total not >
€43m.

Potential to create Jobs.

Potential to generate growth in online
transactions.

An existing online presence (e.g. website or
social media)

Have a physical retail store.
Derive the majority of company revenue

from retailing products directly to
individual consumers

than €150K prior to date
of receipt of application.

Must be pre-trading or
have recently commenced
trading, i.e. does not have

revenues in excess of
€150k in the current
financial year.

Company must be less
than 4 years old at date of
formal application.

Must have the potential
and ambition to achieve
10 jobs in Ireland.

Must realise sales of €1m
within 3 years

Employment of 10 or
more

Based on an
innovative technology
or service offering

Export orientated.

Led by an experienced
team, with a mixture of
technical and
commercial
competencies.

Employ between 10
and 249 people and
High Potential Start-
ups (HPSUs)
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Competition & Innovative HPSU Fund | Female Entrepreneur's Competitive| Ireland's Best Young | New Frontiers
Programmes Start Fund (CSF)++ Entrepreneur4s Entrepreneur
Development
Programme
Funding Funding up to €800,000 [ €50,000-€100,000 Investment Fund up to - €15,000

-Match Funded

€2million

Type of Businesses or
Sectors

Trading internationally
in manufacturing or an
eligible services
industry.

. Manufacturing & Internationally
Traded Services sectors-e.g. Digital media
and aviation.

. Must not be engaged in activities
that are excluded under Enterprise
Ireland policy including gambling, adult
entertainment, tobacco or

military sectors

Any

Wide range of sectors

44 Female Entrepreneurs Competitive Start-up Fund is organised by Enterprise Ireland High Potential Start-Up Department. This has been discontinued in 2022 and replaced

with the PSSF which is not gender-specific
45 Ireland’s Best Young Entrepreneur (IBYE) is an initiative of the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation and Enterprise Ireland- Best Idea and Best Start-Up

Business
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Eligibility
Requirement/Conditions

Applicants must have
adequate cash
resources to implement
the proposed project.

. Must have at least 1-woman
promoter that has a place on the lead
management team and owns or will
own at least 25% of the voting share
capital of the company
. Must not have received equity
funding of more than €150K prior to the
competition closing
. Must be pre-trading or recently
commenced trading and does not
have revenues in excess of €100k in the
current financial year to date or in any
previous financial year prior to the
competition closing date e If the
enterprise is an existing company, the
company must be less than 3 years old
(from date of incorporation in Ireland) at
call close date

Must be between the
ages of 18 and 35
Must operate

commercial basis,
e Business must
registered in Ireland

on

da

be

Have an innovative
business idea with
export and
employment potential
Must show evidence of
a commercial market
for their proposed
product/service

Competition & All-Island Female Entrepreneurs Pitching Competition
Programmes
Funding £€3,000
Type of Businesses or | Technology/software based products such as an app or technology solution
Sectors
Eligibility Making or selling a product, providing a business to business or business to consumer service.

Requirement/Conditions

Must reside or have a business address in Northern Ireland or Republic of Ireland.

Must have a business(idea) less than 3 years old by May 2024

Must have less than €30,000 annual turnover or pre-revenue investment
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Must not have won grant funding for your business that exceeds £5,000/€5,000 within the last 12 months.
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