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Research Aim
To determine if there is a case for a women’s
enterprise centre in Northern Ireland and if so,
what
form should the centre take and what
.
should its role be?

Current landscape
Is there support?

“THE LANDSCAPE IS ALMOST
SATURATED WITH SUPPORT AND
SOMETIMES DIFFICULT TO
NAVIGATE BETWEEN ALL
PROVIDERS. IT WOULD BE
WORTHWHILE TO STREAMLINE
AND SIMPLIFY PROGRAMMES.”

Wide Ranging Support
DAERA

DfE

DfC

Support available
Organisations

Services/Support

Women in Business

PO4, Mentoring, Workshops, Networking, Programmes

Invest NI

Mentoring, R&D, Services, Programmes Ignite

Local Councils

BEA, workshops, mentoring, business bootcamps

Banks

Mentoring, workshops, programmes including Espark,
Eagles Lab

Enterprise Agencies

Business planning, workshops, SME small loans,
workspace

Universities

Workshops, mentoring, finance, competitions

Arts and Business

Workshops, mentoring

Catalyst

Workshops, mentoring, competitions

Tourism NI

Workshops, programmes, mentoring

IOD

Workshops, mentoring, events

Women’s Tec

Workshops, networking, training

Objectives
•
•
•

•
•
•

To investigate the background and entrepreneurial
mind-set of female entrepreneurship;
To identify the motivating factors for female
entrepreneurs;
To determine the main barriers to female
entrepreneurship;
To investigate the case for a Women’s Enterprise
Centre in NI;
To identify best practice support for female
entrepreneurs through site visits; and
To make policy recommendations that may have a
positive impact upon female entrepreneurship in N.I.

Key Literature
Core findings from a REA to identify the key literature for the
project:
Background to female entrepreneurship
• “Female entrepreneurship is different because female entrepreneurs are
different” (Bruni et al, 2004 p.264).
Motivations for female entrepreneurs
• Women are more likely to cite factors such as: a pursuit of independence; a
sense of self-fulfilment and a quest for work-life balance particular to their
personal and family situation as motivations for starting their business
(Treanor & Henry, 2010 citing Marlow, 1997; Henry and Kennedy, 2003).
Main barriers
• Regardless of their motivation, female entrepreneurs often face additional
barriers … (Brindley, 2006) compared to their male counterparts.
• Moving into entrepreneurship “could be compared to moving from the frying
pan into the fire” Browne et al (2007, p.129).

Key Literature
Core findings from a REA to identify the key literature for the
project:
Beneficial support
• Literature identified a clear need for bespoke female initiatives. O’Carroll and
Milne (2010, citing Cannon, 2000) noted that those that are not tailored for
females have limited impact on the level of start-up businesses or their growth
trajectories.
• Whilst, the one ‘dissenting’ voice from Braidford et al (2013) noted that it is not
gender but other socio-economic and cultural issues that need to be
addressed. This does in fact recognise that programmes for nascent
entrepreneurs built around traditional gendered stereotypes (Lockyer and
George, 2012) are not appropriate.

Research approach
• The survey was aimed at female entrepreneurs who were either running their
own business or thinking of starting their own business.
• Utilised a mixed-model methodology with an online survey and focus group.
• Allows for quantitative and qualitative data to be collected and analysed using
both methods for analysis.

• Triangulation of results achieved by mixed-method research, site visits and
literature review.
• The research offers a first exploration of the entrepreneurial mind-set of
female entrepreneurs and how establishing a Women’s Enterprise Centre may
contribute to their sustainability within a Northern Ireland context.
• An online survey was developed followed by three focus groups and two site
visits of Women only Enterprise Centres in Birmingham and Liverpool, desk
research was also carried out on a virtual centre Prowess online.

Survey
Targeted at women operating in the enterprise
sector

Findings
Survey
• 25 questions
• Target audience – women running or thinking of starting up their own business
• Collecting data on:
• Background (size, primary business activity, stage of business,
educational background)
• Motivations for setting up a business
• Main obstacles of setting up and running a business and how they were
overcome
• Beneficial support – programmes, organisations and type
• Women Enterprise Centre feasibility
• Key stakeholders (WIB, LeanIN, Local Councils, local women's community
groups/centres (CommunityNI), Enterprise NI, Princes Trust, Catalyst,
University’s, Colleges, Womens Tech, Blick Studies, Arts and Business,
Business in the Community, Social Enterprise NI, C03, Thrive (Audiences NI)
and personal contacts
• Social Media (Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn)

Respondents
Background
• 98 respondents including rural hard to reach locations (not just Belfast)
• 33% from professional services, 16% Healthcare Wellbeing 15% consumer or
retail
• Significantly respondents were sole traders (74%) and micro businesses
(21%),
• Founders of their own business (93%)
• Educated to Tertiary (university/ college) level (83%)
• 41% stated that they had been in business for more than 3 years with 36%
within the first 18 months of trading
• 14% between 19 months and 3 years
• 8% of respondents stated that they were at the pre- start stage of establishing
their business.

Women’s Enterprise Centre
Key Findings – Motivations for starting a business

The responses showed that the top three reasons
were:
1. Being your own boss
2. Flexibility
3. The spirit of entrepreneurship (work hard, make
the world a better place)
• These findings are supported by the underpinning
literature

Key Findings – Main barriers (START UP)

Interestingly, only 4% reported no
barriers to entry, whilst a
staggering
66% Self confidence
46% Finding the right
contacts/networks for your
business venture
43% Financial (raising capital)

Strategy to overcome barriers

• When asked about their strategy to overcome barriers
respondents included: flexibility, persistence, proactive,
determination, self-belief, trial and error and finding a mentor.

Key Findings – Overcoming main obstacles
“My issues with my confidence were
addressed by just getting out there and
working at events plus networking”

“Networking, attending
events, asking for referrals
from network”

“Learning from trial & error, being
mentored, networking & getting
advice from other professionals,
attending networking events &
conferences, perseverance &
resilience”

Key Findings – Main obstacles (RUNNING)

46% combining family and work load
36% no time for training or upskilling
38% ranked “other”
lack of marketing skill,
being employed whilst cultivating a business
imposter syndrome and isolation.

Key Findings – Overcoming main obstacles

Beneficial support
• The survey highlighted that 55% had received organisational support with 45%
having had no support.

Beneficial support
• As expected the key players were identified as
• Local Council (40%)
• Women in Business (38%)
• Enterprise NI (37%).

• Other organisations included: Invest NI, Tourism NI, Ulster University, Queens
University, LeanIn, Social Enterprise NI, NICVA, Rural Community Network,
Princes Trust, Belfast Met, Arts Council, UnLtd, Catalyst Inc, IOD, Arts &
Business and Entrepreneurial Spark.
• The support received was not gender specific in most cases (except for WIB)
• The nature of the support received showed significant differences of opinion
from excellent to poor and depended on the mentor you were allocated.
• Interestingly when asked about what they would find the most beneficial in
terms of support nothing surprising was identified personal development
(24%), financial planning (20%) and business planning and skills development
(19%).

Do you think that a
Women Enterprise
Centre in Northern
Ireland would be of
benefit?

93 out of 98 said YES

Their comments included the following statements:
• “Females work differently to men and need a different
approach when encouraging them to develop and start a
business”
• “Women have particular needs and an all-Women’s Centre
would specifically meet the needs of Women”.
• “The majority of business representation in Northern Ireland is
very male oriented, I think it’s important for women to see
other women represented as part of the business community
in Northern Ireland”

• “It's a boy’s club. No matter the organisation, I'm permanently
conscious of my position as a female and of men seemingly
getting ahead due to the 'club' mentality but also due to the
fact that they simply don't have the childcare/parenting
concerns that I have”.
• “I believe that women are underrepresented in business. I also
think women need help in navigating a male orientated world. I
personally could use confidence building and assertiveness
training”.
• “I have benefited so much from the Connect program and
there isn't the same focus on women specifically within local
enterprise programs. The targeted programs take into account
the real obstacles women face today in business”.

64% of the respondents who stated that a centre would
be of benefit believed that a mixture of both a physical
centre with a virtual hub with online guidance and
support would be the best model
“A main physical centre, with maybe smaller hubs
around the province that can virtually connect with
the ‘mother’ centre, for ease of access for rural
entrepreneurs. With online support and guidance”.

Mentoring 68%

Facilitated discussions 67%
Networking events 71%

Training and programmes 82%

Other

Focus Groups
Focus groups (3) were conducted with 30 women in
enterprise.
The aim was to explore in more depth their
perceptions, opinions, beliefs, and attitudes towards
the female entrepreneurial mind-set and the case for
a Women Enterprise Centre.

Key findings
• Supported the findings from the survey - key motivations and
barriers to entry.
• Being your own boss key factor in establishing your own
business
• Provided them with the opportunity to manage their own time
– which could mean being able to spend more time with their
family.
• Barriers - all three focus groups cited a lack of financial
support and self-confidence as their main worries.

Key Findings
• For some women, start-up and growth apathy had nothing to do
with marketing, funding or parenthood they simply cited a fear of
failure as the main reason for their business ambitions being
halted.
• The focus group went onto to explore a view that both selfemployment and business ownership have traditionally been a
“man’s world”. They pointed out that even today the popularised
general term for the entrepreneur is a “small businessman”.
• Promoting and including more diverse female role models is
essential to encourage more girls and young women to consider
self-employment as acceptable and achievable and to build their
own self-confidence

Key findings
• Transferring skills from employment key importance to boost selfconfidence
• Lacked the knowledge/experience needed to grow their business
• Current provision concentrated on start-up and was too Belfast
focused

• See more mentor support to discuss key matters, like their growth
business plan and marketing strategy
• Supported the idea of a women's enterprise centre
• Make clear that this didn’t mean that women were weaker and
needed “special” support.

• Needed a clear rationale and vison for the centre.

• Suggested model - main hub, possibly Belfast with smaller
satellite centres across NI, house satellites within current
enterprise centres, not unlike the Birmingham centre visited as
part of this research.
• Flexible approach to service delivery, bite size chunks rather
than full days, webinars, better use of technology, relevant to
individual business needs, provide both entry level and growth
business support, a different flavour for business to business
enterprises, manufacturing etc.

Site visits
Nancy Brown

Women’s Centre
Lisa McMullan

Women’s Centre
Liverpool
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Purpose built building est. 2011
Owned building asset with 30 offices
Rent out rooms for conferences, events and meetings
Variety of income streams – consultancy, workshops,
management of programmes including Princes Trust
and Enterprise, room rental
80% of businesses need to have females at the helm
Strong links with academics and panel of academics
advising organisation
Strong links within government, universities,
entrepreneurship and local networks
Thought leaders

Women’s Enterprise
Hub

Miriam Yate

Women’s Enterprise Hub
Birmingham
• Centre is only 2.5 years old – Asset Transfer from Council
• Incubation hub for female start up businesses less than 2 years old
• Room for up to 13 offices (each office may accommodate 3-4
people)
• No competition – no overlap between businesses
• Target is BAME (Black African Middle Eastern) minority women
• Offer space and support including mentoring and workshops
• Focus on social enterprises – Birmingham has most social
enterprises after London
• Miriam provides mentoring support to the women
• Peer support is important element
• Kitchen is universally shared
• Income from rent and business consultancy

Prowess – Online

•
•
•
•
•
•

Online hub for women-friendly business support
Directory of business support
Events guide
Retreats
Stories
Guides and information on finance, start up, networking, business needs,
structure, mind-set, marketing, social media, leadership and management

Summary of research
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

“Go for IT” reflections
Generally Current provision is a “one size fits all” approach in line with
literature
Clear identification that women's needs are different and support needs to be
customised
Disjointed and not consistent – post code lottery
Women have very specific and unique needs – there are limited programmes
specifically for women and catered to their needs
Men get very defensive “circling the wagons”
Not getting at men “feminazi”
Re write the rules – shift in a paradigm
Not enough support for women in business over 3 years
Why women aren’t taking up support only 55% taking support needs to be
explored further

Implications for practice/policy &
next steps
•

All research points to the incompatibility of a ‘one size fits all’ approach to
enterprise development.

•

Current practice and government policies should be reviewed as these do not
address female specific issues.

•

Specific provision for women should be provided backed with government
funding

•

Feasibility study completed on women’s enterprise centre

•

Future research should consider; why women are not taking up support; the
most appropriate type of programme, assistance and who should be
responsible.

