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Introduction

This submission is based on my expertise as a researcher and Professor
of Entrepreneurship at King’s Business School, King’s College London,
Affiliate at the Global Institute for Women’s Leadership and the Center
for Business Sustainability'. I draw on my own collaborative research
and that of others on women entrepreneurs. I organize the discussion

of relevant evidence along the questions posed in the call for evidence.
Key themes are summarized in an infographic included at the end of
this document.

What are the barriers facing women, including specific
groups of women such as those from an ethnic minority
background, seeking to start and grow successful
businesses in the UK?

Summary

There are many specific barriers for women to start and grow businesses
in the UK, three underlying systemic drivers of these barriers relate

to: (1) the ‘think entrepreneur, think male’ stereotype, (2) gender-
unequal division of care work and homework which culminate mid-life
(the midlife mountain) at a time when business creation rates peak for
all genders, and as a consequence (3) women do not derive the same
(psychological) returns from running a business in the UK compared to
men.

“Think Entrepreneur, think Male”: Gender stereotypes in
entrepreneurship and social business as a “workaround”

It is well documented that women are less likely than men to start
and grow businesses because entrepreneurship is a stereotypical

male career associated with the aggressive and competitive pursuit of
profit’. Notably, gender gaps in start-up rates are much smaller for
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social enterprises, which prioritize social and environmental goals
and creating positive social change, and which are often marked

by collaboration®. Starting and growing social enterprises often also
aligns better with women’s values and career aims such as seeking
purpose and to make a positive contribution to society*. Women are
estimated to lead half (1 in 2) social enterprises worldwide compared
to 1 in 5 conventional enterprises®. Figures are similar for the UK
though they vary depending on the data source®. For example, Social
Enterprise UK in its survey of member organizations concludes “More
social enterprises are led by women and people from ethnic minority
backgrounds than is the case for the wider business community.”’
Social enterprises are economically important for the UK economy.
Our analyses based on the UK Longitudinal Small Business Survey
(LSBS) show that social enterprises innovate at a higher rate than their
conventional counterparts.® This is in addition to making significant
contributions to creating employment and jobs.?

2 Gender unequal distribution of care work and homework:
The midlife mountain

Analysing nationally representative samples of over 5,000 entrepreneurs
across 44 countries (drawn from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor)*
reveals evidence of a ‘midlife mountain’. Midlife (roughly the age
period starting in the middle 30ies to middle 40ies) is the time at

which business creation commonly peaks for all genders. We find

that this is also the life period when women are forced to disengage
from creating social businesses, because demands on their time and
income peak. Time and money need to be devoted to caring demands,
both childcare and elderly care. Similarly, household work still falls

to a greater degree to women including in developed economies like

the UK. In combination these demands create significant time and
financial constraints for women creating barriers for them to start and
run especially social businesses which tend to be more complex and
demanding than conventional businesses.

Female entrepreneurship — written evidence submission | April 2025

4



3 More limited returns from running a business for women
compared to men.

A less obvious and frequently overlooked barrier for women to start and
grow businesses is that women do not experience the same psychological
returns from running a business in the UK compared to men®. A
well-replicated finding is that entrepreneurs run businesses for a range
of reasons and seek returns that are “more than money” including
autonomy, fulfilment, and well-being (see Department of Business,
Innovation and Skills ‘Motivation for Entrepreneurship’ study of over
1,000 UK entrepreneurs'). Yet we find that only men, not women,
experienced enhanced wellbeing after entering entrepreneurship in

the UK. This analysis used a representative longitudinal sample from
the Understanding Soctety Survey, the largest Household Longitudinal
Study in the UK. It followed individuals for four years and we
accounted for self-selection effects.

How can women hest be supported to overcome the
challenges they face in securing funding to start and
grow their businesses?

and

What steps should the Government take to help support
the development of female-led high growth enterprises?

Rationale & Summary

One the one hand, there is a role for targeted support to help women
to start businesses, access funding, and finally to grow their businesses.
On the other hand, it is equally valuable to draw attention to support
measures that can benefit all businesses and quasi as a “side effect”
will enhance opportunities for women entrepreneurs such as (1) the
start-up loan scheme, (2) the promotion of social enterprises, and (3)
efforts to ‘humanize entrepreneurship’ (especially to recognize the
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toll entrepreneurship takes on entrepreneurs’ mental health including
burnout). At the same time, (4) policies to enhance access and
affordability of childcare and elderly care can help lower barriers for
women entrepreneurs. While these measures are not necessary targeting
growth, note that our research for the Department of Business illustrated
that small business growth is rarely planned for, nor is it linear™.
Therefore, it is important to remove barriers for women to enter and
start a business, to increase the potential for subsequent growth.

1 Maintain the start-up loan scheme.

Recent work analysing the impact of the UK start up loan scheme
provides an example of how a general policy can — as a side effect —
help enhance gender representation and representation of minorities
in entrepreneurship. The start-up loan scheme does so by providing
access to start-up loans (up to £25,000) in combination with mentor
support.” The scheme is effective in lowering the barriers for entry
for all entrepreneurs which in turn benefits women and minority
entrepreneurs.

Encourage diverse forms of business such as social
2 enterprises to enhance gender-inclusion in all types of
entrepreneurship.

As noted earlier, there is good evidence for the economic and social
value that social enterprises bring to the UK economy.*® Equally there
is evidence for greater gender parity at the top of social businesses.**®
However, social enterprises/businesses are more complex and difficult
to operate because of the integration of social/environmental activities
alongside revenue generation. By creating further funding, support,
and attention to social enterprises, the government could facilitate
higher entry of women into all entrepreneurship. This is because,
research across 47 countries indicates that once women have started

a social enterprise, they are subsequently more likely to start both
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another social and another conventional enterprise®, thereby creating
a funnel for enhanced gender representation in all types of enterprises.
These patterns are likely to generalize to ethnic minorities which

are also relatively more likely to engage in social than commercial
entrepreneurship.

3 “Humanize” entrepreneurship to lower barriers to entry
and growth for women

While starting, running and growing a business can offer much personal
fulfilment, it also comes with intense stress, a high risk of burnout

and can lead to poor mental health and even suicide™®, It is difficult

for entrepreneurs to find tailored support to address their well-being
challenges and there is still great stigma attached to mental health.
Entrepreneurs are frequently depicted as particularly resilient and
stress-resistant individuals, who work excessive hours on their business
and allegedly do not “need” work-life balance. This makes it difficult
for those entrepreneurs who suffer stress and poor mental health to seek
help. It also means that many talented individuals including women
never attempt to start or grow a business, assuming (wrongly) that they
“don’t have what it takes” to be an entrepreneur and/or because they
are not willing and able to sacrifice their private and family life. Thus,
entrepreneurship can be made more (gender) inclusive by humanizing
entrepreneurship. This includes destigmatizing conversations about
stress and entrepreneurs’ mental health and working towards healthier
models of entrepreneurship that legitimize self-care and work-life
balance to help safeguard the well-being of the entrepreneur as a critical
asset of the business.™
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Lower barriers for women to engage in enterprise in
midlife by enhancing access to, and the affordability of,
child and elderly care.

There is a need to tackle the systemic constraints that women face,
and which arise from the low availability and high cost of childcare
and elderly care. In this sense social policy to enhance care provision

is good economic policy as it helps to unlock the potential of women'’s
entrepreneurship. Why is the cost and availability of child and elderly
care important? Care work in households still falls predominantly to
women, the high cost and limited availability of care disproportionally
holds women back. For instance, in international comparisons, the cost
of childcare in the UK is well above the average cost of childcare across
OECD countries (a group of largely rich countries)™. In 2022, in the
UK, 17% of a couple’s net household income was spent on childcare,
compared to 10% at the OECD average, or 4% in Sweden and 6% in
Norway countries which are considered more gender egalitarian.

What data exists or is required to track success and monitor
progress in female entrepreneurship?

e The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor is a yearly population
representative survey of the UK adult population to identify early
stage, start-up, and established entrepreneurs. Because it is an
individual survey, it can help monitor rate of female entrepreneurs.
Survey questions about more specific gender-related challenges as
well as regular question on social business could be added, resources
permitting, and would be helpful to monitor progress.

e The UK Longitudinal Small Business Survey (LSBS) is another
valuable survey source. Its unit of analysis is the business rather than
the individual, it therefore allows to identify women-led business
(where there is a women majority on the management team or
businesses that are controlled by a single women).
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Globally, women lead half
of all social enterprises.
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Household and caregiving duties disproportionately hinder women’s.
ability to focus on social impact. These demands peak during midlife,
forcing many to prioritise profit over purpose.

HOW TO OVERCOME BARRIERS FOR WOMEN

D00

To unlock women’s
potential in social
entrepreneurship,
systemic changes
are needed.
Affordable
Key solutions include: childcare support

J
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Eldercare Rebalancing household
responsibilities

"Women want to
create positive social
change but are held back
by systemic constraints."
Professor Ute Stephan

MIDLIFE WOMEN ARE HELD BACK

Younger age Midlife Older age

Social
value
creation

Age

A global study* of over 5,000 entrepreneurs reveals women in their
peak entrepreneurial age (late 30s) are least likely to create socially
responsible businesses.

THE POWER OF SOCGIAL ENTERPRISES

000

Compared to profit-focused
firms, social enterprises
play a critical role in the
competitiveness of
economies, through:

» Economic output

2 Job creation
» Greater innovation

1in3
UK businesses are social enterprises.
Supporting 4.8 million jobs.

A CALL TO AGTION
FOR POLICYMAKERS

By removing these barriers, governments can
grow more inclusive economies, nurture
innovation, and boost social impact. It's a win-win!

“This Bitesize Research has been drawn from the publication ‘Entrepreneurship, age, and social value creation:

A constraint-based individual perspective’ by Professor Ute Stephan and co-authors Brigitte Hoogendoorn, Lorraine Unlaner and
Peter van der Zwan, and is part of the Centre for Sustainable Business's Inclusive Sustainability 2025 campaign.

Data on social enterprises globally from initiati lliance-for-social- i of-the-sect

Find out more on our webpage: kel.ac.uk/inclusive-sustainability

This infographic was produced as part of the Centre for Sustainable
Business’ Inclusive Sustainability campaign.
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