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ABSTRACT

Recent research suggests that females are a relatively untapped source of entrepreneurial potential, particularly in relation to new venturing and enterprise development in technology-based sectors. An enhanced understanding of issues surrounding female entrepreneurial new venturing offers the opportunity to identify ways in which levels of female entrepreneurial engagement might be increased. One dimension of particular importance in the formation of new ventures and the growth of existing enterprises is the development of and engagement in networks, offering opportunities to access critical resources. Aspects of relevance include the nature and composition of networks as well as frequency of engagement and stage the venture is at when network engagement occurs. Limited evidence which exists regarding possible differences between ways in which men and women operate their businesses suggests that they may adopt different approaches to networking and network participation. The approach taken to engagement in and participation within networks may have a consequential impact upon the professional and personal development of the entrepreneur as well as on that his or her venture. Thus, if women entrepreneurs network in ways which might limit development and growth of their ventures this is of significant importance at both the micro-firm and macro-policy levels.

Whilst networks and networking in general have been the focus of large numbers of studies, relatively little attention has been paid to these issues in the context of female businesses. There has been even less work within the domain of technology-based sectors, which tend to be male-dominated. In this paper the authors present insights into the nature and dynamics of female entrepreneurial networks and networking at different stages of the business lifecycle, gained through in-depth qualitative study of 18 female entrepreneurs who were establishing or had established science, engineering and technology (SET) ventures in Northern Ireland. Issues identified in the literature related to networking, female entrepreneurship and the role of networks in SET firm development are considered prior to discussion of the research methodology adopted, which involved multiple personal interviews. Sample characteristics are discussed prior to presentation of the research findings. Use of NUD.IST as the data analysis tool enabled much of the richness of the data to be retained; hence, the discussion is able to draw heavily upon the words of the entrepreneurs themselves, reflecting directly their views and experiences. Implications of the findings for policy and the support of current and would-be female entrepreneurs are considered briefly in the conclusion.
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INTRODUCTION

The encouragement of enhanced levels of female entrepreneurial activity is seen by many government agencies as of vital importance to employment creation and economic growth. Levels of female engagement in enterprise are significantly lower than those for men, some studies suggesting that men are three to four times more likely to start new ventures than women (O’Reilly and Hart, 2003). Entrepreneurial women are well-represented in some service sectors of the economy but are heavily underrepresented in SET areas despite the fact that increasing numbers of women are studying these subjects at university (Mayer, 2006). Significant attention is being paid to developing awareness and understanding of enterprise amongst university students, particularly in SET disciplines, so that they are better-placed to peruse careers in innovative organisations and consider entrepreneurial pathways in the short- or long-term (Cooper and Lucas, forthcoming). International evidence suggests that the average age of entrepreneurship in SET sectors tends to be mid- to late-thirties (United States - Roberts (1991); Canada - Harrison et al. (2004); United Kingdom (UK) - Cooper (2006); Malaysia - Madjid (2006)); the next ten years should see some of this new wave of enterprise-aware SET graduates establishing their own ventures.

Recent studies have provided significant evidence that networks have the potential to play a valuable role in supporting the development of new and existing businesses (Hill and Wright, 2001; McGowan, 2000; Rocks, 2000; Shaw, 2000; O’Donnell and Cummins, 1999; Gilmore and Carson, 1999). Utilising resources beyond the control of the entrepreneur and his or her venture is a key feature of entrepreneurial behaviour (Timmons, 1994) and networking is required to access resources held by external actors and agencies. Characteristics of the entrepreneur’s network, and his or her behaviour toward and within that network, influence strongly which and on what basis resources are acquired. The availability of a wide range of resources is important for the development of SET-based enterprises, thus, the networking approach and capability of the sector’s entrepreneurs is important for both individual firm growth and, more broadly, sector development. 

Whilst networks and networking in general have been the focus of extensive study, considerably less attention has been paid to the nature and dynamics of female entrepreneurial networking activity. A growing body of evidence suggests that female and male entrepreneurs adopt similar approaches with respect to many aspects of firm creation and operation (Davis and Long, 1999; Buttner, 1993; Alsos and Lundggren, 1998); however, Aldrich (1989) identifies network development as one area in which men and women appear to differ. Whilst acknowledging a substantial amount of anecdotal evidence to indicate that gender differences are evident in building and utilising networks, Shaw et al. (2001) highlight the lack of rigorous research attention, which points to the need to enhance understanding of female networking activity (O’Donnell and Cummins, 1999), particularly with respect to entrepreneurial networking practices (Shaw et al., 2001; Carter, 2000a). 

The research reported here sought to address this gap by exploring the nature and dynamics of female entrepreneurial networks and networking activity during the pre-start, new venture and established phases of business development, in SET-based sectors, traditionally viewed as male-dominated. The establishment and growth of such firms has been linked to the use of resources acquired from external networks, pointing to the importance of networking for both firm and sector development. The research employed a qualitative methodology and involved 18 female entrepreneurs who were establishing or had established businesses in Northern Ireland, in a two-stage, in-depth interviewing process conducted over a period of twelve months, where the issues highlighted above formed the basis of qualitative enquiry. Data were analysed using NUD.IST and findings reported here include the value of networks as a resource for female entrepreneurs; the importance and development of confidence during business growth; network composition and quality; advantages and disadvantages of ‘being female’ in business; and network evolution through the business lifecycle.

The approach taken to engagement in networking and participation within networks may have a not inconsequential impact upon the professional and personal development of the entrepreneur as well as the development and growth of his or her venture. Thus, there is a need to understand more about the way in which women do business and the possible impact which it might have on them and their venture, since, if female entrepreneurs are found to operate in ways which might limit the development and growth of their ventures, this is of significance at both micro-firm and macro-policy levels. Implications of the research are considered in the conclusion to the paper.

NETWORKS, THE ENTREPRENEURIAL PROCESS AND FEMALE ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Networks and Entrepreneurial Networking

The entrepreneurial process involves the identification of new opportunities and acquisition of resources to exploit them (Kao, 1991; Timmons, 1994), a process in which the entrepreneur is central (Hill, 2001a, b), initiating change, seeing and evaluating opportunities, gathering resources and expending energy to initiate action (McGowan, 2000). The entrepreneurial environment is characterised by constraints in areas such as finance, knowledge and time (Carson, 1999; Davis et al., 1985; Brown, 1985; McKinnon, 1972), and the entrepreneur’s network can provide access to such key resources (Timmons, 1994); indeed, Johannisson (1986) views networks as the entrepreneur’s major asset, influencing the nature and pace of venture development. 

In the entrepreneurial context a network tends to be “a collection of individuals who may or may not know each other and who, in some way, contribute something to the entrepreneur either passively, reactively or proactively” (Gilmore and Carson, 1999, p.31). Individuals and organisations within networks are connected via direct and indirect ties or relationships, and it is via such connections that relationships develop and mature. These relationships may be strong or weak (Granovetter, 1982), measured by frequency and recency of contact and by the degree of relationship or friendship (Krackhardt, 1992). The nature and extent of a firm’s network may be influenced by factors such as the development stage of the firm and the owner/manager’s level of experience. This may affect the level of awareness of the importance of networks as a resource (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995) and also influence how aware an entrepreneur is of what being a member of a particular network communicates to others about his or her venture (Granovetter, 1992; Håkensson and Snehota, 1995). 

The literature identifies two types of networks, personal and extended networks. Personal networks, centred around the focal person, include all those with whom the entrepreneur has strong and direct ties. They are based around direct personal contacts between actors; some indirect relationships may be included, however, direct contacts help to build quality into the network (Curran et al., 1991; Dubini and Aldrich, 1991; Gummesson, 1987; Johannisson, 1986). Extended networks reflect the overall potential of an individual's personal network of contacts. Employees of the firm have their own contacts, in other organisations, which can be a valuable resource for the entrepreneurial venture. The lead entrepreneur will access such networks via direct relationships with those they employ or retain. The entrepreneur has the challenge of striking an appropriate balance between direct and indirect ties to maximise his or her ability to leverage benefits from diverse sources; the greater the span, the richer the potential for networks to provide information, support and resources (Dubini and Aldrich, 1991; Johannisson, 1986). 

Deciding who should be included in a network of relationships is difficult since not all relationships may be beneficial for a company; the entrepreneur has to be able to tell the difference and manage each accordingly (Hunt 1997). Understanding the networking processes of entrepreneurs can help determine who should and should not be included in their network. The entrepreneur should cultivate and maintain those relationships which constitute a relational resource, those which contribute to the firm's capability to produce efficiently and effectively a product/service offering to its target market in a way which provides the venture with a meaningful competitive advantage. 

Networking is particularly valuable to the new entrepreneurial venture as its ‘smallness’ can be offset by the support mechanisms provided through the development of strong networks (Johannisson, 2000; Szarka, 1990). Thus, networks have been identified as an important entrepreneurial resource, crucial to opportunity identification, evaluation and acquisition (Aldrich and Zimmer, 1986; Birley, 1985) and networking as a key entrepreneurial capability. Benefits from networking, however, are valuable not only in the start-up phase of the enterprise but extend into later phases of development and growth. For relationships to be valuable and effective they need to be managed and monitored (Nohria, 1992; Burt, 1992) which requires time and effort.

Female Enterprise and Entrepreneurship within SET

Despite the steady increase in levels of female entrepreneurial activity knowledge is still relatively limited with regard to female businesses (Henry and Kennedy, 2003; Carter et al., 2001; Baker et al., 1997; Starr and Yudkin, 1996). Arguably, early research linked entrepreneurship with ‘male’ activities (Beaver, 2002; Carter, 2000a, b; Berg, 1997; Brush, 1992), perhaps as a result of a lack of sensitivity to aspects of business which might be unique or particularly pertinent to the female entrepreneur (Mattis, 2004; Da Cunha and De Cunha, 2002; Ruminska-Zimny, 2002; Boden and Nucci, 2000; Brush, 1992). Mirchandani (1999) suggests that research should adopt a female focus as an independent domain of study as opposed to simply an extension of male entrepreneurship.

Moore and Buttner (1997:13) define the female entrepreneur as “a woman who has initiated a business, is actively involved in managing it, owns at least fifty per cent and has been in operation one year or longer”. Holmquist (1997) claims that in defining the female entrepreneur it is crucial that they are not treated as an homogeneous group. Female entrepreneurs come in ‘all sizes’, from different backgrounds and with differing perspectives of enterprise growth. Research by Romano (1994) claims that the only difference between male and female entrepreneurs is in their abilities to think differently, with female entrepreneurs demonstrating intuitive thinking, and men showing logical thinking. However, Buttner (1993) claims that this difference in thinking is only as a result of their adaptive nature, developed through their social awareness, wide range of business backgrounds, delegation and long-term planning abilities. It has been suggested that female entrepreneurs tend to be more opportunistic and adaptive than their male counterparts (Smith et al., 1982). 

Women’s credibility as capable entrepreneurs may have increased, witnessed by growth the in numbers establishing and growing businesses; nevertheless, many still start ventures in female-oriented sectors. The National Federation of Women Business Owners (NFWBO, 1999) identified two out of three women-owned businesses as being in sectors which are considered ‘female-type’ work (retail and service industries), whilst the numbers active in traditionally ‘male-type’ sectors (manufacturing construction and high technology) were relatively small (classification by Loscocco and Robinson, 1991). Despite increases in the number of women studying SET subjects at university, they are still significantly outnumbered by men on such degree programmes (Kerr and Robinson Kurpius, 2004). Further, a significant number of those who do study SET subjects at university do not pursue careers in the field (www.set4women.gov.uk/set4women/statistics/index.htm). Women’s reluctance to pursue SET careers leaves them doubly disadvantaged, as they not only miss out on this career avenue, but also on entrepreneurial opportunities which result from being involved in these sectors (Anna et al., 2000). It is, therefore, not surprising that numbers embarking on entrepreneurial career paths within SET are still heavily skewed towards men. 

In looking for factors which might be having an impact on the flow of female entrepreneurs evidence from the self-efficacy literature, regarding differences between men and women in domains which relate to male-dominated careers, may be useful. Self-efficacy is concerned with ‘beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the course of action required to produce given attainments’ (Bandura, 1997, p.3). Self-efficacy in domains relating to SET can influence the initial likelihood of developing an interest in a career area and, then, whether the person actually enters and subsequently persists within the career (Betz and Hackett, 1981). A number of studies point to differences in maths self-efficacy between men and women; for example, boys display higher maths and science self-efficacy even when their school marks are the same or lower than their female classmates (Van Leuvan, 2004) and efficacy in maths is likely to influence choice to pursue higher level studies in SET (Bleeker and Jacobs, 2004). Self-efficacy and persistence are particularly pertinent in entrepreneurship; obstacles and set-backs come with the territory and entrepreneurs have to be confident in their capabilities and be determined to see plans through. If women have low levels of maths self-efficacy in school it, not surprisingly, influences subject choice, which has knock-on effects for their future studies and employment. Self-efficacy effects individuals in many domains and tasks, and perceived abilities to operate in challenging work or entrepreneurial environments will influence behaviours. It is suggested that efficacy with respect to networking, and related activities associated with building and developing relationships, may have an impact on venture development. 

Female Entrepreneurial Networking

Female entrepreneurs, similar to their male counterparts, need to be effective networkers; indeed, Brush (1997) suggests that networking is crucial for female entrepreneurs seeking to grow their firms or to establish new ventures. Starr and Yudkin (1996) find no evidence of differences in the role of female or male networks; however, Aldrich (1989) identifies a key difference between male and female entrepreneurs in the area of network development. 

The literature indicates that female networks suffer problems of network size, network density and range and network tie strength (Ibarra, 1993). Knouse and Webb (2001) suggest that women’s networks are typically smaller than those of men, and are less dense in nature. In terms of who women network with, Martin (2001) postulates that female entrepreneurs have collaborative external relationships and do not identify with existing business associations, clubs or networks. However, Davis and Long (1999) suggest that they are still developing their networks as many women are relatively new to business ownership, so this goes some way to explain dimension of size and density. Some studies identify elements in male networks which are missing for the female entrepreneur; for example, the ‘old boy’s network’, developing from ‘school ties’, ‘fraternity contacts’ and ‘social organizations’ (Knouse and Webb, 2001) which has an impact on how business is conducted (Gamba and Kleiner, 2001; Linehan et al., 2001). Women are largely excluded from these male bastions (Linehan, 2001; Fagenson, 1993), and Fagenson (1993) considered that it is vital for women to penetrate these male networks to a greater extent if they wish to operate on a par. In relation to building ventures in technology sectors this point is extremely pertinent; however, gaining access to such networks poses real challenges (Shaw et al., 2001) and is viewed as the most significant networking barrier which women need to overcome (Linehan et al., 2001). It is suggested that women have not entered into formal male networks because they feel they are perceived as less competent by male members (Smeltzer and Fann, 1989) and are disadvantaged in networking due to family commitments (Linehan et al., 2001; Martin, 2001). Some research suggests that women may receive the same critical support through formal networks as men do in informal ones such as the old boy’s network (Smeltzer and Fann, 1989).

Some studies point to gender differences in the networking practices of females, for example, with respect to building and maintaining networks (Shaw et al., 2001; Carter, 2000a, b), and in network composition (Greve and Salaff, 2003; Aldrich et al., 1997). Others suggest that women are more likely to formalise their networking activities around a deliberate strategy targeted towards specific individuals, mainly other females (Carter et al., 2001; Aldrich et al., 1997; Starr and Yudkin, 1996; Nelson, 1989; Smeltzer and Fann, 1989). These approaches may, in part, be explained by the different priorities which men and women have in establishing networks; women tend to seek social relationships, whilst men tend to seek personal advantages (Buttner, 1993). Differences are also apparent in the role played by networks in venture development (Aldrich, 1989; Olm et al., 1988) and the ways in which women determine quality in their networks (Ibarra, 1993; Knouse and Webb, 2001). Okanlawon (1994) and Hunt (1993) suggest that societal pressure upon women to take on domestic roles breaks their ties with previous networks and impacts upon their capability to develop and expand their networking activities. Inevitably, this can leave female entrepreneurs at a clear disadvantage when it comes to gaining knowledge, and other resources, which could have a detrimental impact on the development of their firms. 

Despite these diverse strands of evidence there is still a lack of understanding of the role, nature and composition of entrepreneurial networks within the context of the female-owned entrepreneurial firm, in particular, in male-dominated sectors of the economy. It is important to understand what constitutes effective female networking and to gain insights into how females develop quality in their network of relationships, given their importance for successful business formation and expansion (Carter and Allen, 1997; Carter and Anderson, 2001; Shaw et al., 2001). Thus, this paper presents the findings of research which explored female entrepreneurial networks and networking within SET-based sectors.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN

Research in this field requires an approach which allows for discovery and exploration to aid theory building. A qualitative research methodology was considered appropriate given the infancy of the research topic and exploratory nature of the research (Hirschman, 1986; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Hill et al., 1999; Carson et al., 2001). The empirical study was conducted using unstructured, in-depth interviews. The emphasis was on an informal, exploratory discussion, rather than asking a series of specific, rigid questions. However, prior to rounds of data collection, interview guides were formulated. In stage 1, for example, themes included the importance, nature and dynamics of female networking, and issues with respect to gender in this activity. The second stage interviews developed issues emerging from stage 1 and focused in more depth on the role and composition of female networks, issues of network quality and further dimensions around gender. This allowed exploration of wider issues relating to female entrepreneurial networking, without explicitly referring to the research agenda. The informal interview approach encouraged participants to discuss their individual experiences allowing issues of networking to emerge. Thus, the individual’s story could be heard in their own words (Carson et al., 2001; O’Donnell and Cummins, 1999) and crucial insights gained into their world (McGowan, 2000). Probing of respondents for further comments was only conducted to develop the discussion and maintain a focus on key themes.

In-depth interviews were conducted with 18 female entrepreneurs in three different phases of business development. Five of the 18 females were nascent entrepreneurs, who were beginning to take initial steps progressing towards starting up their own business. They were classified as within the ‘pre-start up’ phase. Five of the female entrepreneurs were defined as ‘new venturers’, those who had been operating their business for five years or less, and had a limited market and product range (Carson et al., 1995). The final eight females were owners of ‘established companies’ who had been in business for more than five years. Owing to their length of time in business, they had a greater number of employees, greater market penetration and an extended product range. Further details on those engaged in the research are provided in Table 1. 

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Female Entrepreneurial Firms in the Study

	Firm
	Sector type
	Number of employees
	Lone (L) or team (T) start (currently)
	Age at time of set-up (years)
	Time in business (years)
	Marital status

	AA
	Technology
	20
	L (L)
	29
	12
	Married

	BJ
	Technology
	3
	T (T)
	36.5
	2.5
	Married

	CK
	Technology
	18
	T (T)
	30
	5
	Married

	DR
	Technology
	17
	T (T)
	29
	15
	Married

	ER
	Technology
	6
	L (T)
	42
	12
	Single

	FS
	Technology
	14
	T (T)
	32.5
	4.5
	Married

	GM
	Technology
	5
	T (T)
	30
	3
	Married

	HH
	Technology
	6
	L (L)
	34
	14
	Married

	IC
	Technology
	15
	T (T)
	36
	4
	Married

	JB
	Science
	12
	L (T)
	23
	15
	Single

	KM
	Science
	26
	T (T)
	37
	8
	Married

	LP
	Technology
	20
	T (T)
	33
	10
	Married

	MR
	Engineering
	3
	L (L)
	47
	9
	Widowed

	NS
	Science
	0
	T
	39
	0
	Married

	OH
	Engineering
	0
	T
	26
	0
	Co-Habit

	PT
	Science
	0
	T
	27
	0
	Single

	QG
	Science
	0
	T
	28
	0
	Married

	RC
	Engineering
	0
	T
	26
	0
	Single

	Average:
	9
	
	32.5
	6
	


Source: Developed for the purpose of this research, by profiling the interviewees

All of the businesses involved were located in Northern Ireland and were operating within SET sectors that are traditionally viewed as being male-dominated. The sample selection was based on a purposive sample drawn from participants in women’s networking organisations, university innovation centres and the researcher’s personal contacts. Participants were chosen for a number of reasons. First, they were targeted because they were female entrepreneurs; secondly, they were either seeking to establish a new venture or sought to achieve growth in their existing venture; and, thirdly, they reflected those characteristics which are recognised as ‘entrepreneurial’, within extant literature. Purposive sampling was considered appropriate given the researchers’ interest in working with information-rich cases involving entrepreneurial females (Neuman, 1997). 

The interviews were conducted over a period of a year. Each participant was interviewed for an average of one and a half hours, during each phase. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. Analysis of the considerable amount of data generated by the research was greatly assisted by the use of NUD.IST 6.0. The use of such software packages, according to Nancarrow et al. (1996, p.32) “promises a more systematic and efficient manipulation of textual data”. The adoption of NUD.IST, in particular, imposed a discipline and structure on the analysis of the data that facilitated the extraction of core insights, and quickened and enriched the analysis process. 

The value of the current research was established by strategies outlined in the literature (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Gabriel, 1988; Hirschman, 1986). Credibility was established by re-presenting the issues from transcribed interviews to participants for corroboration and by comparative analysis of the responses of 18 case studies of female business venturers at different stages of development. Transferability was established through the description of a detailed and transparent research design, which was the subject of continuous reflection and debate amongst the research team members. The study’s ‘dependability’ was achieved as a consequence of the researchers’ determination continuously to seek clarification, corroboration and confirmation of the findings emerging from each stage of the interview process. Finally, research ‘confirmability’ was established through public exposure of the research process to research and practitioner audiences for critical commentary (Hampton et al., 2004; McGowan and Hampton, 2007).

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

This research provides insights into female entrepreneurial networks, particularly with respect to understanding the importance, role and nature of networking for female entrepreneurs within three phases of business development, including network composition; aspects of quality; and, issues surrounding gender. Each is considered and the research findings from this study are discussed. 

The Role, Nature and Composition of Networking through the Business Lifecycle

The findings of the research highlighted networking as being of key importance to how female entrepreneurs did business. Results suggested the existence of different types of networks, depending upon the enterprise’s stage of lifecycle development. The research also suggested that gender was a key influence on the networking practices of individual female entrepreneurs, depending upon the stage of development of their enterprise. Thus, this section considers the importance, role and nature of networking behaviour in the three stages of development, namely, pre-start, new venture and established firm. This is crucial in building an holistic understanding of female networks, their composition and how they change over the lifecycle of the firm. 

Pre-start up Networking

The pre-start entrepreneurs highlighted the importance of networking as a viable and valuable means for gaining information vital to establishing the validity of the business idea. Networking at this early stage of venture start-up was mainly through personal networks with people known to the female entrepreneur, who were in business already and/or had knowledge of a relevant industry sector. These individuals were crucial to the female new venturer for gaining advice and as a means of signposting to others for help. Hence, the level of experience possessed by any network member was paramount if they were to be included in the female new venturer’s network. A typical comment by QG illustrates the point: “We did speak to a few people, like accountants and other people we knew [formal actors]. We did get some outside advice but X [a personal contact – informal actor], has his own spin-out company and was able to give us some information about what would be involved if we were to establish a company. We did, therefore, take advice from certain people, with X being the key person. He might not be the right person as a first contact, but he would direct me”. According to NS, these contacts were useful to source information that she needed to develop her business idea in the short and long-term: “They will be useful to me, either now, or for sourcing people that I can contact in the future to help with the business when it is up and running”. Regarding informal and formal dimensions of networking, she added: “I would develop an informal relationship with them. There would be formal work around the table, but then, over coffee, I would have a wee quiet chat. That would be my way, that is just my nature”.
For those in the pre-start up stage in this research the ‘gender’ of their network contact appeared to be largely male-dominated. None of the females in this category, at this stage in the research, had sought to make contact or become involved in networking activities that involved other females. It is likely that this is a result of opportunistic identification of contacts rather than as a result of a strategic decision to concentrate on nurturing male-focused network relationships. As new players in the networking space relevant for SET ventures, where males dominate, it is not surprising that those relationships which did exist tended to be with men.

New Venture Networking

With respect to new venture firms, those in business for five years or less, the consensus was that networks, especially personal networks, were vital for doing business. Two views emerged, however, from within this group, one which appeared to place significant store by networks that were exclusively female, and one which was beginning to recognise the importance of the need for greater diversity in the make-up of their networks to include both men and women from different backgrounds. For those in the very early days of starting their new venture, when confidence is arguably at its lowest, fear of isolation may be greatest. In such circumstances personal networks were made up primarily of family and friends, who were relied upon to provide much needed moral support at this early stage. The following comment by BJ is typical; “My husband and family are a great support”. Similarly, GM indicated that: “If I’m really stuck on something or don’t know how to find anything, I would lift the phone and ask…there are people to help…it means you’re not on own… it might even be one of the girls I met on a course, who maybe would specialise in something, you’d think maybe if I phoned her, she could maybe help me with that”.

In the early years of venture start-up, most of the female entrepreneurs who were involved in formal or semi-formal networking activities claimed that networking was a chance to share their experiences in business and to tell their ‘own stories’. An important issue to emerge was the role of all-female networks in allowing aspiring females entrepreneurs to achieve this sharing. The research highlighted how crucial it was for the female entrepreneur to be able to express her views openly in a non-judgemental environment, which was both encouraging and empathic to her needs (Strauss, 2000). BJ’s typical comment supports this view: “Being a part of a women’s group allows me to develop my confidence, people will say, thank God only women are here”.

Within these networks, the ability to relax and relate to other females, and express empathy for the challenges faced by other females, was viewed as crucial. For two of the female new venturers, the often negative experience of dealing with men, or more often, the perception that men would not be helpful, had persuaded them to consciously build informal networks with mainly female advisors. Such network members were either entrepreneurial practitioners or enterprise support staff. This sentiment was expressed in the following remark by GM: “…now that I have got to know Joy in Ballymena INI, I know if there is anything that I need or anything that she could help me with or give me advice with, then I could just phone her and ask her and I know she would help me”.

This research appeared to support the view identified in extant research that self-confidence is a key issue in determining the likelihood of women pursuing and being successful in an entrepreneurial venturing career. The evidence from the research suggested that all-female, formal activities play a key role in developing self-confidence in female entrepreneurs. With greater confidence the hope was that females would, over time, be encouraged to extend networking activities and to work towards building quality factors into their networks. The expectation was that this would eventually increase their potential for entrepreneurial success. Of particular interest was the way that such experiences reinforced and highlighted the importance of networking in the future development and growth of the business. GM’s comment was typical: “I know that if I want to grow the business, then I will have to get to know more people who can help me with that”.

There were those within the new venture group, however, that eschewed the idea of all-female networks and sought, from the initial stages of start-up, to develop mixed gender formal networks. This appeared to reflect a different outlook and level of confidence. Female entrepreneurs who were in the later stages of new venture development expressed more critical views and attitudes regarding the value of all-female networks compared with those who were seeking to establish a new venture or were in the early stages of doing so. FS reflected upon the need for quality in networks of any new venture seeking to enjoy future growth: “You can’t go around with blinkers on all your life. I tell other women, that they can’t stick to women’s groups, not for this sector, because that’s going to be a disaster”.

Established Venture Networking

The female owners of the more established firms in this research appeared to have acquired a higher level of sophistication in the way in which they managed their networks. Their networking activities appeared to have both informal and formal dimensions and network members. What emerged from the research was that the female entrepreneurs in these established firms appeared to utilise their networks in a largely thoughtful way, in order to maintain the entrepreneurial effort of their enterprise, and to secure its continued growth and development. Within the more established ventures, the importance of networking to these women was in gaining further business by promoting themselves and their company. What was also highlighted was the importance of the business’s customers in developing the business, largely through word of mouth. The building of the company’s reputation, particularly through networking and developing close relationships with customers, emerged as of importance. LP’s comment was typical: “One thing we are good at is listening to our customers and working with them together in partnership…customers talk about us and recommend us to others”. 

What emerged from this research was that within the more established enterprises, the building of relationships and networking activities with both customers and, indeed, suppliers was seen to be of critical importance. As LP stated: “Well I would ask anybody we know, you know. Other contractors or even if we had a good relationship with the customer, if you can imagine, we have an important part of any contact and, therefore, contact with the customer. If we look at our contact database, you know, there is any number of contacts within the company we are working for who can help with what we are looking for”.

Networks for these more established female entrepreneurs were also crucial for helping them to make decisions quickly, for accessing information that could be depended upon for decision-making purposes. Often, the experience of these established female entrepreneurs as networkers meant that as decision-makers, they could confirm and reinforce the correctness of the decision they had made. What emerged, too, from the research was that those networks developed by the established venturers existed both within as well as outside their enterprise, amongst members of their team. A typical comment reflecting this came from ER: “I have connections with X (industry body), I’d have individuals in the business that I might have talked to a bit...one of the nice things about having somebody else in as a co-director is that you can toss ideas around when you have a decision to make”. 

A critical part of entrepreneurial networks of established female venturers, therefore, appeared to exist within their enterprises. Core to this for the established female entrepreneur was being able to extend their own network by being able to access effectively the networks of internal staff members, other people who could assist with enterprise development and growth. An important issue to emerge was the high level of importance that female entrepreneurs within the established businesses placed upon the networks of their ‘internal team’. The following from AA summed up the sentiments of the ‘established’ female entrepreneurs: “I tend to rely on the knowledge and expertise of my team and their contacts…the company is much bigger than me now…but they (her team) are vital for my firm’s success, and I include them in gathering the information I need to make good decisions”. 

Another issue to emerge was that for the established female entrepreneurs, networks were inclusive; anyone who could contribute to their decision-making could and would be ‘tapped’ for information and resources because of their knowledge and expertise, and not specifically with regard to their gender. This comment by DR characterises the view that networking, both informal and formal, amongst established female venturers, was non-gender specific: “I would ask questions from anyone that I knew who would have the knowledge in that particular area…regardless of whether they were male or female. Really, it is amazing who you meet…and you can come away thinking to yourself, yes, that is the answer to that question”. The formal side of networks included the development of relationships with professional business advisors or network brokers. These were seen as useful, within limits, and utilised as and where required, in short, sparingly. AA illustrated the need for access to information from the formal network: “I now can afford to buy in expert advice, from accountants, lawyers and consultants, for certain aspects of the business”.

By contrast with the views expressed by the early new venturers in developing, largely, exclusive female networks, female entrepreneurs in the more established enterprises, appeared to be less impressed with the idea of ‘women only’ networks for their stage in business. The following views reflect this: “It just wouldn’t do much for me in getting business” (ER) and “It just doesn’t speak to my level of business or my industry…I loathe to be treated differently because I’m female…” (KM). AA was stronger in expressing her views: “They’re dreadful [all-female networks], I just don’t go there. I have tried them and I find they’re just unconstructive whingeing and I haven’t been to one where I’ve had any advantages or learned anything…I have worked in a mixed environment and, hopefully, managed to maintain my femininity, and got by successfully with my abilities and experiences. These groupings [all-female networks] are not the answer for females in business”. The value of balance is summed up by HH: “I like business networks that are mixed, where they are full of equal opportunity…throughout my life, I have shared business ideas with women and men and I really don’t see the need to perform with women only…I respect men”.

For the most part, the female entrepreneurs in established businesses developed key contacts that were inclusive of both men and women. What appeared to have emerged from this research was that, as part of their own entrepreneurial apprenticeship, the female entrepreneurs had already been working in the industry and had, consciously and subconsciously, sought to build and develop their network of contacts prior to setting up their own venture. This was illustrated by this typical comment by ER: “When I set up I had already been in the industry for years, had made contacts previously, both male and female, and had extensive experience in the field…I had made friends previously who now are very useful to me”. An exception to this pattern is MR, who, although being established for nine years and having run three previous businesses, had sought to focus on all-female networking when she returned and set-up in Northern Ireland. The fear of isolation and a lack of confidence arising from her recent return to Northern Ireland appeared to be at the root of this decision. She stated: “I was really quite, very isolated when I came back here because I didn’t know anyone…they still looked at me as an outside person even though I belonged here originally…the network meant that I got to know lots more like-thinking people in the network...it gives me a more feminine feel because I’m working with what I call the ‘manly things in life’…and just the general, you know, sort of comradeship. Being able to talk to people, knowing how their business is doing and discussing business…It’s just some people there to share with”.
Aspects of Quality in Female Entrepreneurial Networks

This section reports on the analysis of the findings regarding quality issues within the networks of the female entrepreneurs. Extant research recognises that issues of density, diversity, reachability and centrality are key measures of quality in any individual’s network of relationships. Density reflects the degree of interconnectedness that members of a network have with each other, diversity reflects the level of variety that exists within a network of relationships, reachability addresses the degree to which others not connected to the immediate network of relationships might be accessed and engaged. In this respect the importance of the strength of weak ties identified by Granovetter (1982) is crucial in determining quality in an individual’s network. Centrality, the final quality measure, deals with the degree to which the focal person is positioned at the core of different networks with the potential to play a pivotal role in influencing the flow of information throughout the network. What appeared to emerge from this research was that, with respect to each of these measures, those female owner/managers of the established firms had become particularly sophisticated and effective. What was clear was that these individual female entrepreneurs had been building and developing their network of contacts over a relatively long period of time. Regular contact with a few core business networks, with appropriate industry links appeared to allow these women to gain better quality, current business information and guidance when required. The following, from AA, regarding density, was typical: “I may have met X [network member] through the network but it just so happened to be that someone in the network that we both knew, brought us together. X [as a network broker] knew that Y [another network member] had a need and knew that I could service that need. So I suppose that is the advantage of the network, that even if you don’t know someone, then someone knows you both and can see how you can assist each other and introduces you”. In terms of the origin of some network members, HH commented: “When I first moved from X [previous employer] and set up on my own I really missed the network of people that I had around me there…it was the fact that if I had a problem there was always somebody’s door I could go and knock on for a bit of advice. But because I left on good terms, I could contact any of those people I worked with or any of the people I met when I worked there for help. That offered me a number of different people with different backgrounds and expertise”. KM acknowledged the importance of diversity: “I’m a good one for maintaining networks and I maintain a wide range of links of people - not my inner circle, where you have your base group. That is one of the things I learned from X [university mentor] about having your network and then your further-out people. He would be one of my further-out people now”. KM also illustrated centrality: “I am a good resource investigator. So if someone asked me about something I generally know someone who would know, or put them in touch with somebody who could help. ‘Cause I’ve people phoning up and saying do you know where I can get such and such and I’ll, … if I don’t know, I’ll know somebody who will through the network”.
Females in the new venture group appeared, to a greater or lesser extent, to have an emerging understanding of the importance of and need to develop their network of contacts. The impression was one that there was a determination to progress towards a greater level of sophistication in the way they managed their network of contacts and that “now” was the time to act. Indeed, significantly, there was an apparent deliberateness about the way these females thought about their need to manage how they developed their networks. Here again a number of typical examples from the primary data bear this out. CK’s comment reflected increasing reachabilty within her networks: “I am becoming more known in this industry now…I’m meeting new people all the time… where I might not have all the knowledge on something I can now find out somebody who does and can help me”. IC recognised the value of diversity: “I would appreciate the wider network side. I mean I use the London Business School network all the time, there are so many people, with vast experience, you know. Just last week I contacted this guy who I met through it, who’s based in X [company name] in the Netherlands because we’re trying to get into Y [customer] … I feel that they’re fairly rich networks and they’re quite multicultural and they’re men and women and all kinds of businesses”. IC also recognised how this diversity had come about: “I am now becoming involved in so many different networks, with people I’ve met in business, who I have worked with before, who I studied with like the London Business School network”.

Those female new venturers engaged in pre-start activity reflected, perhaps unsurprisingly, an approach to their networking efforts that were unsophisticated and, essentially, myopic. They showed little appreciation at this stage of the importance of any of the quality measures for effective networks considered earlier. The early emphasis on working within, largely, female-only networks, while meeting immediate needs for confidence boosts and an end to feelings of isolation, emerged as providing a poor resource for the fulfilment of any entrepreneurial ambitions that they might have. BJ appeared content with current female networks: “I have a choice of who I would ask now with in the women’s network… I just have to meet and I know so many females in business now that I could ask… I would just go and lift the phone and ask them what I needed to know and see if they could help me out”. GM, however, recognised the potential limitations of her female networks and the need to build greater diversity: “I have gained a lot from being involved in the network [all-female] but I know that I need to get involved in other networks, with other people in business. So I have joined a small club here in X [town], I know I can’t concentrate on my female network, I need to get into other networks and meet others in business, men as well”.
Its is clear from the evidence of entrepreneurs whose businesses are in different stages of the business lifecycle that for some the nature of their networks has changed and been accompanied by different networking practises. There were those who recognise the importance of network evolution and the positive impact which this had on the development of higher value, quality networks. Others, however, appeared content to operate in what were potentially self-limiting networks which risked reducing opportunities for personal and venture growth.

Issues of Gender

The first stage research indicated that the influence of gender barriers upon female entrepreneurs appeared to decrease as the female entrepreneur’s years in business increased. Furthermore this research seemed to suggest that gender barriers may not have had as strong an impact on these female entrepreneurs operating in the male-dominated sectors. Interestingly, the nature of the environment in which the females in this study had chosen to set-up, being traditionally male-dominated, would suggest that such gender barriers should have been more evident. Although a few females had experienced some negativity from men, particularly in financial institutions, this did not appear to be a typical picture. In general the view expressed in the second stage of this research, was as AA typically stated regarding her business experience: “I never really had any issues about being female even though where I hung out it was mostly men”.

Furthermore, the second stage provided further insights into aspects of gender and, as a result, the findings indicated that the female entrepreneurs not only failed to see gender as a barrier but they continually expressed a distinct dislike for the idea that they would be viewed as ‘female’ first and as a ‘business person’ second. KM maintained: “I like to be treated with respect, regardless of my gender”, while ER commented: “If gender does not occur to you it doesn’t occur to the people you’re talking to”, and FS stated: “If your business is strong it speaks for itself, regardless of your gender”. Overall, however, the idea prevailed across the group of entrepreneurs that experience, knowledge and their success would be noted as opposed to their gender. In fact, from the first stage findings the idea emerged that being ‘female’ could actually be an advantage to female entrepreneurs operating businesses in these sectors. 

The second stage of the research strengthened this view and provided new insights into how ‘being female’ was something that could be worked to a female entrepreneur’s advantage. Supporting this view AA remarked: “I have never let gender be an issue, in fact, I probably used it to my advantage more so than otherwise”. Similarly DR claimed that: “I think I have always found being female to be to an advantage”. According to KM the fact she was female meant that she could ‘flirt’ with clients in order to develop a ‘light’ atmosphere, the goal of which was to create an advantage by encouraging a more open and communicative discussion. This was sometimes useful in gaining some ‘insider’ knowledge. There appeared no sense that it was ‘shameful’ or ‘wrong’ to use their ‘female ways’ to get what they wanted; it was seen as an ‘acceptable’ approach. Indeed, LP typically suggested that in business: “You have to use everything that’s available to you, every resource, skill that you have to help you achieve whatever goal it is…even if it’s being female”.

Thus, gender, as opposed to being a barrier, was, at times, seen to be a distinct advantage. AA’s comment concerning the positive effect of gender on asking questions was typical: “In some cases it’s an advantage [being female] because you can get away with things that a man wouldn’t get away with…ask any woman, if they’ve used being a woman to ask questions that somebody else wouldn’t dare ask, to try to gain information or to try and use it to their advantage, I think they would be telling a big lie if they said they haven’t”.

The second stage research interviews sought to explore deeper to gain insights into how ‘being a woman in business’ could be an advantage. Although DR suggested that being female was only an advantage, if you had the confidence and the knowledge about what you were doing as well. The consensus that emerged from those involved in the research was that gender could be useful in sourcing and gaining information and in gaining advice, free of charge, from people. It was apparent from this research that female entrepreneurs recognised this fact and sought to exploit it to their benefit. Therefore, it seemed to appear that there was a ‘deliberate’ intention by female entrepreneurs to use their gender proactively to their advantage and to that of their enterprise. DR’s comment captured this sentiment: “Maybe it’s easier, because you are a women, to plead stupid and then you can ask things that are very simple cause sometimes life can be made unbelievably complicated”. AA noted: “I believe that quite often if I had been a man, people would not have been as helpful or given me as much information. There is a bit of patronising stuff as well, you know, but that never fazed me, never. Along the way I think I used it to my advantage and I got a lot of free advice and help”. The idea that women could ‘plead stupid’ to gain information seemed to be acceptable in this context in which women were few in number. Interestingly, these findings suggests that gender often got you attention, and not always in a negative way. LP remarked: “Well you stand out, if you are talking in a room of one hundred men and you’re the only women, your going to catch their attention”.

Using being female to gain ‘initial attention’ seemed to be a positive factor. The idea that being female was always a disadvantage may be rejected by this study in relation to networking. Furthermore, another reason for ‘using’ being female was to gain access to networks, events or onto representative bodies which were perceived to be traditionally male-dominated. Often such organisations wanted to appear to be representative of the business community, involving both business men and women. These organisations often needed to add female members of the business community to their membership. Female entrepreneurs in this study suggested that this could ‘play to their advantage’ in gaining access to an organisation or industry body that might otherwise have been difficult to enter. AA’s remark illustrated this point: “Oh, in lots of different ways being female can become an advantage - if you are the only woman in the room, like you are quite often, you are only there to make up the numbers because there is not a balance”. Also, the fact that female entrepreneurs were few in number within SET sectors meant that any females who operate within them were often remembered because of their gender. IC commented in this regard: “You can be remembered because you are female and that’s why it’s good…ah there’s that company with the female CEO”. Furthermore, the idea that females were very good at communicating, suggested that their ability to connect with people, to understand and to relate to them at a certain level, was a strength that was particularly advantageous to females. This research recognised that, far from being perceived as being ‘little men’, the females in this research strove to retain their feminine approaches and did not seek to adopt approaches associated with male cultures in business (Webster, 2005; Korvajarvi, 2003; Alvesson, 1998). 

The level of negativity in relation to gender was discussed in the first stage of the research. Although there appeared to be some instances where gender appeared to have a negative effect, particularly with respect to men in financial institutions, it was suggested that a number of female entrepreneurs involved in this research had never been effected negatively because of their gender. In fact, DR noted caution over attributing negative experiences specifically to gender by stating: “Women can hook onto that issue and think ‘ah they are doing that because I am a woman’ and it’s untrue”.

However, the second stage of the research, revealed that negativity within business was evident, in the SET sectors studied here, from other women. Furthermore, the idea emerged that other females in the business arena were not always helpful to female entrepreneurs. This finding was illustrated by comments which seemed to suggest that female entrepreneurs, in the sectors featured here, found it easier to work with and deal with male than female employees in business. ER noted “I didn’t have very many problems with the fellas that worked for me, but I would have more problems with the women that worked for me”. CK noted: “I would find other women more of a barrier than males in business”, a feature commented upon by DR: “Females are more hostile to other females than say men are”. In addition, DR indicated that she had experienced negative instances with a female employee of a government representative body, who continually sought to undermine her title and position in the company: “Even down to X [the representative body female employees name], who runs the enterprise agency over there, she will be like, ‘oh X [husband name] this and X [husband] that, what are you lot doing at the moment?’ And he would say to her, ‘Stop asking me, it’s DR who runs here’. And it makes you think it’s 2005!”.  

It was suggested that the ‘insecurity’ of being female in a male-dominated environment might have impacted here. This may make some females question their knowledge and ability when ‘threatened’ by other females. This research highlighted the fact that they displayed this insecurity by projecting negative behaviour onto other females within their environment, as if to exert their authority. Accordingly, AA stated: “Normally it is where you see a female who does not feel secure in her job or her knowledge and she feels that there is potential to undermine her”. Yet for KM this negative female experience was encountered at a mixed networking event: “However, there is one lady who is in charge of it and she is the most ‘I hate other females’ type person, I have ever encountered and she has publicly humiliated me twice at their functions. It is the most unusual behaviour…it is unbelievable. I have since found out that she is renowned for that attitude. I just thought that she was the type of women who gives every other last woman a bad name. It was dreadful…but there is enough room for everyone!”. Similarly, both FS and MR had experienced instances of ‘jealousy’ from other females that they could not attribute to anything else but that they were considered a threat. For the majority of female entrepreneurs in this study such behaviour was ‘uncalled for’. 

Interestingly, the commonly held view by the female entrepreneurs in this research was that they preferred working within a male environment. CK, typically, claimed: “There is no competition, everybody pools their ideas and things like that, whereas females can be really back-stabbing”. In a similar vein LP suggested that she has: “Encountered female members of staff being unhelpful, even to the point of hostility”. It is important to note, however, that in the first stage of this research instances were identified when other females were very supportive. This was particularly evident from those involved in all-female networking groups, where the nature of the network was to offer support and increase confidence. According to the first stage of this study such an approach can be viable in the early stages of venture creation where support, guidance and signposting were crucial to the development of the enterprise. 

CONCLUSION

In this research the authors undertook to explore the role and importance of networks to female entrepreneurs at different stages in their efforts to establish, build and maintain their enterprises. The businesses in question were in sectors traditionally seen as being ‘male-dominated’, particularly science, engineering and technology. It is well-known that for owner managers the competence to develop and manage effective networks is vital for the establishment and growth of small to medium-sized firms. Developing such a competency allows such venturers to share experiences, ideas and knowledge that can result in serious success in the development of any business. However, while there has been a considerable amount of research done about networks and networking as a core resource for successful venturing and business development, little has been said about their contribution to the success of female entrepreneurs. While extant research suggests that in many ways men and women operate their businesses in ways that are quite similar, there is sufficient evidence to indicate that gender differences do exist with respect to the development and utilisation of networks.

When it comes to networking, what seems to emerge is that gender significantly effects the drive for and the success of female entrepreneurial ambitions; women are, inherently, good at networking. Indeed, some insights from the research suggest that ‘being female’ in business can actually be a real positive, although those with less confidence, did not see it that way, particularly those in the pre-start and early new venture phases. What does seem to be the case is that gender, as a barrier, appears to become less influential on the fortunes of the entrepreneurial venturer as her confidence increases, in conjunction with her years in business. Those views that were expressed at odds with this, seemed to identify other women in positions of influence, as possible barriers to the efforts of female venturers to develop their enterprises, not male entrepreneurs. What seems to happen is that, as a women starts out to establish her business she tends to rely extensively, if not exclusively, on networks that include only other women. Over the longer-term, however, what seems to happen is that women come to view such networks as holding little worth in assisting them in adding value to their efforts to develop and grow their business. Many within the more established enterprises expressed views that suggested that their gender was an irrelevancy in defining their profile as an entrepreneur; it was their relative success in establishing and growing their businesses that was the real measure of who they were. They perceived their relationship with men, and men with them, through this particular lens. 

The females in this research appeared to place an increasing level of importance, as their experience grew, on the contribution of other network members with whom they had developed long-term relationships over a significant period of time. In many cases, such individuals were often well-known to the female entrepreneur, usually prior to their starting their venture, perhaps as previous work colleagues. Quality in a women’s network, reflecting the diverse nature of who they knew, the degree to which those who they knew actually knew each other, and the degree to which those they knew could give them access to other key people as yet unknown to them, appears to evolve in line with their success in developing their business. For women who had successfully established their business over a long period of time the research suggested that they became particularly adept, indeed thoughtful, almost deliberate, at developing and managing their diverse networks of high quality, to include both sexes. The development and utilisation of networks in an increasingly thoughtful way emerges as a powerful tool for the female entrepreneurs in the research to draw on in order to manage opportunities, to deal with threats and gain access to key resources to develop their enterprises. A further characteristic of their networking activity suggested by the research was that as their enterprises grew the female venturers appeared to want to build, and came to rely more on, internal networks, members of their entrepreneurial team over external relations, particularly with respect to formal contacts. On the other hand, with respect to women involved in early new venturing, they appeared to be, relatively speaking, considerably less sophisticated at injecting real quality into their networking efforts, preferring, at least initially, to rely on networks made up exclusively of other women. Many females in this category, however, recognised the need to take positive action to inject quality into their networking activities, to develop the competencies as networkers and, as a consequence, increase their potential for developing their venture successfully over the longer-term. 

Future research is needed in the area of quality regarding female networks and networking and in relation to strategies adopted by female entrepreneurs to develop quality in networking practices, particularly in industry sectors that are traditionally considered to be dominated by men. Research is also required into the dynamics of female networking activity. Issues to be considered include: the degree to which internal networks come to supplant external networks as a first port of call for female entrepreneurs faced with making key decisions regarding the evolution and growth of their ventures; the degree to which networking activities are deliberate and consciously pursued; and, issues of what has come to be referred to as ‘work-life balance’.

Recent government publications in the UK suggest that women are a significant yet relatively untapped source of entrepreneurial potential. There is clearly an imperative, therefore, if this is true, that efforts are made to foster greater entrepreneurial activity amongst women. In this way the potential for women to contribute to greater economic prosperity of the UK can be significantly increased.
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