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Objectives: This paper explores a sample of women who are described as nascent entrepreneurs as they are in the process of conducting activities in preparation for launching their proposed businesses. The focus of this paper is an examination of the main areas where these start-up activities are being conducted with the objective of identifying those areas where women, through self-evaluation, consider themselves to be under-resourced in terms of their business skill and competencies.  

Prior work: Mazzarol et al (1999) argued that within the context of business start-up it is not sufficient to examine only those who have fulfilled their objectives and initiated start-up activities. Research to date has done little to inform us of how would-be entrepreneurs, or nascent entrepreneurs, can successfully create new organisations (Tornikoski and Newbert, 2007). In order to provide a comprehensive picture of entrepreneurship then nascent entrepreneurs – those individuals at various stages in the process who are attempting to develop new business (Katz and Gartner, 1988) must also be studied.

Approach: This research is primarily exploratory and inductive in nature and a sequential mixed-methods design was employed to provide for breadth and depth of scope. A survey instrument was used to conduct a macro-investigation of the research issues and generate a set of initial findings which informed the second stage research stage of semi-structured interviews. This approach facilitated methodological triangulation, enhancing the richness of insight and robustness of the research.

Results: It was identified that for many women in the sample the focus of their activities was factored around developing credibility post start-up in order to legitimise their business ideas and develop self-confidence. The pursuit of credibility involved developing their business skills, often through accessing business start-up support mechanisms and engaging in initial entrepreneurial networking be it nascent entrepreneurial peers or established entrepreneurs.

Implications: This paper will inform training and policy-makers in the provision of business support tools to nascent female entrepreneurs. In essence, if this support is tailored in line with the specific needs of this group then the expectation is that more women would be encouraged to transfer their business ideas into start-up realities.   

Value: This paper will provide an in-depth insight into the pre start-up process with a particular focus on the nature of pre-venture activities conducted by women. In addressing these activities as and when they are being conducted we can determine those areas were women require practical assistance and tailored support.
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Introduction

Women’s importance as a largely untapped pool of entrepreneurial talent is widely recognised in most western economies (Carter et al, 2001) and the European Union invest a considerable monetary contribution each year in order to increase the profile of women entrepreneurs throughout its member states (Fielden and Dawe, 2004). Consequently, women contemplating business start-up have the potential to make a significant contribution to the small business sector in terms of development and expansion (Fielden et al, 2003). However, it is apparent that certain region-specific areas are experiencing a downturn in the rate of female start-up businesses. Despite acknowledging an increase in female-owned businesses across the United Kingdom in total, a study conducted by Fielden et al (2003), highlighted a decrease of 12.5 percent in the North West of England. Similarly, according to the 2006 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Report for Northern Ireland the level of female entrepreneurship has declined since 2003, and currently ranks 11th out of the 12 UK regions (Hart, 2006). In translating these contextual findings into implications for academic research, Hart (2006) emphasised that:

‘It is important that we better understand the determinants of early stage entrepreneurship, because there is evidence to suggest a connection between higher rates of entrepreneurship and overall economic prosperity’ (Hart, p.2, 2006).
Johnson et al (2006) noted that in addition to the interest of practitioners engaged in the process of promoting start-ups, new venture creation is now a topic that stimulates intense discussion and research among academics. 

In relation to new venture creation the focus of this paper is an examination into the business start-up activities of nascent female entrepreneurs in Northern Ireland. These women are described as nascent entrepreneurs because they are in the process of conducting ‘serious activities that are intended to culminate in a viable business start-up’ (Aldrich, 1999, p77). A basic measure of whether an individual was serious about starting a business was whether they had taken at least one or more steps to start their business (Reynolds and White, 1997). For example Aldrich (1999) described these explicit activities as having looked for facilities or equipment, drafted a business plan, or set up a business bank account. This paper examines the main areas where these start-up activities are being conducted with the objective of identifying those areas where women, through self-evaluation, consider themselves to be under-resourced in terms of their business skill and competencies. In relation to skills development the following areas were explored: acquiring and managing resources; accessing appropriate training; marketing and planning for the business; and affiliating with and establishing appropriate networks. In addition, a further objective of this research was to provide further insight into the attitudes of those nascent female entrepreneurs who are in the process of conducting these activities in order to provide insight into those activities or tasks which are conducted enthusiastically and positively and others which are treated with more apprehension because they appear more challenging.  

Nascent Entrepreneurship

Aldrich (1999) advanced that the nascent entrepreneur captures the flavour of the chaotic and disorderly business start-up process. A frequent observation about entrepreneurship is that many people talk about it but do little follow up (Reynolds and White, 1997). Consequently, nascent entrepreneurs are important for the foundation of new firms and thus warrant investigation and analysis. However, Wagner (2004) highlighted that there exists no publications of official statistics on this group and up until ten years ago we knew next to nothing about nascent entrepreneurs. It was not until two pioneering studies in the United States during the 1990s that this void of information was addressed. The first, conducted in 1993 was the Wisconsin Entrepreneurial Climate Study and the second, a national pilot study for the United States, followed later that year (see Reynolds and White, 1997). Furthermore, the United States Panel Study of Entrepreneurial Dynamics (PSED) initiated in 1998, is now a representative national database on the process of venture formation (Reynolds, 2000; Reynolds et al, 2002). In 1999, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) was started, the first international project to produce representative surveys of the adult population in the participating countries, using an identical questionnaire, to measure various aspects of entrepreneurial activity (Wagner, 2004).  Thirty-five countries participated in the 2006 wave of GEM and over 100,000 adults were interviewed. 

Nonetheless, our knowledge about these individuals at the very earliest states of entrepreneurial activity remains limited (Davidson and Honig, 2003; Gartner, 1985; Reynolds and White, 1997). This is partly explained by the fact that much of the empirical research conducted to date in the area of entrepreneurship has focused on existing organisations (Katz and Gartner, 1988; Mazzarol et al, 1999), using samples which only assessed those ventures which have survived (Shepherd and Zacharakis, 1997). Furthermore, Aldrich et al (1989) warned that by only studying entrepreneurs after their organisations have attracted enough public notice to be included in standard sampling frames, we overlook a critical phase in the business start-up process. Indeed, Katz and Gartner (1988) added that selection processes, at that point, have winnowed out many interesting variations. For example, a reliance upon the recall of events and attitudes long past has resulted in elements of distortion, memory failure and post-hoc rationalisation (Gibb and Ritchie, 1982; Davidsson and Honig, 2003). Huber and Power (1985) and Golden (1992) proposed that retrospective reports provide data containing errors and biases due to respondents motivation to bias the results (March and Feldman, 1981), perceptual and cognitive limitations (Nisbett and Ross, 1980; Fischhoff, 1982) and lack of crucial information about the event of interest (i.e. setting up the business) (Philips, 1981), all of which has the effect of possibly confounding reported results (Shepherd and Zacharakis, 1997). Indeed, within the context of business start-up Johnson et al (2006) refer to the susceptibility of ‘Hindsight’ bias, in surveys which ask entrepreneurs who do succeed in starting up to recall the circumstances and attitudes present at the inception of the venture. ‘Hindsight’ bias results from the incorrect reporting of information to survey interviewers caused by memory loss and the re-interpretation of facts as a consequence of events that occurred after start-up rather than before it. 
Therefore, Mazzarol et al (1999) argued that it is not sufficient to approach only those who have fulfilled their objectives and initiated start-up activities. Consequently, research to date has done little to inform us of how would-be entrepreneurs, or nascent entrepreneurs, can successfully create a new organisation (Tornikoski and Newbert, 2007). In order to provide a comprehensive picture of entrepreneurship (and the barriers and triggers affecting start-ups), then nascent entrepreneurs - those individuals at various stages in the process who are attempting to develop new business (Katz & Gartner, 1988) must also be studied. This is supported by Reynolds and White (1997) who comment that ‘Despite the importance of this activity, how individuals create new firms is one of the least-understood features of modern societies’ (Reynolds and White, 1997, p.39).
 

In contrast, within the domain of female entrepreneurship Carter et al (2001) acknowledged that whilst there is now no shortage of academic research in the area, the research that does exist is underdeveloped with, ‘a clear lack of cumulative knowledge and a failure to date to adequately conceptualise and build explanatory theories’ (Carter et al, 2001, p22). Previous research investigating women’s ownership of small business essentially dates from the middle of the 1980s (Carter, 2000). Indeed, it was not until an increased interest in the small business sector, coupled with a sharp rise in the number of women moving into self-employment during the 1980s, that a number of important research studies investigating the issue of gender and enterprise were conducted (Carter et al, 2001). 

Recent studies have investigated aspects of the organisation such as strategy, problems, and management style, as well as start-up activities including acquisition of capital and networking behaviours (Brush, 1992). Furthermore, Carter et al (2001) credits more recent research for its focus on developing and improving the methodological basis of the studies, in particular the sampling strategies that are used in gender research. However, Ahl (2006) and other authors still maintain that research on female entrepreneurs suffer from a number of shortcomings. These include a one-sided empirical focus (Gatewood et al, 2003), a lack of theoretical grounding (Brush, 1992), the neglect of structural, historical and cultural factors (Chell and Baines, 1998), the use of male-gendered measuring instruments (Moore, 1990; Stevenson, 1990), the absence of a power perspective, and lack of explicit feminist analysis (Mirchandani, 1999; Ogbor, 2000). In order to address these issues further research is required to better inform policy-makers and the academic community as a whole. Fielden et al (1999) argued that few British studies have specifically focused on the process of pre start-up and even fewer that have been concerned with women entering small business ownership. Consequently, Anna et al (2000) suggested that further research would benefit from analysing women who are going through the process of starting businesses.

Nascent Entrepreneurial Process and Start-up activities

Carter and Brush (2004), among other scholars acknowledged that little is known about the emergent process of new business. They further argued that the paucity of information about this critical development stage is more poignant if variation exists in the success rate of subpopulations that make it to new firm status. 

The pre start-up phase encompasses all activities that are carried out between the time the founder originally conceived the business idea and the time that the business was actually registered (Le Brasseur et al, 2003). Wagner (2004) positioned nascent entrepreneurial activities at the beginning of the entrepreneurial process. Numerous scholars have advanced frameworks for exploring the characteristics of the organisation creation process (Carter et al, 1996). Gibb and Ritchie (1982) identified six critical stages of starting a business: 1) acquiring motivation; 2) finding an idea; 3) validating the idea; 4) identifying the resources; 5) negotiating to get into business; 6) birth and survival. Similarly, Birley (1984) assumed that the venture creation process would occur in the following order: 1) decision to start a business; 2) quit job; 3) incorporate; 4) establish bank account; 5) acquire premises and equipment; 6) receive first order; 7) pay first tax; 8) hire full-time employees. Gartner (1985) outlined a framework of four dimensions that should be accounted for when studying new ventures: the individuals involved in the creation of the new venture, the activities undertaken by those individuals during the new venture creation process, the organisational structure and strategy of the new venture, and the environmental context of the new venture. Van de Ven et al (1989) suggested that when researchers are exploring the business creation process one of the key questions for address is: when and how different functional competencies are created to develop and market the first proprietary product? 

Despite the advancement of these various frameworks to illustrate the variety of activities and actions necessary for organisation creation, it is mostly acknowledged that in reality the process will not be one of scientific and logical process but frequently of trial and error (Watkins, 1976) (cited in Gibb and Ritchie, 1982) with no, one pattern or sequence of events common to all emerging organisations (Wagner, 2004; Reynolds and White, 1997; Reynolds and Miller, 1992), as the entrepreneurial behaviour of the individual involved will often influence such patterns. In addition, Wagner (2004) highlighted the region and targeted industry will also impact the timing and nature of a nascent entrepreneurs start-up activities.

Nonetheless, Reynold’s (1997) U.S sample of 1993 reported the following start-up activities in order of popularity by at least one third of the nascent entrepreneurs: seriously thinking about starting a business; looking for facilities/equipment; initiating savings to invest; investing own money in the business; organising a start-up team; writing a business plan; purchasing facilities/equipment; seeking financial support; licensing; patenting; applying for permits; developing first model or prototype; receiving money from sales. Diochon et al (2001) reported similar (but not identical) results from interviews with 120 Canadian nascent entrepreneurs; respondents were engaged in multiple activities, and the most intensely pursued are: defining market opportunities, personally investing money in the business; purchasing raw materials, inventory, supplies or components; generating sales revenue; and marketing, promotional efforts. With regard to gender, differences in start-up activities among 114 male and 35 female Norwegian nascent entrepreneurs, Alsos and Ljunggren (1998) reported few differences between male and female nascents – among others, fewer women than men listed preparing a business plan and hiring employees. 

Empirical observations (Reynolds and Miller, 1992; Reynolds and White, 1993; Reynolds, 1994) have reported that the average time a firm was in the process of emergence was one year. Interestingly, Ljunggren and Kolvereid (1996) reported that women spend more time building support for their original idea and are reluctant to start before this support is in place. Carter et al (1996) warned that individuals who do not devote the time and effort to undertaking the activities necessary for starting a business may find themselves perennially still trying, rather than succeeding or failing.  

Aldrich (1999) highlighted that outcomes of the start-up process are highly uncertain and in many cases nascent entrepreneurs’ initial ideas are not realised because their intentions are misguided or they cannot mobilise needed resources. In short, Gartner et al (2004) concluded that the process of organisation formation involves ‘variation’ and that scholars should pay attention to the many ways in which nascent entrepreneurs engage in different activities and sequences of activities to successfully start a new business. Nonetheless, Newbert (2005) suggested that as the number of certain gestation activities increases (commitment of personal time and resources, receipt of outside financial support, hiring of employees), the probability that a nascent entrepreneur will fail to establish a new firm decreases. 

Human and Social Capital

Human capital theory maintains that knowledge provides individuals with increases in their cognitive abilities, leading to more productive and efficient potential activity (Becker, 1964; Mincer, 1974). Therefore, if profitable opportunities for new economic activity exist, individuals with higher quality and/or a broader pool of human capital resources should be better at perceiving them (Becker, 1975). Whether developed from work experience, age, education, training or other means, human capital is in essence the prior information which influences the entrepreneur’s ability to comprehend, extrapolate, interpret and apply new information in ways that those lacking that prior information cannot replicate (Roberts, 1991). The human capital of the nascent entrepreneur is considered a personal, accumulated resource that the founder contributes to the enterprise (Rotefoss and Kolvereid, 2005; Korunka et al, 2003) and is perceived to be an important determining factor in new business creation (Cressy, 1996, cited in Deakins and Freel, 2006). Indeed, Dollinger (1995) states that, ‘Each person’s psychological, sociological and demographic characteristics contribute to or detract from his or her abilities to be an entrepreneur.’ (Dollinger, 1995, p12.)

Previous research concerning the effect of human capital resources on the outcome of business start-up process has been criticised for focusing on established business founders as opposed to nascent entrepreneurs (Rotefoss and Kolvereid, 2005). There are a small number of studies concentrating on human capital resources which have been completed for nascent entrepreneurs (Carter et al, 1996; Reynolds, 1997; Delmar and Davidsson, 2000). However, within these studies the specific focus on the nascent female entrepreneur has been largely unexplored.

Complementary to the sources of human capital is social capital defined by Deakins and Freel (2006) as ‘the experience and advice available from extended family and social networks (p230)’ and can be both tangible and intangible resources (Greve and Salaff, 2003). Despite having previously received relatively limited attention in research with start-up and nascent entrepreneurs (Ozgen and Baron, 2007; Deakins and Freel, 2006), as well as continuing disagreement on how to define and measure it, (Hospers and van Lochem, 2002) the importance of social capital is rapidly becoming a core concept in entrepreneurial research (Neergaard et al, 2005). Pineda et al (1998) highlighted how entrepreneurs often use their social networks to seek information, counsel, and help in the course of managing their new ventures. Furthermore, Singh (2000) examined the importance of social networks in opportunity recognition and indicated that the larger the entrepreneurs’ social networks, the more opportunities they recognise. Indeed, whilst providing the networks that facilitate the discovery of opportunities, social capital also leads to the identification, collection and allocation of scarce resources and is a strong predictor of start-up entrepreneurial activity (Daviddson and Honig, 2003). Sanders and Nee (1996) suggested that social relations might increase entrepreneurial success by providing instrumental support, such as cheap labour and capital; productive information, such as knowledge about customers, suppliers and competitors; and psychological aid, such as helping the entrepreneur weather emotional stress and to keep their business afloat.

Ozgen and Baron (2007) highlighted three social sources of opportunity-relevant information: mentors, informal industry networks and participation in professional forums and argue that they have a positive impact on an entrepreneur’s alertness to new business opportunities. Parker (2004) suggested that social capital can compensate for limited financial or human capital. Furthermore, Deakins and Freel (2006) argued that social capital replaces the role of institutional sources of advice in the same way that informal finance can replace and substitute for the role of institutional sources of formal finance. Forbes (2005) suggested that entrepreneurs may look to former entrepreneurs or experienced executives as mentors who can guide them in the challenges of new-venture management by providing important information and behavioural examples that go beyond what is available within the firm. Indeed, Bandura (1997) notes that, ‘By their behaviour and expressed ways of thinking,’ such mentors ‘transmit knowledge and teach observers effective skills and strategies for managing environmental demands’ (Bandura, 1997, p88).
In addition, to providing access to resources and channels for information, the strength of a nascent entrepreneur’s interpersonal networks provide legitimacy of the potential new venture to be formed (Burt, 1992). This has been explored further by Tornikoski and Newbert (2007), who advanced a ‘Legitimacy Perspective’ in exploring the determinants of organisational emergence. They suggested that in order for nascent organisations to succeed, they must be perceived as ‘legitimate’ to those institutions and individuals with which they hope to engage in exchanges, such as potential employees, lenders and consumers/buyers. Therefore, they argued that the likelihood that a nascent organisation will emerge is a function of the extent that it 1) possesses those characteristics deemed credible by the society in which it operates, or has ‘conforming legitimacy’; and 2) engages in activities aimed at convincing external audiences that the organisation is operational, or has ‘strategic legitimacy.’ 

Methodology

Within the context of this particular study two main methods were chosen to examine the same research questions but from different angles. Saunders et al (2003) advance two main advantages for employing a mixed method approach to a particular study: first, different methods can be used for different purposes within a study; second, it enables triangulation to take place. Firstly, a questionnaire was distributed initially to obtain a general overview of the research area under examination, highlighting main themes and initial findings. Secondly, follow-up interviews were conducted to focus-in on those particular themes and develop on initial findings. Creswell (2003) acknowledges that the advantages of collecting both close-ended quantitative data and open-ended qualitative data in this order can prove advantageous to best understand a research problem. Similarly, Maxwell (1998) advocates that this quantitative approach followed by qualitative is another form of ‘complementarity’ which is important to emphasise to survey methodologists who may use qualitative methods to inform quantitative work, but rarely vice-versa.   

The actual procedure carried out in this study involves multiple stages. After an initial pilot study and a thorough review and synthesis of the current literature, combining the two elements of nascent entrepreneurship and female entrepreneurship a survey instrument was designed and distributed to 1350 women in Northern Ireland, who were identified as being in the process of setting up their businesses or at least considering business start-up. Following consultation with academic and business experts in this field it was decided that the most viable method of finding these women was to approach the main government support body for enterprise development in Northern Ireland, Enterprise Northern Ireland (ENI), to negotiate access to a sample of women who had approached their Local Enterprise Agency (LEA) to discuss their business start-up idea. An initial database was retrieved from ENI and subsequently cleaned, edited and reduced from 2,600 women to 1,400.

One hundred and forty-four questionnaires were returned complete, which resulted in response rate of just over 10 per cent. The data was cleaned and entered into an SPSS codebook for analysis. Using simple univariate and bivariate analysis a general set of statistics and findings about the population was generated. In addition, multivariate analysis was conducted using exploratory factor analysis to uncover relationships among different variables. Factor analysis is a statistical approach which involves finding a way of condensing the information contained in a number of original variables into a smaller set of dimensions (factors) with a minimum loss of information (Hair et al, 2003). 
Following the recommendations of McCole and Ramsey (2005) principal component analysis (PCA) using orthogonal rotation (VARIMAX) was first performed to assess the underlying structure of the data in order to highlight the factors of Skills Development and Mechanisms to Support Business Start-up.  The PCA method is particularly suited to research issues that are concerned with determining the minimum number of factors to account for the maximum amount of variance in the data (Hair et al, 2003; McCole and Ramsey, 2005). Orthogonal extraction, using varimax rotation suited the research goals and the need to reduce a large number of variables to a small set of uncorrelated variables (Hair et al, 2003). Furthermore, Ramsey and Ibbotson (2007) explain that varimax rotation also attempts to minimise the number of variables that have high loadings on a factor hence enhancing the interpretability of the factors. 

To guarantee an effective procedure when conducting factor analysis the data matrix should have sufficient correlations to justify employing the technique (Norusis, 1985; Hair et al, 2003). According to McCole and Ramsey (2005), the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy will determine the suitability of the data for factor analysis, where high KMO values (close to 1.0) generally indicate that factor analysis may be useful with the data. To further increase the robustness of this technique Ramsey (2005) advocates employing the Barlett’s test for sphericity to provide an indicator of whether the correlation matrix is an identity matrix, which would show that variables are unrelated. Very small significance values (less than 0.05) indicate that there are probably significant relationships among the variables. A higher value may indicate the data are not suitable for factor analysis (Ramsey, 2005).

The results of the KMO and Bartlett’s test in Table 1 show that the data meet the fundamental requirements for factor analysis with a high KMO value for the data. The Barlett’s Test of Sphericity obtained a highly significant level (.000) and provides comfortable indicators that the data are adequate for factor analysis (Norussis, 1985).

Table 1. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin and Bartlett’s Test Results

	KMO Measure of sampling adequacy
	0.807

	Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity:

Approx.Chi-Square

df

Sig.
	1395.828

231

.000


Applying the Kaiser criterion (eigenvalue greater than 1) led to components with eigenvalues of less than 1 being excluded  (Hair et al., 2003).  A parameter of 0.55 and higher on factor loadings was set in the interpretation of data. This is higher than the general ‘rule of thumb’ criterion of 0.300 (Ramsey and Ibbotson, 2007). Ramsey (2005) explains that the rational for this higher rule of thumb parameter is after a critical evaluation, items with smaller loadings were failing to load significantly on any factor and were therefore doubtful to be taken seriously (Lee, 1994). In addition, any items that cross-loaded were deleted.  Finally, items that cross-loaded were deleted (22/26 items retained).  

The final factor solution generated six interpretable factors accounting for 71 per cent of the common and unique variance. In addition, Cronbach’s alpha (() of all factors ranged from 0.71 to 0.88. Table 4.3.2 contains the factors, items within each factor and Cronbach’s alpha scale reliability scores. The six factors proved to be relatively easy to interpret, owing to the strong variable loadings and primarily focused on skills development and mechanisms to support business start-up. The factor solution with the factor loadings is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Rotated Component Matrix

	Item
 
	F1
	F2
	F3
	F4
	F5
	F6

	Teaching sessions on finance, marketing, IT or other business topics
	
	
	
	
	
	0.72

	Completing a Training Programme on how to ‘Start a Business’
	
	
	
	
	
	0.80

	Meeting regularly with others who are thinking about starting a business to share ideas / experiences
	
	
	
	
	0.78
	

	Meeting regularly with existing business owners to share ideas / experiences
	
	
	
	
	0.79
	

	Membership of business networks

	
	
	
	0.78
	
	

	Membership of women-only networks
	
	
	
	0.72
	
	

	Being assigned a business mentor

	
	
	
	0.76
	
	

	Membership of a Small Business Association e.g. Small Business Federation or Local Chamber of Commerce)
	
	
	
	0.86
	
	

	Writing a Business Plan 
	
	
	0.81
	
	
	

	Learning resources available on how to start a business
	
	
	0.82
	
	
	

	Effectively pricing your product/service
	
	0.76
	
	
	
	

	Identifying and evaluating your evaluating your competitors
	
	0.78
	
	
	
	

	Selling your product/service
	
	0.79
	
	
	
	

	Negotiating with bank and other stakeholders 
	0.78
	
	
	
	
	

	Sourcing of funding to start your business
	0.74
	
	
	
	
	

	Managing and allocation of business finances
	0.80
	
	
	
	
	

	Effectively promoting your product/service
	
	0.65
	
	
	
	

	Considering the legal entity of your business
	0.80
	
	
	
	
	

	Knowledge of applicable business legislation
	0.76
	
	
	
	
	

	Managing and employing people
	0.60
	
	
	
	
	

	Business Information Technology requirements
	
	
	0.61
	
	
	

	Implementing your product/idea into the marketplace
	
	0.75
	
	
	
	

	Eigenvalue 
	6.0
	4.1
	1.5
	1.6
	1.4
	1.1

	% of Variance
	27.3
	18.8
	6.8
	7.3
	6.2
	4.9

	Cronbach’s Alpha for factor
	0.88
	0.87
	0.75
	0.85
	0.84
	0.71


No cross loadings exist. Values below 0.55 were suppressed

Factor labels: F1 = Acquiring and Managing Resources, F2 = Marketing the Business, F3 = Knowledge of Business Planning Resources, F4 = Affiliating with Industrial Networks and Accessing Mentors, F5 = Meeting with likeminded nascent entrepreneurs and engaging in entrepreneurial networking, F6= Accessing appropriate Training.

Ultimately, the quantitative stage of the research successfully provided an initial, macro-level investigation and general overview of the research problem. This information was then used to highlight the key themes pertinent to the research issues and formulate a semi-structured interview schedule. Therefore, complementary to the first stage of this study, qualitative portrayals can, from a micro-level perspective, give greater attention to nuance, setting, interdependence, complexities, idiosyncrasies and context (Quinn-Patton, 2002). In essence, the qualitative stage of this research allowed for further expansion and exploration of the process which the quantitative study could only partially explain.

Forty women were approached for interview with twenty-seven finally agreeing to participate in the second stage of the research - the qualitative interview. The interviews followed a semi-structured format, utilising a general interview guide approach. These interviews were digitally recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim for the purpose of data analysis.

The qualitative data was primarily analysed through a process of data reduction or desegregation by the researcher whereby the data is summarised and paraphrased, some data is excluded and patterns and themes are generated through coding (Loane, 2004; Saunders et al., 2000). Thematic content analysis was then employed, using multiple analytical tools in a sequentially mixed way to analyse the qualitative data and generate an accurate representation of the information gleaned from the 27 in-depth interviews. The key findings from the quantitative surveys will now be briefly described with critical issues explored more fully through the qualitative findings to add detail to the picture (Marlow and Carter, 2005). 

Findings
An important aspect emerging from both the quantitative and qualitative data was strong consideration among the nascent female entrepreneurs that an integral part of their business start-up activities was the need to equip themselves and develop their own personal and business skills, as well as access mechanisms of business start-up support. In fact, 78 per cent (n=109) of the sample were enrolled on or had completed a business start-up training programme in preparation for setting up their businesses.

Aggregated mean scores were generated for the variables associated for each of the factors. F1, F2 and F3 were measured on a Likert scale of 1-5, where individuals were asked to indicate the extent of their current knowledge and skill level in a number of areas (1=None; 5=Extensive). A summary of the aggregated means of skills development is presented in Table 3. The strongest mean score among the sample for the skills development factors was F2 (Marketing the Business, (3.41)) indicating that the sample perceived their current knowledge and skill level in marketing the business to be moderate to strong. F3 (Knowledge of Business Planning Resources) could be interpreted as moderate (3.03). Finally, F1 was the lowest (2.78) indicating that the sample perceived their current knowledge and skill level in managing and acquiring resources to be moderate to little. 

Table 3. Summary of Aggregated Means of Skills Development 

	Factor
	Name
	N
	Mean
	Standard Deviation (SD)

	F1
	Managing and Acquiring Resources

and Legal Resources
	144
	2.78
	0.84

	F2
	Marketing the Business
	144
	3.41
	0.76

	F3
	Knowledge of Business Planning Resources
	143
	3.03
	0.84


Further exploration of skills development in the qualitative analysis revealed strong self-evaluating behaviour among the sample, whereby a number of interviewees openly emphasised areas where they lacked the required skills for certain aspects of their business start-up. Consequently, the need to acquire and develop these specific skills was firmly acknowledged in order to accomplish business start-up intentions.

‘It quickly came to me that I hadn’t a clue about what was going on… So I started asking, ‘Right, what can I do about this?’…I quickly identified - what skills I have and what I don’t have and you quickly get up to speed with the ones that you don’t have, or if you can’t, employ somebody who does have them. So I knew I had to bring myself up to speed in that area of the business.’ (Rose)   

‘I think you need to recognise that you do have weaknesses as well and I do realise that I need to learn new skills because I keep looking at other websites and what information and technology is out there. So I do have to gain new skills in order to create web pages.’ (Nicola)


The skill and knowledge perceptions for (F2) Marketing the Business was rated moderate to strong in the quantitative study for the whole sample. However, the qualitative analysis revealed evidence of participants actively developing these marketing skills through training and education to obtain a certified qualification. It was considered that attainment of such qualifications would establish credibility for the nascent entrepreneurs’ future business start-ups. Consequently, pursuing these accreditations is highlighted as an important activity during the pre-start-up process and regarded as a necessary pre-requisite before other start-up activities can be conducted, as one interviewee commented:

‘The training, it’s just to have the letters to show that I have got this. It’s a vote of confidence that I have got that behind me…I’ll wait until I get into this training a wee bit further and I’ve done a bit more of my teaching before I start promoting myself.’ (Paula) 

Similarly, another respondent remarks that:

‘I don’t have that academic business background, so that’s part of the game plan now…One of things that I want to do in the next few months or so is get a postgraduate diploma in Marketing and get recognised as a marketing sort of person. I can see how that is going to be what’s going to hook people.’ (Sara)

The sample in general, was less optimistic about their perceived skill level in the other factors: Knowledge of Business Planning Resources (F3) and Managing and Acquiring Resources (F1) as the scores ranged from moderate towards little. This was illustrated in the qualitative study with some participants raising concern about these areas, where they felt they lacked the required experience and competencies.
‘I have done a business degree, but I’ve never written a business plan in my life. Those kinds of things scare me. What is a business plan? How do you put facts and figures down on paper? Managing your own accounts, managing the money side would concern me because I don’t have any experience of that.’ (Karen)

 ‘Practical manufacturing side, not a problem! It’s just the business side of things I don’t have much experience in.  Obviously I’ve done that course (INI, Start-A-Business Course) but things like marketing and financial control are a wee bit vague.’(Ruth)

However, in overcoming these competency shortfalls the nascent entrepreneurs for the most part, felt confident in their ability to identify suitable resources to provide the required knowledge for their business start-up.  

 ‘I know you can go to a lot of advisors for that so I’m confident enough that if I do need help I’ll be able to go to the right person.’ (Ruth)

‘I don’t believe in just ‘winging’ it! I believe in purchasing that knowledge and bringing someone on board.’ (Karen)

Thus, whilst the sample may have moderate perceptions of their skills and competency levels in relation to setting up their businesses, they are for the most part secure in their knowledge of accessing and utilising the correct information resources to resolve the issue. This is addressed through personally gaining those skills or using the expertises of other individuals. 

F4, F5 and F6 were measured on a Likert scale of 1-4, where individuals were asked to indicate how helpful they perceived certain networks and training for establishing their businesses (1=Not at all Helpful; 4=Extremely Helpful). A summary of the aggregated means of mechanisms to support business start-up is presented in Table 4. The strongest mean score among the sample for Mechanisms to support Business Start-up Factors was F6 (Accessing appropriate Training, (3.13)) followed closely by F5 (Meeting with like-minded nascent entrepreneurs and engaging in entrepreneurial networking, (3.03)) with the sample indicating both factors to be helpful in facilitating their business start-up. F4 (Affiliating with Industrial Networks and Accessing Mentors (2.79)) was the weakest factor.

Table 4. Summary of Aggregated Means of Mechanisms to Support Business Start-up

	Factor
	Name
	N
	Mean
	Standard Deviation (SD)

	F4
	Affiliating with Industrial Networks 

and Accessing Mentors
	144
	2.79
	0.72

	F5
	Meeting with likeminded nascent entrepreneurs and engaging in entrepreneurial networking
	144
	3.03
	0.78

	F6
	Accessing appropriate Training
	144
	3.13
	0.76


The qualitative study exposed evidence to explain the lower mean score associated with F4 (Affiliating with Industrial Networks and Accessing Mentors). Some nascent entrepreneurs indicated that establishing industrial networks was not central to their business start-up activities due to their premature stage, illustrated by the fact that most had not yet commenced trading. For example, in reference to joining a women-only business network one woman, who had recently set up a business partnership, commented:

‘I feel that to a degree we should join…but it’s (Women In Business network) not really ready for us at the moment. We’re too early on in our own business and we haven’t really defined exactly our own business.’ (Janet)

Despite receiving training in the area, this reluctance to develop networks at this early stage is evidenced through feelings of apprehension when attending networking events and communicating with established entrepreneurs. 

‘Networking was one of the modules I wasn’t particularly keen on initially…Some of the things I would have gone to, I would have started speaking to other people that I didn’t know and I got the impression that they had been in business for years and I could have been a wee bit intimidated when I’m only starting up.’ (Pamela)

Meeting with like-minded nascent entrepreneurs and engaging in entrepreneurial networking (F5) generated a higher mean score within the sample. In general, this type of networking was acknowledged as a useful activity to facilitate business start-up. However, there appeared to be conflicting evidence in the sample as to how pro-active the nascent entrepreneurs were in relation to conducting this activity. 

For example, one woman commented on how she had strategically accepted a job that would allow her to research her market and permit access to potential customers for her future business start-up. Therefore, this could be described as a conscious, tactful decision to establish entrepreneurial networks. 

‘One of the reasons for taking this job here was to get more contacts with local businesses in this area…and start to identify where I could add some value to them through business development services.’ (Sara)

Similarly, another woman described how she purposely accessed her existing networks, established new ones and combined the two to help advance her business start-up.

‘I had a lot of connections with people in laboratories around the place. So we just started playing around with things…getting to know different people and bringing all the connections that we have together.’ (Geraldine)

In contrast, other evidence highlighted how this activity was not conducted pro-actively and in order to progress the business start-up, the need to formalise such activities was identified.

‘I think interaction with other business owners is always helpful.  I had a girl who came in here one day and she has a grooming parlour in Belfast and I never would have gone looking for her…We must have sat here and had a good two-hour conversation and it’s fun to kick around situations about what we would do in this case and that. It’s so helpful to talk to people in your own business…but it just happened…I didn’t go looking for her.’ (Judy)

‘I think networking is really important with this line of business. But I have to work on that skill. In the network of people that I have at the minute I still haven’t set up a firm relationship…That’s something that needs to be formalised.’(Ruby) 

Discussion and Implications

It is acknowledged that the nascent entrepreneurs are at various stages in relation to setting up their businesses, with some further along the process than others and displaying different levels of commitment and enthusiasm depending on the activity they are involved in. The start-up activities being conducted among the sample are not dissimilar to those activities that have been reported in existing research (Reynolds, 1997; Diochon et al., 2001) and ultimately, the overall activity is defined by Katz and Gartner (1988) as the assembly of resources. Gartner et al. (2004) concluded that the process of organisation formation involves ‘variation’ and scholars should pay attention to the many ways in which nascent entrepreneurs engage in different activities to successfully start a new business. In extending this knowledge base the current research has investigated the perceived importance and personal competency which these nascent female entrepreneurs attach to the various activities they are conducting. It is argued that as opposed to a purely descriptive approach, adopted in previous work, which listed business start-up activities according to popularity and frequency (Reynolds and White, 1997, Reynolds 1994), through focusing on additional attitudes towards these activities the current research will further explain why the nascent entrepreneurs place more value and therefore focus more attention on some activities as opposed to others. Consequently, a richer insight into the actual behaviour of business start-up among the women is provided.

Gartner (1985) recommended accounting for the ‘activities undertaken’ by nascent entrepreneurs within his four dimension framework of the venture creation process. In addressing such activities among the nascent female entrepreneurs in this study, an overall conclusion is that the sample attributed significant importance to acquiring and developing personal and business skills and were involved in obtaining certification or training, either specific to their proposed business idea and/or learning generic business start-up skills. This is concurrent with Ljunggren and Kolvereid (1996) who suggested in their study of emerging male and female entrepreneurs that women recognised their lack of skills and consequently engaged thorough preparation and self-analysis before starting a firm. Indeed, a second question which Van de Ven et al. (1989) encourages researchers to address is: when and how different functional competencies are created to develop and market the first proprietary product? This research argues that indeed some of these competencies have been previously developed and transferred from prior experiences. Moreover, a further conclusion was that through self-evaluation many of these nascent entrepreneurs were openly identifying other competency areas where they considered themselves to be deficient. Therefore, in preparation for starting their businesses they were actively involved in carrying out activities predominantly related to obtaining these skills and competencies, such as being enrolled in or having completed a ‘Start- a- Business’ training course, as reported among 78 percent of the sample. 

With respect to conducting activities specific to ‘Marketing the Business’ was evidence of participants actively developing marketing skills through training and education to obtain a certified qualification. It is apparent that this activity is a pro-active step in initially marketing and investing in themselves, in that they are considering how they are going to present themselves and wish to be perceived by potential key players when they launch their business. Consequently, this study concludes that the ‘pursuit of credibility’ is regarded among this sample as an important activity during the pre-start-up process and considered a necessary pre-requisite before other start-up activities can be conducted. This finding supports the ‘Legitimacy Perspective’ advanced by Tornikoski and Newbert (2007) that legitimacy is sought from external sources such as potential customers, suppliers, employees and lenders. Indeed, Tornikoski and Newbert (2007) argued that the likelihood that a nascent organisation will emerge is a function of the extent that it 1) possesses those characteristics deemed credible by the society in which it operates, or has ‘conforming legitimacy’; and 2) engages in activities aimed at convincing external audiences that the organisation is operational, or has ‘strategic legitimacy.’ Applied to this research it is concluded that there is certain recognition among the sample that they are currently not ‘legitimate’, however they are taking steps to rectify this discrepancy through obtaining accreditations, which they perceive will establish credibility for themselves and their future businesses. The sample in general appeared to be less optimistic about their perceived  ‘Knowledge of Business Planning Resources’ and indicated having moderate to little skill level in this area. This was additionally illustrated in the qualitative study with some participants raising concern about this area, where they felt they lacked the required experience and competencies. 

With regard to their perceived ability in ‘Managing and Acquiring Resources’ for their business the nascent female entrepreneurs in the sample considered this area to be where their lowest level of competency prevailed, generating the lowest mean score of all the factors. Concern was raised in managing accounts, cash and overall financial control as well as staff and legal issues, primarily because these individuals felt they lacked the required experience and competencies in these areas. Ultimately, this research therefore agrees with the concerns of Carter (1997) that this will attribute to the ‘vulnerability’ of the nascent female entrepreneur during this developmental stage as a direct result of her limited human capital resources which she can acquire for business creation (Bates, 1995). This supports research conducted by Chen et al. (1998) whose measurement of entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) based on several core skills of entrepreneurship, including financial control, argued that those individuals with a high level of self-efficacy in each of the core skill areas are more likely to evaluate their entrepreneurial opportunities and potential pay-offs more positively. This research concludes that if the nascent female entrepreneur negatively evaluates her ability to conduct certain activities, which in this instance is in acquiring and managing resources then she will consider this activity to be an obstacle in setting up her business. Consequently, it is concluded that these negative perceptions will potentially decrease the nascent female entrepreneur’s propensity to succeed in launching the business.

Nonetheless, a finding reported within the current study that could potentially counteract, or at least minimise this ‘vulnerability’ suggested by Carter (1997) was strong, confident pro-active behaviour among the sample to identify, access and utilise suitable information resources to improve their knowledge of business planning and also their skill in managing and acquiring resources. These information resources were predominantly identified within the sample as Business Start-up Support Mechanisms and consist of various networks for training, local enterprise agencies (LEAs), mentors, other nascent entrepreneurs, existing business owners and other support bodies and groups.

In supporting this pro-active behaviour demonstrated by the women in this sample the strongest mean score was identified as ‘Accessing appropriate Training’, which was deemed to be helpful in facilitating their business start-ups. Dakhli and De Clercq (2004) discussed formal training and education aimed at updating and renewing one’s capabilities in order to do well in society. Therefore, it is concluded that the majority of the sample value and see the benefits of being able to access appropriate training, which must have a focus on developing specific knowledge related to actual business start-up. 

The lower mean score generated for ‘Affiliating with Industrial Networks and Accessing Mentors’ suggested that whilst the sample did acknowledge that this activity was somewhat helpful, there was some reluctant behaviour by the nascent female entrepreneurs to pro-actively seek-out and affiliate oneself with industrial networks associated with their proposed business and indeed to access mentors. This study would argue that the reluctance to engage in this behaviour at this early stage is attributed to feelings of apprehension in approaching professional, networking groups, primarily due to the fact that for the majority of these women this is the first time they have engaged in business start-up. In addition, it is apparent that these women are investing substantial effort in their own personal development and training. Therefore, it is concluded that this personal development, whilst described as an internal activity, must occur before the nascent female entrepreneurs feel ready to engage in external behaviours. Furthermore, this study extends the knowledge base in relation to mentoring and networking by highlighting this element of ‘entrepreneurial insecurity’ which is exhibited by some women. Therefore sensitivity is required among those who encourage this type of activity as it is not always perceived positively, nor immediately helpful among some nascent entrepreneurs.    

A third activity, which was perceived as helpful by the whole sample, was in ‘Meeting with like-minded nascent entrepreneurs and engaging in entrepreneurial networking’. It is argued that there is less formality involved in conducting this activity, as often these networks can be accessed easily through existing work contacts or within a training session or business start-up course where similar nascent entrepreneurs frequent. Furthermore, these individuals might be viewed more as peers or equals who are experiencing similar challenges and issues as opposed to those women who were further on in the entrepreneurial process. Therefore, this activity is described as an ‘interim or bridging’ activity, in that it encourages the nascent individual to alternate from her internal focus on personal training and development to a wider awareness of the usefulness of external environment resources, such as liaising with other nascent entrepreneurs in similar situations. It is concluded that engaging in this behaviour may potentially reduce feelings of apprehension and facilitate more formal types of networking. These mechanisms to support business start-up are illustrated in the figure 2:

Figure 2. Activities in Accessing Business Start-up Support Mechanisms
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In summation, this research concludes that during the pre start-up stage the nascent entrepreneurs in this sample focus strongly on accessing mechanisms to support business start-up, which facilitate their own personal development, such as accessing appropriate training. This is reflective of a strong self-evaluating behaviour and an element of ‘entrepreneurial insecurity’ demonstrated among women in the sample. In extending her focus on activities from internal to more external it is considered that the increasing formality and engagement with a wider network of both other nascent and established entrepreneurs will assist in acquiring resources and ultimately realising the business start-up.  
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