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ABSTRACT

Objectives: This paper outlines the initial research findings from the Female Entrepreneurship Ireland/Wales (FEIW) enterprise development programme that was designed and delivered in both the South East of Ireland and the South West of Wales. Both the programme content and process of delivery were designed and developed based on the needs of women business owners in each region.   

Prior work: Enterprise training programmes that are specifically designed for women entrepreneurs, are relatively new to Ireland. Those that do exist are frequently “start your own business” courses which, in the main, cater for service type industries and micro-enterprises rather than for growth oriented businesses.  Participation by women in programmes that are focussed on growth or those geared for high-growth, high-tech sectors is still less than 10%. These programmes tend to be gender neutral but male dominated with respect to participants and trainers.  While, research suggests that support for women only enterprise training is mixed, this study found a demand for such programmes came from women who had established businesses that they wished to grow 

Approach: The study comprised of quantitative data gathering using the survey method so as to obtain a large amount of data on women entrepreneurs in both regions. Qualitative data gathering techniques were employed during the programme delivery to gather feedback from the participants.  
Results: The process of development and the resulting twelve month programme were not as originally envisaged by the research team. Some interesting findings from the programme include the fact that women business owners were reticent to admit their preference for women only trainers, even though it became clear that they were uncomfortable interacting with the male trainer on the programme.  The informal network that developed amongst the women proved as beneficial to them as the training course itself in that it helped them feel less isolated, improved their confidence and facilitated idea generation. Mentoring was viewed as one of the key aspects of the course, enabling women to apply the knowledge gained into actions for their businesses. 

Implications: The outputs from this research have implications for female entrepreneurs, enterprise support agencies, and policy makers, as well as teachers, designers, and providers of entrepreneurship education and development programmes.
Value: This study is unique as it is the only comparative study of its kind to be performed between the South East of Ireland and the South West of Wales. As no other study of this nature has been conducted in the South East this research provides an in depth profile of female entrepreneurs in this region alone. 
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1.0 Introduction

The South Eastern Enterprise Platform Programme (SEEPP) was launched by Waterford Institute of Technology (WIT) in 1998.  SEEPP is an enterprise incubation programme for high potential start-ups (HPSUs) and high growth enterprises.  In the 9 years since its launch less than 10% of the participants have been women.  This led WIT to question why this was so and whether or not the existing programme was meeting the needs of women entrepreneurs in the region.  The questioning also highlighted that very little was known about women entrepreneurs in South East Ireland, and as such, it was impossible to know what their needs were. Ultimately, WIT considered whether it should be offering a women’s only enterprise programme.

Support for women only training courses is mixed as they can be seen to promote pure gender discrimination by diverting resources that could be used elsewhere  (Walker and Joyner, 1999).  Carter (2000) showed that women can be dismissive of women only training. Indeed, Watson and Robinson (2002) suggested that designing courses to foster growth for female SME owners may be a largely wasted effort, as when risk is taken into consideration, then performances between male and female enterprises are largely the same.

Other researchers have recognised that women’s training needs do differ to those of men (Stanger, 2004; Carter, 2000).  Roomi (2005) proposed that a women only training programme that is designed and developed around the needs of women improves not only the business performance but also the woman’s self-esteem and confidence. This school of thought is in line with the view that female only training courses are very beneficial in the development of female entrepreneurial activity (Brooksbank and Jones-Evans, 2005) and women in fact favour this type of training (Stanger, 2004).

While women entrepreneurs are similar to male entrepreneurs in many ways, differences do exist in relation to skills, education, work experience, approach towards venture creation or acquisition, business goals, problems and performance (Brush, 1992). Therefore it is not surprising that the content of enterprise development courses for women needs to address the weaker financial position that many women start from, as evidence suggests that their experience and attitudes towards finance strongly differs from their male counterparts (Carter, 2000; Brush and Hisrich, 1991). In particular, training programmes need to examine the reluctance of women to take on debt and examine the implications of undercapitalisation.  Orser and Hogarth-Scott (2002) contend that education programmes that are directed to women entrepreneurs should stress that women’s approach may be counterproductive to their goals.   Greene et al (2003) advocated the use of teaching materials that feature women entrepreneurs in a greater variety of industries and with high growth aspirations to expand the horizons and stimulate aspirations of women. 
It is clearly argued that women only enterprise programmes need to focus on the areas that women entrepreneurs consider themselves to be weak in, such as marketing, sales, planning and self-confidence (DuRietz and Henrekson, 2000; Lerner and Tamar, 2002; Fielden et al, 2003; Harding, Cowling and Ream, 2004; Still and Walker, 2006). As such, Carter (2000) contended that some women require greater nurturing of self-confidence and esteem as well as business skills. Women also need ongoing support in the form of self-help groups in addition to peer mentoring after the formal training programmes have finished.  Walker and Joyner (1999), for example, stressed the importance of networking, highlighting that women should build networks with other business women and learn from the experiences of other entrepreneurs. 

It is within this framework that WIT, along with its partner the University of Wales, Aberystwyth began investigating women entrepreneurs. In October 2005, they secured Interreg IIIA funding to research and design a training programme specifically for women. The project, titled FEIW (Female Entrepreneurship in Ireland and Wales) was divided into three phases: The Research and Programme Design Phase, The Programme Delivery phase and The Post Programme Research Phase.  At this point the first two phases of the project are completed.  This paper outlines the initial research findings, the design process and preliminary findings from the programme delivery.

2.0 The Research and Programme Design Phase

The Research Stage involved researching the number, profiles and training needs of women entrepreneurs in the South East of Ireland and the South West of Wales. The study comprised of quantitative data collection techniques utilising the survey method. The questionnaire consisted of twenty-six multiple choice, open ended and Likert scale questions. It also included a section that tested the attitudes of women towards various aspects of female entrepreneurship. The names of women owned businesses were obtained from the South East Business Profile and Demographics Database (2006) and a variety of sources in Wales. The research was not limited to any particular industry sector, size or turnover levels. The survey was mailed to 129 women entrepreneurs in the South East Ireland and 270 women in South West Wales. A follow up phone call was used primarily as a reminder, but it also gave respondents the option of completing the survey by consultation on the telephone.  Response rates are detailed in Table 1.

Table 1 
Response Rates
	
	Ireland
	Wales

	Response Rates
	37%
	26%


The questionnaire began by examining key demographics such as age and experience of the founder, business type, industry sector, number of employees, etc. The next section enquired about the historic, current, and desired growth levels of the enterprise, as well as the entrepreneur’s perceived barriers to growth. Questions related to training and supports comprised the final section of the survey. 

Previous research indicates that women entrepreneurs spend considerable time tapping into external sources for information and advice prior to starting a business (Ljunggren and Klovereid, 1996). The most common type of external supports are accountants (Watson and Robinson, 2002). This knowledge was used to reach women who were thinking of starting a business. Intermediaries such as accountants, solicitors, banks and enterprise boards were approached to distribute the questionnaire to any women who came to them looking for advice and/or support on starting a new business, over a two month time frame. The main criterion for inclusion in this study was that the women were founders of the business. 

2.1 Research Results

An interesting finding from this research shows that the level of entrepreneurship amongst women, in the South East of Ireland, was found to be 16% which is slightly above the national average of 7.5% to 15%, (Henry and Kennedy, 2002). This fact was surprising, as the South East is generally considered to be an economically underperforming region compared to the other regions in Ireland (see for example Dee, 2004; O’Gorman and Dee, 2004; Walsh, 2005; O’Gorman, 2005a; O’Gorman, 2005b).

2.1.1 Female entrepreneurs’ background
The women in this study ranged in age from 20 to 60+ years. However, at the time of start up of their businesses, the majority of women were aged between 30 to 39 years. Many previous studies have found that most women are over forty when starting a business (Brush and Hisrich, 1984; Brush and Hisrich, 1991; Buttner, 1993). However, the findings of this current research is more in line with the findings of McClelland, Swail, Bell and Ibbotson, 2005; Sarri and Trihopoulou, 2005; and Still and Walker, 2006, who identified in their studies that women are starting a business at a much younger age (from early thirties). 

Table 2
 Age Demographics
	Age
	Ireland
	Wales

	30-39
	33%
	33%

	40-49
	37%
	19%

	50-59
	19%
	37%

	60+
	15%
	


In Wales the majority of respondents fell into the 50 to 59 age category while in Ireland the same majority of respondents were aged 40 and 49.  The older age of women entrepreneurs may reflect the fact that many retired women are starting a business in the hospitality/tourism industry in Wales. See Table 2 for a profile of the ages of participants in Ireland and Wales.

This study also revealed varying levels of education among the respondents with all of them indicating they had attained a minimum of a post primary education.  Interestingly, the majority of women in Ireland who were thinking of starting a business had third level education, suggesting that younger women may be better educated than their older counterparts (see Table 3).

Table 3
 Education Levels
	Education Level
	Ireland
	Wales

	Professional 
	12%
	17%

	Post Graduate
	12%
	17%

	Third Level 
	30%
	28%

	Post- Primary Level
	39%
	30%


More women entrepreneurs in Wales appear to be married than in Ireland, however, a larger majority of Irish women have dependants more so than Welsh women. This finding supports the fact that many women start a business to combine family life with their careers (Buttner, 1993; Orhan and Scott, 2001; McKay, 2001; McClelland et al, 2005) and refutes Watkins and Watkins (1984) claim that women view entrepreneurship as an alternative to marriage and dependence on males. The average age of a dependant is eleven years in Ireland and nine years in Wales. The analysis also showed that the average age of a dependent, at the time of business start up, was 2.2 years, which is contrary to Brush and Hisrich’s (1991) study where they found dependents to be of an older age. 
2.1.2 Business Data

The average age of a women-led business is 11.3 years in Ireland and 11.7 years in Wales. The majority of respondents in Ireland are in retail, followed by health and beauty, while the majority of respondents in Wales are in hospitality and tourism, followed by craft. There is an under representation in the construction, manufacturing, fashion and wholesale sectors (see Table 4). Therefore this research supports the view that women are more frequently represented in service related industries (Hisrich and Brush, 1984; Buttner and Moore, 1997; Coleman, 2002; Henry, Johnston and Watson, 2004; Mattis, 2004; Still and Walker, 2006).
Table 4 

Industry Sectors

	
	 % Ireland
	% Wales

	Not Stated
	2
	-

	Agriculture
	-
	5

	Business Related Services
	7
	1

	Construction
	2
	1

	Craft 
	7
	15

	Education
	-
	3

	Fashion
	2
	3

	Financial Services
	-
	1

	Food
	7
	11

	Health & Beauty
	12
	3

	Hospitality / Tourism
	-
	23

	ICT
	-
	3

	Manufacturing
	2
	6

	Retail
	35
	13

	Software Development
	-
	1

	Wholesale
	2
	1

	Other
	22
	10


Growth of women entrepreneurs’ businesses clearly surfaced as a critical issue early in the research process.  Surprisingly, 74% of women entrepreneurs in Ireland and 88% of entrepreneurs in Wales wish to grow their business. A significant 82% of women in both regions have businesses that they consider to be growing.


Table 5
 Growth Patterns

	
	Ireland
	Wales

	Growing Quickly
	21
	19

	Growing Moderately
	61
	63


The findings of this research show that in Ireland the majority of respondents reported that their businesses were growing moderately, and 21% of the businesses were growing quickly (See Table 5). Further analysis of these figures determined that of the businesses that were growing quickly, two-thirds were being owner-managed by young women between the ages 20 and 29 years, with no children. It transpired that half of those who expressed that they did not want to grow their business have children and are aged 30 years or over. In Wales 25% of those who expressed that they did not want to grow their business have children. The lower figure in Wales is most likely due to the age of the respondents: their children are most likely grown-up and no longer classed as dependents.
The constraints to business growth were similar across both regions (see Table 6). Unsurprisingly, finance is the biggest constraint to business growth and this is concerning as research demonstrates that barriers to accessing finance can have a lasting and negative impact upon the performance of women-led firms (Walker and Joyner, 1999; Henry et al, 2004; Marlow and Carter, 2005).
Table 6
 Barriers to Growth

	
	Ireland
	Wales

	Finance
	26%
	29%

	Staff
	21%
	20%

	Insufficient Sales
	19%
	18%

	Other
	19%
	23%


2.1.3 Training

A significantly larger number of women in Ireland (61%) have undertaken some form of enterprise training compared to their counterparts in Wales (46%). An interesting finding that has come from this research is that younger women (20-29 year olds) have not taken enterprise training even though they are better educated. While the majority of those surveyed indicated a desire to grow their business, few had attended courses on growth. More Welsh women entrepreneurs (39%) have taken a “grow your business” course during their business growth stage, while in Ireland only 7.7% of women have done so. The findings of this research indicate that women in the South East of Ireland in particular lack the education and training to grow their business further. This may also suggest that generic programmes that are currently being run do not directly suit the needs of women entrepreneurs in the region.

This research supports findings from Stanger (2004) in that marketing, accountancy and communication are the subjects that most respondents have undertaken training in. Interestingly, while staff issues were cited as the most frequent barrier to growth only 14% of respondents received training in HR. Respondents indicated a preference for continued training in subjects such as opportunity recognition, work/life balance and looking after self.  The emphasis on ‘self’ reflects the fact that women see themselves as having a ‘right’ to flexibility and keeping a balance between the business and other responsibilities (Henry et al, 2004). This echoes Cliff (1998) who contended that personal considerations over-ride economic considerations for women when considering business growth.

It was important, from a project perspective, to determine the degree to which women entrepreneurs in both regions would be interested in women only training. This line of questioning received some very mixed responses and evoked strong opinions from both regions. The majority of respondents who had established businesses stated that they would attend a female-only course. However, almost all respondents from both regions commented that they would have no preference for female only tutors. It is interesting to note that nascent entrepreneurs in Ireland were unanimous in their preference not to attend a women only enterprise course.  

Comments in favour a women only programme included:

“Women only is my favourite work environment”

“Less intimidating usually”

“Female participants can identify with each other and female-specific

problems in business” 

Comments against a women only programme included:

“Good to get a balanced view, my chosen business includes men as well as

women, so male attitude is important”

“How can women expect to be treated equally if they do not compete in a

mixed environment?”

“I would not seek an all-female course as I believe we do not live in an all

female world so we need male perspectives too”

These views echo current debates on women only training courses. These courses are sometimes perceived as diversions for valuable resources and a waste of effort (Walker and Joyner, 1999; Carter, 2000; Watson and Robinson, 2002; Stanger, 2004). Indeed, Carter (2000) acknowledged that, all women training programmes can be viewed negatively by women. Alternatively, other researchers identify the need for such courses and women who attend them tend to be very supportive of them (Stanger, 2004; Roomi, 2005; Brooksbank and Jones-Evans, 2005).

Content and location of the course were ranked as the most important factors in the respondents’ priorities; these were followed by cost, time and teaching method. Respondents from Ireland also indicated that Monday was the most popular day for training with late evening being the most popular time slot. In Wales a Wednesday morning, afternoon or evening was the preferred choice.  Surprisingly, crèche facilities were consistently seen as being an un-important requirement in both countries which is contrary to previous research findings (Bruni, Gherardi, and Poggio, 2004).

2.2 The design process

The data gathered from the research stage provided the programme designers with a greater understanding of the profile and training requirements of women entrepreneurs in both regions. From project outset, the team anticipated that an enterprise start-up programme for women was what was required for both regions.  However, the research clearly indicated that this was not what women entrepreneurs wanted, what they required was assistance in growing their enterprises. 
The project team combined the data from the primary research with that found in published research to determine the topics that for the programme. From the current research it was established that the three subjects women entrepreneurs would most like to have training in were sales and marketing, creativity/innovation and work life balance. The Irish recipients indicated a desire for business process development, globalisation and mentoring while, in Wales the respondents indicated a need for international trade and work/life balance during the growth stage.  As discussed earlier, the literature suggests that content such as the weaker financial position that many women start from and the reluctance of women to take on debt should be considered in addition to planning, self-confidence and networking (Carter, 2000; DuRietz and Henrekson, 2000; Lerner and Tamar, 2002; Fielden et al, 2003; Harding, Cowling and Ream, 2004; Still and Walker, 2006). 

With these topics in mind, the researchers examined best practice in relation to enterprise training for women in Sweden and the UK, to determine the most appropriate method of programme delivery.  It became clear that the programme needed to combine the transfer of knowledge and skills with practical application.  Practitioners, rather than academic staff were approached to develop and deliver the training in order to provide the participants with role models in each area. The project team met with facilitators to outline the programme objectives and talk through key design issues.  Research on each subject area was circulated to the practitioners prior to the design/delivery of each session. 

The FEIW Enterprise Development programme covered ten major business topics.  It was envisaged that one topic would be delivered per month in two, three-hour sessions. These sessions combined both theoretical principles with practical application. As such, discussion time was specifically built into each session to allow the participants to build on each other’s experience and examine how they could convert the theory into practice in their own business.

The FEIW Enterprise Development Programme was designed as per Figure 1 (follows) 

Fig 1
 FEIW Enterprise Development Programme ©
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Networking was also built into the programme with monthly networking sessions facilitated by the FEIW team run before classroom sessions.  

2.3 Marketing

While the design of enterprise development courses for women must be tailored to their specific training needs, the way in which these courses are marketed must acknowledge that women can perceive the term ‘entrepreneur’ differently to men.   Fielden et al (2003) found that entrepreneurs and business owners were stereotyped as ‘white, middle class, males’ while  Verheul et al (2005) found that women are less likely to perceive themselves as entrepreneurs than men as the term may have male connotations for some women. They argue that the term ‘entrepreneur’ is used widely when publicizing courses and that this could cause some women to turn away from such courses, thus reducing their overall effectiveness. 

As such, the project team approached the marketing of the programme very carefully. The word entrepreneur was replaced with the words ‘women business owners’, and pictorial imagery was carefully selected. The FEIW logo, imagery, language and colour themes were all deliberately feminine and progressive. Marketing support literature including brochures, leaflets, advertisements, application forms and posters were written in clear simple terms as women show a preference for uncomplicated language and explicit descriptions (Prowess, 2006). As women tend to seek comprehensive information before embarking on a venture, the marketing strategy was to inform and attract enquiries through an awareness campaign. Information about the research and the programme were disseminated frequently and publicly, with a view to attracting participants through sharing knowledge and information. 

Prowess (2006) showed that the internet is the primary place where women go to get information about business support. A project website featuring strong female imagery and comprehensive information was designed and launched to coincide with the recruitment drive (www.whysofeiw.com). Research has shown that females have a strong preference for a female production aesthetic on websites (Moss, 2006), accordingly the female members of the project team worked closely with the male website designer to select suitable imagery and content for the website.

Figure 2
FEIW website
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Paid adverts were complimented by numerous press releases, radio discussions and the project website www.whysofeiw.com (see Figure 2). The project team included local businesswomen in the marketing campaign by featuring them on the website and inviting them to partake in both the radio discussions and website launch. The aim was to encourage women to relate to the programme through publicising the project’s links with suitable role models. 

The response to the marketing campaign was very positive.  Places on the programme were limited to twenty in both Ireland and Wales and the programme was oversubscribed in both regions. All applicants were screened and interviewed prior to allocating places.  Criteria to determine the selection of participants included: being involved in the original launch of the business and on going strategic decision making, demonstrating commitment to growth and an ability to articulate their future vision for the business.  All participants had to be in businesses that were in operation for a year or more.

3.0 Programme Delivery Phase

The Enterprise Development Programme was run on a pilot basis, from September 2006 to August 2007. The pilot programme began with pre-programme assessment and a familiarisation session, to allow participants to network and meet with those involved in the design and delivery of the programme.  The programme itself was delivered by facilitators, all of whom created, managed and grown their own businesses.  

It was decided to begin the programme with soft skills sessions “Creativity and Innovation” and “Building self confidence” in order to create an atmosphere of shared learning. The programme then tackled harder skills such as marketing, finance and strategy. Given women entrepreneurs’ tendency to under finance, particular attention was paid to the finance module.  A panel session was arranged, whereby financiers presented their offerings and explained what was required to access funding. The panel was comprised of a banker, business angel, venture capitalist and an enterprise board representative. This session facilitated two-way discussions regarding the finance options that would be most suitable for the participants’ businesses. Time was allocated at the end of the session for one-to-one discussion with the panel, allowing each participant to have their individual queries answered. 

Feedback was a critical aspect of this project.  Evaluation forms were completed by participants after each module and the participants were interviewed at regular intervals throughout the duration of the programme. This allowed the project team to make changes as deemed necessary to enhance the programme delivery. Early feedback highlighted that the participants wanted more time for networking so a half-hour networking session was run on a monthly basis, before sessions commenced. Interviews also highlighted participants’ desires to have project team members available to them while they were on campus, therefore the team members were available both before each session and during the tea-breaks to answer queries about the programme. This feedback process allowed the programme designers to identify and implement changes as required. 

Mentors were assigned to each of the participants, and the mentors, participants and project team interfaced on a regular basis to review progress. The mentors were carefully selected and matched to the participants, following a comprehensive needs analysis. A panel of five mentors with expertise in the areas of marketing, strategy, finance, human resources and business development were assigned four participants each with a view to assisting the participants in growing their businesses and turning the knowledge acquired during class sessions into action for their businesses.  

As networking is such an important aspect of business development, the programme included networking exchange trips between the Irish and Welsh participants. The trips were at the latter end of the taught aspect of the programme. The objective of these trips was to facilitate the development of cross-country relationships and expand the reach of the participants’ businesses. The focus of the session in Wales was on team-building and networking with the participants from both countries participating in speed networking and outdoor teambuilding activities. The focus of the session in Ireland was on building relationships and business growth with the participants from both countries participating in further networking activities in addition to workshops in marketing for growth and work/life balance. 

A business development plan was developed by each of the participants over the course of the programme. The participants developed the plans using the knowledge gained during the year and the plans were presented to a panel of reviewers in September 2007. The panel then reviewed the business plans and gave individual feedback to each of the participants. While the taught programme itself concluded in September 2007, participants’ enterprises will be monitored until March 2008.

4.0 Findings to Date

Initial findings from the programme were gathered using qualitative methods.  The evaluation forms, which were designed around the project objectives, contained a series of open questions to enable participants to express their views and opinions.  These evaluation forms were analysed upon completion of each module. This feedback was further enhanced by facilitated open discussion sessions in May, June and September 2007. The project team also gathered feedback through observation and individual contact with participants. 

The timing of the programme worked well for the participants.  It was held once every two weeks and participants found that this timing made the course accessible for them, as weekly sessions would have been difficult to commit to. The validity of this feedback is supported by the fact that attendance on the programme was high throughout the twelve months. The monthly networking sessions were not as well attended and participants stated that this was due to the fact that they started at 18.30, which proved too early for many of them. It was suggested that future programmes should consider facilitating activity-based networking at an earlier stage in the programme, in order to build relationships faster. 

The informal network that developed amongst the women proved as beneficial to them as the training course itself.  The networks created from the programme helped the women feel less isolated in the daily running of their businesses, while helping to boost confidence and generate ideas. It was also stated that the networking trips had helped to deepen the relationships formed. A suggestion that came from this was that future programmes should contain a “buddy system” whereby the women act as each other’s coaches and confidantes. 

Throughout the programme participants did not express whether they considered the use of all female facilitators to be a positive or negative aspect of their learning experience. However, it was necessary to use a male facilitator for one of the sessions. The content of this session was very technical, and whereas some of the participants were struggling with the content they “did not feel comfortable asking the facilitator to explain things in simpler terms, as he is a man”. On the other hand, the comments about the learning experience with the female facilitators included “I benefited from having real female role models to learn from” and “Women understand women’s issues better”.

The interactive and soft skill sessions were well-received by the women with many commenting on how these sessions had helped them to “take a step back” from their businesses and really assess themselves, their strengths and weaknesses and the business itself. It was commented that after some time in business a person can become stale and that these creative sessions were proving to be invaluable. In general, the core skills sessions were also well-received. However the Finance and IT sessions received varying feedback, with some participants suggesting that more tailoring to differing levels of competency was required for these particular sessions. It was also suggested that a “take-away menu” of accounting formulas, for example profit margins, projected sales etc. should be provided for future participants and likewise that an outline of available software for small business be furnished within the IT session. 

The women found the sessions delivered by practitioners most useful and relevant; they looked to these trainers as ‘motivational’ and ‘inspirational’ role models from whom they could really learn. Some of these practitioners were currently running their own businesses; others had formerly grown successful businesses. Participants showed a preference for the sessions delivered by the trainers who were still actively running a business. 

Mentoring was viewed as one of the key aspects of the programme. The general view was that the mentoring served as an excellent compliment to the taught sessions and an invaluable support for the growth of their businesses. 

Overall, the feedback on the programme design, content and delivery was overwhelmingly positive. 

5.0 Conclusion and Discussion:

The outputs from this research have implications for female entrepreneurs, enterprise support agencies, and policy makers; as well as for teachers, designers, and providers of entrepreneurship education and development programmes. It is important to acknowledge that the needs of women entrepreneurs are different to male entrepreneurs. As such, generic programmes that are marketed to generic audiences, may fail to attract women entrepreneurs.  

This research demonstrates that a high proportion of women-entrepreneurs do have intentions to grow their businesses but that current programme offerings do not meet their needs. This may be due to the fact that ‘growth programmes’, particularly those offered in Ireland, tend to be either generic in nature or focused at industries in which women are under-represented. Therefore the demand for growth-oriented enterprise development programmes, for female entrepreneurs does exist.

This research supports the findings that women tend to be critical of women only training courses, but those who participate are very supportive of them. For example, women who were in the process of setting up in business were quite dismissive of women only training, but the participants on this programme commented that they found it easier to open-up to and discuss issues with a women-only group and that women tend to understand women’s issues better.

The networking aspect of enterprise training should not be considered as a programme outcome, but rather it should be pro-actively built into the fabric of the programme itself. Activity-based networking events should be arranged to facilitate the development of vital social networks. As regards the current programme, it appears that participants did not have the time to invest in social networking outside of the formal programme. Therefore, the earlier this is done in programme delivery, the more beneficial it would have been for the participants.

The use of role-models is important as this project demonstrates that they have proven to be both motivational and inspirational.  However, the role models that had greatest influence over the participants were those who were still actively running their own business, rather than those who ‘had’ formerly run their own business. In a similar vein, mentoring was a positive aspect of the current enterprise development programme as it enabled the women to apply their knowledge into actions for their business.  

As this programme was not limited by sector, age of firm; neither was it limited by education or experience level of participants, the entrepreneurs on the programme possessed varying skill levels.  This proved challenging when dealing with issues such as finance, taxation and IT.  Such skills might best be delivered using facilitated, structured discussions, whereby the knowledge of the more experienced participants is used to the benefit of others. Individual sessions with subject experts could be arranged to address specific issues that the entrepreneurs may have.

This project is now in its final phase, whereby the participants will be monitored against baseline data that was collected prior to the commencement of the programme.  This will enable the project team to evaluate the course against programme objectives and over-arching INTERREG targets. The project is due to terminate in March 2008. However, based on what has been learned to date, by the project team, it is very likely that an Enterprise Development Programme for female entrepreneurs will be offered to women in business on an annual basis.
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