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Objectives

Throughout Europe, there are substantially fewer female entrepreneurs than male entrepreneurs; this imbalance is particularly noticeable in the knowledge economy sectors.  This paper presents the preliminary findings of DIONE, a European-funded project examining methods to stimulate a greater number of female start-ups in the knowledge economy, in both old and new member states.  The project aims to improve the reach, quality and effectiveness for female entrepreneurs of existing mechanisms and programmes aimed at start-up promotion and the knowledge economy using mentoring and networking approaches, establishing and developing good practice in this area.

Prior Work:

The paper builds on previous practical work in mentoring and networking among female entrepreneurs undertaken by the project partners, and aims to evaluate how established good practice in these areas can be tailored for the specific requirements of the knowledge economy.

Approach:

The existing baseline of female entrepreneurialism and mentoring/networking in knowledge economy sectors is established through analysis of existing quantitative and qualitative data  Good practice is established via the evaluation of the mentoring/networking programme undertaken by each of the four partners, using a combination of surveys and interviews with mentors and mentees.  These are undertaken at recruitment events and during their involvement with the DIONE programme, with post-programme follow-ups to determine its impact on mentees' intentions and ultimate entrepreneurial decisions. 

Results:

The results are interim findings on the development of good practice, concentrating in particular on (a) the benefits and impact of the programme for mentees; and (b) the content and method of delivery used by mentors to achieve best results. The project is still ongoing, and these initial results will inform the continuing development and refinement of the mentoring programmes.

Implications:

These initial results provide valuable qualitative data on (a) finding would-be female entrepreneurs most likely to benefit from mentoring, and (b) good practice in the delivery of mentoring programmes in the research area. This will aid practitioners in the field of start-up promotion in more precisely targeting mentoring services and improving their effectiveness among female entrepreneurs.

Value:

These findings will establish a solid base from which to tackle two key challenges facing the European SME sector: (i) the relatively lower numbers of female entrepreneurs in general, and in the knowledge economy in particular; and (ii) the need to increase the numbers of SMEs specialising in emerging technology products and services, as emphasised by the Lisbon Agenda. 
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Background – Supporting women’s entreprenuership.

In recent years there has been much commentary upon the ever-growing importance of women in the global market and that the growth of women's economic activities and their general level of activity in the paid economy can significantly influence the success or failure of each country's long-term economic health (OECD, 2003;Carter and Bennett 2006)  Indeed, it is often claimed that women are the producers, suppliers and customers of the future.

Levels of entrepreneurship within a society have long been recognised as a prerequisite and a useful indicator of an economy’s health.   Although the relationship between entrepreneurial and economic growth is complex, recent international reports such as the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) have clearly highlighted the positive correlation between economic growth and entrepreneurship and, recently, emphasising the role of women’s entrepreneurship (GEM, 2002). In turn this was endorsed by the UK’s Department of Trade and Industry, which recognised women’s entrepreneurship, as a key way of enhancing the competitiveness of the economy

Confidence, Networking and Social Capital for Business 

In the past few years there has also been a focus on the development of women’s business networks and helping women to effectively network for their businesses.  Networking as a business activity has been demonstrated to be a powerful tool for new venture creation and business development (Conway and Jones, 2006) and yet women are often excluded from traditional business networks and /or lack access to information about such networks (Shaw, 1998). 
Most of the support measures whilst focusing on tackling the resource problems faced by women have also aimed to increase women’s confidence about business ownership. In this way issues concerning confidence were tackled implicitly, with issues of motivation, determination and confidence being grouped together under the broad label of ‘confidence’ or more particularly ‘lack of confidence’.  Confidence or lack of confidence is a factor that is quoted by much of the research that has looked at the differences between men and women starting and running businesses. While confidence is no doubt an issue for men, they do not raise it as an issue or researchers do not address it explicitly when talking to men in business.  Gould and Parzen (1990) are just one example of researchers who posit that women entrepreneurs often face barriers not usually encountered by men.  These barriers are usually associated with the following:

· Their dual role and domestic responsibilities;

· Low self esteem and lack of confidence

· Lack of socialisation to entrepreneurship in their homes, school, and society. 

· Exclusion from traditional business networks and lack access to information 

· Discriminatory attitudes of lenders, gender stereotypes and expectations that label women entrepreneurs as are ‘dabblers’ ‘hobbyists’ or merely lifestyle business owners.

The GEM reports also add to these views stating that ‘Women are more likely to let fear of failure prevent them from setting up an entrepreneurial business than men’ (GEM. 2003).  Comments such as the above present very broad generalisations about all the attitudes of women considering or practising business.  Confidence is a complex, very personal and relative issue concerning a whole range of psychological, sociological, cultural and economic issues impacting upon individuals and their choices in life.  It is not the place of this paper to explore the whole concept of confidence; rather it looks at a dimension of confidence that comes from people’s – in this case potential and practising business women - relationships with others in their networks.  

Much research has shown that contact networks and developing relationships with a range of different people both formally and informally are critical for business success (Shaw, 1998; Conway and Jones 2006).  Successful entrepreneurs note that having a strong network of people behind them helps to build confidence in doing business.  Such contacts and networks are often termed ‘social capital’ and part of the function of mentoring and networking is to build this social capital and, with it, the confidence of women as business owners. 

Previous support has tended to focus on helping women to access human assets, in terms of training and mentoring; to recognise and use natural assets in helping women to use their local resources to build business ideas; to access financial assets in terms of women’s savings, their own capital and interactions with financial institutions; and the provision of physical assets in terms of premises, safe spaces, access to physical markets in terms of doing business.  Until recently less assistance has been given to explicitly helping women to build their social assets for business.  Social capital has been described as “…features of social life – networks, norms and trust – that enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives… social capital, in short, refers to social connections an the attendant norms and trust” (Putnam, 1995, quoted in Aldridge et al 2002).   From this it can be seen that networking, developing contacts and relationship building are all integral to building social capital.  
Women entrepreneurs in technology-based businesses’

Two major challenges facing policy-makers throughout Europe relate to (a) increasing the number of female entrepreneurs; and (b) increasing the number of knowledge-intensive start-ups, particularly those in high-technology sectors.  The initial starting point for research on these topics is to gauge the scale of this challenge – i.e. how large the gap between male and female entrepreneurialism actually is, and the number of start-ups in the knowledge economy sectors.  However, this is hampered on two fronts:

(a)
Information on entrepreneurship itself is somewhat patchy.  Most statistics in this area derive from labour force surveys, which concentrate on self-employment, rather than entrepreneurship per se, and which are unreliable when dealing with relatively small numbers of responses i.e. at a regional level or disaggregated by sector.  In addition, definitions of roles such as ‘owner-manager’ or ‘self-employed’, as used in labour force surveys, differ between countries, making international comparisons problematic (Me, 2003).  Eurostat itself states that: ‘The empirical basis for analytic work on entrepreneurship is currently under development’.
  Therefore, the baseline statistics are largely restricted to national data on broad sectors.

(b)
Data on entrepreneurship and business ownership may not be disaggregated by gender, for similar reasons – the small numbers of responses to labour force surveys make it unreliable.  In particular, there is substantially less data available on enterprises owned or managed by women, as opposed to the number of women who are classified as self-employed.  This issue was highlighted at both the 2003 ILO International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ILO, 2003) and the 2003 OECD workshop on improving SME and entrepreneurship statistics (Delmar, 2003; Me, 2003), but such changes inevitably take some time to filter through into the availability of improved data.  [For a fuller discussion of issues relating to gender statistics, see Me (2004)]

Bearing these restrictions in mind, the data show that the number of females engaged in entrepreneurship throughout Europe is significantly lower than the number of males (Table 1).  In 2006, the total number of Employers & Self-employed in the EU25 area was 30.2m, of which only just over 9m, or 29.9% were female.  

Table 1  Proportion of male and female business owners in EU25 countries, by selected sectors, 2006

	Sector
	Employers
	Self-employed
	Employers & Self-employed

	
	Total no (‘000)
	% female
	% male
	Total no (‘000)
	% female
	% male
	Total no (‘000)
	% female
	% male

	Financial intermediation
	148.8
	18.6
	81.4
	372.7
	33.0
	67.0
	521.5
	28.9
	71.1

	Real estate, renting, business activities
	1318
	22.2
	77.8
	3137.8
	33.7
	66.3
	4455.8
	30.3
	69.7

	All sectors
	9521.6
	23.9
	76.1
	20637.6
	32.7
	67.3
	30159.2
	29.9
	70.1


Source: Eurostat

Using the published figures, it is not possible to narrow down the ownership data to technology-based sectors, nor the knowledge economy – the closest proxies available are the much broader business services sectors shown in Table 1, where the proportion of female lone traders (without employees) is slightly above the female average for the whole economy, but the proportion of female business owners with employees in business services is well below the average for all sectors.

For more disaggregated data, some information is available from the UK Labour Force Survey (LFS).  This Evidence indicates that the gap between male and female ownership is substantially higher for science, engineering and technology (SET) businesses than among all businesses. In order to address the data gap noted above, Prowess, a network of organisations aiming to support female business ownership, commissioned a bespoke set of data to be retrieved from the LFS on the status of women in SET businesses (Westall, 2007).  Table 2 lays out their findings on business ownership in a range of sectors.  The results are striking – in the sectors chosen (a broad cross-section of knowledge intensive business services and technology-based manufacturing), there are around twelve times as many male-owned business as female-owned.  

Table 2  Numbers of male and female-owned businesses, selected SET sectors

	Sector
	Male owned companies
	Female-owned companies

	Software
	25,774
	3,686

	Architecture
	17,564
	1,971

	Electricians
	59,020
	1,319

	Chemists
	1,569
	1,456

	Bio scientists
	2,865
	1,003

	Mechanical engineers
	13,139
	*

	Total
	119,931
	9,435


Source: UK Labour Force Survey Q42006, quoted in Westall (2007); * sample too small to produce statistically reliable estimate

The gap is smallest in the more specialised sectors such as chemistry and bioscience, where there tend to be a high proportion of academic spin-out companies.  However, in biological sciences, where the proportion of female undergraduates has consistently been around 60% (Higher Education Statistics Agency data), male owned companies outnumber female-owned by nearly three to one.  The Q42006 LFS data in Westall (2007) confirms that women SET graduates are less likely to pursue a career than men – 76% of women with a SET qualifications were working outside the SET sectors, compared with 51% of men with such qualifications.

Linked to this research, Prowess also carried out a large-scale survey of 300 female entrepreneurs in SET sectors, which found that a significant minority of respondents (40%) felt that their gender had hindered their attempts to start their business for a variety of reasons including difficulties in gaining access to networks and obtaining finance and facing up to negative assumptions about their competence. On the other hand, a greater proportion (48%) considered that their gender had been a benefit.  However, the benefits of being a women entrepreneur cited by respondents (a female-owned business standing out from the crowd or appealing to female clients) could be said to mostly accrue when the business was up and running, as opposed to during the start-up process itself.

Swiszczowski and Zalevski (2007) follow a similar line of research, using findings based on a survey of doctorate students in SET subjects in the Yorkshire & the Humber region.  While the overall expressed preference was that most students wished to continue their academic careers, female students were more likely to indicate a preference for a public sector career and men for a career in industry.  Women were less likely to have received training in enterprise or undergone some business experience, less sure that they would be able to exploit their research to create a commercially viable business and less likely to discuss these issues with a supervisor.  Around 60% of men expressed some interest in staring a business, compared with only 40% of women.  Thus, female SET students lacked confidence in their own entrepreneurial abilities and received relatively little encouragement or training from either their own department or university-wide enterprise promotion schemes.

Therefore, women entrepreneurs in technology-based businesses face a double set of barriers.  The many inter-related challenges faced by female entrepreneurs in general are well-documented, including: negative cultural assumptions about gender roles and ‘typical’ female businesses; a male-dominated business environment hostile to women; caring and other family responsibilities; under-financing; and lack of confidence in their own business skills (Chell, 2002; Rosa at al., 1996, Carter et al., 2001).  In SET sectors, these barriers are compounded by cultural attitudes and norms relating to gender and technology.  SET industries are seem as more masculine, and have a male-dominated culture with a lack of both suitable role models for aspiring female students and business owners and networks to support them (Chell, 2002).  Hellowell, Mellors and Silver (2006) specifically examines technology entrepreneurship, and comes to similar conclusions – that the identities culturally associated with both enterprise and technology are overwhelmingly constructed as male rather than female.  This both demotivates potential women entrepreneurs and leads to advice and support services being geared towards the needs of men.

The above argument, however, takes for granted the notion that a greater level of female entrepreneurialism is unambiguously positive.  It is also possible to argue the opposite – because female businesses tend to be smaller than male businesses and, it is thought, more geared towards ‘lifestyle’ rather than profit-maximising motives, they are less valuable to the economy and, therefore, no special policies should be instigated that single out female entrepreneurs rather than apply to both genders equally.  However, these tendencies are steadily becoming less pronounced – there is some evidence from statistical surveys that the average size of female-owned businesses, and their starting finance, is gradually moving closer to the average for male businesses.  Furthermore, the initially small size of female businesses may be due to start-up support being geared to male cultural norms – with more female-friendly support, businesses tend to be larger and more viable.

In the case of technology-oriented businesses, another economic argument is valid.  Since a relatively high percentage of female SET graduates enter non-SET professions, it could be argued that they are not reaping the benefits of their education and that, furthermore, there is a large untapped resource of potential entrepreneurs in the high value-added sectors being targeted for expansion by government policies.  Efforts to retain a greater number of such graduates in SET sectors, and encourage them to commercialise innovative research would prove beneficial to growth.

Why mentoring 
This particular programme, DIONE, focuses on the dyadic relationship, which can be conceptualised as a learning alliance between established owner managers and nascent female entrepreneurs. Learning as a process of social interaction and transformation, (Engestrom, 1987) is the underpinning motivation of the of DIONE networking and mentoring activites. Learning in a social context, is dependant on dialogue and social discourse, (Garvey, 1998).  Mentoring conversations have been likened to good counselling practice.  Certain conditions are critical to the counselling profession.  They have been identified as, ‘core conditions for learning’ and include; empathy, genuineness, unconditional, positive regard, ability to communicate all these to others, (Rogers 1961, p281 cited in Garvey 1998 p43).  For the mentoring to be a holistic support mechanism, these conditions maintained by both parties and founded on mutual respect, (Clutterbuck, 1985).  The mentoring relationship needs time to develop to allow for a wide scope of exploration.  To extend the learning and incorporate a broad range if issues affecting the mentee.  Mentoring discussions can delve into personal, as well as professional issues and hence, to create a supportive space certain conditions need to exist.  

The mentor has been referred to as the, ‘highest level educator’, (Bolles, 1972). Entrepreneurship literature like the mentoring literature recognises learning as an iterative and circular progress.  Morgan (1994) conceptualises learning as a series of loops; each new stage creates a spiral to deepened understanding and to ultimately alter the mindset of the individual in creating new practice and to shift the organisational operating paradigm  This concurrence in the literature acknowledges that learning is iterative and based on a problem solving approach.  The relevance to learning within the small firm’s domain, is argued by Hannon (1998), to be contingent upon the ability of the owner manager to grasp and/or generate opportunities for learning from the environment.  Hannon proposes a focus on the, “learning opportunity environment” (ibid. p870) as essential to small firms competitiveness and sustainability.  This notion has implications for both, established owner manager mentors and nascent entrepreneurs.  Hannon’s notion of learning from transactions in the small firm environment supports Gibb (1993) argument, which proposes learning by doing and solving problems the daily activity of the business.  This learning situation places an emphasis on the capability of both the mentor and mentee, to make sense of their business activity whilst being emerged it.  This notion poses specific challenges to the nascent entrepreneur, due to their lack of experience and contacts the business community.
The methods of gathering information form the small firm environment have been described as routine and non-routine, collected by formal and informal methods, such as; scanning, focused research and noticing, (Huber, 1991 cited in Hartshorn 1998).  The mentor becomes the ‘boundary spanner’ (Hartshorn, 1998), by assisting the mentee to make sense of the information explored in the mentoring session.  To assist the mentee to reflect on the information they have gathered and to create new knowledge to develop their understanding of the next action step to take to actualisation the new venture.  The mentoring relationship then becomes contingent on the mentor’s network of contacts.  How relevant are the mentor’s networks to the mentee’s start up situation and how competent is the mentor assisting the mentee to access and generate learning opportunities?  Indeed, how capable is the mentor in developing their own learning through small firm relationships and their network of stakeholders (Parvin 2001).

Gibb (1998) considers the empathy generated in the transactional relationships of the small firm domain, creates the motivation of businesses continuing to helping other business.  This can be viewed as an effective stewardship driving economic development (Parvin,2001).  The learning partnerships of the mentors and mentees reduces transactional costs Learning from informal networks of the local business community, whether from individuals in similar industry sectors or key customers and suppliers.

Focus on Mentoring Women

Traditional enterprise paradigms do not tend to take gender, or any other social or psychological variables, into account when examining the progress of an entrepreneur towards start-up.  For example, the Entrepreneur Facets framework devised by Bill Bolton and John Thompson is an focuses on the ‘temperament’ which is common to entrepreneurs, with little or no mention of how this is affected by gender, class, background etc., nor how these variables can affect the nurturing and development of entrepreneurial traits or the advice and support needed (Bolton and Thompson, 2000).  Chell (2002) argues that this is too reductionist an approach, as entrepreneurs are not a homogeneous group, and different groups may need different approaches to encourage entrepreneurialism.  In the case of women, Chell argues that female entrepreneurs in traditionally male sectors such as SET may fell less confident in their effectiveness and business skills than both their male counterparts and women in more traditionally ‘female’ sectors.  Mentoring is critical to overcoming these negative feelings and improving the chance of the nascent business being successful.  

In addition, entrepreneurs at the very start of the business formation process are often working in isolation, attempting to form a network of key stakeholders and manage a complicated series of external relationships and interdependencies in order to succeed.  Building these linkages into trust relationships serves to reduce the level of uncertainty surrounding business decisions and also contributes towards the small business learning process – it is the domain in which experiential learning is conducted, a crucial factor in aiding the development of the business.  The more rapidly and deeply that business owners can learn to navigate these relationships, the more likely a business is to succeed (Bennett and Hartshorn, 1999).  A mentor with business experience can provide a guide to how and where to form such relationships, as well as a sounding board for the entrepreneur to develop their own business ideas and skills.  For women entrepreneurs, who tend to have fewer years of business experience and less developed business networks when starting their own company than men, and when face with male-dominated networks in technology-based sectors, this acceleration of the learning curve is a key success dynamic.

The European Best Practice Project Promoting Entrepreneurship amongst Women aimed to identify both generic ways to improve the rate of female entrepreneurship and specific publicly-funded best practices from across the EU.  Among the critical success factors identified was the role of mentoring and entrepreneurship development training, in order to increase the level of confidence of women in their own abilities and leave them more prepared to start their own business.  It was also recommended that strategies be adopted that attempt to increase the numbers of women starting businesses in higher value-added markets, of which the knowledge economy is a prime example.  The DIONE project’s key target is this latter recommendation, with the use of mentoring and networking the means to achieve it.

The project uses a model (described in more detail below) which encourages mentees to reflect on their business strategy, business ideas and, indeed, whether they are suitable to be an entrepreneur at all, as opposed to an employee.  Most studies have found that women’s businesses tend to be more poorly resourced at start-up than male-owned businesses, due to difficulties in accessing financial, human capital and social capital resources, leading to longer-term negative effects on business performance (Carter et al., 2001).  By using mentoring as a tool fro critical self-reflection, as well as developing business skills and confidence, the mentored businesses should emerge with a stronger business plan and a firmer basis for future growth.  This strategic dimension to the mentoring process is crucial for the model, particularly in technology-based sectors where women face multiple sets of barriers to start-up and growth.

Taking into account the barriers to female entrepreneurship in generals, and in technology-oriented sectors in particular, it is clear that mentoring is a strong candidate to implement these recommendations.  

Models of mentoring aimed at women

There are numerous models of mentoring aimed at women, both those already in business and new and nascent entrepreneurs.  Of most interest here are previous models aimed at stimulating enterprise in sectors not traditionally female, of which there have been relatively few, compared to the large numbers of more generalist mentoring and support schemes for women in business.  Of earlier SET-based programmes, most seem to have been more broadly-based than DIONE, encompassing mentoring not only of nascent entrepreneurs but also owners wishing to develop their existing business, employees of larger organisations and younger school pupils and undergraduates seeking work experience – e.g. Life E.V, in Germany or the UK’s JIVE Partners.  Most also aimed to use exclusively female mentors, aiming to inspire younger women through role models, a natural consequence of their fairly broad agenda and target groups.
The DIONE model

The DIONE project, funded by DG Enterprise, aims to investigate methods of increasing the stock and quality of female entrepreneurs in the technology-based knowledge economy through mentoring and networking activities.  The project is a collaboration between five international partners. The four delivery partners each implement the mentoring/networking scheme in their home region: Newcastle City Council (North East England); Zavod Meta (Slovenia); the Gdansk Enterprise Foundation (Pomerania, Poland); and Malmo Univeristy (Scania, Sweden).  Durham Business School/Women into the Network are responsible for co-ordination and research activities.  It incorporates some lessons from the mentoring schemes outlined above, in particular following the same broad outline of recruitment and mentoring as JIVE’s scheme, but diverges in a number of ways: it focuses purely on mentoring entrepreneurs, rather than a broad range of groups; mentors can be either male or female; the range of sectors covered is somewhat narrower (e.g. lower-level engineering and construction occupations, common in other similar initiatives, are excluded), focusing on more innovative and knowledge-intensive activities; and it is on a far smaller scale, operating mostly as a pilot to develop best practice.

 We understand that the model of mentoring chosen was derived from one developed by Mentor International in Malmo customised for the needs of DIONE at a meeting attended by the lead mentors from each country.  The programme is based on six meetings between mentor and mentee, each lasting around 90 minutes, over the course of three months (in the case of three of the partner organisations) or six months (for one partner organisation).  Mentees were all nascent female entrepreneurs, with the majority intended to be pre-start, recruited to the programme through a series of events held by each partner organisation.  Mentors are experienced business people, both male and female, who would, essentially, follow a ‘sounding board’ model, leading mentees to find answers for themselves rather than supplying explicit advice or coaching.  It was thus intended that the mentee would lead the content, while the mentor would lead the process, leading the flow of the conversation with open questions, to keep it relevant to the needs of the mentee – in the sessions, the mentee should be talking for 80-90%of the allotted time.

Given the profile of the mentees, the six sessions take the mentee from the theoretical (i.e. the initial business idea) through to the practical challenges of establishing and developing their business, essentially leading the mentee thorugh a GROW framework (Goal, Reality, Options, Will) over the course of the sessions.  The first session focuses on the mentee’s vision and the practicality of their business idea, with the mentor challenging the mentee to stimulate thinking about whether the idea is the best they could achieve or requires reformulation.  The sessions then move through the hands-on questions of how and at what stage of development the business will generate a liveable income; the characteristics of the market and customers; whether the mentee has a back-up plan; relations with employees, the bank and the wider commercial and social environment; and developing the company’s brand and reputation, leading to a final SWOT analysis for the company.

The total number of entrepreneurs targeted was relatively small – sixteen from each country.  DIONE is thus, in effect, a pilot study into the best methods to use for mentoring women into knowledge economy businesses and, indeed, whether mentoring is an effective approach in itself, across a range of differing international circumstances.  The ultimate aims of the project are the development of best practice recommendations on appropriate mentoring practices.

Results

The initial field research on the model has provided some positive findings, and highlighted several areas in which the model could be improved.  Research was carried out through a combination of written surveys and semi-structured individual and group interviews with mentors and mentees on the efficacy of the DIONE mentoring model and its applicability to their individual circumstance.

In countries without a tradition of mentoring activity, such as Poland, the precise role which the mentor was supposed to play in the business development process was not as clear as it could have been.  In some cases, the ‘mentoring’ was in fact closer to coaching or management consultancy, focusing on solving specific business problems rather than working on general strategy or the mentee’s confidence and personal skills.  The mentees and mentors were appropriately matched, and expressed satisfaction with the relationship and the mentoring process in general, implying that the general framework used is not just relevant to very early pre-starts, but can also prove useful to those in the more advance stages of start-up.  This highlights the flexibility of the model used, and also the necessity of careful and thoughtful pairing of a mentor or a mentee’s specific needs.

Evidence from the first batch of written survey responses from mentees suggest that they found the programme effective.  All displayed evidence of critical thought and reflection, and provided evidence of a clear strategy for establishing their business, obtaining finance and establishing a trustworthy network of stakeholders (including the rejection of partners deemed to be too exploitative of the relationship).  This strategic thinking was the broad target outcome of the mentoring model, and all credited the programme with aiding their progress to a greater or lesser degree.  As with any mentoring programme, establishing the counterfactual (what would have happened without the mentoring?) is difficult, but the satisfaction expressed with the programme, and comments in interviews that mentors aided the mentees in overcoming obstacles to business development, indicates that the model is robust and useful to start-up.

However, some felt that the model’s effectiveness was limited by the shortness of the programme (six sessions over three months).  One partner, taking account of this, retained the same number of contact sessions (ten), but specified that they would be held over six months, rather than three.  With the programmes not concluded, we cannot yet compare the effectiveness of the two approaches.  However, indications are that those who expressed a desire for a longer period of contact were usually working with businesses more advanced in their lifecycle (i.e. moving into or already in the trading phase), and the mentoring was moving into the realm of specific goal-oriented problem solving and business development.

In the opinions of the mentees, the gender of the mentor was largely immaterial to the success of the programme or the establishment of a firm mentor/mentee bond.  Far more important was the personal rapport that the pair established, which depended on their personalities and styles of communication.  The success of the pairings was attributed to the matching processes.  Potential mentees had the chance to meet all or most of the available mentors, with these meetings often scheduled to coincide with a larger enterprise event in the vicinity, to attract the highest number of nascent entrepreneurs to make contact with the organisation co-ordinating the mentoring.  Mentees then selected the mentor(s) they most wished to work with.  The partner organisation, in collaboration with the mentors, then selected the most promising mentees who, crucially, the mentors considered they could work effectively with, on the basis of the initial meeting.  This process appears to yield good results, even if it may potentially leave some mentors without a mentee, and would be recommended as good practice for other specialist mentoring programmes.

There were some difficulties in attracting sufficient mentees to make contact with the programme, although this was less of an issue where mentoring and networking was less developed.  In England, for example, with numerous competing programmes aiming to give advice and support, it may be more difficult for a new initiative to publicise itself effectively in the short space of time allotted to the DIONE project.

Most participants interviewed to date felt that women entrepreneurs did not have significantly different needs to men from the mentoring process.  However, this may be due to the relatively small sample being skewed towards young women in urban locations with few family responsibilities; when the full sample is analysed at the end of the project, different conclusions may emerge.

Furthermore, the Polish sample noted that the Polish finance system was relatively underdeveloped in terms of its offerings for small business and start-up funding compared with western European economies.  This led to all entrepreneurs, regardless of gender, encountering problems in raising seed finance for start-up, as well as working capital in the early days of trading.  It was also noted that Polish banks tend to be biased towards manufacturing, and that finance professionals have a lesser understanding of the needs of services firms, particularly micro-enterprises.  Again, however, these opinions may stem from the small sample size, and further investigation of the Polish situation would be required to firmly establish these conclusions.

There was also some reluctance in Poland for businesspeople to come forward as mentors, attributed to an unwillingness to share experience or the fear that others may steal their ideas.  For contrast, in the UK, reasons for refusing to mentor tend to centre around lack of time caused by long working hours, rather than a reluctance to help new entrepreneurs.  This may be related to the lack of a mentoring/networking culture in Poland – one interviewee went as far as to state that there are no books on ‘mentoring’ in Polish, only on ‘coaching’, and similar intensive problem-solving approaches to educating new business owners.  The novelty of the concept in Poland is also shown by the amount of media coverage received (3 features on local radio, and one on television), compared to the lack of media coverage generated in the UK. In order to achieve maximum coverage and recruitment of both mentors and mentees, this information gap needs to be addressed by means of awareness-raising campaigns among businesses.  This form of information dissemination is a key feature in transplanting mentoring schemes aimed at entrepreneurs to new locations.

In terms of the knowledge economy, it was thought that, in general, the mentor did not need specific knowledge or experience of the entrepreneur’s chosen sector, as it was their job to encourage the mentee to develop their own strategy and skills, rather than tell them how to do so. In most cases, therefore, the mentor’s general business experience, supplemented by the specific experience of the mentee, sufficed for the mentoring process.  However, there was an exception to this general rule, in the case of businesses using highly specialised or cutting-edge technology – in many cases, these would be university spin-outs, businesses established by PhD students either during or after their research or by researchers leaving larger companies.  Here, the product or service is so specialised, and the potential client-base often very small, that it might well be difficult for an outsider to understand the details.  A more appropriate mentor for this side of the business might be an academic working in the relevant field, or one who has established their own spin-out company – it seems unlikely that a large company would allow an employee to mentor a potential competitor, and a mentee would worry about sharing their research in this way.  However, as noted above, the entrepreneurial skills of academics tend to be relatively undeveloped, making the pool of potential mentors for a given specialised activity relatively limited.  The reverse is also true – a pharmaceutical professor volunteered to be a mentor, but could not be matched with a mentee, as none had a suitable business idea within her specialism.

The evidence from Westall (2007) does indicate, however, that the established university mechanisms in the UK are not as effective as they could be in promoting entrepreneurialism amongst female students.  Interviews in Poland revealed a similar pattern, with the lack of entrepreneurial outlook blamed on the actions of the technology transfer offices of universities.  Rather than encourage students or academics to exploit their own research in their own business, universities seemed to prefer liaising with local businesses to embed technology in the established SME base. As such, support for spin-outs or other entrepreneurial activity was limited, and students appeared to be highly risk-averse in the commercial realm.  Furthermore, there is evidence from the UK that university spin-outs in general perform poorly, and there is substantial room for improvement (Wright, 2004).  Therefore, some form of mentoring would still be an appropriate response.  We would suggest that one potential route for further exploration might be the use of two mentors working together – one on the research side, and one on the business side 

An example of this dual mentoring approach which has been practiced successfully for six years is the Business Enterprise Elective at the University of Durham. Targeted at biological science  final year undergraduates (Durham University, 2007).  The business school teaches students the necessary skills and knowledge required to develop their idea into a successful business. In addition to the curriculum content each group has a mentor from the School of Biological and Biomedical Sciences who will be able to advise students on the science behind their business proposition.  The group is also assigned a mentor from the Business School who can advise on commercial and financial issues, and provide access to information from the business support sector outside the University, including bankers, venture capitalists, and business advisers. Both mentors provide support to the group as a whole and will contribute to the development of the team.

Recommendations

· Better statistics on entrepreneurship, and female entrepreneurship in particular.  An good example of an attempt to create better statistical information in this area is the Business and Entrepreneurship Survey commissioned by Ireland’s Gender Equality Unit in 2003 (NDP GEU, 2003).  While this was a one-off piece of research, it provides a rich source of information on gender issues specifically relating to entrepreneurship and business ownership, and could be used as a model for similar, more regular surveys elsewhere.

· Dissemination work on the concept of ‘mentoring’ and how it differs from coaching or management consultancy, especially in countries where mentoring and networking initiatives are rare.

· Investigate the possibility of specialised mentoring programmes tailored for PhD students and academics in science, engineering and technology sectors, in order to raise the numbers of successful business formed by these groups, and which exploit cutting edge technology.

Further work

The DIONE project is still ongoing, and is scheduled to finish until early 2008, when the final research and evaluation results will be available.  Further interviews with mentors, mentees and stakeholders will be carried out until the end of 2007, and the project has suggested a number of additional research questions and lines of investigation which could be pursued following the close of the project, including the heterogeneity of demands among female mentees and how best to recruit PhD students to entrepreneurship promotion programmes.  The authors hope that DIONE will inspire future schemes, and that the mentoring scheme undertaken will carry on to enhance the support of female entrepreneurship.
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