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Abstract

Objectives: 

· To review the literature related to gender, entrepreneurship and enterprise education and the use of Bourdieuian concepts in exploring gender, enterprise education and entrepreneurship

· To outline and explore Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field and capital and how they can usefully be employed in researching women’s motivations for and perceptions of business ownership and entrepreneurship

· To promote debate regarding the support of nascent women entrepreneurs within HE

Prior Work: There is a growing body of knowledge about enterprise education
in HE but very little is focused on the impact of gender on the teaching and learning of enterprise and its associated influence on women’s desire for, or confidence in, putting this knowledge into practice. Much research has explored barriers for women wishing to set up their own businesses. However, many of the barriers tend to be associated with older women, and work/life balance or ‘glass ceiling’ issues which may not be applicable to the typical 18-21 undergraduate.


Approach: Bourdieu’s concepts are explored in relation to the fields of the HE classroom and small business community and the habitus and capital that women might bring to these fields. The idea of gendered habitus and capital is explored together with related issues such as the 'choices' of the habitus and motivation to establish their own business. The interaction of habitus, capital and field will also be explored – outlining a theoretical framework for both researching women and enterprise and creating suitable support and teaching and environments that motivate and encourage women to put their entrepreneurial skills and talents into action.


Results: n/a as work in progress

Implications: An alternative approach to theorizing women's motivations for business ownership and also for designing relevant training and support

Value: This work aims to inform curriculum development in HE as well as providing an overview of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework which facilitates the exploration of gender whilst allowing for agency and change. 
Key Words: HE enterprise education; female undergraduates; business ownership; Bourdieu; habitus; field; capital
Introduction

“Social classes do not exist… What exists is a social space, a space of differences, in which classes exist in some sense in a state of virtuality, not as something given but as something to be done” 

(Bourdieu, 1998: 12)

“If we want to understand the choices women make, research must focus on women’s plans for their own lives” 

(Hakim, 2004:85)  

This discussion paper is a response to issues raised by the Women’s Enterprise track of the 2007 ISBE conference and addresses the theme of training and supporting women into their own businesses. It aims to explore issues of development in both the research of women and enterprise and also the development and delivery of enterprise education at HE level. 

The ideas and arguments presented were developed from reviewing the related literature and the intersection of the HE education agenda with the motivation of female HE students to set up their own businesses. This is in preparation for field work in support of PhD research into the interplay of HE enterprise teaching, gender and the entrepreneurial intent of female undergraduates. 

Literature from several areas has been explored, including the teaching of enterprise at HE level, education and gender and women and entrepreneurship combined with a feminist perspective that is informed by the ideas of educational sociologist Pierre Bourdieu.  It draws upon Bourdieu’s work– not only through reference to his concepts of habitus, field and capital but also by engaging with gender and/or educational research that has applied Bourdieuian concepts and critiques of Bourdieu’s work as it intersects with gender based and feminist research. As such it draws together several bodies of knowledge; providing a basis to inform both curriculum and business support policy development. 

The main concepts that will inform my doctoral research are habitus, field and capital as they relate to the teaching of enterprise education in HE and how the interaction of these affect individual behaviour and aspirations; the congruence of individual aspirations and societal expectations as they relate to how entrepreneurship is theorised in enterprise education at HE level; and how these factors may influence the motivation of female undergraduates and graduates to start their own businesses.

Terms of Reference

It is useful here to provide some terms of reference for concepts and ideas that will be discussed throughout this paper, particularly Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital and field and the definitions of enterprise education and entrepreneurship that this paper is based on.

Habitus
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is based upon the classical Aristotelian idea of hexis – translated as a state or disposition. But rather than being innate it describes a ‘self which is socially produced’ (Lawler 2004:111).

Swartz (1997:103) gives this succinct definition which informs the conceptual notion of habitus in this paper:

 “Habitus tends to shape individual action so that existing opportunity structures are perpetuated. Chances of success or failure are internalized and then transformed into individual aspirations or expectations; these are in turn externalized in action that tends to reproduce the objective structure of life chances” 

Capital

The forms of capital identified by Bourdieu are economic, social, cultural (including education) and symbolic, including resources associated with socially constructed notions of masculine and feminine ‘traits’ (Carte & Marlow, 2003). These forms of capital provide a set of resources that individuals can draw upon in order to enhance and maintain their position in society or as McNay (1999:106) writes “the different goods, resources and values around which power relations in a particular field crystallize”. Again, Swartz (1997:73-74) sums up the importance of forms of capital to Bourdieuian based research when he says that “Bourdieu (1989c:375) conceptualizes these resources as capital when they function as a ‘social relation of power,’ that is, when they become objects of struggle as valued resources.’ 

Field

For Bourdieu the field is the structure of the social setting in which habitus and capital operate – a ‘space of social struggle’ or arena of struggle for legitimation (Shi, 2001:55).  In this paper I explore the field of the HE institution as it is reproduced in the enterprise education classroom and the field of business ownership.
According to McNay (1999: 106) all fields are “marked by a tension or conflict between the interests of different groups who struggle to gain control over a field’s capital” and I will explore how male and female undergraduates may employ and accumulate different forms of capital in these environments. As Reay et al (2005:163) remind us, “higher education is not the same experience for all, neither is it likely to offer the same rewards for all”. Entry into a field requires a tacit acceptance of the rules of the game, meaning that specific forms of struggle are legitimated whereas others are excluded (Swartz 1997:125). It is this experience, these struggles and these perceived rewards that my PhD seeks to explore.

The influence of Habitus, Capital and Field on Practice

In Distinction (1984:101) Bourdieu suggests the following as an illustration of how habitus, field and capital interact to inform practice (or the choices that individuals make): 

[(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice

Swartz sums up the social reality of this equation when he says (1997:141) “..action is the product of class dispositions intersecting with the dynamics and structure of particular fields.  Practices occur when habitus encounters those competitive arenas called fields, and actions reflect the structure of that encounter.” 

HE Enterprise Education

For the purposes of this paper HE enterprise education refers to any form of enterprise teaching in the HE environment: whether formally included on a course of study such as Business Studies; a business/enterprise focused module on a non-business focused course of study; or teaching in more informal seminars offered to undergraduates across a Higher Education Institution (HEI), independent of their course, through in-house business support programmes.

Entrepreneurship

Although some researchers do not agree that entrepreneurship is necessarily the same as business ownership (Burch, 1986; Gray, 1998) I have taken a broad approach to the term entrepreneurship and refer to research on all aspects of starting and owning a business, including self-employment.  This is also in keeping with many of the research papers and reports on graduate entrepreneurship referred to in this paper.

An overview of Bourdieu’s concepts

“The schemes of the sexually characterised habitus are not ‘fundamental structuring alternatives’... but historical and highly differentiated structures, arising from a social space that is itself highly differentiated, which reproduce themselves through learning processes linked to the experience that agents have of the structures of the spaces.” (Bourdieu, 2001:99)

Many feminist and gender focused researchers have engaged with Bourdieu’s work (Gidengil et al, 2004; Lawler, 2004; Reay 2004a; Reay, 2004b; Reay et al 2005; Moi 1999; Arneil, 2006) including some exploring women and employment (Hakim 2000) and women and entrepreneurship (Carter & Marlow, 2003; Connolly et al, 2003).  

Bourdieu’s concepts have been described as ‘enormously good for thinking with’ (Jenkins, 1992:11, cited Reay et al, 2005:161) and perhaps the main appeal of Bourdieu’s approach (certainly the main appeal for me) is its non-dualistic and anti-essentialist nature. Bourdieu suggests that individual and collective notions should be viewed as interrelated and not mutually exclusive, allowing these symbiotic relationships to be acknowledged and explored.  Bourdieu suggests that the personal and the collective are intertwined and in constant negotiation rather than separate, and in constant opposition (Bourdieu, 1998).  Bourdieu offers the possibility of the co-existence of two social worlds – the individual and the collective and gives an insight into how their interaction can lead to changes in society.
For example the collective, received notions of women and work have changed as more women have entered the workforce (although not as quickly as perhaps some would wish) with flexible working and family friendly initiatives such as the provision of local and affordable child care being placed firmly on the agenda by a workforce that employs more and more women (Hakim, 2000; Carter & Marlow, 2003; Hakim, 2004).  It could be argued that the individual aspirations of women have affected the collective idea of equality in the workplace because of the lack of fit between the field (the world of work) and the individual’s habitus and experience of that lack of fit - the ‘struggle of the social space’. 

Also, a Bourdieuian approach is not necessarily deterministic or essentialist as Swartz (1997) points out:

“Behavior (sic),… is strategic rather than rule or norm conforming, for,… actors in their everyday practices attempt to move through a maze of constraints and opportunities that they grasp imperfectly through past experiences and over time.” 

(Swartz 1997:99)

This use of the term strategy is interesting – it echoes research into business ownership by Nobel (1986) who suggests that women start a business not as a career but as a life strategy (cited Gongor et al, 2007) suggesting that the perceived ‘rules of the game’ employed in the field of business ownership may be gendered and we will consider the existence and influence of the gendered habitus later in this paper.

Contextualising Women, Entrepreneurship and HE Enterprise education

“As women, we may share certain experiences of sexism and domestic responsibility and we may differ in ethnic origin, class or culture; but what unites us is our consciousness that is it other people who set the agenda.  Thus what serves to link less powerful social groups are their experiences of ‘otherness’ and exclusion from the sites of power and meaning-making.” (Weiner 1994:7)

Research into women business owners and women considering business ownership is a relatively new phenomenon, starting in the 1970’s in the US and the 80’s in the UK and it is still a relatively underdeveloped and under researched area.  

Much of the research that has been done has focused on women who are already running their businesses and the barriers that women face to business start-up (Moore & Buttner 1997; Carter 2000; Carter et al 2001; Brush et al 2004; Eastwood, 2004; SBS 2005) – few explore motivations and perceptions of business ownership and gender within an educational context. 

Likewise, the concept of supporting students to become more enterprising graduates (and therefore more able to take advantage of opportunities for business ownership and entrepreneurship) is a relatively new phenomenon.  Since the DfEE’s Enterprise in Higher Education initiative of the 1980’s, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have been charged with preparing graduates for the world of work and employment.  However, whereas in the 80’s and 90’s there was a focus on being responsive to the labour market by meeting  employers’ needs, the focus has developed to include an emphasis on equipping graduates to become more ‘entrepreneurial’ (Brown, 2004) with a view to creating innovative and  high-growth businesses.  Graduates are now increasingly expected not only to have the skills that they need to work in a business but also to have the skills and knowledge to create their own business after graduation. Whilst some have argued that it is naive to expect graduates to be in the position to create their own businesses on graduation (Wilson & Llewellyn 2003) and others believe that women do not necessarily become more career-orientated because they are better qualified (Hakim, 2000) the fact remains that, across Europe HEIs, male graduates are twice as likely as their female counterparts to have set up a business within 4 years of graduation (Martinez et al, 2007).

Although there is a growing body of knowledge based around the formal development and delivery of enterprise education in HE generally (Shuttleworth 1993; Brown 1995; Minimala 1997; Thorne & MacDonald 1997;  Benn et al 1998; Field & Schuller 1998; Cope 2002; Wilson & Llewellyn 2003) very little of the research thus far has focused on the impact of gender on the teaching and learning of entrepreneurial skills and knowledge and its associated affect on women’s desire for or confidence in using these skills to start a business/become self-employed.  This seems to be a neglected but increasingly important aspect of enterprise education, given that women now account for more than 50% of those attending university (National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship, 2005; Key Note Publications, 2006) but only 12.3 – 16.5% of UK businesses are wholly or majority owned by women (SBS, 2006). The government wants to actively encourage women to set up their own businesses and evidence suggests that the experiences and perceptions of entrepreneurship developed at HE level are an important precursor for women to establish businesses, with women business owners being more likely to have a HE qualification than their male counterparts (National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship, 2005). Indeed, the DTI (SBS, 2006) has suggested that the growth of women in HE offers an important opportunity to develop women’s enterprise.

Where gendered entrepreneurial intentions of graduates are studied it is primarily concerned with the analysis and presentation of quantitative data (National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship 2005 & 2006, Leeds Metropolitan University Institute for Enterprise Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning 2006, Martinez et al, 2007) which, whilst a providing useful starting, point does not address the reasons why women are less likely to express an interest in business start-up as a career option post-graduation. My research aims to move beyond the numbers and explore the lived experience of these aspiring (and non-aspiring) nascent female entrepreneurs. This is also in keeping with Bourdieu’s idea that “(social) science progresses from new critical insights into the taken-for-granted world of power relations rather than by an accumulation of facts” (Swartz, 1997: 250) and we shall return to his methodological approach later in this paper. It is also interesting that whilst most of the research undertaken suggests that women undergraduates and graduates are less likely to have the desire to set up their own business, there is little analysis of how the HE education process itself might contribute to this.

One recent study by Connolly et al (2003) does attempt to explore the lived experience of male and female recent graduate entrepreneurs (RGEs) using a phenomenological approach with a small group of recent graduate entrepreneurs.  However, as with most of the research in this area, it concentrates on the post-graduation experience of business start-up rather than the experience of learning about entrepreneurship at HE level and the influence this may have on entrepreneurial aspirations.

Given that recent research suggests that the 18-24 age group are most likely to think that entrepreneurship is a good career choice (Patel, 2005), undergraduates are ideally placed to consider entrepreneurship as a career option. However, this is not borne out by the large gender disparity of graduates who do pursue entrepreneurship. 

Could this be linked to the fact that most of the research into entrepreneurship – and the foundations of what we now teach students about entrepreneurship - is based on the study of male entrepreneurs (Greer and Green 2003; Carter and Marlow 2003)? Is there a danger that the skills, knowledge and aptitudes that we present to prospective business owners in the HE classroom have a male normative bias which could, potentially, alienate and/or exclude women? Greer and Greene (2003:16) have suggested that we should “…question how business schools train nascent entrepreneurs for a male, profit-orientated, growth orientated economic entity”. Rather than accepting the ‘taken-for-granted’ and apparently gender neutral concepts of entrepreneurship, perhaps we should question and analyse their historically male-focused development?

Bourdieu outlines this ‘androcentric principle’ or ‘primacy of masculinity’ thus (1998:62):

“The particularity of the dominant is that they are in a position to ensure that their particular way of being is recognized as universal.  The definition of excellence is in any case charged with masculine implications that have the particularity of not appearing as such.” 

Carter and Marlow (2003:188) citing Carter’s earlier work (Carter, 1993:151) illustrate this when they write: “… historically women have been left off the small business research agenda or made invisible by research practices or in other ways written out of the analysis of self-employment”. As Weiner notes above, other people have historically set an enterprise research agenda that has traditionally excluded women’s experiences.

I am concerned that, although seemingly gender neutral, entrepreneurial theory and models based on the study of traditionally male-owned businesses form the foundation of what is taught in HE enterprise education and there has been little attempt to analyse or critique these definitions and theories, despite the increasing body of knowledge around female leadership and management styles and career aspirations (Blau et al 1986; Brush, 1992; Witz, 1992; Frenier. 1997; Bradley, 1999; Halford & Leonard, 2001; Wilson, 2003; Brush et al 2004; Eastwood, 2004; Heffernan, 2007; Walby et al, 2007).  I wonder how much of this research is being acknowledged in the current mainstream HE enterprise education curriculum. 

Indeed, despite government efforts to encourage women graduates into entrepreneurship, having recently reviewed the literature around graduate entrepreneurship, Martinez et al (2007:2) still describe the factors that favour entrepreneurial intent as being “a man aged between 25 and 40 with self-employed parents, a higher education degree, need for achievement, risk taking propensity, and preference for innovation.” Could this be because the messages about the type of people who run businesses are still rooted in research based wholly on men and where case studies, guest speakers and cited successful businesses and business owners presented on HE enterprise related courses are still more likely to be male than female. This, at a time when those entering university are now more likely to be female than male. 

According to a recent report by Key Note Publications (2006: online):

“The numerical dominance of women in higher education is one of the most significant changes in the sector since 1970/1971. By 2000/2001, women outnumbered men in higher education, and by 2003/2004 there were around four women for every three men in higher education. Women gain more degrees than men at every level except Doctor of Philosophy (PhD).” 

My research seeks to explore the implications of the increase of women entering HE.  I suggest that a major implication is the increasing importance of developing curricula and courses which support nascent female ambitions of business ownership and acknowledge that there are different approaches and options and not simply about developing a certain set of entrepreneurial ‘characteristics’; characteristics which are in any case based on the historical study of male entrepreneurs (Greer and Greene 2003, Carter and Marlow, 2003). 

The second implication, although it is not a new concept, is that role models and recognition for women achievers are still vitally important. Habitus and capital are formed around ideas of what ‘people like me’ do and the resources and knowledge (i.e. the capital) that we can draw on in our attempts to be successful in a given field. Women must be clearly shown that their attempts to ‘play the game’ can and will be rewarded with success (DeBoer 2004).

The Gendered Habitus

“Through the ‘experience’ of a sexually ordered social order and the explicit reminders addressed to them by their parents, teachers and peers, themselves endowed with principles of vision acquired in similar experiences of the world, girls internalize… the principles of the dominant vision which lead them to find the social order … normal or even natural and in a sense to anticipate their destiny, refusing the courses or careers from which they are anyway excluded and rushing towards those for which they are in any case destined.”  

(Bourdieu 1998a:83)

“… whatever their position in the social space, women have in common the fact that they are separated from men by a negative symbolic coefficient which, like skin colour.., or any other sign of membership of a stigmatized group, negatively affects everything that they are and do, and which is the source of a systematic set of homologous difference: despite the vast difference between them.”

(Bourdieu 2001:95)
It may seem odd, having previously acknowledged that a Bourdieuian approach allows us to circumvent issues of essentialism, to now discuss the concept of a gendered habitus – but, as Bourdieu and others have theorised, this is entirely possible given the non-dualistic ad relational approach that Bourdieu suggests.

If we view gender is a socially constructed concept, underpinned by a particular society’s expectations and ideals concerning masculine and feminine behaviours that are rewarded or punished, then it follows that this social conditioning guides the development of individual and collective habitus.  It is not necessarily that all women have had the same experiences but that all women are aware of the societal expectations associated with their gender (with added intersections of class and ethnicity) and the constraints this can place on aspirations and choices. Experience of societal norms in our everyday lives leads to the development of individual habitus but always in relation to expectations of the dominant collective habitus. As Swartz (1999:105) points out: “Bourdieu emphasises the collective basis of habitus, stressing that individuals who internalize similar life chances share the same habitus.”

Employing Bourdieuian concepts allows us to explore gender as a social construction and therefore male and female or masculine and feminine as being subsets of the class system. Toril Moi (1999:267) agrees, asserting that employing a Bourdieuian approach “enables us to reconceptualize gender as a social category in a way which undercuts the traditional essentialist/non-essentialist divide”.  This allows us to view gender within the arena of social mores, constructions and expectations rather than an explicit set of behaviours or immutable characteristics related to gender. We can then explore habitus, field and capital based on these ideas and explore how education systems might affect the ‘choices of the habitus’ in particular fields or, as Bourdieu (1998:83) puts it, environments that “…lead women to contribute to their own exclusion from the places which they are in any case excluded.” 


Whilst I would not necessarily suggest  that women are ‘to blame’ or colluding in their social position it is interesting to note that if women undergraduates do not see ‘people like me’ being successful in business at the stage where they may be considering their career options, then it is hardly surprising that they might choose not to become entrepreneurs.  

Arguments for a gendered habitus also come from research into women and competition done by DeBoer (2004) who asserts that men believe that they have to struggle to achieve in order to be accepted whereas women need to feel accepted before they will struggle to achieve.  This has an arguable impact on the way that business ownership and entrepreneurship is presented to women and the role models and language that are used in the classroom.  

This echoes Bourdieu’s ideas abut the link between aspirations and expectations – we do what ‘people like us’ do. If we identify on a gendered level, if this is our ‘class’ or overarching social category and the way that society defines us and delineates our expectations and opportunities, then surely we must provide a selection of role models and examples of businesses rather than the traditional ones such as Bill Gates, Alan Sugar and Richard Branson which seem to assume that the ultimate aim of running a business is to become rich. Indeed, the rise in the number of women social entrepreneurs (Harding & Cowing, 2004) and research into women’s attitudes to business success (Heffernan, 2007) seems to undermine this assumption and point to more complex motivations and measures of success for women business owners. This is also echoed by a recent report (cited by Patel, 2005: 45) which states ‘The few role models currently being propagated as entrepreneurs are hackneyed, inappropriate and remote from young people’s interest in business.” When we add the potential bias towards using male role models I suggest that this makes it remote from young women’s interest in business.
The DTI (SBS, 2007:9) also acknowledge the socially constructed affects of gender and the gendered habitus on business ownership when they state that ‘gender should not be seen as a characteristic of individuals, but as a process integral to understanding female experiences of business ownership. As a consequence, the debate has shifted from early studies that questioned whether gender mattered within the enterprise context, to the current focus on how gender processes impact on the experience of business ownership.’

Gender capital

“The type of capital required to start and sustain a successful business includes not only finance, but human capital derived from the entrepreneur’s education, training and business related experience and social capital in the form of access to relevant professional and social networks.  When access to economic and social capital is achieved primarily through waged work women face a range of barriers associated with their gender to gaining such resources” 

(Carter & Marlow, 2003:184)

Bourdieu’s notion of capitals encompasses economic, social, cultural (including education) and symbolic (which includes capital associated with received, or socially constructed, notions of masculine and feminine traits). These forms of capital are relational concepts, interacting with each other and the fields in which they are employed.   Reay (2004b:60) notes that ‘forms of capital are invariably theorized in ungendered ways’ and so, I would argue, women and their experiences, once again, become invisible in this gender neutral or ungendered approach. 

In a masculinist society male gender capital will always outweigh female gender capital except in circumstances where women are deemed as ‘better’ at certain jobs because of characteristics traditionally associated with women. Female gender capital (i.e. the status and approval related to being female) is obviously highly valued in traditionally female occupations such as nursing and child care.  However, female gender capital is viewed very differently in traditionally male dominated environments (Bourdieu, 1998). Here there is a lack of fit between the value of the capital women bring to certain to the social spaces or fields and this can either be a force for change or it can be force for women opting out – or excluding themselves, as Bourdieu suggests - when they feel that what they have to bring is not appropriate, appreciated, relevant or worth the struggle.  

Gidengil et al (2006:257) also suggest that the social capital accrued through networks is gendered:

“…women’s same-gender contacts are much less diverse than men’s.  Indeed, women typically know a wider range of men than they do women.  The same is true of men.  Much of this male network advantage can be explained by the fact that men tend to occupy more strategic positions in a variety of social spheres.” 

This ‘weaker’ set of contacts is also picked up on by Colin Gray’s research on social networks and sources of advice about businesses ownership (1998:105) and Neergard et al’s (2005) research into the impact of gender, social capital and networks on business ownership. Gidengil et al (2006:246) also recognise that women tend to be embedded in female orientated networks and men in male orientated networks, with women “embedded in networks that are less varied in terms of other social and demographic characteristics such as age, education and income.” 

This supports Carter and Marlow’s (2003) ideas about the gendered accrual of capital which subsequently has an effect on women’s success or failure as entrepreneurs.  However, Carter and Marlow assert that the most valuable capital accrued is through work experience. This would suggest that male and female undergraduates should be in a similar position capital-wise, having chosen to study rather than enter employment – yet more male than female graduates go on to start a business.  I suggest that an exploration of gender capital and the affects of gender on the accrual of the forms of capital that students bring to the HE environment, together with  a focus on how this capital is employed within the field of the HE enterprise education classroom, may offer some insights into why this should be so.

The field of the Enterprise education classroom in HE
“Gender is not a problem to be fixed or eliminated; like social class and race, gender is a basic element of human social interaction and, importantly, stratification.” (Greer and Greene, 2003:18)
The HE classroom and business ownership environments can be seen as social spaces of struggle – where individuals compete for status and the useful accrual and deployment of the capital related to that field.  Allied to the concept of the field of HE and the HE classroom Reay et al (2005:35) also posit the idea of institutional habitus, defining it as “an intervening variable, providing a semi-autonomous means by which class, raced and gendered processes are played out in the lives of students and their higher education choices.” Naidoo (2004:9) also acknowledges this, saying: “higher education establishes a close correspondence between the social classification at entry and the social classification at exit without explicitly recognizing and in most cases denying, the link between social properties dependent on social origin (such as class).” Therefore, I would suggest that if HE enterprise education does not present a diverse and balanced image of entrepreneurship and business ownership it could be seen as perpetuating, rather than alleviating, the social disadvantage, or lack of capital, of women.

The idea of using positive female role models is an often stated approach to encouraging more women into business but if we return to Bourdieu’s concept of the choices of the habitus then this makes acknowledgement of the variety of people who set up in businesses (and, indeed the diversity of motives for business ownership and different measures of success) even more important.   

If we agree with Bourdieu’s ideas on the choices of the habitus being based around what ‘people like me do’ surely we should ensure that the HE enterprise education environment takes pains to present people who truly reflect the diversity of the business works and not simply those who are easy to identify because they are in the majority.

Given these elements perhaps it is understandable that less women undergraduates choose to go into business.  What messages are they receiving about ‘people like me’ – how is a typical entrepreneur being presented – how do they fit into the business world or field – how does the concept of enterprise and being an entrepreneur fit with their sense of self – with their own habitus and the capital that they have accumulated up to that stage?

The field of business ownership

“… while it is true that women are found at all levels of the social space, their chance of access (and rate of representation) decline as one moves towards the more sought after positions.” 
(Bourdieu 2001:95) 

As previously outlined, the field of business ownership has traditionally been delineated through male normative models and based upon received notions of what makes a successful entrepreneur that are based on the study and recognition of male entrepreneurs, their behaviour and character traits. 

Indeed, it has been noted that women entrepreneurs often employ different measures of success for their businesses than their male counterparts; not following the ‘rules of the game’ traditionally employed in the field of business ownership (Heffernan, 2007).  However, it seems that the measures of success favoured by male entrepreneurs have become embedded in the business world as the ‘only’ real measures of success (Brush, 1992; Greer and Green, 2003; Carter & Marlow, 2003; Gongol et al 2007; Heffernan, 2007). So, for example, whereas male businesses owners have been found to favour high growth and increase in market share as the prime indicators of success, women’s views on the success of their business are often linked with the life style and control of their lives and time achieved though business ownership (Connolly et al 2003, Greer & Green, 2003, Gongol et al 2007; Heffernan, 2007).

This immediately creates a tension between government initiatives to encourage graduates into business ownership by suggesting benchmarks of business success that can clash with the reality of women’s experiences of (and motivations for) business ownership – there is the potential here for an immediate and distinct lack of fit between habitus and field for women who do not place profit and growth as their main objective and motivation for business ownership and entrepreneurial activity. Indeed these women risk being judged as failures in the field of businesses ownership and dismissed as ‘lifestyle’ businesses with little or no impact on the national economy.  These types of businesses also find it increasingly difficult to access funding and support from government initiatives because their primary motivation is not high, quick (and one might argue, unsustainable) growth (Gongol et al, 2007; Heffernan, 2007).

Perhaps this disdain of the ‘lifestyle’ business could be mitigated by the rise in the social entrepreneur – an area that women have been quicker to embrace than men (Harding & Cowling, 2004).  This would indicate that we need to ensure representation of the diverse models of business ownership, and related motivations, in HE enterprise education.

Research Implications

“The concept of field is first of all a corrective against positivism.  Fields are conceptual constructions based upon the relational model of reasoning… encouraging the researcher to seek out underlying and invisible relations that shape action rather than properties given in commonsense categories.” (Swartz 1997:119)

“Habitus cannot be directly observed in empirical research and has to be apprehended interpretively.” (Reay et al 2005:25)
In terms of research that seeks to employ a Bourdieuian approach Swartz (1997:142) has summarized it thus:

1) Research must relate the particular fields of practise to the broader field of power

2) Research should identify the structure of objective relations between the opposing positions occupied by individuals or groups as they compete for intellectual legitimation

3) Research must analyse the class habitus brought by agents to their respective positions and the social trajectory they pursue within the field of struggle

The HE classroom and the business world are different fields, with their own (explicit and implicit) sets of assumptions or ‘rules of the game’ regarding acceptable behaviour, hierarchies and measures of success or failure. Using a Bourdieuian approach can help us to frame our data collection if we keep at the forefront Bourdieu’s equation outlining how habitus and capital combine with the particular field to inform practice. This approach can also ‘help us to think’ about the teaching environments that we provide for women. 

My doctoral research will to use life histories, diaries and also semi-structured interviews to explore how the gendered habitus may intersect with class and how it informs student ideas of entrepreneurship and reactions to the enterprise teaching environment that they encounter in HE. This will be allied to a parallel investigation of the capital accrued prior to university and their attitudes to the skills, knowledge and resources needed to become a successful entrepreneur.

I will also undertake some field analysis – observing formal and informal enterprise teaching situations to explore the gendered dynamic of this environment and the ‘rules of the game’ suggested by classroom interactions.  Along with this I will analyse course materials and the general theoretical basis of the curriculum, with a view to analysing how the field of business ownership and entrepreneurship is presented to HE students.

Reay et al (2005: 27) suggest that using a Bourdieuian approach provides a very different way of working with educational choices arguing that. “… the concept of habitus emphasises the enduring influence of a range  of contexts, familial, peer group, institutional and class culture, and their  subtle, often indirect, but pervasive influences on choices. It foregrounds the power of implicit and tacit expectations, affective responses and aspects of cultural capital; such as confidence and entitlement, often marginalised in academic research”.

As Bourdieu’s concept of action is pre-reflexive and unconscious, and as Reay et al (2005) suggest a multitude of influences, in order to explore and the lived experiences of students we need to listen to them, let them tell their stories and then interpret these with reference to Bourdieu’s theoretical framework. Using Bourdieu’s ideas on how habitus, capital and field influence action, or the choices that people make, supports this interpretation of student attitudes to business ownership and how it relates to their experiences in the classroom.

Conclusion

As Bourdieu has identified, masculine domination is so firmly entrenched in our subconscious, in the doxa, that it is difficult to question it – but as lecturers, business support professionals and researchers question we must.  It is deeply rooted in the language that we use to describe entrepreneurs, as well as in the history of the development of higher education and the institutions in which women are prepared for entrepreneurship.

Employing Bourdieuian concepts facilitates this questioning and the exploration of gender; offering the possibility of agency and change and allowing for the fact that women will interact differently in different situations depending on the fit between habitus and field. Approaching gender as a form of habitus with related forms of capital in a particular ‘social space of struggle’ or field (Shi, 2001) affords more flexibility of theoretical approach and avoids dualism and essentialism. 

Ultimately, a Bourdieuian approach allows us to simultaneously take account of the individual and collective social contexts and how they influence each other, facilitating a constant dialogue and negotiation for change. This provides the opportunity to explore the interplay of the individual and the collective and the social reality that ‘exists both outside and inside individuals’ (Swartz, 1997:96).
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