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Objectives: This paper reports on the early stages of an action research (AR) study that analyses the appropriate skilling associated with women’s participation in the digital economy. It does this through the development and testing of a Virtual Business Centre delivering evidence-based eLearning, eMentoring and eNetworking for women entrepreneurs located in Australia’s regions.

Prior work: The importance of skilling and empowering women to take a more productive role in the regional workforce is the essence of Womenomics, defined as the science of understanding and utilising women’s skills and talents more effectively in the digital economy. The European Union reinforces this view through its attention to promoting female entrepreneurship.

Approach: The AR program involves a number of cycles of inquiry to optimise digital skills support to help women entrepreneurs across Australia’s regions be innovative in their business and reach their full potential in the digital economy. This study adopts a virtual postmodern skilling approach, since it is considered convergent with meeting women’s flexibility needs, evidence-based content provision, and emerging electronic communication and networking processes. Postmodern skilling is based on five pedagogical criteria: (1) well-being of the student (lack of pedagogically unwarranted stress); (2) teachability (emphasising learnable skills rather than innate talents); (3) short-term career return (employability, promotion); (4) longer-term career return (potential in a global market place); and (5) research support (evidence-based).

Results: The anticipated outcome of this research is a best practice approach to digital economy skills development that enhances women entrepreneurs’ ability to participate in, benefit from, and innovate within an increasingly digital environment. The skilling framework will be replicable to benefit digital economy skilling needs in a variety of business settings.

Implications: Women are fast becoming a more prominent and crucial part of business and the Australian workforce, yet remain under-utilised as an effective resource. Appropriate skilling will enable women to make a major and productive additional contribution to regional economies. Augmenting women’s skills and competencies can help harness the potential of women entrepreneurs, contribute to GDP and innovation.

Value: This research is significant in that it addresses the looming regional skills shortages in Australia's regions.
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Introduction

The digital economy, alternatively referred to as the new economy or the knowledge economy (Audretsch and Thurik 2000), is an economy in which information and communication technologies (ICT) underpin the way we do business. In this economy, knowledge has replaced raw materials and physical labour as the key resource with global trends in the business environment showing an upsurge in entrepreneurship (Drucker 2001).

The digital economy has created a level playing field. ICT, and especially the Internet, allow knowledge to spread quickly, making it available to/by anyone with computer access and a telephone connection. As a result, women are becoming increasingly important in the global marketplace, not just as workers, but also as consumers, entrepreneurs, managers and investors. Indeed, women are now considered the most powerful engine of global growth. As reported widely in the popular press, women have contributed more to global GDP growth than have either new technology or the new giants, China and India (The Economist 2006). 

There has, however, been a lack of attention paid to women’s contribution to the economy, resulting in women remaining the world's most under-utilised resource. Women are fast becoming a more prominent and crucial part of business and the workforce, yet women are vastly under-utilised as an effective resource. Although women now make up the majority (52.3%) of the overall Australian workforce, this reflects the large numbers of part-time positions held by women, who represent only 35% of the fulltime workforce. A mere 12% of executive management positions and only 8.7% of board positions in Australian listed companies are occupied by women (EOWA 2006).

To prepare for the increasingly important role women will play in the economy; to leverage existing resources; and to stay ahead of the rapidly changing technology environment we need to understand, facilitate and manage women’s increasing role in the Digital Economy. Making better use of women's skills is not just a matter of fairness or gender equality. Greater participation by women in the labour market could help to offset the effects of an ageing and shrinking population; alleviate Australia’s regional skills shortages; and support economic viability, productivity and growth.  This study addresses these issues.

Impacting the Workforce

The importance of skilling and empowering women to take a more productive role in the regional workforce is the essence of Womenomics (The Economist 2006), defined as the science of understanding and utilising women’s skills and talents more effectively in the digital economy. The European Union (2002, p.3) reinforces this view through its attention to promoting female entrepreneurship. Reducing skills shortages through the attraction, retention and career progression of women in the workforce is also central to the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) National Reform Agenda (Productivity Commission 2006). To date there is, however, no cohesive approach to digital economy skills development that enhances regional women’s ability to participate in, benefit from, and innovate within an increasingly digital environment. With Australia’s regions facing major skills shortages (BTRE 2006), particularly in the area of IT (Dept of Infrastructure 2006), there is a clear need to stimulate women’s ability to participate in the workforce and place such stimulation in the context of entrepreneurship, globalisation and the growth of the knowledge economy (Cooke & Morgan 1998).

Traditionally, the study of female entrepreneurship has been motivated by gender equality issues. Female entrepreneurs were assumed to experience gender-related discrimination and more difficulties than their male counterparts in starting up and running a business (Verheul 2005). Today research and policy have been more and more fuelled by the idea that female entrepreneurs are important for economic progress. Even when issues such as barriers and obstacles to female entrepreneurs are raised in the gender and entrepreneurship debate, this is usually done from the perspective that female entrepreneurs are an untapped resource and have potential to contribute to a country’s economic performance. 

Indeed, although gender equality is one of the arguments underlying the support for female entrepreneurs within the European Union, the argument that female entrepreneurs (have the potential to) contribute to economic performance continues to play a role here. In the report Good practices in the promotion of female entrepreneurship of the European Commission (2002, p.3) it is argued that women face a number of gender-specific barriers to starting up and running a business that have to be tackled as women are considered “a latent source of economic growth and new jobs and should be encouraged”. Hence, the main argument to date for studying women’s entrepreneurship is that female entrepreneurs are an “engine of economic growth” (Ahl 2002, p. 125). The basis for this argument is the acknowledgement that entrepreneurship (in general) is important for economic performance. 
The link between entrepreneurship and economic growth has been established by several scholars and is well documented (Carree and Thurik 2003). As part of its goal to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world by 2010, the Lisbon European Council (2000) emphasises the importance of entrepreneurship and innovation to be developed in particular by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). At the individual level, entrepreneurship is considered an important way for women to become financially independent and to combine work and household responsibilities. Self-employment may also provide a way for women to escape barriers to higher levels within organisations, i.e., the so-called ‘glass ceiling’ (Still 2006). As the contemporary economy is characterised by an ever-increasing demand for quality in its broadest sense, it is of vital importance that the best-qualified people are selected for (available) jobs, independent of their sex. In this way, the process of emancipation becomes an important driver of economic progress. 

Regional development agencies have been slow to address industry sectors employing women, maintaining a focus on region-wide infrastructure and the expansion of established industries; and hence overlooking the important role women can play in regional innovation and the potential reduction of looming regional skills shortages (Grant and Rainnie 2005).

Women in the Digital Economy 

The increasing influence on ICT in the economy changes the competitive conditions for (women in) Australia’s regions (Braun 2005) and increases the importance of innovation and the associated human and social capital, skills and education (BTRE 2004). To date, women with qualifications and or experience in information technology are not participating fully or dropping out of the IT workforce. In 2005, only 20% of the IT workforce were female (Coonan 2005).Yet the work of Daly (2007) suggests that major extra GDP growth would be possible if women’s participation in the workforce mirrored that of men. 

The explosive growth of information and communication technologies (ICT) in every aspect of society offers a unique opportunity to engage more women in regional economies. New technologies lower the costs of information access and facilitate communication across geographic distance, allowing for more flexible working arrangements for those located far from metropolitan centres. For regional women, in particular, with their work patterns frequently characterised by pluriactivity (Ross and McCartney 2005), new technologies offer important flexibility in terms of both the times and the places where work is carried out. 

ICT is also the primary enabling factor for e-business. Despite these opportunities, the current landscape is characterised by low uptake of ICT by women. Studies have found significant differences in the impact of gender on the adoption and use of the Internet among male and female entrepreneurs (Braun & Van Beveren 2005a), while women occupying IT positions are in decline (Lang & McKay, 2006). ICT and e-business is still poorly understood by many Australian SMEs (Braun 2005) with women-led businesses leading in the use of computers, but lagging in the uptake of e-business (Commonwealth 2006). This poses questions around the career development needs of women in an ever-increasing digital environment. 

Digital Economy Skills

The concept of career development has changed over time to reflect a constantly changing world of work in which career development and lifelong learning are closely interrelated (Malone 2004). There is widespread agreement in the literature that individuals need to be proactive life/career managers who evolve through lifelong learning and adaptation to change (McMahon et al, 2006). In the knowledge economy, the notion of purposeful lifelong learning with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competence has become widely accepted as pivotal to successful life/career management and business innovation in the 21st Century (Commission of European Communities, 2000). 

Life/career management skills include such skills as the ability to respond to change, identifying life, career and learning opportunities that enable a satisfactory lifestyle. Employability skills include technology skills, problem solving, initiative and enterprise skills, teamwork, learning and self-management skills, and communication skills. Effective communication includes competencies such as collaboration, interpersonal skills and interactive communication (Commonwealth, 2006). There are distinct crossovers between meta-competencies and digital economy skills such as understanding the use of technology and new business models, interactive communication and social networking (Malone 2004; Tapscott & Williams 2006). 

Competencies such as initiative and enterprise skills, which can broadly be summarised as entrepreneurial traits, are important for regional innovation and the link between entrepreneurship and economic growth is well established (Carree and Thurik, 2003; Drucker, 1985). With research and policy being fuelled by the idea that female entrepreneurs are important for economic progress (Ahl 2002) and economies, including Australia, now emphasising the importance of entrepreneurship, in particular by SMEs (Commonwealth of Australia 2006; Lisbon European Council 2000), it makes sense to up-skill women in entrepreneurial competencies as part of their the Digital Economy skill set. But what would women benefit from most?

There is ample evidence in the literature that female and male entrepreneurs differ with respect to their personal and business profile: they start and run businesses in different sectors, develop different products, pursue different goals and structure their businesses and business processes in a different fashion (Brush 1992; Green et al 2003). 

Communication is another key competence in the global communication era, yet the acceptance of women’s communication styles in business may be hidden obstacle in the path of advancing women’s potential in today’s economy. Research evidence suggests that gender communication impacts on the workplace (Barrett 2004; Case 1994). The less aggressive and assertive linguistic styles associated with females has contributed to a lack of acceptance of women as managers and leaders in the still predominantly male-dominated Australian culture (Still 2006). These socio-cultural conditions have also resulted in maintaining women entrepreneurs’ economic vulnerability (Green et al 2003). This study recognises that differences in women’s business management and communication approaches provide a rich source of talent that can be tapped for regional innovation. 

Given the importance of flexibility for women as discussed above, a key aspect of the meta-capabilities framework (McMahon et al 2006) is the need to underpin workforce development with a balance between wealth creation and well being (Nicholson and Nairns 2006). Striking a balance between work and family has become the topic and one of the biggest challenges of the 21st Century for families, employers and governments, according to the recently released report It’s About Time by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC 2007), stressing the need for more flexibility in the conditions of work and cultural change in workplaces. Gender-conscious development recognises that women play a central role in economic development processes in addition to their family and community roles (Boserup, 1970, Ross & McCartney 2005) and that understanding the unique characteristics and motivations of females is therefore central to regional economic development and innovation (Eversole 2004; Ross & McCartney 2005; Grant & Rainnie 2005; Rees 2005). 

It is imperative that opportunities for participation in business are available to women, which include competencies, such as initiative and enterprise skills, seen as entrepreneurial traits (Carree and Thurik, 2003; Drucker, 1985).  It is also imperative that business training needs are identified succinctly and accurately so that programs are tailored according to the learning styles of women, as well as men. Different approaches to training need to accommodate the different learning styles of women and men - women exhibit the softer skills approach, with men generally adopting more competitive and controlling means (Belenky et al 2001). Changing directions in business training to accommodate different learning styles must also advance the leadership potential of women. In advancing women’s business training to build competence and participation, consideration must also be given to disadvantaged groups, including Indigenous Australians.

Conceptual Framework

There are three components to the conceptual framework for this study, which may be summarised as follows:

1. Women in regional and rural regions have new opportunities offered by ICT and the digital economy. Increasing women’s participation in the digital economy through skilling can contribute  to regional innovation and help alleviate looming regional skills shortages;

The digital economy represents an important new dimension because ICT is reducing the importance of location and a ‘standard’ day, changing the way businesses and organisations operate – this creates opportunities for more flexible working arrangements and work-life balance. Through its impact on transactions, communications and problem solving, the digital economy is increasing opportunities for business and changing the nature of how organisations work – this may provide an advantage to women. 

The rationale for critically examining and developing the skills necessary for the advancement of women in the digital economy, is that women are increasingly considered an “engine of economic growth” (Ahl 2002, p. 125). At the individual level, enhanced skills will lead to greater mobility and flexibility, which is an important way for women to become financially independent and to combine work and household responsibilities. It may also provide a way for women to escape the so-called ‘glass ceiling’ (Still 2006).  
2. Augmented digital economy skills, accessed via eLearning, eMentoring and eNetworking, have the potential to boost women’s entrepreneurial and innovative capacities;

In their recent report for Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Nicholson and Nairn (2006, p.23) identified the most obvious barriers to women’s success as the lack of flexible career paths and the failure to actively identify and mentor talented women. Mentoring is frequently cited in the literature as playing an important role in the career development of successful women managers, e-mentoring is, however, a relatively new and under-researched topic (Headlam-Wells 2004) and this project will contribute to the body of knowledge on e-Mentoring. Technology-supported learning (e-learning) fosters integration of ICT in education and as a lever for change, provides opportunities for increased quality, convenience and effectiveness (Commission of European Communities 2002). 

Familiarisation with computer-mediated technologies is, in itself, an important digital economy skill as increased socialisation and knowledge sharing via online environments is changing the way businesses innovate and create competitive advantage (Tapscott & Williams 2006). In addition to being cost effective, flexible skilling suits time-poor SMEs (Braun & Hollick 2006; Fisher & Craig 2005). Online skilling also provides the context and the potential for ‘learning networks’ to emerge. In learning networks, a variety of actors are brought together to ‘learn to learn’ together (Lundvall & Archibugi, 2001). By fostering communities of practice and entering into interactive learning, mentoring and interaction processes, it is believed that regions can create innovation based on social capital and information flows (Braun, 2005, 2002).  

3. Pedagogically appropriate and evidence-based interventions that take culture, communication and well-being into consideration can fast track women into the digital economy and boost regional economic performance.

Participation in business is a lifelong learning experience since it serves to contribute to economic development, as well as to personal fulfilment and social advancement.  In advancing business training, the goal of policy-makers must be a workforce with “lifelong learners” who have “learnt to learn” (Hall and Moseley, 2005:244). 

Within the focus of lifelong learning, Law, Meijers & Wijers (2002) point to a need to understand how people learn (process), not only what people learn (content). Women learn in different ways than men and the literature suggests that gender-conscious education improves the learning experience (Belenky et al 1997). Having closely examined cultural variables in management courses, Weiss and Fisher (1998) delineate between a masculine, a feminine, and a so-called postmodern instructional approaches. The latter has as its basis an awareness of cultures and human behaviour. Weiss and Fisher (1998) use five pedagogical criteria for choosing between the three instructional approaches: (1) Well-being of the student (lack of pedagogically unwarranted stress); (2) Teachability (emphasising learnable skills rather than innate talents); (3) Short-term career return (employability, promotion); (4) Longer-term career return (potential in a global market place); and (5) Research support (evidence-based). This study adopts the post-modern skilling approach, since we consider it the most convergent with meeting the needs of women, evidence-based content provision as well as emerging electronic communication and networking processes. 

Methodology
This study is divided into three phases (see Figure 1). Phase 1 consists of two components, which are currently in progress. Component 1 and 2 comprise a review of women-specific business training needs from previous studies; and an audit of the kinds of digital skills support women currently access. These components are evaluated to determine what support benefits women most. In Phase 2, a skilling framework is formulated based on the criteria identified in the aforementioned steps. The skilling content is subsequently aggregated in a Virtual Business Centre (VBC) and tested through a process of action research cycles with participants to optimise the learning framework. Phase 3 entails the actual rollout of the VBC across Australia, which will have continuous valuation attached to it. 

As part of a program of action research (AR) a series of action and reflection cycles are adopted by both the researchers and participants in this study. The main aim of the program of AR is to analyse the appropriate skilling associated with women’s participation and career development in the Australian workforce. The AR program identifies what sorts of competency building support benefits women most; and assesses how women perceive and adapt to gender-conscious support. AR is particularly suited to ICT-related organisational change as it enables inquiry into and integration of the technical, economic, organisational, human and cultural aspects of the intervention (McDonagh & Coghlan 2001). 

Participating women will record their learning and mentoring experiences using a Day Reconstruction Methodology (DRM) type approach. DRM was successfully used by Kahneman et al (2004) for an evidence-based study on well-being by 909 employed women in Ohio. DRM assesses how people spend their time and how they experience the various activities and settings of their lives. Participants systematically reconstruct their activities and experiences – such as answering a specific set of questions via an online survey – designed to reduce recall biases (Kahneman et al 2004). The key objective of tracking the learning and mentoring experiences via DRM throughout the program is to create an inline evaluation. Every ‘day’ or time participants interact with the Virtual Business Centre, they will be asked to report on what was or was not useful content, mentoring advice and interaction, what they learnt and how and when they put acquired knowledge into practice. 

In this study, DRM will be used as part of a cyclical action research process to incorporate continuous learning and feedback into the program design. To provide longitudinal data on the use and benefits of the skilling program, all activities will be tracked throughout the duration of the program. 
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Conclusion

This paper has reported on a study in progress that seeks to contribute to reducing regional skills shortages by providing entrepreneurially mobile women with the skills they need to participate in the digital economy. The increasing influence of ICT in the economy changes the competitive conditions for Australia’s regions and increases the importance of innovation and the associated human and social capital, skills and education. As regional skill shortages loom and as women demonstrate success in both public and private organisations, it has been argued in this paper that there is a growing need to understand how to better utilise women’s skills as an important regional resource. The study addresses this issue by analysing the appropriate skilling to enable women to make a major and productive additional contribution to regional economies.

In outlining the conceptual approach, the study recognises that differences in women’s business management and communication approaches provide a rich source of talent that can be tapped for regional innovation, which is explored by incorporating gender-specific business and communication strategies in the business skilling design and tracking resulting business practices for their contribution to regional innovation and growth. 

This paper has described an action research approach the study has adopted to analyse the appropriate skilling associated with women’s participation and career development in the Australian workforce. Through the use of a Virtual Business Centre participating women will report on the usefulness of the eLearning, eMentoring and eNetworking they access to develop their digital economy skills and help to refine the digital economy skilling framework in areas such as effective use of technology, understanding of e-business models and platforms, interactive communication and social networking. 

The AR program involves a number of cycles of inquiry to optimise digital skills support and help women across Australia’s regions be more entrepreneurial, innovate in their business and reach their full potential in the digital economy. This methodology directly engages women in the exploration and co-creation of the evidence-based digital economy skills (through eLearning modules) and networks (through eMentoring, social networking and collaborative learning) they need to take part in the digital economy, develop their career, and contribute to innovation in Australia’s regions. 

This study forms but an initial step towards enabling women to make a major and productive additional contribution to regional economies. As the study progresses, mechanisms will be put in place to ascertain whether augmenting women’s skills and competencies does indeed contribute to reducing regional skills shortages, particularly in the area of information technology (IT), and contribute to regional innovation.  

It is anticipated that the outcomes of this project will contribute to knowledge on how to better engage women in the workforce. It is further anticipated that this exploration will contribute to knowledge on appropriate skilling associated with women’s participation and career development in the Australian workforce.
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