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Abstract

Objectives: The importance of networking in entrepreneurship is well recognised. The Internet can facilitate the emergence of online social networking. The objective of this paper is to explore online networking, and see if an online networking approach could be useful in the development of entrepreneurship.

PriorWork: Networks are of ‘catalytic importance’ in entrepreneurship. The Internet has the ability to span distances and time zones at low cost, to sustain relationships based on shared interests, and to provide powerful links between people. Intimate relationships and development of community are possible online, and online forums can be productive and sustainable. The Internet has, in short, the ability to create virtual communities and virtual networks.

Approach: While there are numerous business-related virtual communities, a search of the academic literature on entrepreneurship found nothing dealing specifically with virtual networks, while a search of the academic literature on virtual networking found nothing dealing specifically with entrepreneurship. This is a serious omission. This paper looks at the positive role networks can play in promoting entrepreneurship generally. It considers, in more detail, the elements involved in building an online network capable of facilitating networking between entrepreneurs. It does so in the context of the virtual network of Irish female entrepreneurs www.Irishbusinesswomen.com (IBW). 

Results: The paper identifies the key issues associated with building an online network of entrepreneurs. It also identifies the impact the network is making on the business of members. 

Implications: While policy makers and enterprise development agencies have long-since acknowledged the importance of face-to-face networks, and supported their development, the findings here suggest that, for the future, they may need to take a broader approach and consider the potential usefulness of virtual networks as a tool for promoting entrepreneurship.

Value: This paper is unique in that it is the first attempt to examine online networking from an entrepreneurial development perspective. It also has value in that it identifies the key issues that must be addressed in building a successful virtual community (VC) of entrepreneurs.
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Introduction: www.Irishbusinesswomen.com

The online network www.Irishbusinesswomen.com was established in September 2005 as a virtual network for Irish female entrepreneurs.   

It is targeted at women who may have already established their business; those at the ‘thinking about it’ stage; WAHMs (work-at-home-moms), and those involved in family businesses, including those females that frequently play significant, but largely invisible, roles in the enterprises of their self-employed partners. While primarily targeted at entrepreneurs and nascent entrepreneurs, the network is also intended as a resource for professionals in the business support area. The intention is to be inclusive. Basically anyone who supports the ethos of the network and wishes to join is welcome. On that basis, men were welcome to join from the beginning. Membership is free.

The objectives are: to facilitate the exchange of information and knowledge between members; to provide a mechanism where women can learn from, and support each other for mutual benefit; and, to allay feelings of isolation that many female entrepreneurs experience, particularly at the start-up stage. The network is intended to compliment rather than compete with other networking and enterprise support initiatives. 

Networking is via an electronic message board (electronic bulletin board/online forum). Communication is via asynchronous text messages. Members post messages, in appropriate categories, to which others respond. Posts may be made at at any time members choose, 24/7. The board has threading capabilities and replies are positioned with the message to which they relate. Members are identified with the posts they make by their username. Contact details remain hidden but they can communicate with others either via a personal message mechanism or email. Members may choose to attach a digital signature to posts, including web site addresses. The site has in-built search and filter tools. The site is moderated, principally to remove Spam and unwanted/inappropriate posts. 

The importance of networking in entrepreneurship 

Networks have been described as being of ‘catalytic importance’ in entrepreneurship (Nicolaou and Birley 2003). Strong networks are viewed as critical to the growth or decline of entrepreneurial businesses (Aldrich and Zimmer 1986). There is a growing consensus regarding the potential importance and benefits of networking, and their value as an integral part of the explanation of entrepreneurial success is widely acknowledged (Moult and Stewart 2003). Networks contribute significantly to entrepreneurship, extending the information and asset base for business development (Moult et al. 2004). Davidsson and Honig (2003) found that actively maintaining, pursuing and developing social relations was important for both nascent and actual entrepreneurs.
Among the advantages conferred by networks, particularly at the start-up stage, are: the ability to discover opportunities; the provision of timely and cost-effective access to information and advice; access to resources, and the ability to gain legitimacy (Birley 1985; Aldrich and Zimmer 1986; Johannisson 1987; Larson and Starr 1993; Van De Ven 1993; Shaw and Conway 2000; Shaw 1997). Burt (1992) argues that an efficient network improves the performance of start-ups. There is a close association between networking and business performance generally (Chell and Baines 2000), and in the case of innovative ventures (Baum et al. 2000; Cooke and Willis 1999; Van De Ven 1993; Moensted 2007). Zhao (1995) suggests that businesses with less diverse networks may grow more slowly. 

Social capital 
Entrepreneurs need to acquire knowledge and resources to establish their business. The concept of social capital is used to describe the instrumental benefits of social relationships (Aldrich et al. 1989). Social capital is important in entrepreneurship because it allows individuals to obtain resources otherwise unavailable to them. Dakhli and DeClercq (2004) assert that the central proposition in the social capital literature is ‘that networks of relationships constitute, or lead to, resources that can be used for the good of the individual or the collective’. Portes (1998) argues: ‘the consensus is growing in the literature that social capital stands for the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other social structures’. He identified the fact that the most common function attributed to social capital is as a source of network-mediated benefits beyond the immediate family. Bourdieu also asserts that social capital refers to assets gained through membership in networks (Bourdieu 1979, 1980) . The ideal combination for acquiring knowledge and resources is a blend of diverse and strong connections with others. Entrepreneurs with greater diversity in their personal networks obtain more novel information than those with restricted networks; ties with people with similar characteristics are more likely to produce redundant information (Burt 1992). 
Robert Putnam (2000) has written about the collective nature of social capital as represented by key features of social organizations, such as networks, norms, and trust that facilitate action and cooperation for mutual benefit. Conceptualising social capital as a community asset that can be simultaneously a ‘public good’ and a ‘private good’ has implications, in particular, for how we might best establish, manage and moderate online communities. For Putnam ‘the touchstone of social capital is generalized reciprocity – I’ll do this for you now, without expecting anything immediately in return and perhaps without even knowing you, confident that down the road you or someone else will return the favor’ (Putnam 200;p.134). How to achieve generalized reciprocity in an online community is one of the key challenges faced in attempting to develop such a community. 

Networking and female entrepreneurship

Although the influence of gender has been relatively under-researched in the development of network theory (Carter 2000), and is the subject of some debate, various studies have shown the importance of the role networks play for women-owned businesses. Women entrepreneurs, in particular, benefit from social contacts that provide legitimacy as well as access to information (Burt 1992).   

There is evidence to suggest that women’s networks are not as extensive as men’s (Aldrich 1989) and that women face certain barriers and constraints when networking. Women are excluded from the informal, strong-tie, same-sex networks of many male entrepreneurs (Aldrich et al. 1997) and do not have access to the same resources and support. Women include greater proportions of kin in their discussion networks, so they may secure greater social support than men, but at the cost of sacrificing the necessary instrumental support needed for economic achievement. Men devote more time to developing and maintaining their contacts (Cromie and Birley 1992; Verheul and Thurik 2001). There are also significant differences in the gender composition of male and female entrepreneurs networks, with women’s networks revolving around the spheres of work, family and social life (Aldrich et al. 1989). The domestic roles of many women detract from their networking capabilities and restrict their social networks. Aldrich suggests a possible explanation - that women place ‘more emphasis on responsibilities and obligations’ (Aldrich 1989). The issues of family and domestic responsibilities, impacts on females’ networking in a variety of ways. For example, domestic pressures coupled with the demands of running the business limit the time women have to network. This can cause them to focus on business networking and to sacrifice emotional support type networking which may be critical to small business success (Moult 2000). The time constraints that limit female entrepreneurs ability to network can lead women to experience more isolation than men (Moore and Buttner 1997). Social and business networks are often organised in ways that make it difficult for women to participate (Maniukiewicz 1997). Role conflict exists in the pull between family and work/self-employment and the multiple other social roles that women play (Greene et al. 2003). Many female entrepreneurs are returnees from a domestic, non-managerial background, which lends further credence to the argument that their personal networks may be less well-developed than their male counter-parts (Cromie and Birley 1992). 

Virtual networks

The internet has the ability to span distances and time zones at low cost, to sustain relationships based on shared interests (even when participants are residentially dispersed), and to provide powerful links between people and dispersed knowledge (Rheingold 2000). It has, in short, the ability to create virtual networks: ‘When computer networks link people as well as machines, they become social networks linking people, organizations and knowledge. Just as a computer network is a set of machines connected by a set of cables, a social network is a set of people (or organizations or other social entities) connected by a set of socially meaningful relationships’ (Wellman 1996). 

On the other hand it has been said (Kollock 1999): ‘The Internet is filled with junk and jerks. It is commonplace for inhabitants of the Internet to complain bitterly about the lack of cooperation, decorum, and useful information. The signal-to-noise ratio, it is said, is bad and getting worse. Even a casual trip through cyberspace will turn up evidence of hostility, selfishness and simple nonsense. Yet the wonder of the Internet is not that there is so much noise but that there is any significant cooperation at all’. He concluded: ‘For a student of social order, what needs to be explained is not the amount of conflict but the great amount of sharing and cooperation that does occur in online communities’. 

While there are numerous business-related virtual communities, a search of the academic literature on entrepreneurship found nothing dealing specifically with virtual networks, while a search of the academic literature on virtual networking found nothing dealing specifically with entrepreneurship. This is a serious omission. It is timely and appropriate, therefore, to review what has been published on VCs generally, with a particular focus on the possible impact of virtual networks on entrepreneurship. This paper does so in the context of www.Irishbusinesswomen.com, the online virtual network of Irish female entrepreneurs. 

What are virtual communities?

Researchers have examined a range of phenomena relating to online discussion groups. Findings indicate that intimate relationships and development of community are possible online, and that, online forums can be productive and sustainable (Constant et al. 1996; Rheingold 1993; Smith and Kollock 1999; Preece 2000; Wasko and Faraj 2000; Smith and Kollock 1999).  

There is no agreed definition in the literature as to what constitutes a virtual community (VC). However, the core characteristics of online communities are suggested to include the following (Whittaker et al. 1997). 

· Members have a shared goal, interest, need, or activity that provides the primary reason for belonging to the community. 

· Members engage in repeated, active participation and there are often intense interactions, strong emotional ties and shared activities occurring between participants. 

· Members have access to shared resources and there are policies for determining access to those resources. 

· Reciprocity of information, support and services between members is important. 

· There is a shared context of social conventions, language, and protocols. 

In addition the same authors suggest the following characteristics, though not as essential, could significantly impact interactions online: evidence of people having different roles; people’s reputations; awareness of membership boundaries and group identity; initiation criteria for joining the community; history and existence over a period of time; notable events or rituals, shared physical environments; and voluntary membership. 

Although the connection to others through the Internet is key to a virtual community, the notion of a community is not applicable to all sites of online discourse (Erickson 1997; Fernback 1999). Some are just places for people to meet without any sense of real community. Many are ‘barren or cacophonous spaces’ (Smith 1999). A fifth of sites he surveyed were entirely empty; most attracted few members and had little activity.  Accordingly, a number of researchers have argued that many forums fail to function as ‘communities’ (Jones 1997; Jones et al. 2004). 

Virtual networking and virtual communities

Although contemporary people in the western world may know 1000 others, they actively maintain only about 20 community ties (Kochen 1989). Membership of VCs, however, can enable participants to maintain more ties, including more strong ties. The resulting relaxation of constraints on the size and proximity of one’s personal community can increase the diversity of people encountered (Lea and Spears 1995). Thus VCs facilitate forming new connections between people. Research indicates the widespread use, and usefulness, of VCs, particularly for information exchange and the provision and receipt of social support. The relative lack of social presence online fosters relationships with members who have more diverse social characteristics than are normally encountered in person. It also gives participants more control over the timing and content of their self-disclosures (Walther 1995). 

The nature of VCs facilitates information exchange. People can easily post a question or comment and receive information in return (Wellman 1996). Also the flow of information through VCs generates access to new information. Online information flows spill over through message forwarding (Wellman 1996). Message forwarding is an almost universal feature of most VCs, and facilitates gaining access to more people and new social circles, thus increasing the probability of finding those who can solve problems and supply relevant information or guidance (Kraut and Attewell 1993). 

People find social support, companionship, and a sense of belonging through online communities, even when those communities are composed of persons they hardly know (Haythornthwaite et al. 1995; Walther 1996; Wellman and Gulia 1996). This holds true even though online networking has less social presence and cues than in-person meetings (Cullen 1995). This willingness to engage with strangers online contrasts with in-person situations where bystanders are often reluctant to intervene and help strangers (Latane and Darley 1970). Yet bystanders are more apt to intervene when they are the only ones around and they can withdraw easily in case of trouble. Online requests for information or support are read by individuals alone at their screens. Even if the request is not directed to a specific member, but posted to the general community, an individual reading it may feel s/he is the only one who could provide the aid requested. But any online intervention will be observed by entire groups and will be positively rewarded by them. Such visibility may foster the kindness of strangers. Individual acts can aggregate to sustain a large community because each act is seen by the entire group perpetuating a norm of mutual aid (Rheingold 1993; Lewis 1994). 

There are low logistical and social costs to participating in VCs. People can participate within the comfort and safety of their own homes or offices, at their own convenience, at any time. This gives VCs particular relevance for isolated individuals, or for people whose circumstances make it difficult to network face-to-face. This is particularly relevant to female entrepreneurs, and the development of online networks for the promotion of female entrepreneurship may be particularly appropriate. 

Why do individuals contribute to virtual communities?

Obtaining an answer to the question: why do some individuals invest so much time and effort posting free advice and information online? can be invaluable in developing an appropriate development strategy and establishing a viable self-sustaining online community.  

Dangnguyen (2006) suggests that online cooperation may be ‘rooted’ in the academic spirit of the Internet and sharing discoveries with the wider scientific community has been adopted by non-academic newcomers to the medium who have been converted to the academic spirit of free sharing. Given the origins of the Internet this looks like a plausible proposition, but it does not appear to have been empirically tested. Even, if true, it would probably only represent a partial explanation. 

On the face of it, VCs should not support much reciprocity. Many online ties are between weakly tied, socially and physically distant individuals not bound into densely knit work or community structures and who have never met face-to-face. Also free-rider “lurkers” may read others’ messages invisibly without contributing (Kollock and Smith 1996). Despite this, however, there is evidence of reciprocal supportiveness in online communities, even between people with weak ties (Hiltz et al. 1986; Walther 1994). Providing reciprocal support and information online is a means of increasing self-esteem, demonstrating technical expertise, earning respect and status, and responding to norms of mutual aid (e.g. (Constant et al. 1994; Constant et al. 1996; Kraut and Attewell 1993; Kollock and Smith 1996).
Altruism may be a motivator for sharing and contributing in VCs. Members of technical support forums are largely motivated by a ‘warm glow’ effect, one of pure utility derived from contributing and helping other members (Gu and Jarvenpaa 2003). Warm-glow effects have been widely noticed in real communities, in particular through donations (Andreoni 1989). 

Status seeking and development of reputation are key motivators in the provision of free advice and information in VCs (Lampel and Bhalla 2007); as they are in offline communities (Harbaugh 1998). Sociologists define status as an actor's relative standing in a group when this standing is based on prestige, honour, or deference (Berger et al. 1972; Thye 2000). Actors may seek status for purely economic and social advantage (an external driver); but may also seek status for psychological and emotional reasons (an internal driver). Although the two are not mutually exclusive, their preponderance depends on the nature of the group involved (Perretti and Negro 2006). 

Lin (2001) in defining striving for higher status as ‘the process by which individuals mobilize and invest resources for returns in socio-economic standing’ represents the externally oriented perspective, whereby individuals pursue status because it gives them access to greater economic and social resources, and they also use economic and social resources to improve their status.

The internal perspective sees status seeking as an ‘ego reward’ a valuable emotional good that individuals accumulate as a result of acquired status (Emerson 1962). The source of status as an emotional good tends to vary. It may be rooted in the psychological need of individuals to generate better sentiments among peers (e.g., admiration); it may be due to socialization that equates status with living up to a certain normative ideal, or it may be simply that status generates more gratifying social contact (Homans 1950). Once established, however, status can become a psychological asset for its holders (Fombrun 2001). 

Because status seeking is part of a generalized competition for prestige and recognition, it is closely related to reputation seeking (Washington and Zajac 2005). The close relationship between status and reputation is based on the ability to recycle one into the other. Status is a base for creating reputation, and reputation is used to enhance status.

Research suggests that in online communities the relationship between reputation and status operates mostly in one direction, with reputation used as input for higher online status. Research relating to the motivations for online information gift giving (Rheingold 1993; Kollock 1999), point towards reputation as an important resource for attaining greater prestige. Kollock (1999) concluded: ‘A … possible motivation [for online gift giving] is the effect of contributions on one's reputation. High quality information, impressive technical details in one's answers, a willingness to help others, and elegant writing can all work to increase one's prestige in the community’.

Individuals who attain high status and a good reputation in VCs, and are seen as providers of high quality information and advice, will stand out in what is ostensibly a community of equals. Their behaviour and style are likely to be imitated by others (Lampel and Bhalla 2007). Imitation is an informal process by which status seeking can spread. For this reason many social networking sites make use of so called "reputation systems" that provide for the creation of special status categories for members based on their online contributions (Dellarocas 2003). 

The development of a sense of community is considered a fundamental ingredient of a working VC (Blanchard and Markus 2004) and it is often based on the existence of empathy among the members. People having a strong attachment to an organization or electronic group will be more likely to participate and provide assistance to others. Also, people have strong commitments to their online groups when they perceive them to be long lasting (Walther 1994).  

Interaction within a VC can promote empathy among members (Preece 2000; Preece 1999) as well as an emotional integration into a community of peers. Empathy can be characterized by three criteria (Levenson and Ruef 1992): a) knowing how the other person feels; b) feeling what another person feels; and c) answering/acting according to this feeling for the situation of the other person. 
Members of VCs tend to base their feelings of closeness on shared interests rather than on shared social characteristics so that they are less likely to be stunted at the onset by differences in social status (Coate 1994; Hiltz and Turoff 1993; Jones 1995; Kollock and Smith 1996). When their shared interests are important to them, those involved in the same virtual community may have more in common than those who live in the same area (Rheingold 1993). 

Members of VCs can become close friends even though they seldom, or never, meet in-person (Hiltz and Turoff 1993). People are able to get to know each other in online communities on the basis of their communication and decide later to broaden the relationship or move it off-line (Rheingold 1993).  

An awarness of the various factors outlined above has proved invaluable to us in developing the IBW community.  

Some downsides associated with virtual communities

As with all communities, VCs are not without their darker side and a number of specific issues must be considered in the context of using VCs to promote entrepreneurship. Reference has already been made to their potential for the supply of information. Because of their open nature and because most information in online communities is member generated VCs can be a repository of misleading information and bad advice, as some health care professionals have charged in regard to health related communities (Foderaro 1995). There is also a potential for deceit. In many VCs, individuals are allowed to join using usernames or pseudonyms without disclosing their real identity (Hiltz and Turoff 1993). While this approach has the potential to cause problems, in practice it has not been an issue for us to-date.

VCs can sometimes facilitate antisocial behavior online, with the absence of personal identity sometimes bringing with it a greater propensity for making uninhibited and perhaps offensive remarks, hostile flaming, nonconforming behavior, and group polarization (Hiltz and Turoff 1978; Kiesler et al. 1985; Walther 1994; Sproull and Kiesler 1991; Lea et al. 1992; Siegel et al. 1986). Interestingly, some promoters of virtual communities hold that vigorous online disputes can enliven a community. In our case, however, we are anxious to ensure that the ethos of the site is always positive and supportive and we have deliberately attempted to develop an environment where members feel safe and free to raise issues of concern to them without the fear that they will be ridiculed or demeaned in any way. 

Another issue is that, paradoxically, while on the one hand VCs have the potential extend the number and diversity of their members’ social contacts, on the other, they also have the potential to foster cultural homogeneity.

Of course, VCs themselves are neither intrinsically good, or intrinsically bad, and their goodness, or badness, ultimately flows from how they are constructed, used and managed. 

Impact assessment

The key questions, from an entrepreneurship development perspective, are the inter-related issues of whether the development of a virtual network can have an impact, and, if so, the nature and extent of that impact.  While evaluation of the network is ongoing, the following summarises the situation arising from a preliminary impact assessment recently completed.   

Methodology

In order to ascertain the impact of the network, I posted a message on the forum towards the end of 2006, when the network was just a little over 1 year in existence, and had approximately 900 members, and asked: “we want you to tell us what membership of www.Irishbusinesswomen.com has done for you, either on a personal or on a business basis, either directly or indirectly”. I added: “If there are issues you do not want to raise on-site you can of course pm me or email me” and gave the appropriate contact details.  Subsequently there were 38 posts made to the thread. A number of private messages/emails with comments were also received. Collectively these comments represent the members’ assessment of the network, and they are summarised in the following section.

Findings

Although IBW was not developed with the primary objective of directly enhancing business growth via networking with other members, nor was it designed to facilitate member-to-member transactions, we do know that a number of members have obtained additional business as a direct consequence of their membership of the forum.   

Sometimes this additional business has come directly via simple member-to-member transactions. One member, for example, commented that: “I have been able to grow my business because of my membership” and added “without mentioning any names, quite a few members are customers”. Others have responded in a broadly similar vein. For some members the additional business has come because fellow members have become customers, for some others they have become suppliers, thus enhancing business development via strengthening their value chain. Among the services obtained/rendered to fellow members specific mention has been made of website and logo design, accounting and financial services and marketing advice. One business recruited three agents, from among members of the network, to represent her in other locations nationally. The mutual trust built up online in the community was the foundation on which their subsequent business relationship was based. This is an example where the intangible social capital developed via the network was ultimately manifest in a tangible form in real business terms. This example would not be untypical. 

The positives associated with the possibility of obtaining information by posting questions on the site were mentioned by a number of members. As one put it “The advice and wonderful titbits of information from technology to networking are completely invaluable. It would be very hard if not impossible to find out all of these online yourself. I find it an amazing wealth of information on one site and couldn't imagine how lost I would be if it were not there”. A number of factors were seen to add to the value of the information available via the forum. For example: the diversity of the membership, and the fact that various members were at different stages in terms of developing and growing their own individual businesses, and were operating in a variety of different sectors was seen as a positive. Of particular importance was the fact that the information and advice was coming from people with real-life experience of the issues in question. Indeed the tone of a number of comments would seem to indicate that the information and advice had added value by virtue of the fact that it was coming from people who had the experience of becoming entrepreneurs. The advantage of being able to ask questions without ridicule was mentioned. One member summarised her view on the information giving aspect of the forum by describing it as her very own business Google, with “help and support available in spades, almost at any time of the day or night”. Another described the network as “a great source of information because of the level of professional, highly business oriented members and all the different skills and inputs they give”.

While many of the comments in relation to the network as a source of information might be classified as being in a simple question and answer category, others clearly placed the information they received in a learning context. One member indicated that the information she received via the forum, added to that she obtained from participating on a start your own business training programme, gave her the confidence to start her own business and also gave her knowledge of the ABCs of how to do so. Another put it even more succinctly: “IBW is helping me learn how to be an entrepreneur/business-woman”. The learning experience of members, however, was not based exclusively on the simple receipt of information. Many comments were made about the positives associated with learning from the experience of fellow members. 

A significant number of members commented about the support and encouragement they got by virtue of their membership of IBW. Some of the comments in this regard were general, but a good number were quite specific, not only relating to the type of support and encouragement they received, but also the context in which it was received. For many, it would appear that the context in which support was received was a key issue. For example one member remarked: “Working full-time & running your business part-time is very challenging you do find that there are those (in my full-time job) who don't understand or support what I do in business. It's all the more important and relevant for me to have this source of support. Everyone here understands the challenges, negative comments & huge changes involved in starting & running your own business”. The theme of an absence or insufficiency of support from other sources was contrasted to that available from fellow members of the IBW community by a number of contributors. One acknowledged the importance of this peer support “when the bank manager and all the funding agencies kept telling me no!” Another said that she had received “more support here than I have from the people that are supposed to be officially supporting me”. 

For others the context was their isolation – arising either because of working from home or running a business without the type of colleagues one would have in a work environment. One put it thus: “I’m a one-woman band working from home, so IBW is invaluable in giving me a sense of community – somewhere I can go when I want a ten minute break – a virtual-water cooler”. On the same topic, another said “I get all the benefit of having colleagues without having to deal with the office politics”.

For many contributors membership of the IBW community, and the support they received as a consequence of that membership, was both empowering and inspirational. As one of them put it: “Going into business solo is a lonely and scary road sometimes so it really boosts the morale to be amongst those who feel the same or who have been there before” and also: “While I believe that my business will work and that it is fantastic idea (I wouldn't be doing it otherwise) - I must say that the support here has given me that little extra bit of courage to take the plunge”. The motivational impact of the network was a recurring theme. One member said: “I am still a wage slave, but thinking about setting up and am inspired” by IBW. Another described the network as a: “source of inspiration, inspiring confidence and courage to plough forward when you feel like giving up”. 

On the question of developing increased levels of self-confidence from membership, one woman made the interesting comment: “Hearing problems or questions from the early days reminds us of how far we have come and spurs us on further. It feels good to be able to help people who are now where we once were”. She was not alone in mentioning a feel-good factor in connection with her membership of the network. One commented: “I am pretty sure IBW has broken all kinds of records in terms of an online community growing so quickly and harmoniously! It’s great being part of that”.  

Conclusions

This paper has looked at entrepreneurial networking generally and online. It has outlined some of the key issues that need to be considered in establishing a virtual network for the promotion of entrepreneurship, and has shown that such an approach can make a positive impact. Based on the analysis of feedback from members it is clear that the IBW network has become a resource underpinned by social capital and constitutes an intangible asset for members (Field 2003). 

The implications are that while policy makers and enterprise development agencies have long-since acknowledged the importance of face-to-face networks, and supported their development, the findings here suggest that, for the future, they may need to take a broader approach and also consider the potential usefulness of virtual networks as a tool for promoting entrepreneurship.
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