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Abstract

Type of Paper: Discussion

Objectives: This discussion paper reports initial results of an ongoing study of women business owners’ networks and networking behaviours, the aim of which is to increase understanding of the process and the structural dimensions of networking. This phase of the study aims:

To ascertain from the organizers of women-only and non-segregated networks:

· The aims and objectives of the networks

· Services provided

· Structural characteristics

· Linkages with other networks and bodies

· Transactional content

· Organisers’ perceptions of members’ attitudes and behaviours

Prior work: Although there has been significant interest in business owner networks in general, it has only recently been suggested that gender differences may exist, both in the types of networks in which business owners are embedded and their use of these. Since the extant literature has been dominated by an androcentric perspective that has resulted in women’s experiences of starting and growing businesses being overlooked or compared with those of men, this project seeks to give voice to women’s networking experiences as intrinsically interesting and not just in comparison with the assumed ‘norm’ of men.

Approach: In this phase the researchers adopted a qualitative approach and conducted semi-structured interviews with the organizers of ten business networks in which women participate, five women-only and five non-segregated.  All are located in Northern Ireland.

Results:  The paper presents preliminary findings and highlights a number of issues worthy of further investigation.
Implications: 

• Inform policy so that the needs and expectations of all stakeholders are met
• Inform network organisers and brokers about the structures of networks and the relationships between networks in order that members may derive optimum benefit from participation

Value: The paper will add to the extant knowledge on the nature of women business owners’ networks, the roles they play in them and their outcomes over time.

Keywords: women, business networks, structural characteristics, transactional content, linkages 
Introduction

Although female entrepreneurship is a relatively minor constituent of the academic literature that focuses on new venture creation and entrepreneurial activity, research investigating the influence of gender has developed considerably over the past fifteen years.  Despite the fact that “there is no real shortage of academic research in the area … there is, however, a clear lack of cumulative knowledge and a failure to date to adequately conceptualise and build explanatory theories” (Carter et al., 2003:72).  The paper reports interim findings of what ultimately will be a multi-phase study of business women’s networks and networking behaviours.  

Mitchell (1969: 2) has defined a social network as, ‘A specific set of linkages among a defined set of persons, with the additional property that the characteristics of these linkages as a whole may be used to interpret the social behaviour of the persons involved’.  Research in this area is important because currently there is a scarcity of empirical evidence about the types of networks in which women business owners are embedded and how they establish, maintain and use these for business purposes (Neergaard et al, 2005) - which may have an impact on the survival and growth of their businesses.  Cowling and Harding (2006) have asserted that the formation and growth of businesses is directly related to business owners’ ability to access an uninterrupted supply of critical resources.  The ability to network effectively is identified in the entrepreneurship literature as a key entrepreneurial competency because, for small firms, networks provide access to resources, or complementary assets (Teece, 1987), not readily accessible via market mechanisms.  Further, Ibarra (1993) has stated that limited network access produces multiple disadvantages, including restricted access to knowledge and finance.  Although there has been significant research interest in business owner networks in general, Jack (2005: 1233) observes that ‘gaps within the literature remain, particularly in terms of our understanding of the content of network interactions’. Shaw et al (2006) note that network research has been criticized for concentrating on structural network dimensions with the result that many commentators have argued it is necessary to identify the content of network exchanges and interactions in order to understand the relationship between networks and business performance.  

Drawing on sociology and anthropology social network theory has been employed to reveal the nature and impact of the interactions and exchanges which occur between social actors in order to obtain privileged information, resources and access to opportunities (Jack, 2005; Harland, 1995; Maguire, 1983).  O’Donnell et al (2001) note that research into entrepreneurial networks is of two types namely, inter-organizational networks and individuals’ personal networks, which is similar to Brown and Butler’s (1993) inter-organisational and social networks categorization, while Johannisson (1986) differentiates between formal and informal networks.  Tichy et al (1979) have identified three sets of properties of networks which they believe to be of particular interest:  First, transactional content, that is, what is exchanged by the social actors; second, the nature of links which refers to the strength and qualitative nature of the relationship between two social actors; third, structural characteristics which relates to the overall pattern of relationships between a network’s actors and includes clustering or network density.  These elements have informed the conceptual framework for network studies proposed by Neergaard et al (2005) which identifies interaction (intensity, frequency, durability, direction); structure (anchorage, density, reachability, range); content (emotional support, companionship support, informational and tangible support) as key variables.  

It has only recently been suggested that gender differences may exist, both in the types of networks in which business owners are embedded and their use of these (Shaw et al, 2001). However, to date, the extant literature has been dominated by an androcentric -perspective that has resulted in women’s experiences of starting and growing businesses being overlooked or compared with those of men, which often has had the effect of excluding, subordinating, or marginalising them (Ahl, 2006).  In this programme of research it is not our intention to compare women with men but rather to compare women who participate in women-only networks with those participating non-segregated ones ie comprising both men and women.   In this way we seek to give voice to women’s experiences as intrinsically interesting and not just in comparison with the assumed ‘norm’ of men.   The main aims of this paper are:  to present interim findings of an on-going qualitative study of business women’s networks, both women-only and non-segregated, from the perspective of organizers and brokers and to generate knowledge about their transactional content, nature of links and structural characteristics as well as some other related issues.  The paper is structured as follows:  first, the context in which the research was conducted is described; second, the methodology employed is outlined; third, some of the findings to date are reported; fourth, key issues arising are discussed; finally, conclusions are drawn.

The Context

Northern Ireland is the most westerly region of the UK, with a population of around 1.6 million.  As such, it is part of the European Union (EU) and, until 2000, had Objective One status since its GDP was less than 75 percent of European GDP.  In relative terms, the economic position of Northern Ireland, though improving, is still weak, as it continues to lag behind its European counterparts in relation to economic performance.    This is partly attributable to past political instability, reliance on public sector employment and the decline of the region’s traditional industries.  In addition, there are very few PLCs and the private sector is dominated by small businesses employing fewer than 10 people, many of which are family owned.  In light of this, it is acknowledged that growth in the SME sector is a critical stimulant to overall economic growth in the region.  
According to the most recent Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) for Northern Ireland 2005 the Total Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) index is 4.8 percent, the figure for women being 2.8 percent which represents an improvement vis-à-vis female entrepreneurial activity in the rest of the UK.  In 2005 Northern Ireland was 10th out of the twelve regions.  However, only 3.4% of women in N Ireland expect to start a business in the next 3 years, which is the lowest of all UK regions (Hart and O’Reilly, 2006).  

The main economic development organisation in Northern Ireland is InvestNI, the aim of which is to ‘grow the economy by helping new and existing businesses to compete internationally, and by attracting new investment to Northern Ireland’ (http://www.investni.com). With particular respect to increasing levels of female entrepreneurship within the economy, InvestNI has embarked upon widely publicized initiatives, which seek to improve not only the low levels of female entrepreneurship in the region, but also the quality of start-ups by women.  Elements of these aim to assist those aspiring to start in business and to boost the performance of those already in business, by providing targeted initiatives, such as the development of business networks and the promotion of role models which seek to offer support and encouragement to entrepreneurial women.

Methodology

Gartner and Birley (2002) propose that many important entrepreneurship questions can only be asked through qualitative methods and approaches.  They are careful though, not to enter a debate on whether qualitative research is more “truthful” than quantitative research; rather, they argue that use of both approaches by entrepreneurship researchers is likely to mean that a wider range of questions may be addressed.  This is the product of a growing belief that entrepreneurship is a phenomenon too dynamic and complex to be captured by a single research approach and that diversity and creativity in enquiry paradigms needs to be encouraged (Phan, 2003).  Further, some believe that, ‘qualitative research has the ability to explore hitherto uncharted depths … and contribute significantly to the advancement of the field’ (Neergaard and Ulhøi, 2006).  Hoepfl (1997) points out that qualitative enquiry embraces the complex and dynamic quality of the social world, and allows the researcher to view a social research problem in its entirety, get close to participants, enter their realities and interpret their perceptions as appropriate (Shaw, 1999). 

Gephart (2004) states that qualitative research can yield thick and rich descriptions of actual events in real-life contexts which uncover and preserve the meanings that those involved ascribe to them.  To gather such data, one must undertake in-depth interviews with people who have directly experienced the phenomenon of interest” (Patton, 1990: 104).  However, as Chell (2004) notes, since real life is ‘messy’ and people struggle to make sense of it, their accounts of such events are partial.  Nevertheless, ‘partial or not, biased or not, such accounts constitute their reality’ (p. 58). Thus, where possible, qualitative research should be designed to uncover a range of perspectives, in order to provide a holistic representation. Qualitative research may be viewed as both inductive and interpretive, providing a narrative of people’s perceptions of reality and relying on words and speech to create texts (van Maanen, 1998).  Ontologically, as Cope (2005) explains, with this type of research no assumptions are made about what is and is not real – descriptions of phenomena begin with people’s experiences of them.   The aim is not generalisation from sample to population or across a range of settings as in the case of much quantitative research, but rather to elucidate the complexity of the problem under investigation (Neergaard, 2006).   This resonates with Lewis’ (2006) point that ‘while the claims that can be made on the basis of the data are limited, the aim is to facilitate theoretical thinking’ around the phenomenon under study (p 460).

The Sample and Research Techniques

A basic issue to be addressed in advocating a qualitative approach is that of rigour (Davidsson, 2005: 58-59).  Since the purpose of this phase of the research is to gather data about networks in which women business owners may participate, that is women- only and non-segregated networks, semi-structured interviews were conducted with organizers and brokers of both types of network.  The sampling approach comprised both purposive and snowball techniques so that respondents were selected who could best enable the research objectives to be met and that an appropriate and manageable sample was obtained (Saunders et al, 2007).  In this paper we are reporting interim findings obtained from respondents of ten networks, five of which are women-only and five are non-segregated.  All are located in Northern Ireland. 

The interview schedule was developed from the literature reviewed and was structured around issues requiring further investigation.  These included contextual information about the networks, their aims and objectives, services provided, membership issues, structure, linkages, content, members’ attitudes and behaviours.  Interviews were conducted over a two-month period and each lasted between one and two hours.  Interviews were taped with permission and transcribed and field notes and observations made were written up. 

Data Analysis

Qualitative researchers tend to analyse data inductively to enable critical themes to emerge (Patton, 1990).  The preliminary analysis reported here was conducted manually by the researchers who both read all transcripts, ‘pawing the texts’ (Ryan and Bernard, 2003) which involved underlining key phrases because they appeared to make some kind of sense (Sandelowski, 1995).  Through this process a small number of summary categories which captured the key themes in the raw data judged to be the most important in terms of the research objectives, were created (Thomas, 2003). The aim of the process is to organize and structure data according to the issues and topics identified by the research participants as being important to the understanding of the phenomenon of interest (Shaw, 1999).  In the case of this phase of the research such issues included general network issues, characteristics of networks, aims and objectives, services provided, perceived benefits to members and gender.

Findings

Tables 1 and 2 summarise key characteristics of the networks studied and compare and contrast the two types of networks in which women business owners may participate, namely women-only and non-segregated.  

INSERT TABLES 1 AND 2 ABOUT HERE

Features of note include the following:

· Women-only networks tend to be younger (range, 2-11 years) than the non-segregated ones (range, 3-100 years); 

· Women-only networks tend to be smaller with one exception (range, 75-250) the equivalent for non-segregated being 0-6/7000

· While the majority of members in women-only networks are business owners, four included professional women, primarily bank officials, accountants and solicitors who were in a position to provide valuable advice and information to business owners

· All of the women-only networks are partly funded by public sector monies whereas all except one of the non-segregated ones received no funding of this type

· Where networks do receive public funding membership fees are either not charged at all or are generally lower than those charged by the non-segregated ones, which of course benefits small business owners

· The women-only networks service specific areas – Belfast, as well as all six counties whereas all except one (BPC) of the non-segregated networks are Belfast-based and draw their members from across Northern Ireland

As indicated above, all of the women-only networks and one of the non-segregated ones receive financial and other assistance from InvestNI.  It is not surprising then, that all exhibit similar characteristics and perform similar functions, albeit in different geographic areas.  The organizers of the non-segregated networks either could not provide information on the number of women members or speculated that the proportion of members who are women was not greater than 30%.   One inevitable consequence of this is that women have very small representation on both the main decision-making forums and sub-committees. 

Tables 3 and 4 summarise aims and objectives, services provided and external linkages between networks and/or other bodies.  

INSERT TABLES 3 AND 4 ABOUT HERE

It is noteworthy that, with one exception, the organizers of non-segregated networks perceived their aims and objectives and services to be high level and often political in nature, for example SBO’s primary aim is lobbying on relevant government policy and thus it develops tactical external linkages around specific issues.  However, it should be noted that two of the non-segregated networks were aimed at chief and senior executives specifically.  On the other hand, the women-only network organizers, in discussing aims, objectives and services provided, focused on ‘softer’ matters such as providing support, confidence-building, signposting, encouraging connections within the network and the provision of a context in which women feel comfortable.  Further, these respondents adopted a largely interventionist approach to the facilitation of networking such as creating speed networking opportunities and timetabled sessions for short business presentations by members.  

With regard to external linkages, Tables 3 and 4 reveal that not only do the women-only networks have a range of these, in all cases linkages extend beyond Northern Ireland.  This is unsurprising because InvestNI, which provides funding for all but one, requires information on certain performance indicators, including referrals to other networks, to be made available.  Two of the non-segregated networks are regional branches of UK-wide organizations which have international linkages at national level.  Further, three respondents from the non-segregated networks specifically commented upon the importance of establishing and maintaining strategic and tactical external linkages.  

Structure

With the exception of the network which has no members as such, and another of the non-segregated ones which is a university-based organisation, all of the other networks are formally structured and have office-bearers who must stand for re-election at regular intervals.  One advantage of this is, there is greater opportunity for the membership to participate in decision-making.  All of the women-only networks are limited companies which is also an InvestNI requirement.  Further, four of the women-only networks have part-time co-ordinators and are part of a macro-level women’s network - again, at InvestNI’s instigation.  The co-ordinators organize events and serve as formal points of contact.  Interestingly the largest of the women-only networks has decided not to join the macro-level network for strategic and tactical reasons.
Content

In relation to content, as can be seen from Tables 5 and 6, in all cases the benefits which network organizers perceived to be provided for members, were diverse.  As far as non-segregated networks are concerned, lobbying, profile-raising, status, influence through participation in decision-making and access to influential people, were highlighted.  With respect to women-only networks, in addition to practical assistance and support, outreach and other forms of social interaction were emphasized.  

INSERT TABLES 5 AND 6 ABOUT HERE

Concerning whether or not members capitalize effectively on their membership, organizers of the women-only networks were uncertain.  One felt that members could be more proactive in making suggestions for improvement, while another observed that women need to network in ways that make them feel comfortable.  With respect to the non-segregated networks, three from five respondents considered that either all, or the majority of members, did capitalize effectively on their membership, one was unsure and the other believed that business owners failed to transfer knowledge gained through network participation effectively to their companies.

Discussion 

As this paper reports the first phase of the research, the findings and discussion presented, draw only on the beliefs and perceptions of network organizers.  On completion of phase two, which will gather information from network participants, a more complete picture of the issues will emerge.  

In terms of Tichy et al’s (1979) essential properties of networks the research findings to date suggest that regarding transactional content, which comprises exchange of affect (liking, friendship), exchange of influence or power, exchange of information and exchange of goods or services, the networks studied all afforded exchanges of the latter two, while three of the non-segregated and one of the women-only networks afforded exchange of influence also.  However, regarding exchange of affect, only one of the non-segregated networks and two of the women-only networks appeared to offer opportunity for exchange of affect.  With regard to the latter, this is somewhat unexpected as according to Campbell and Lee (1990) women are more likely than men to provide emotional support.

With respect to structural characteristics, Tichy et al (1979) suggest that these can be divided into four categories, namely external linkages, internal linkages, clusters within a network and individuals referred to as ‘special nodes’, specifically ‘liaisons’ who facilitate internal linkages and clusters, and ‘gatekeepers’ who assist with external linkages.   The findings suggest that all of the women-only networks have diverse external linkages and while most of these were with bodies local to Northern Ireland, some were cross-border with the Republic of Ireland and some were international.  Amongst the non-segregated networks none had international links although two were regional branches of national organizations which did have such linkages.  However, at this stage it is not possible to comment upon the quality of these networks in terms of their impact on businesses, and moreover, three of the women-only and one of the non-segregated network organizers, stressed the importance of local linkages.  The reasons advanced for this include location of businesses in a rural area, businesses (largely service-oriented) trading in the local market and time pressure.  Indeed, one of the respondents commented that it was ‘time not attitude which was the problem’.  This has partly been addressed through the introduction of an electronic discussion forum which spans four women-only networks.  Clearly though, restriction to a local area can reduce the diversity and range of networks and the business opportunities emanating from them.

Concerning internal linkages, while all of the women-only and one of the non-segregated respondents did indicate that they were proactive in encouraging members to network with each other, nevertheless none from either category could comment authoritatively on the creation of internal linkages and clusters within their networks. It would seem therefore, that while the network organizers were aware of, and helped establish, external linkages (gatekeepers) they did not appear to be proactive in establishing internal links or clusters (liaisons) (Tichy et al, 1979).  

A policy issue raised by Shaw et al (2006) concerns the fact that government agencies, including economic development ones like InvestNI, seem to focus on the quantity of networks and networking activities while ignoring the quality.  One aspect of this, which emerged from this research, is the extent to which business owners use networks both strategically and tactically.  Shaw et al also assert that instead of government emphasising the creation of women-only networks, it should encourage women business-owners to engage in non-segregated ones – which is equally true of men-only networks, since Ibarra (1997) notes that networks segregated by gender tend towards homophily.  This is important because, as Granovetter (1973) has observed, in order to deliver optimal benefit, business owners’ networks should comprise heterogenous or weak ties which enable connections to be made with other social systems providing access to privileged information, opportunities and resources (Jack, 2005).   

It is interesting to note that none of the organizers of the non-segregated networks identified women as a separate and distinct membership group and thus were unable to provide any meaningful information about them. Although this may indicate that women have integrated fully into the non-segregated networks, alternatively it could reveal a tendency towards gender-blindness which is the belief that ‘the ‘problem’ of gender disadvantage has been solved and therefore gender is no longer an issue’ (Lewis, 2006: 43).  Another gender issue, reported by one respondent, was that some professional women, who had been obliged to join women-only business networks in order to generate business for their employers, were extremely resentful.  This perhaps is not surprising since Piderit and Ashford (2003) and Rhode (1988) claim that women in senior and professional positions often regard gendered organizations and experiences as taboo because of the substantial professional risk associated with them.  

A shortcoming of the literature on women and their networks is that the former tend to be treated as a homogeneous group while the latter are presented as static, unchanging entities.  This research has revealed that organizers of women’s networks perceive that, as their businesses develop, women’s attitudes to, and behaviours in, networks change over time, as do the networks themselves.  Thus as Butler and Hansen (1991) point out, the development and management of networks of relationships, should be regarded as a strategic matter.  

All of the above will be investigated further in the course of this research programme.

Conclusion

Prior to approaching women participants in business networks it was considered necessary to gain some background information from network organizers and to tentatively explore certain themes emanating from the literature, with them.  And indeed, a number of interesting issues have emerged from this phase and will inform the next.  These include the extent to which women engage with networks in a strategic and/or tactical manner; the influence which women seek to exert in networks and how they approach this; whether and how they exploit both internal and external linkages; whether or not women who participate in women-only networks use these as a ‘stepping-stone’ or preparation for participation in non-segregated networks as one respondent suggested; whether or not members of women-only networks also belong to non-segregated ones; whether or not members of local networks also belong to geographically diffuse ones; the impact of participation in networks on women’s businesses.
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	Characteristic
	SBO
	CEB
	CEC
	NID
	BPC

	Year Formed
	1974
	2003
	1990
	Approx 1990
	2004

	Size (members)
	6-7000
	185 + 2k database
	100 + large database
	1000-1100
	No members*

	Individual/corporate membership
	Individual
	Corporate
	Individual
	Individual
	Individual

	Public Funding
	No
	No
	No
	No
	Yes; no fees charged

	Location
	HQ Belfast plus regional branches
	Belfast-based; membership from across N Ireland
	Belfast-based; membership from across N Ireland
	Belfast-based; membership from across N Ireland
	5 different locations outside Belfast

	Fees
	Sliding scale depending on org size
	Sliding scale depending on org size

(£110-330 pa)
	£150 pa
	Joining fee = £400-450  plus £200 pa
	No fees (see above)

	Women as % of Total Membership
	Not a statistic of interest – data not collected
	No information available
	Predominantly male – no figure available
	30%
	10-15%


*Supported by InvestNI which organizes and publicizes events in the local area.  Any small business owner interested can attend – some attend regularly, others on an ad hoc basis

Table 1:  Characteristics of Non-Segregated Networks (i)

	Characteristic
	WIBB
	FER
	FTO
	LDE
	NEW

	Year Formed
	2002 (informal)

2005 (formal)
	2001
	1996 (formal)
	1998/9
	2004

	Size (members)
	200-250 (70% business owners)
	75 (80% business owners)
	Approx 200 (50% business owners)
	110 (99% business owners; 10% key stakeholders eg bank officials)
	100 (70% business owners)

	Individual/corporate membership
	Individual
	Individual
	Individual
	Individual
	Individual

	Public Funding
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Location
	Belfast
	Rural
	Belfast 
	Londonderry
	Rural

	Fees
	£75 pa
	£35 pa
	£30-125 pa depending on organization size
	£35 pa
	£35 pa

	Women as % of Total Membership
	100%
	>90%
	100%
	100%
	100%


Table 2:  Characteristics of Women-Only Networks (i)

	
	SBO
	CEB
	CEC
	NID
	BPC

	Aims and Objectives
	Campaigning and lobbying
	Support and business development in N Ireland

Helping the economy

Reducing unemployment
	Forum for university/industry interaction

Technology & knowledge transfer

High level business networking in N Ireland
	Lobbying

Personal development

Creating leaders for the future

Services eg insurance
	Helping business owners to meet each other

Support network at local level

Forum for business owners to communicate

and help each other

Knowledge transfer 

	Services Provided
	Benefits package (eg legal, tax advice)

Campaigning and lobbying
	Networking events

Interactive website (for members to promote their businesses)

E-zine 
	Events (high profile speakers)

Annual dinner

Services (eg fitness checks, access to libraries)

Links between industry and university Schools

Access to other networks

Access to other high profile events in the university
	Lobbying

Network

Professional development

Various services (eg legal help

line, business analysis, access to resources at national level)
	Getting small business owners to meet each other

Building connections

Support network at local level

Speakers on specific topics

Signposting

Sharing problems (shared knowledge and comradeship



	Linkages
	Ad hoc linkages around issues – tactical linkages eg on business crime
	Links with various local bodies

Some cross-border links (RoI)

Links with cross-border economic development agencies (RoI)

Institute of Business Consultants

Some links in GB but no international
	Links with various local bodies (high level)

No international links
	High level local links

No international links
	Linked into InvestNI’s networks

Ad hoc signposting to other orgs as required by participants

Specific local focus


Table 3:  Characteristics of Non-Segregated Networks (ii)

	Characteristic
	WIBB
	FER
	FTO
	LDE
	NEW

	Aims and Objectives
	Support

Signposting

Direction re making connections

Provision of an appropriate context in which women can network
	To support women in business especially at start-up

Idea generation
	Provision of:

Information and training

Networking opportunities

Idea generation

Other related services


	To support women going into business
	Encourage women to support each other in business

Share information

Develop business opportunities

Break down barriers

Increase opportunities for cross-border activities (RoI)

Educate and provide role models

	Services Provided
	High profile speakers

Networking opportunities

Signposting

Website for members

Conferences
	 Development of networking skills

Building connections locally and with InvesNI
	Training

Broker for individual members re InvestNI

Business and reconciliation

Premises for training

Speakers & conferences

Provision of role models

Seminars

Research reports

Lobbying

Provision of advisory services (eg computing)
	Loan fund (from public sector) – lender of last resort

Support

Signposting

Development of networking skills

Encouraging contacts between members

Training (especially for start-ups)

Website and e-zine
	Local events

Website (members’ directory)

Information

Signposting

Business opportunities between members

	Linkages
	Various in N Ireland; some cross-border (RoI)

GB
	Various in N Ireland; some cross-border (RoI)
	Various in N Ireland; some cross-border (RoI); GB; Europe; US
	Various in N Ireland; GB; Sweden
	Various in N Ireland; some cross-border (INI)


Table 4:  Characteristics of Women-Only Networks (ii)

	
	SBO
	CEB
	CEC
	NID
	BPC

	Benefits Sought
	Representation for lobbying

Membership benefits package
	Business opportunities

To build relationships

Support and encouragement

Raising profile of company especially at start-up
	High level business networking

Making connections

Hear high profile speakers

Status (association with network brand)

Access to international networks
	Status

Meeting other senior executives

Gain education and knowledge

To influence policy

To improve business skills

Business opportunities
	Gaining knowledge at no/low cost

Mutual support and empathy

	Benefits Gained
	Membership package

Association with high profile lobbying organization

Increasing profile of small business
	Profile

Support

Business opportunities

Social and business contacts
	As above
	Association with high profile and high status, lobbying organization

Professional development

Access to business information and services

Networking

Business opportunities

Giving something 


	Networking

Knowledge sharing

Connecting with individuals in the same position

	Effective capitalization of network membership
	Unsure – small business owners are time limited
	Majority do – co-ordinator follows up non-attenders after 3 months

Association with high profile companies on website
	Yes, events used for corporate entertaining
	Yes, but lack of awareness of some services at national level
	No, lack knowledge transfer back into companies

	Effective capitalization of network by women members
	Difficult to tell, no real distinction
	Unsure, no real distinction
	Unsure, no real distinction
	Depends on the woman.  Network thinking of forming buddy system for new members
	Speculating, women better communicators than men


Table 5:  Benefits of Membership of Non-Segregated Networks

	
	WIBB
	FER
	FTO
	LDE
	NEW

	Benefits Sought
	
	Networking in a learning environment
	Business opportunities

Promotion of members’ interests

Use of facilities 

Networking

Giving something back to other women eg free training
	Social interaction to overcome isolation

Information

Confidence-building

To hear from role models

To hear from others in similar situations

Networking


	Support of like-minded women

Social interaction to overcome isolation

Business opportunities

Information

Building business relationships with other women

	Benefits Gained
	As above
	As above
	As above plus Attendance at reasonably priced events

Cheap training
	As above plus reading of and feedback on business plans
	As above

	Effective capitalization of network membership
	Women need to network in ways that feel comfortable 
	Capitalise at organized events but time is a problem
	Unsure
	60% do but could be more proactive


	No, need to invest time to get a return


Table 6:  Benefits of Membership of Women-Only Networks
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