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Abstract

Female entrepreneurship has emerged as a significant economic force in the busi-
ness community. Although research on female entrepreneurs is increasing, fe-
male entrepreneurs remain largely invisible in the literature on scholarly entre-
preneurship. Research on female entrepreneurs has focused on examining the
traits, barriers, and strategies to overcome the transition of starting a new venture,
yet the meaning of change associated with women’s experiences of starting a
new venture has not been investigated. This exploratory study was designed to
examine the meanings female entrepreneurs attribute to the changes they experi-
ence when initiating their business ventures. Findings suggest that female entre-
preneurs describe change in relation to the meaningful relationships in their lives
and within the context of their connections to others. Implications for adult edu-
cation practice and a future research agenda are provided.

During the past twenty years female-owned businesses have been
initiated at twice the rate of male-owned businesses (Buttner & Moore,
1997). Despite statistical indicators that half of all businesses are cur-
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rently owned by women, female entrepreneurs remain largely invisible in
the scholarly literature (Godfrey, 1992). More recently there has been an
increased focus on research that examines the traits of successful female
entrepreneurs, the barriers associated with business start up, and the
strategies that female entrepreneurs use to overcome the transition of start-
ing a new venture. Nevertheless, how female entrepreneurs describe
their experiences of change as a result of starting a new business and how
they make meaning of their experiences when they initiate new business
ventures have not been questions that have been explored adequately in
the research literature.

Considering that women now own 7.7 million firms, employ 15.5
million workers, and generate 1.4 trillion dollars in sales (National Foun-
dation for Women Business Owners, as cited in Buttner & Moore, 1997),
it is imperative that research continues to explore the phenomenon of
female entrepreneurship as it continues to emerge as a significant eco-
nomic force in the business community. In particular, a greater under-
standing of the meaning that female entrepreneurs attribute to their expe-
riences as a result of starting their own businesses could better inform the
educational programs designed by government and private training orga-
nizations that support women’s successful transition into entrepreneur-
ship. Such a deeper understanding of the female entrepreneurial experi-
ence may enable organizations better to support female entrepreneurs so
that they are more adequately equipped to understand and manage the
many changes they may face as they embark upon their new business
ventures. Therefore, this study was undertaken to investigate the mean-
ing of change experienced by female entrepreneurs as a result of starting
their own business ventures.

Review of the Literature

This section reviews the three main bodies of literature that are rel-
evant to examining the meaning of change experienced by women as
they initiate new business ventures: female entrepreneurs, transforma-
tional learning theory, and women’s development and women’s ways of
knowing.

Female Entrepreneurs

The limited research that has been conducted on female entrepre-
neurs has focused primarily on the investigation of determinants of suc-
cess (Hisrich & Brush, 1987), traits of successful entrepreneurs (Buttner
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& Moore, 1997; Olson & Currie, 1992), perceptions of risk taking (Godfrey,
1992), and motivations for the start-up of their businesses (Carter & Can-
non, 1992; Olson & Currie, 1992). However, a review of the research to
date has not yielded any conclusive determinants of success, motiva-
tions, or perceptions of risk taking. Other studies have focused on how
female entrepreneurs make decisions during daily operations (Kamau,
McLean, & Ardishvillie, 1999) and the types of networks they employ
(Buttner & Moore, 1997; Kamau et al., 1999). Findings from these studies
indicate that female entrepreneurs rely heavily on informal networks to
support their business success (Buttner & Moore, 1997; Kamau et al.,
1999) and that they rely on collaboration with others and on intuition
during the decision-making process (Kamau et al., 1999).

Further evidence of the importance of relationships in the daily op-
erations of female enterprises comes from Brush’s (1992) review of fifty-
seven empirical studies of female entrepreneurs. One theme emerging
from her review is that female entrepreneurs perceive their business ven-
tures within a cooperative network of relationships. These studies point
to the centrality of relationships in the daily operations of many female-
run enterprises. Research, however, has not explored the meaning that
female entrepreneurs attribute to initiating their new business ventures or
if and how the importance of connections with others might come to bear
on the meaning of such change for these women.

Transformational Learning Theory

The adult education literature has investigated, through the lens of
transformational learning, how adults broadly experience change (Boyd
& Myers, 1988; Clark & Wilson, 1991; Mezirow, 1978; Taylor, 1997).
Mezirow’s (1990) perspective transformation theory, which describes how
the meaning structures or perspectives that adults have acquired over a
lifetime become transformed, offers the most comprehensive understand-
ing of transformational learning. It has at its foundation the belief that
“no need is more fundamentally human than our need to understand the
meaning of our experience” (p. 11). However, Mezirow has been criti-
cized for his overemphasis on rationality at the expense of other ways of
knowing (Boyd & Myers, 1988) and for giving insufficient attention to
the influence of sociocultural contexts during the change process (Clark
& Wilson, 1991; Taylor, 1997).

More recently transformational learning has been examined in rela-
tion to women’s experiences in particular (Brooks & Edwards, 1997,
Group for Collaborative Inquiry, 1994; Pope, 1996). These studies indi-
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cate that women may not experience transformational learning in the same
manner as suggested in Mezirow’s perspective transformation theory
(Mezirow & Associates, 1990). The findings from Brooks and Edward’s
(1997) study of women’s sexual identity development suggest that narra-
tive or personal story telling in interaction with others was central to the
women’s transformational learning and that it was characterized by an
integration of mind, body, and emotion rather than solely through a cog-
nitive dimension. Pope’s (1996) study of women who were first in their
families to graduate from college found that these women described their
transformation in the context of the supportive relationships of family
and friends. The Group for Collaborative Inquiry (1994) also found
women’s transformational learning to be characterized by holistic learn-
ing and interconnectedness among people and ideas. While these studies
shed light on the role that supportive relationships play in transforma-
tional learning for women, the focus of these studies remains on the pro-
cess of change and how adults alter their perspectives of self, their world,
their past, and their future rather than on the meanings they place on the
change experience itself.

Women’s Development and Women’s Ways of Knowing

During the last three decades there has been an increased focus on
understanding the meanings that women attach to their experiences. This
issue has been explored in relation to women’s development and in the
literature on women’s ways of knowing. Following a review of the lit-
erature on the psychosocial development of women, Caffarella and Olson
(1993) conclude that intimacy and identity are key issues throughout
women’s lives and that the importance of relationships and a sense of
connectedness to others are central to the overall development of women.
Gilligan’s (1982) exploration of women’s moral development and
Josselson’s (1996) investigation of women’s identity formation empha-
size the centrality of relational connections in women’s lives. Gilligan
(1982) suggests that women’s morality is related integrally to maintain-
ing a balance between nurturing self and caring for others. Josselson’s
(1996) longitudinal study of women’s identity development from col-
lege to midlife suggests that the women created their identity at the inter-
section of competence and connection with others. Josselson (1996) notes,
“Nearly all [of the women in the study] located meaning and identity in
their work relative to the impact they felt they had in the lives of others.
It wasn’t enough to be good at their job. They wanted their work to have
effect, to mean something” (p. 183).
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The meanings that women attach to their experiences have also been
explored in the literature on women’s ways of knowing. Following their
interviews with 135 women, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule
(1986) describe five perspectives or frameworks from which women make
meaning of their lives: silenced, received, subjective, procedural (includ-
ing separate and connected knowing), and constructed. Belenky et al.
(1986) suggest that it is through these frameworks or ways of knowing
that women come to view themselves and make sense of their worlds.
While the findings in the literature on women’s development and women’s
ways of knowing deepen our understanding of how women, in general,
make meaning of their experiences, no studies were identified that spe-
cifically focus on the meaning of change for female entrepreneurs.

In summary, we have an emerging body of literature indicating that
many female entrepreneurs view and operate their business ventures within
a network of relationships, an understanding of the process of change
and how perspectives or mental structures are altered for adults during
transformational learning, and a broad understanding of how women make
meaning of their experiences. However, the implications of these find-
ings have not been explicated in relation to the meanings female entre-
preneurs attribute to the changes they experience when initiating their
business ventures. Accordingly, the current study seeks to extend our
understanding of this phenomenon.

Design of Study and Method

A phenomenological theoretical perspective and a naturalistic de-
sign were employed for this exploratory study that sought to examine
how female entrepreneurs make meaning of the changes they experience
as a result of starting their own businesses. Conducting open-ended in-
terviews was the primary method of data collection. The questions guid-
ing the study focused on women’s experience of change and the mean-
ings they attribute to such experiences. The sampling strategy selected
for the study was purposeful sampling to obtain information-rich cases
(Patton, 1990). A purposeful sample of four female entrepreneurs was
selected based upon the following criteria: The female entrepreneurs
were sole proprietors of their own businesses, had been in business for at
least five years, and described broadly their experience of starting and
running their businesses as having changed them. The female entrepre-
neurs participating in the study were Elise, Sharon, Barbara, and Marcie
and are identified by these names throughout the paper.
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Face-to-face interviews were conducted with each of the four women
participating in this study. The interviews, ranging from 60 to 90 minutes
in length, were conducted at the business sites of three of the four women
to permit a greater understanding of the context in which they operated
their businesses. The fourth interview was conducted at the business site
where the participant worked part-time to supplement her business ven-
ture income. Each interview was taperecorded with the permission of the
participants, in accordance with human subjects compliance, and the tapes
were then transcribed verbatim. Participants were asked to review their
transcripts for accuracy and clarification purposes, and follow-up inter-
views were conducted as necessary to ensure authenticity during the data
collection phase of the study.

The transcripts were analyzed using thematic coding (Bodgan &
Biklen, 1992). The primary researcher began the process of data analysis
by reading and rereading each transcript and making comments and ob-
servations on the transcripts. This process resulted in the data being sorted
into two categories that included the types of changes the female entre-
preneurs described and the meanings they placed on these experiences of
change. Subthemes emerged from these two broad categories. Addi-
tionally, other themes emerged regarding the personal traits that contrib-
uted to the women'’s success, perceptions of risk taking, motivations for
starting their own businesses, and how they made decisions. Data collec-
tion and analysis procedures were conducted rigorously to ensure trust-
worthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall & Rossman, 1995). In ad-
dition to seeking confirmation from many of the study participants re-
garding the emerging findings, the primary researcher also attended a
panel discussion conducted by three female entrepreneurs not involved
in the current study. These three panelists shared the experiences of start-
ing their own businesses, and the primary researcher used this opportu-
nity as another way of examining the similarities and differences of the
panelists’ experiences as compared with the experiences of the women
who participated in this study. Due to the purposeful nature of the small
sample and the limited focus on female-owned businesses, the findings
associated with this study are not intended to be generalizable.

Findings
This study explores the meaning of change experienced by female

entrepreneurs as a result of starting their own business ventures. Seven
themes, summarized in Table 1, emerged from the data set.
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Table 1
Seven Emergent Themes

37

Themes

Definition

1. Defining the Transition
Experience Within a
Connected Self

2. Precursors and Readiness

3. Informal Networks as a
Means of Support

4. Traits

5. Risk-Taking Behavior

6. Motivations

7. Decision Making

Increased self-confidence and self-
assurance in relation to connections
to others.

Increased ability to balance and in
tegrate their lives.

A dynamic, fluid, and ongoing ex-
perience.

Readiness for making the transition
was amore subtle process rather than
a specific stage.

All of the women utilized informal
networks for support and to
discuss the changes.

Many individual traits but no uni-
form, defined set of traits emerged.

Varying perceptions of risk emerged.

Balance work and family.
Self-fulfillment by helping others.
Work provided an outlet for their pas-
sion to help others.

Stressed the use of intuition when
making business decisions.
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Primary Themes

Meaning making of change within a connected self. The first theme
that emerged from the data was how the women made meaning of the
changes they experienced as a result of starting their own businesses within
the context of their meaningful relationships. Changes in confidence and
self-assurance were noted in relation to interactions and connections to
family, friends, and customers. Barbara, owner of a training and consult-
ing firm, related, “As I found that I could go into almost any place and I
could still make a connection whether it is an audience of 250 or whether
it was an audience of 10, . . . that started to increase my confidence.”
Sharon, owner of a rubber stamp manufacturing company, noted, “I'm
growing as a person. I’'m more self-assured, more confident. I feel thatI
can do more than I ever did, . . . and that’s certainly projected in my
friendships and how I relate to other people.” Similarly, Marcie, owner
of a retail business, acknowledged, “Because you grow more than just
knowing techniques. You grow with the person that you’re with, your
clients. ... It ends up being a mutual give and take.”

These women also described the change experience of finding greater
integration among all of the meaningful relationships in their lives and of
finding a greater balance in their lives as a result of starting their own
businesses. Barbara was able to find integration and balance between
home and work. She said, “I think that’s the other aspect of having your
own business—that your business life and your personal life really be-
come intermingled.” Sharon recalled how entrepreneurship helped her
juggle home and work when her children were younger: “I have it [my
manufacturing business] here in the house so I can work my own hours.
... It was really nice when they [my children] were younger because I
was here in the house when they came home from school. I was always
here.” Elise related how clearly she states the need to balance her con-
sulting business with family life when dealing with clients. She explained,

My family is very important to me, and whatever job I take, I say,
“This is very important to me, and I will do whatever work is neces-
sary.” ButIneed to tell you that I have a life outside of this company
and that life is most important to me.

The central focus of making meaning of change through connec-
tions with others also emerged when the women were asked to describe a
high point in their businesses. Marcie described her high point within the
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context of helping others, of “seeing more people come in here and enjoy-
ing the therapy. And some come in grumpy with their arms crossed, . . . so
sometimes you can change people’s lives. I don’t do it just to give them
information.” Elise, owner of a consulting firm, noted that helping other
people make connections created the positive moments in her workday.
“It’s when people are making connections into getting an ‘ah ha’ about
themselves, and that’s a high point for me.” Barbara related that her
greatest satisfaction comes from “helping other folks and connecting. . . .
It’s like a calling, . . . that you really can enjoy and that you’re adding
value.” Finally, all of the women described their experiences of making
this transition into entrepreneurship in fluid, dynamic terms rather than
as a singular moment in time or a linear process, as “a never-ending story
of learning, changing, and fun” and “a work in progress.”

Precursors and readiness within the total context of life. All but one
of the four women felt that the totality of their life experiences set the
stage for their readiness to start their businesses. It was through the tap-
estry of the people and events of their lives that readiness to start the
business venture was created. Except for Sharon, the women believed
that the change process could not have occurred without this time of prepa-
ration. Barbara described an internal process of preparation: “You muddle
around with it in your head and you get ready for that. . . . That was
always being thought about for a long period of time before.” Marcie
related how doors of opportunity continued to open for her by stating, “I
kept falling into things. Everything fell in place. It just snowballed.”
Elise emphasized the ongoing process of readiness that occurred through
introspection and through the influence of the people in her life:

There were years of preparation. Every experience, every book I’ve
read. Every thought I've had. Every person I've met; every place
I’ve gone. My children. Every person who has been in my life. It’s
all preparation for who I am today. This just didn’t happen.

Informal networks as a means of social support. All of the women
were asked to describe how they created and used a support system to
discuss their experiences of change as a result of starting their own busi-
ness. They all cited informal networks of family, friends, neighbors, and
colleagues as their main choices with whom to discuss the changes they
were experiencing rather than utilizing formal networks. Additionally,
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all of the women stressed, as well, the emotional support these networks
provided. Barbara describes her support network of friends in her neigh-
borhood stating, “They are like this cheering section. . . . And I think
sometimes when I get ready to quit or I get real tired, I think that support
keeps you kind of going.” Elise relied on family and colleagues for sup-
port. She stated,

So my support system is usually people . . . like my husband. We’ve
been through it all. I get a lot of support from my sisters . . . and
[colleagues]. . . . What they tell me is they look at me as their sup-
port person, and I look at them as my support group.

Secondary Themes

In addition to the three themes cited above, four secondary themes
also emerged that relate to the research literature regarding female entre-
preneurs: traits, risk-taking behavior, motivations, and decision making.

Traits. The women identified many traits that they believed contrib-
uted to their desire to start their own businesses: “drive,” “spit fire,”
“strong faith,” “the right inner space,” “faith that you’re going to make
it,” “curiosity and love of information,” “purposefulness,” “a gift of dis-
cernment,” “passion for my work,” and “the need to feel connected to
people.” Despite the individual articulation of these multiple traits, a
common set of traits for all of these women did not emerge.

5 &,

Risk-taking behavior. The women shared their perceptions regard-
ing the degree of risk associated with starting their own businesses. In
short, did these women characterize their business ventures as a high-risk
endeavor or as a calculated risk? Of the four women, Elise never even
mentioned the risk involved. Marcie viewed starting her own business as
a high-risk experience, and Barbara and Sharon perceived it to be a mod-
erate risk. Barbara indicated, “I think part of what I remember is never
really being too concerned about risks.” Sharon recalled thinking, “What’s
the worst that could happen? ... My children won’t go without shoes.”

Motivation. The four women described the following as their motiva-
tions to start their own businesses and continue their work: Their ven-
tures allowed them to balance work and family responsibilities and to
help others, and they provided an outlet for their passion for their work.
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All four of the women discussed at length the benefit of being able to
manage family and, at the same time, work more effectively as a result of
starting their own businesses. This benefit continued to be an ongoing
motivator, as well.

Additionally, work offered a way to remain connected throughout
their whole life rather than have it be a separate part of their lives. The
desire for connectedness in their lives was also a strong motivator in rela-
tion to being able to help others in very specific ways. Elise indicated, “I
help others feel good about themselves. . .. I help others look at them-
selves in a different way.” Helping others learn was a strong motivator
for Barbara as well: “I care about clients and connect with the audience.
I help folks continue to learn.”

These women were also driven by the fact that their work helped
define who they are and provided an outlet for their passions. Elise spoke
clearly of the meaning that work held for her: “I feel strongly about
women doing the kind of work that they love to do. . . . When I am
purposeful and connected to myself, I can connect to my clients.”
Barbara’s passion for her work spilled out in front of her audiences: “I
get arush in front of the audience . . . because if I don’t have that rush, or
whatever you want to call it from working with folks, you don’t feel like
you’ve accomplished what you need to accomplish.”

Decision making. All of the participants stressed their use of intu-
ition and feelings when making decisions about their businesses and de-
ciding how best to serve their customers and clients. Elise noted the
importance of utilizing her feelings along with her rational side in mak-
ing decisions: “And so that feeling side, you can have all the logic you
want in the world, but it’s not always accurate because you have to make
the connection somehow to peoples’ real thoughts and real feelings.”
Sharon highlighted the use of intuition in her daily decision making:
“[When I first got started] I knew nothing. ... A lotof it I just do by gut
feeling, . . . and I sort of have, like, intuition of what a woman would
want.”

Discussion of Results

The first major conclusion of this study is that the women made mean-
ing of their change experience within the context of their connections to
others. Their narratives depicted a changed self situated in a complexity
of relationships and a greater ability to integrate the relationships in their
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lives. This finding supports the emerging evidence in the literature on
female entrepreneurs that female entrepreneurs view and operate their
business ventures within a cooperative network of relationships (Brush,
1992). This finding also supports the literature on women’s develop-
ment that depicts relationships as a central theme of women’s lives and
the defining of self within the context of relationships (Caffarella & Olson,
1993). The finding that the women utilized primarily informal rather
than formal networks to discuss the changes they experienced provides
further evidence of the integral role that relationships play and confirms
the emerging evidence in the literature on female entrepreneurs that indi-
cates that women tend to rely more heavily on informal networking
(Buttner & Moore, 1997).

The women conceived of their experience of initiating their business
ventures as dynamic, fluid, and ongoing. They also spoke of nonrational
ways of knowing as they made meaning of their experiences and saw the
totality of their life experiences as readying them for the changes they
experienced. This study was not intended to characterize the transition to
entrepreneurship as a perspective transformation, nor was it intended to
examine the process associated with a perspective transformation. How-
ever, how the women related the meaning of their experience of making
this transition is important because it reflects a more integrated, intercon-
nected, and holistic experience rather than the rational, linear process of
change described by Mezirow in his theory of perspective transforma-
tion (Mezirow & Associates, 1990). These findings may lend support for
the arguments in the transformational literature (Brooks & Edwards, 1997,
Group for Collaborative Inquiry, 1994; Pope, 1996) that a different pro-
cess may be taking place for women in contrast to what Mezirow advo-
cates in his theory (Mezirow & Associates, 1990).

Relative to the research on female entrepreneurs, the motivation for
starting and running their own businesses centered on the themes of bal-
ancing work and family, self-fulfillment by helping others, and work as
an outlet for their desire to help others. Additionally, no defined set of
traits emerged that would account for their success, nor did a preponder-
ance of low, moderate, or high risk-taking behavior emerge. These three
findings mirror the research in the literature on female entrepreneurs that
has been inconclusive in determining specific motivations for success,
trait determinants of success, or risk-taking preferences. The finding that
the women utilized intuition and feelings in their decision making con-
firms similar findings in the literature on female entrepreneurs (Kamau et
al., 1997).
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Conclusions

In summary, despite the limitations associated with the small sample
of this exploratory study, some preliminary implications can tentatively
be drawn for future practice and research. From a practice perspective,
programs that are developed to inform and support the start up of busi-
ness ventures by women should consider locating the discussions and
support centrally within a contextual framework of relationships that hold
meaning for the women. For example, issues regarding balancing family
life and work life; creating a support network for emotional and personal
support, particularly during the initial transition phase; and recognition
of decision-making practices that include nonrational approaches are rel-
evant topics that could be explored during such programs.

From a research perspective future studies of female entrepreneurs
should take into account the central role that relationships play in the
defining of self, in making business decisions, and in developing net-
works of support. Additionally, in order to extend our theoretical under-
standing of transformational learning, it would be insightful to explore
the process of change that female entrepreneurs experience when they
make this transition to starting their own businesses. Does the initiation
of a new business venture for female entrepreneurs represent a perspec-
tive transformation? Does this process of change unfold according to
Mezirow’s depiction of such a process? Such research on the female
entrepreneur population may provide future female entrepreneurs, as well
as those currently in business for themselves, a greater understanding of
the process as women experience it and the meaning of such experiences.
Most importantly, such research endeavors would help to provide a more
diversified understanding of the entrepreneurship literature rather than
viewing it from a predominantly male perspective. In short, future re-
search on female entrepreneurs would help to make the invisible more
visible.
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