


INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this document is to report on research carried out from June to
October 2021 by a team from Quebec in the framework of the Women's Solidarity
project led by Nuestro Flow Social Movement and CEED Concordia. This report
presents reflections on the experiences of the nine women entrepreneurs that
participated in this project who were selected based on a series of criteria related to
cultural diversity, the relationship between entrepreneurship and culture, and the
possibility of replicating knowledge with other women, among others. The participants
shared their challenges (social, cultural, economic and gender) and needs when
undertaking entrepreneurial projects, which allowed us to collectively identify
recommendations and guidelines for other women in similar circumstances to address
these barriers. The research process seeks to examine whether cultural, financial and
health-related factors, along with disciminination, affected visible minority women
entrepreneurs and if so, how these factors impacted them. The purpose of this research
aims to highlight current barriers women entrepreneurs face and engage various
stakeholders on actions that can be taken to support and empower women
entrepreneurs.In addition to a series of literature reviews, to identify the categories of
the study, three focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews were held.

The women entrepreneurs participating in our research came from various backgrounds
and industries, although many of them reported similar experiences that paint a picture
of the entrepreneurial environment in the province. Quebec is the only province in
Canada with French as its only official language, yet it is in a majority English-speaking
country. This poses significant challenges for the study participants, as several of them
come from countries where the official language is neither French nor English.
Networking was identified in the research to play an essential role in the development
and success of entrepreneurial ventures, however the language expectation placed on
entrepreneurs, when in reality many cannot speak them with confidence, can limit the
usefulness of these networking opportunities.

In addition, many participants reported high levels of stress and/or a desire to develop
stress management tools. Recognizing this trend is critical for the analysis of policy that
has the potential to affect the entrepreneurial climate in Quebec, particularly for
women. Although the proportion of women entrepreneurs is growing, women remain
disproportionately less likely than men to be entrepreneurs (WEKH 2021). Given the
benefits associated with having a higher proportion of women entrepreneurs (Howard



2020), there is plenty of room for Quebec's economy to grow and flourish if steps are
taken to improve the business climate for women.

Overview
Despite great efforts put forward at the provincial and federal level to support women’s
entrepreneurship, there has only been a 30% increase in female owned businesses
during the last 10 years, and female entrepreneurs remain the minority in Canada1.
While there are initiatives to encourage women’s entrepreneurship in Québec, such as
financial aid, training, and support organizations2, these are not always adequate, and
there are still significant gaps that need to be addressed, especially with regards to
racialized and immigrant women. It is well known fact that increasing the number of
female entrepreneurs yields substantial economic gains, such as raising women out of
poverty3. It is estimated that gender gaps in entrepreneurship cause an average
income loss of 6 percent in OECD countries4. The key is providing the right support,
which requires a deep understanding of the obstacles that female entrepreneurs face in
Canada. This project aims to identify and provide insight into barriers that female
entrepreneurs face, and propose solutions to overcome such barriers and better
support female entrepreneurship and the growth of their businesses.

Research Methodology
Between June and September 2021, researchers ran a mixed-methods approach to
identify the barriers, challenges, and needs faced by women entrepreneurs in Québec.
Within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, nine non-random participants were
selected in Québec for this research, who are kept anonymous for confidentiality
purposes. They were selected based on being female entrepreneurs based in Québec
who belong to visible minority communities. Statistics Canada defines a person in a
visible minority as, “...someone (other than an Aboriginal perso) who is non-white in
colour/race, regardless of place of birth”5. Aside from the research conducted, the
participants received workshops from CEED Concordia, in partnership with Nuestro
Flow, to support the growth of their businesses.

5 Statistics Canada. “Visible Minority of Person.” Visible Minority of person, November 1, 2021.

4 David Cuberes and Marc Teignier. “Aggregate Effects of Gender Gaps in the Labor Market: A Quantitative
Estimate.” Journal of Human Capital 10, no. 1 (2016): 1–32.

3 “Women and Poverty in Canada: Learn the Facts Today.” Canadian Women's Foundation, July 23, 2021.
2 Gouvernement du Québec. “Femmes Entrepreneures.” Entreprises Québec, 2021.

1 Femmessor. “ A Look at Québec women entrepreneurship during the COVID-19 pandemic: Results of the survey
conducted by Femmessor, April 2020.” Women Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub, Femmessor, 2020.



Based on secondary research conducted, a thematic analysis was used to
systematically identify, organize, and offer insight into patterns of meaning across the
dataset.6 The themes that were explored include discrimination, cultural, financial, and
health-related barriers.

Three focus groups were conducted, and each participant was interviewed individually.
All participants received the same questions to examine if and how cultural, financial,
discrimination, and health-related factors impacted female entrepreneurs.

A baseline survey was conducted in June 2021 to ask the participants about the current
services offered to them, their economic and social activities, the resources they used,
and to identify any other relevant experiences they had in running a business as
women from visible minorities operating in Québec.

According to the analyzed findings, the discourse of obstacles and barriers
demonstrated a challenge to women’s accessibility to resources that enhance their
enterprises’ productivity and efficiency. There is a lack of institutional support directed
at marginalized women. In the following section, the different barriers identified within
the research are further analyzed.

Key Findings
Female entrepreneurship is a valuable alternative for women to be
integrated into the economy, as they often face barriers in participating as
employees

When asked about the origins of their entrepreneurial pursuits, several participants
cited dissatisfaction with available job opportunities as a key push factor. This includes
language barriers for non-francophone participants, a lack of job opportunities,
disillusionment with the work they did before, the need for a more flexible schedule,
and their desire to develop themselves (professionally and personally) while having an
impact. They reported a desire to be challenged, to build something they could call
their own, and to create value for their communities. This would suggest that
entrepreneurship provides an appealing alternative for women seeking greater
autonomy. On the other hand, participants often reported earning less than they could
earn as employees. As such, learning about financial literacy was identified as a
potential area for improvement to increase women’s participation in the economy, as
well as learning French. Greater provision of technical and financial support could

6 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke. “Thematic Analysis.” APA handbook of research methods in psychology, Vol.
2. Research designs: Quantitative, qualitative, neuropsychological, and biological, 2012, 57–71.



encourage other women to become entrepreneurs and take on leadership roles, thus
contributing to more inclusive economic growth and the empowerment of women.

Female entrepreneurs benefit from collaborating, and communicating
effectively.

Our participants generally agreed on the importance of establishing and maintaining
networks with other entrepreneurs. Participants highlighted difficulties in finding useful
and applicable workshops, which are a space where they meet other entrepreneurs
with similar interests and goals, and potentially provide useful knowledge,
opportunities, support and guidance in their ventures7. Several participants stated that
they would benefit from finance, management, accounting, French and English
courses, as well as networking events specifically for female entrepreneurs in their
industry and geographical region. This is an important area for improvement in
women’s entrepreneurship, seeing as female entrepreneurs have lower representation
in key networks than men. Men are more likely than women to be owners of an
unincorporated business, to have experience in the same industry as the business
owned, and to have worked in the same firms as their co-owners.8

Considering the amount of time dedicated to their businesses, there is limited time
available for entrepreneurs to allocate to the establishment of meaningful, long-term
connections, both professional and personal. Our participants often struggled with a
lack of networking opportunities, in part due to the fact that they are immigrants. In
addition, the networking events available to them are sometimes not relevant to their
industry or interests, and in other cases, they are simply not aware of the existence of
relevant events. As several networking events are not industry-specific, those who
attend the events seldom share knowledge in common industries, which reduces their
possibilities to make connections that would benefit their business. However, these
networks have the potential of becoming important support systems which allow
female entrepreneurs to rely on one another and create a net of references that expand
their inner circle.

An additional barrier identified is language. Doing business in a foreign language is
perceived as a systematic barrier for some immigrant women, as it is vital to be able to
communicate effectively with stakeholders. Being able to communicate well in either
French or English is vital in order to succeed in Canada. Additionally, being able to

8 Douwere Grekou and Bassirou Gueye. “Study: Who are the Men and Women Entering Business Ownership in
Canada?” Statistics Canada, 2021.

7 Gill Tempest. “Five Benefits of Networking.” Small Business BC, 2021.



fluently speak both languages is even better, as it gives immigrants a competitive
advantage over those who only speak one language.9

With a weakness in French and English, Québec’s most widely spoken languages,
conversations when networking and doing business can be less fluent and precise. A
key factor in success as an entrepreneur anywhere in the world is effective
communication, which depends strongly on the knowledge of the language and the
level of expertise, or confidence, with which it is spoken.

The level of education and the specific degree pursued affects the
capacity of entrepreneurs to manage their businesses.

Many of the participants have resorted to taking governmental and non-governmental
workshops that help them elaborate and build on a practical skills set for their
particular industry. Generally, the participants reported having a working knowledge of
small business financial practices. While some of the participants expressed that they
would prefer to have established sources of passive income and stricter habits, they all
suggested that starting with a large amount of funds is less important than having the
right support system and information. One of the participants shared how Canada
offers a variety of opportunities for entrepreneurs to gain knowledge which alleviates
some of the challenges associated with running a small business.

Funding and financing are critical topics for entrepreneurs of all backgrounds and in all
industries. Looking to understand how female entrepreneurs perceive access to
financing as well as the role that finances play in their business, the importance of
information and support for overall financial security was uncovered. Information and
support can be interpreted in two ways — one interpretation considers information and
support coming from a network of individuals, whereas the other interpretation refers
to access to information and support from the government. The research showed that
having a strong network of other entrepreneurs or business people can lead to
knowledge exchange, something that is highly valued by the participant sample.

Those who did not have access to this type of network generally indicated a desire to
build one over time. Despite there being an array of government programs and
initiatives to support entrepreneurs, the participants indicated how their accessibility to
it and quality are disputed. There is a strong demand for financial education resources,
and while the government does provide certain resources, including the Women’s
Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub and the Black Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub

9 Sigrid Roman. “The Benefits of Being Bilingual: French Literacy in Canada.” World Education Services,
December 16, 2016.



among others, there has been no concrete research done on their quality and
accessibility.

Lack of information about government funding opportunities and its process was found
to be discouraging, even among the participants who did receive government funding.
Personal connections appear to be more effective in encouraging knowledge exchange
and support to female entrepreneurs than government initiatives. Further research is
required to determine whether these initiatives need to be made more accessible (and
more strongly marketed), of higher quality, or both; however, improved government
capacity to provide female entrepreneurs with knowledge and funding could
significantly support them and bolster the economy.

Female entrepreneurs recognize their disadvantaged position in society,
yet with ambition and drive they persist.

Forms of discrimination impact women’s businesses, and significant limitations exist in
women’s access to material, education, and health-related resources.10 While our
participants report being aware of the potential wage gap, their focus remains on
building their own communities and achieving greater visibility across the country.

Women entrepreneurs face gender norms and stereotypes which hinder their ability to
participate in the economy. As an example, most of the participants have been
exposed to remarks from other people that portray ambitious women as “hormonal” or
“aggressive”. At the same time, the majority of the participants believe that ambition
and aggression (depending on how the latter is defined) are important qualities for
entrepreneurs. Ambition and drive were agreed upon by the participants to be
fundamental sources of motivation through times of intense stress or financial difficulty.
Many of the participants also indicated a desire to be more “assertive” in their future
interactions. With communication being critical in business and networking
relationships, they suggested that assertiveness could increase the number of available
opportunities that they can access going forward. With regards to the common
stereotype that women are emotional and that this compromises their leadership
abilities, one entrepreneur argued that emotional investment is invaluable in
leadership. While not all the participants had experienced negative impacts from these
stereotypes, they questioned the validity of the stereotypes in general, and embraced
the roles of emotion and ambition in leadership.

Female entrepreneurs report working long hours with few breaks.

10 Dirk de Clercq and Steven A. Brieger. “When Discrimination Is Worse, Autonomy Is Key: How Women
Entrepreneurs Leverage Job Autonomy Resources to Find Work–Life Balance.” Journal of Business Ethics, 2021.



Women allocate their time across a variety of activities. The participants report
engaging in various activities, including but are not limited to, travel, education, quality
time with family and friends, household duties, workshops and training. Leisure time is
scarce. Most of the participants’ time is used productively towards activities that add
value to their development and that of their businesses, such as networking and
workshops. While most participants acknowledge the burden of running a business,
they expressed feeling fulfilled by the opportunity to develop their brand and “help
others”.

One participant commented that being an entrepreneur involves a high degree of
pressure and stress, which can negatively impact one’s mental health. One
recommendation given by participants was interacting with mentors for emotional
support. Another participant highlighted the ripple effects that stress can cause on
entrepreneurs’ employees and collaborators. Said participant recommended taking
breaks to gain energy, something she has done herself. Some of the other participants
emphasized the importance of managing stress. One specified that managing energy is
more valuable than managing time, and another mentioned that she wished she had
allocated more time towards yoga and relaxation in the early stages of her
entrepreneurial journey. Overall, many of the participants feel that stress impedes
access to creative energy, and that creative energy is vital to the endeavors of each
entrepreneur.

Female Entrepreneurs are negatively impacted, as they disproportionately
bear caregiving responsibilities due to ascribed gender roles.

Research has shown that when economic crises rise, such as the COVID-19 pandemic,
women are more likely to leave the workforce and carry on domestic duties as
entrenched in female gender norms and expectations. When considering the
COVID-19 pandemic, research has also shown that women are at an increased-risk of
gender-based violence, economic stress, increased burden of caregiving and
housework, and reduced access to support services.11 In April 2020, 122,000 single
mothers across Canada were facing significant obstacles to employment, including
access to childcare.12 Women are often faced with structural barriers that can prevent
them or their business from succeeding.

While none of the participants in this study reported having children, one participant
shared a notable story about how she came to acquire her business, which was sold to
her by a man whose wife had recently become pregnant. He said the business was his

12 “Women and Poverty in Canada: Learn the Facts Today.”

11 “Women and Poverty in Canada: Learn the Facts Today.”

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/200306/dq200306a-eng.pdf?st=3bwCNST7


wife’s, but that he was selling it for her because of her pregnancy. The same participant
then went on to explain that she would also sell the business if she decided to start a
family in the future, as the demands of both endeavours would be too high.
Institutional support is necessary to support women in similar situations. In particular,
she mentioned that running a business is highly time-consuming. This story helps to
illustrate the disproportionate burden of caregiving duties on women, as well as the
common choice women face between personal and professional development. The
impacts of COVID-19 on women and girls are exacerbated simply by virtue of their
gender across various spheres, such as health, economy, security, and social
protection.13 This demonstrates the lack of support and resources available for women
to assume various roles, including that of being an entrepreneur.

Additionally, female entrepreneurs often face gender responsibilities which become a
barrier to their business. Responsibilities such as caregiving and household duties can
take away time allocated towards the business and produce economic stress. A policy
brief published by the UN in 2019 suggested that putting women and girls at the
centre of economies will fundamentally drive better and more sustainable development
outcomes for everyone.14 It also discusses how it would support a more rapid recovery
and “place us back on a footing to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals”.15

Female entrepreneurs were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic in
diverse ways depending on the individual and business.

The COVID-19 pandemic opened up new opportunities and challenges for the sample
of participants. The nature of which depended both on the businesses and the
entrepreneurs themselves. Government regulation posed challenges for the
entrepreneurs who rely on in-person customer interaction for their businesses.
However, some entrepreneurs cited increases in sales resulting from larger volumes of
take-out orders as well as from pent-up demand following the relaxation of commercial
regulations. Additionally, access to COVID-19 related financial support from the
government was contingent on the business having existed prior to the onset of the
pandemic, thus a number of entrepreneurs in our sample were excluded from relief
packages. Depending on the industry and age of the business they run, the
entrepreneurs reported varying experiences during the pandemic. However, the
variation in the impact of the pandemic on the sample is not limited specifically to
business-related characteristics. Rather, individuals with different personalities and
preferences benefited from and struggled with the new business landscape in unique

15 United Nations Secretary General

14 United Nations Secretary General

13 United Nations Secretary-General, “Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19 on Women,” 2019.



ways. For some entrepreneurs, the lifestyle change resulting from the initial onset of
the pandemic led them to allocate more time and attention towards creative pursuits,
inspiring them to modify or even start their business venture. In other cases, though
not mutually exclusive, intensified health-related stress posed significant challenges to
mental health. The COVID-19 pandemic changed businesses and lives in countless
ways. Many people have suffered greatly as a result of the health crisis, and the
changing work and home environments have had diverse impacts on different
individuals. The evidence gathered suggests that the pandemic did affect female
entrepreneurs greatly, however without a predictable pattern that can apply to most or
all of them.

Policy Recommendations
While acknowledging that more research is needed to better understand the
conditions of female entrepreneurs, our research and participant study has shed light
on systemic barriers, networking systems, useful and applicable resources, mental
health, gender roles, discrimination, and the influence that the COVID-19 pandemic
had on businesses. It is important to support current female entrepreneurs, but also
support the path for future entrepreneurs. Through ensuring all women are empowered
in this path, young girls can also be inspired to choose their own career path without
limitations. The findings from this study ultimately support the following policy
recommendations to government officials,  practitioners, and community organizers:

Further research of financial and educational resources for female
entrepreneurs

Support and information were determined to be two critical elements of financial
security for Québec’s female entrepreneurs. While professional networks can facilitate
knowledge exchange and expand access to financial resources, the participants in this
study did not generally indicate that there were effective government programs in
place to support them and their businesses.

Female-owned businesses are less likely to benefit from government-funded small
business support services compared to male-owned businesses, and women belonging
to a visible minority are often even less likely to benefit from this support.16 Moreover,
many business support organizations do not take gender, ethnicity or other
intersectional factors and data into account to aid in program design or evaluation.
Consequently, government investments and funding in innovation and economic

16 Barbara Orser, Wendy Cukier, and Catherine Elliott. Rep. Strengthening Ecosystem Supports For Women
Entrepreneurs, 2019, 6.



growth are prioritised in industries where women are underrepresented as business
owners.17

Despite this overview knowledge, there is insufficient existing research on the
effectiveness and accessibility of resources such as grants, loans, knowledge hubs
provided by Québec and the Government of Canada. However, further research can
help policymakers determine whether these resources need improvements to their
quality, accessibility, or both. Objective evidence is required to inform policies and
programs to promote engagement and support of female entrepreneurs, particularly
those belonging to visible minority groups. One potential solution: rather than singular
grants and loans, a long-term fund for visible minority women could be implemented
to provide a sustainable, rather than one-time, form of assistance.

Female support in grassroot organizations and diverse communities

Beyond ensuring economic recoveries for small businesses, especially after the
COVID-19 pandemic, it is vital to show support to female entrepreneurs and visible
minorities. Having the space and platform where those businesses can support and
learn about other businesses while engaging the local community can enhance
businesses, the economy, and the environment by encouraging local initiatives.

Women in minority groups can feel empowered by those characteristics that
differentiate them. As one of the participants said, “I am not a victim and you are not
my savior”. It is recommended to raise consciousness about the notorious “white
saviour” complex, move away from the vision of saving and move towards empowering
one another regardless of age, sex, race, class, etc. Cultural differences have the
potential to be a source of empowerment for minorities, and it would be beneficial to
view them as such.

Enhancing local community support towards female entrepreneurs’ businesses within
visible minority groups can improve community spirit and allow for the diversity and
culture to be celebrated and shared across communities in Québec and Canada. To
eliminate discrimination, diversity must be embraced at the local level.

Develop more mentorship and networking opportunities for women

Many participants indicated an initial lack of mentorship and networking opportunities
as one of the greatest barriers to starting their businesses. Mentorship programs would
be able to address some of the primary concerns voiced by participants, such as

17 Orser, Cukier, and Elliott, 6.



guidance on finding relevant financial resources and funding opportunities as well as
support with their day-to-day financial operations. Mentorship programs could also
help female entrepreneurs improve their business networks, which was agreed upon to
be one of the most vital components to the continued success of their businesses.
Studies have shown that ethnic female business owners in particular rely heavily on
informal networks of friends, family and community to utilize their resources and such
networks, “become very important at the start-up phase of the business since they can
promote the newly established business through word-of-mouth in the community,
provide clients and act as a pool of possible employees”.18 Moreover, increased
networking opportunities would enable female entrepreneurs to improve their
communication skills, financial knowledge, and clientele while increasing general
community support.19

19 Muldoon, Jeffrey, Carol Lucy, and Sheryl Lidzy. “The Impact of Social Dominance Orientation on Female
Entrepreneurial Intention.” New England Journal of Entrepreneurship 22, no. 2 (2019): 109–25.

18 Panagiotis Piperopoulos. “Ethnic Female Business Owners: More Female or More Ethnic Entrepreneurs.” Journal
of Small Business and Enterprise Development 19, no. 2 (2012): 192–208.



CONCLUSION
Women face various opportunities and challenges when examining their
entrepreneurial path in Quebec. Opportunities identified to enhance women
entrepreneurial pathways include improving workshops to be more useful and
applicable and having more networking opportunities. Challenges identified include
language barrier, lack of job opportunities, disillusionment with work they did before,
the need for a more flexible schedule, their desire to develop themselves
(professionally and personally) while having an impact, and discrimination. Overall, the
research revealed the importance for women entrepreneurs to be integrated into the
economy, benefits of collaboration, having access to various resources to enhance their
skills and capacity to run and maintain their business, re-energizing or taking breaks,
considering gendered roles and barriers, and embracing and adapting with all the
changes Covid-19 has brought.

Ultimately, it is recognized that entrepreneurship and womanhood can coexist.
Specifically, women entrepreneurs highlighted the benefits from collaboration and
effective communication. Communication and collaboration among women
entrepreneurs often lead to the emergence of personal and professional relationships
that are beneficial to women in doing business. Bonds of support are generated, they
help one another and share their connections with clients. Empathy, respect, and
togetherness are evident in the research spaces. Women entrepreneurs recognize their
disadvantaged position and society's prejudices, but with ambition and drive, they
prevail. Also, through this report we understand that the experience and lessons
learned by entrepreneurs are perceived in different ways and can sometimes be seen
as challenges or empowering experiences. Ultimately, we learn that entrepreneurship
and womanhood can coexist.

The policy recommendations focus on enhancing women entrepreneurs’ journey and
experience. While grants have been made available, many are unaware of them.
Further research of financial and educational resources, and accessibility, for female
entrepreneurs is encouraged. Supporting grassroot organizations and diverse
communities is also valued as it inspires local initiatives. Providing more mentorship and
networking opportunities, with relevance and accessibility, was often highlighted due to the
value they add to the individual, but also the business as a whole. Accessibility and
relevance are quite important, as even if these resources exist, if not utilized by its
intended audience or not applicable, it is therefore of no purpose.



Overall, while women entrepreneurs have faced various barriers, they have pursued
their goals and challenged the notion of being an entrepreneur and a woman. This
brief’s policy recommendations aim to be a stepping stone and highlight ways in which
we, as individuals, a community, and a country, can eliminate barriers and further
empower women entrepreneurs so that they may continue to excel.
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