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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Women’s Entrepreneurship in Western Canada: Results from the 2021 
GEM Canada Survey marks a second detailed examination of women’s 
enterprise in Western Canada. It draws on data from the GEM Canada 
Adult Population Survey, collected in the summer of 2021, roughly 
14-16 months after the declaration of the global COVID-19 pandemic 
in March 2020. The 2021 GEM Canada survey had a sample of 7,848 
respondents. This included a special oversample of 6,144 respondents 
from Western Canada, designed to provide a finely-grained analysis of 
trends in the Western region. 

Building on a first report, Women’s Entrepreneurship in Western 
Canada: Results from the 2019 GEM Canada Survey -- which serves 
as ‘pre-pandemic’ benchmark on women’s enterprise in Western 
Canada -- this second report has three specific goals: 1) to provide 
detailed data on the state of women’s entrepreneurship in Western 
Canada in 2021; 2) to trace how women’s activity, attitudes, aspirations 
and needs have changed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic; and 3) 
to identify where particular vulnerabilities and opportunities may lie 
for women entrepreneurs in Western Canada going forward. Broadly 
speaking, the goal of this analysis is to generate new knowledge and 
insights that can support women entrepreneurs, contribute to resilient 
ecosystems, and foster inclusive growth and recovery going forward.

Five key questions are examined in this report, organized into the 
following chapters: 

Chapter 2 explores questions about women’s attitudes towards 
entrepreneurship amongst the general population in Western 
Canada (i.e., those who are not currently entrepreneurs). Key 
indicators examined include women’s perceptions of entrepreneurial 
opportunities, perceived capabilities, social capital, and the fear of 
failure in the summer of 2021, as the global pandemic continued to 
unfold. 
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Chapter 3 examines women’s entrepreneurial activity in early-stage 
and established businesses in the Western provinces and the extent 
to which it was impacted by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. It also 
examines women’s business discontinuance rates, business exits, 
motivations, and entrepreneurial attitudes in the summer of 2021.  

Chapter 4 explores questions about who are women entrepreneurs in 
the Western Canadian region. Several dimensions are relevant here 
including socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., age, education, 
equity status), family characteristics (e.g., child care and elder care 
responsibilities), and business characteristics (e.g., industrial sector). 

Chapter 5 addresses questions about the impact and potential of 
women-led businesses. Key indicators examined include job creation, 
innovation in product, services, and technologies, as well as exporting 
activity and growth expectations.

Chapter 6 focuses on important questions concerning the short-term 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic for women’s businesses and 
economic prospects in the Western region. Key indicators examined 
include assessments of government responses and support, new 
opportunities, and the adoption of digital technologies. 

A brief summary of the key findings is provided below. A more 
extended discussion, along with recommendations, is provided in 
Chapter 7. 

ENTREPRENEURIAL ATTITUDES IN  
WESTERN CANADA
In the summer of 2021, women’s attitudes towards entrepreneurship 
in the general population of Western Canada (i.e., those who were 
not entrepreneurs) remained quite positive, despite the ongoing 
uncertainties of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Many women in 
the Western region reported knowing an entrepreneur, perceiving 
good opportunities, and feeling they had the capabilities for success. 
Some provincial variation in attitudes was evident, but age differences 
were more important, with younger women (18-34 years old) more 
likely than older women to see good opportunities and know other 

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY



GEM Women’s Report 2021

3

entrepreneurs. Concerning entrepreneurial intentions (i.e., the 
intent to start a business within the next 3 years), this varied across 
the Western region. Gender gaps in entrepreneurial intention were 
also evident, with significantly different situations in Alberta (near 
gender parity) compared to Saskatchewan (high gender inequity), 
and Manitoba and B.C. falling in between, more in line with national 
trends. Notably, given the unfolding global COVID-19 pandemic, 
women’s entrepreneurial intentions did not change dramatically from 
2019 to 2021 in the Western region, or across Canada. 

ACTIVITY, ATTITUDES AND MOTIVATIONS OF 
WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS 
Despite concerns that the COVID-19 pandemic would negatively 
impact business activity, women’s rates of activity and attitudes in 
Western Canada remained strong in 2021. Women’s early-stage activity 
(business under 3.5 years) ranged from a high of 18% in Alberta and 
B.C., to 13% in Manitoba. Women were less involved in established 
business activity (3.5 years and older), which ranged from 7.8% in 
Alberta to 5.1% in Manitoba. Business discontinuance rates were also 
an important part of the story, with women in B.C. and Alberta above 
the national average. Yet, perhaps surprisingly, rates did not jump 
dramatically between 2019 and 2021 in the Western region. In 2021, 
the four most common reasons for women discontinuing a business 
were: the COVID-19 pandemic, a lack of profitability, the opportunity 
to sell, or personal / family reasons. With respect to motivations for 
leading a business, women in the Western region were more likely 
than men to cite ‘making a difference’, less motivated than men to 
‘build great wealth or high income’, and least motivated by the desire 
to ‘continue a family tradition’. Between 2019 to 2021, necessity 
motivations increased for women across the Western provinces, 
especially in Alberta. Concerning their attitudes and capabilities, 
early-stage women entrepreneurs in Western Canada continued to 
hold positive attitudes—and interestingly, their perceptions of good 
opportunities actually increased in B.C. and Alberta in 2021, compared 
to 2019. That said, gender gaps were evident on key indicators, such 
as perceived capabilities, and women reported heightened concerns 
around business failure, in line with national trends. 

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS AND  
BUSINESS PROFILE 
In 2021 women entrepreneurs in the Western region continued 
to be highly educated. Age dynamics were important, with strong 
engagement of young women (18-34 years) in early-stage businesses—
especially in Alberta and B.C. With respect to family caregiving, 
between one-third and one half of women reported providing care for 
children or elders in their family. Established women were actually 
more likely than early-stage women to report caregiving, with high 
activity especially in Alberta. In terms of hours, early-stage women in 
Saskatchewan, and established women in Alberta, stood out for their 
very high hours of family caregiving. Of note, many early-stage men 
also reported family caregiving in 2021. Concerning diversity amongst 
women entrepreneurs in Western Canada, a new question on the 2021 
GEM Canada survey probed equity group status.  Indigenous women 
had a strong presence in early-stage and established businesses, 
especially in Saskatchewan and Manitoba (13-14%). Women with 
disabilities comprised nearly one-quarter of early-stage and established 
women entrepreneurs in Alberta. Nearly one-third of women 
entrepreneurs in B.C., Alberta, and Manitoba identified as a visible 
minority. Immigrant status varied provincially, from 35.7% of women 
entrepreneurs in B.C. to 14.8% in Saskatchewan. Finally, concerning 
business characteristics, and industry sector, women entrepreneurs 
continued to have a strong presence in consumer services and business 
services in the summer of 2021, and were over-represented especially 
in consumer services compared to men. Interestingly, the pandemic 
did not disrupt traditional patterns of women’s concentration in 
consumer services, as some expected, with women’s presence there 
increasing from 2019 to 2021.  

ECONOMIC IMPACTS 
In 2021, a micro firm was the most common firm size for early-stage 
and established women (1-5 jobs). Established women business 
owners were actually more likely than early-stage owners to be a solo 
entrepreneurs, except in Saskatchewan. But there was also a sizeable 
group of growth oriented women entrepreneurs in the region. And 
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trends from 2019 to 2021 show that early-stage women had more 
employees in 2021, while established women saw a slight net shift 
downwards. With respect to growth orientations, early-stage women 
in three of the four Western provinces – Manitoba, B.C., and Alberta 
-- expected to grow more jobs in 2021 than in 2019, suggesting a 
measure of confidence in the future. Concerning innovation, only a 
minority of women’s early-stage businesses reported innovating with 
respect to product and services, as well as technologies and processes. 
Comparing changes from 2019 to 2021, however, shows that women 
were innovating more with respect to products and services by the 
summer of 2021, as well as in the use of new technologies. Finally, 
export activity varied across the Western region in 2021, from a high 
of 38.9% of women Alberta to 23.0% in Manitoba. From 2019 to 2021, 
early-stage women in Alberta and Saskatchewan saw increased activity, 
as did established women in B.C. 

SHORT-TERM IMPACTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
Special questions on the 2021 GEM Canada survey also explored 
women’s experiences of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Results 
confirm that women entrepreneurs in the Western region were less 
likely than women entrepreneurs across Canada to see government 
responses as effective – with women’s agreement ranging from 
a high of 55% to 57% in B.C., Alberta, and Manitoba, to 41.5% in 
Saskatchewan, compared to two-thirds of women at the national level. 
A gender gap was also evident across the Western region, with women 
entrepreneurs feeling responses were less effective. Concerning new 
opportunities, many early-stage women in the Western region had 
identified new opportunities as a result of the pandemic. However, 
women running established businesses were far less likely to see new 
opportunities, refuting the idea of an opportunity-driven pandemic. 
Finally, with respect to technological innovation during the pandemic, 
roughly 33 – 40% of women in the Western provinces indicated they 
had adopted digital technologies for the first time or enhanced the use 
of existing technologies. Roughly one-third of women in the Western 
provinces were already using digital technologies in their businesses 
before the COVID-19 pandemic, and another one-quarter to one-

EXECUTIVE 
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third ran were operating businesses that could function without them. 
Interestingly, women were much less likely to be adopting technologies 
for the first time than men in most Western provinces, except in B.C.

Building on these findings, a number of recommendations are also 
discussed in Chapter 7. They focus on individual-level, program, 
and policy initiatives that can promote success, innovation, growth 
and quality of working life for women entrepreneurs in the Western 
region, while also recognizing the diverse motivations, aspirations, and 
contexts at play.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN  
 WESTERN CANADA
In recent years, there has been a dramatic increase in women’s 
engagement in entrepreneurship in Western Canada. While this 
trend is evident in other parts of the country1— and while Canada is 
recognized as a leading jurisdictions for women’s enterprise amongst 
high-income countries  -- the Western Canadian provinces are unique 
in having some of the highest rates of women’s entrepreneurship since 
GEM Canada began tracking trends in 2013.2 Reflecting the importance 
of women’s enterprise to this region, a first report titled Women’s 
Entrepreneurship in Western Canada: Results from the 2019 GEM 
Canada Survey (2019 GEM-WWC) was published in 2020, in order 
to better understand women’s entrepreneurial activity, attitudes, and 
aspirations in the Western region.  

The current report, Women’s Entrepreneurship in Western Canada: 
Results from the 2021 GEM Canada Survey (2021 GEM-WWC), marks 
a second detailed examination of women’s enterprise in Western 
Canada. It draws on a larger than normal sample of 7,848 respondents, 
with a special oversample of 6,144 respondents from Western Canada, 
designed to produce a more finely grained analysis. Data for this report 
were gathered in the summer of 2021, roughly 14 months after the 
March 2020 declaration of the global COVID-19 pandemic. 

In the same way that the 2019 GEM-WWC report now offers an 
important benchmark of women’s entrepreneurship prior to the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the current 2021 GEM-WWC report offers 
a valuable window into the experiences of women entrepreneurs in 
Western Canada as they have navigated the ongoing twists and turns 
of the COVID-19 pandemic—one of the most significant negative 
economic shocks in the region for nearly 40 years.3

1 See Hughes, K.D. (2017). GEM Canada 2015/16 Report on Women’s Entrepreneurship. Available at: 
http://thecis.ca/index.php/gem/  For discussions of the rise of women’s entrepreneurship in the Canada 
context, see Hughes, K.D. (2005). Female Enterprise in the New Economy. University of Toronto 
Press; Orser, B. & Elliott, C. (2015). Feminine Capital: Unlocking the Power of Women Entrepreneurs. 
Stanford University Press.
2 Hughes, K.D. and Saunders C. (2020). Trends in Women’s Entrepreneurship in Canada, 2013-19. 
GEM Canada and the Women’s Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub.
3 Statistics Canada, Gross Domestic Product, Provinces and Territories . Available at:  https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210503/dq210503a-eng.htm

http://thecis.ca/index.php/gem/ 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210503/dq210503a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210503/dq210503a-eng.htm
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The specific goals of this report are threefold: 1) to provide detailed 
data on the state of women’s entrepreneurship in Western Canada 
in 2021; 2) to trace how women’s activity, attitudes, aspirations and 
needs have changed in response to the COVID-19 pandemic; and 3) to 
identify where particular vulnerabilities and opportunities may lie for 
women entrepreneurs in Western Canada going forward.  

More broadly, the report seeks to generate new knowledge and insights 
that can: 1) support women entrepreneurs in the Western provinces: 2) 
contribute to stronger, more resilient entrepreneurial ecosystems; and 
3) encourage inclusive economic growth and recovery going forward. 
Accordingly, the results from this report are highly relevant to policy 
initiatives such as REGI-Regional Growth through Innovation4 and 
the Western Canada Growth Strategy, Grow-West5 , which focus on 
economic diversification, skill development, innovation, and economic 
growth—all outcomes to which women-led businesses can contribute.  

1.2 KEY QUESTIONS, INDICATORS AND 
 REPORT ORGANIZATION
The report draws on unique data from the GEM Canada survey 
which operates under the umbrella of the Global Entrepreneurship 
Monitor (GEM) Project — the largest and longest running study of 
entrepreneurship. The report is organized as follows: 

Chapter 1 discusses the goals of the report, key questions, and the 
methodology which guided data collection for the 2021 GEM Canada 
Adult Population Survey (APS). 

Chapter 2 explores questions about women’s attitudes towards 
entrepreneurship in the general population in Western Canada—that 
is, those who are not entrepreneurs. It probes key attitudinal indicators 
such as perceptions of entrepreneurial opportunities, perceived 
capabilities, social capital, and the fear of failure. 

Chapter 3 examines questions about women’s entrepreneurial activity 
in the Western provinces and the extent to which it has been impacted 
by the global pandemic. It tracks women’s involvement in early-stage 
firms (TEA)—that is those operating 3.5 years or less—and established 

1. INTRODUCTION

4 Details available on-line at:  https://www.wd-deo.gc.ca/eng/19774.asp
5 Details available on-line at:   https://www.wd-deo.gc.ca/eng/19700.asp

https://www.wd-deo.gc.ca/eng/19774.asp
https://www.wd-deo.gc.ca/eng/19700.asp
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businesses (EB)---those operating 3.5 years or more. It also traces 
women’s rates of business discontinuance and exits, women’s reasons 
for disengaging from business ownership, and their motivations and 
entrepreneurial attitudes. 

Chapter 4 answers the question of who are the women entrepreneurs 
in the Western Canadian region. Several dimensions are relevant here 
including socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., age, education, 
equity status), family characteristics (e.g., child care and elder care 
responsibilities), and the industrial sectors in which women business 
owners operate.  

Chapter 5 addresses questions about the impact and potential of 
women-led businesses, focusing on important issues of job creation, 
markets and exporting, and innovation. It also examines women’s 
future growth aspirations, an important question in light of ongoing 
pandemic-related challenges.

Chapter 6 considers more focused questions about the short-term 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on women’s businesses and 
economic prospects. These include women’s experiences of growth, 
new opportunities, and digital technologies. 

Chapter 7 draws together key findings and offers policy 
recommendations based on the empirical results from the GEM 
Canada 2021 survey.  

In order to better understand the situation for women in each of the 
Western provinces, comparisons are made throughout the report 
between 1) women in the four Western provinces; 2) women in 
Western Canada and women in Canada overall; and 3) women and 
men in the Western provinces, with the latter aiding an understanding 
of the degree of gender gaps and gender parity amongst entrepreneurs. 
Where relevant, comparisons are also made between 2019 and 2021, 
drawing on analysis from the past 2019 GEM-Canada Women’s 
Entrepreneurship in Western Canada, in order to assess the unfolding 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

1. INTRODUCTION
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1.3 GEM CANADA SURVEY AND DATA
This report draws on the GEM Canada Adult Population Survey (APS) 
which is conducted annually following the methodology and protocols 
of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM). Launched in 1999, 
GEM is the longest running and most comprehensive longitudinal 
study of entrepreneurship in the world. To date, GEM has gathered 
data from more than 100 countries, with numbers varying each year. 
In 2021, 50 countries, including Canada, participated in GEM data 
collection and analysis, with results being published in the 2021-22 
Global Report: Opportunity Amidst Disruption.6

Canada has participated in the GEM on a regular basis since 2013, 
with the GEM Canada team gathering data and producing a series 
of national and regional reports each year.7  These reports provide a 
much-needed picture of entrepreneurial activity in Canada. Though 
not focusing explicitly on women entrepreneurs, the national reports 
highlight broad gender trends. In addition, four special GEM Canada 
reports have focused on gender-based trends in entrepreneurship, two 
exploring national trends, one focusing on Alberta, and one examining 
trends in the Western Canadian provinces in 2019.8  

For purposes of this report, the 2021 GEM Canada survey gathered 
data from larger than normal samples in the Western provinces 
in order to facilitate more detailed analysis than is possible with a 
smaller sample size. The data were collected over the period June 7 
to August 18, 2021. Overall, the total sample size for the 2021 GEM 
Canada survey was 7,848. As noted In Table 1.4, there were 6,144 
respondents located in Western Canada (WC), for a larger than normal 
sample size of 1,536 in each of the Western provinces. The numbers 
below represent the unweighted data. For purposes of analysis, the 
appropriate provincial and national weightings are applied. 

1. INTRODUCTION

6 Hill, S. et al., (2021) Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2021/22 Global Report: Opportunity Amid 
Disruption. Available at: https://www.gemconsortium.org/reports/latest-global-report
7 All GEM Canada reports are available at: https://thecis.ca/gem/  This report draws selectively on 
other GEM Canada reports, especially the 2021 Canada report and previous reports on women 
entrepreneurs.
8 For Alberta, see Hughes, K.D. (2018) GEM Canada 2016/17 Report on Women’s Entrepreneurship in 
Alberta. For Western Canada, see Hughes, K.D. and Saunders, C. (2019) Women’s Entrepreneurship 
in Western Canada: Results from the GEM Canada 2019 Survey.  

https://www.gemconsortium.org/reports/latest-global-report
https://thecis.ca/gem/
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Table 1.4  2021 GEM Canada Sample by Gender and Province

   Male Female Total

 British Columbia (BC) 738 798 1,536

 Alberta (AB) 755 781 1,536

 Saskatchewan (SK) 738 798 1,536

 Manitoba (MB) 762 774 1,536

 Western Canada (WC) 2,993 3,151 6,144

1.4 GEM MODEL AND METHODOLOGY
It is important to note several features of the Global Entrepreneurship 
Monitor (GEM) model and survey protocol that ensure unique and 
valuable data. First, GEM uses a broad definition of entrepreneurship 
that helps to capture a wide range of activity, as follows:

 “Any attempt at new business or new venture creation, such as 
 self-employment, a new business organization, or the expansion 
 of an existing business, by an individual, a team of individuals, or 
 an established business.” 9

Second, the GEM model focuses on the individual entrepreneurs, 
and their attitudes, activities, and aspirations, as well as the 
entrepreneurial ecosystems in which they operate. This provides much 
richer data than is available from official statistics and many other 
surveys. Specifically, the GEM Framework (see Figure 1.4a) captures 
comprehensive data on an economy’s entrepreneurial conditions, 
including the attitudes and social values attached to entrepreneurship, 
the background and characteristics of individual entrepreneurs (e.g. 
age, gender, education), types of entrepreneurial activity (e.g. early-
stage, established) and the characteristics of the businesses that 
entrepreneurs are involved in (e.g. industry, region, job creation, 
innovation, exporting, financing, growth aspirations). 

1. INTRODUCTION

9 Reynolds, P., Hayand, M. & Camp, S.M. (1999). Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 1999 Executive 
Report.
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Figure 1.4a The GEM Conceptual Framework

 
Source: Hill et al. (2022). Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2021/22 Global Report, p. 23.

In addition, the GEM model views entrepreneurship as a process 
with distinct phases. As shown in Figure 1.4b, the model captures 
information about the experiences of ‘potential entrepreneurs’ 
(e.g., attitudes in the general population) as well as those actively 
engaged in entrepreneurship. A central measure of the GEM is Total 
Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA). This includes those in the process of 
starting a business (nascent entrepreneurs), and those running a young 
business (3 – 42 months old), but excludes those in the established 
business phase (firms older than 42 months or 3.5 years). By exploring 
these distinct phases—and especially the difference between ‘early-
stage’ (TEA) and ‘established businesses’ (EB)—the GEM project offers 
unique data not available from official government statistics and many 
other surveys. 
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Figure 1.4b The Entrepreneurial Process & GEM Indicators

Source: Adapted from Hill et al. (2022) Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2021/22 Global Report, p. 26.

With respect to data collection, the GEM collects information at the 
national level through two main sources:

 1) Adult Population Survey (APS). Data for the APS is collected 
through a telephone survey of randomly selected adults, aged 18 years 
and older. Using the standard GEM questionnaire, it covers a variety of 
questions on entrepreneurial attitudes, activities, and aspirations. The 
APS data provides a profile of representative data, weighted for age and 
gender to standard Canadian demographic data, or regional weighting 
where appropriate.10

2) National Expert Survey (NES). Information is also collected 
through a National Expert Survey (NES). Areas of expertise that are 
specified by GEM include: government programs, policy, finance, 
education and training, support infrastructure, technology transfer, 

1. INTRODUCTION

10 For the bulk of analysis, we focus on the working age population (18-64 years old). For some topics 
(e.g., attitudes towards entrepreneurship), we examine trends for the entire adult population (18+ years 
old).
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and wider socio-cultural norms. The questionnaire offers statements 
concerning support for entrepreneurship, and experts are asked to 
assess the degree to which each is true. A final section solicits open-
ended responses. 

1.5 THE CONTEXT OF WOMEN’S 
 ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN 2021
Before turning to a more detailed analysis of women’s 
entrepreneurship in Western Canada in the summer of 2021, it 
is important to set out the broad economic context in which their 
businesses were operating, given the ongoing public health, economic, 
and social challenges sparked by the global COVID-19 pandemic.

GDP growth is a key indicator to consider, viewed as a fundamental 
‘framework condition’ for supportive entrepreneurial ecosystems.11 
Figure 1.5a displays the annual GDP growth rates from 2014-21 in the 
Western provinces, drawing on Statistics Canada data.12  Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, there was clear variation and flux, with distinct 
growth patterns in the Western provinces, reflecting their economic 
base. Given the volatility in energy markets, Alberta saw wider swings 
in annual GDP growth, with BC having the most positive growth 
profile, followed by Manitoba, and then Saskatchewan. 

Figure 1.5a  Annual GDP Growth, 
BC, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, 2014-21
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11 Stam, E. (2015). Entrepreneurial ecosystems and regional policy: a sympathetic critique. European 
planning studies, 23(9), 1759-1769.
12 Statistics Canada Table 36-10-0402-01 (formerly CANSIM 379-0030). Available at:  https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610040201 Release date: 2022-05-02. For 2018-21, GDP 
growth rates for Canada are not available in this time series.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610040201
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610040201
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Following the March 2020 declaration of a global pandemic, a negative 
shock to GDP growth is seen across the Western provinces, followed 
by a rebound by the end of 2021. Again, growth trends varied across 
the provinces, with Alberta seeing the sharpest decline due to the 
pandemic, followed by Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and then BC.  

A second indicator of importance to this analysis are unemployment 
rates, given that economic shocks and downturns can fuel ‘necessity-
based’ entrepreneurial activity, though this is not a given. Figure 1.5b 
displays Statistics Canada’s annual average rates of unemployment 
from 2014-21.   Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the national 
unemployment rate was trending downward, from 6.9% in 2015 to 
5.7% in 2019. Again, rates varied across the Western provinces, with 
Alberta rates well above the other Western provinces. With the onset 
of the global pandemic, unemployment rates spiked across all four 
provinces, with provincial variation persisting. Yet, by the end of 2021 
(since these rates reflect annual averages), unemployment rates had 
declined from their 2020 peak, though still not to pre-pandemic levels 
in any of the Western provinces.

Figure 1.5b  Unemployment, 
Canada and Western Provinces, 2014-21 (Annual Avg)
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13 Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0020-01 (formerly CANSIM 282-0004). Available at:  https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410002001

6.9 6.9 7.1
6.4

5.9 5.7

9.5

7.5

5.4 5.6
6.2

5.4
6.0

5.3

8.0

6.4

5.1

6.4 6.3 6.2
5.6

8.4

6.5

4.7

6.1

8.2
7.9

6.7
7.0

11.4

8.7

6.1 6.2 6.1

5.2
4.7 4.7

8.9

6.5

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

11.0

12.0

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Canada Manitoba Saskatchewan Alberta BC

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410002001
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410002001


GEM Women’s Report 2021

16

Because Figure 1.5b provides total unemployment rates, it should be 
noted that women’s rates of unemployment, both nationally and in the 
Western provinces, was just slightly below that of men’s rates during 
the 2015-21 period, with a few exceptions. This reflects a trend of 
near gender convergence which has existed for some years.14 In 2021, 
women’s annual rate of unemployment was highest in Alberta (8.5%), 
followed by Manitoba (6.5%), B.C., (6.4%), and Saskatchewan (5.6%). 
Nationally, the unemployment rate for women in Canada was 7.2%. 

One final note of importance when contextualizing women’s 
entrepreneurship is related to government policies and supports both 
prior to, and during, the global pandemic. Historically, the federal 
government has played a key role in supporting women’s enterprise 
through federally funded women’s enterprise centres, including four 
in the Western provinces.15 In recent years, the federal government has 
also made a major investment of $2 billion dollars into the Women’s 
Entrepreneurship Strategy (WES), with the goal of doubling the 
number of women-owned businesses in Canada by 2025, through 
increasing new start-ups and supporting growth-oriented enterprise.16  
To accomplish this, funding has been targeted towards: 1) established 
initiatives, such as the Business Women in International Trade 
(BWIT) initiative17 which supports women-focused trade missions and 
advisory services (Canada, 2018: 244), and 2) new initiatives, such as 
the Women’s Entrepreneurship Fund, the WES Ecosystem Fund, and 
the Women’s Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub (WEKH).18

During the global COVID-19 pandemic, the federal, provincial, 
and territorial governments have also provided critical supports to 
entrepreneurs through varied programs and assistance. Specific details 
of these efforts have been discussed and evaluated elsewhere, most 
notably by the Women’s Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub.19

1. INTRODUCTION

14 See Krahn, Hughes and Lowe (2021) Work, Industry and Canadian Society. 
15 For a discussion of the history and current programming of Alberta Women Entrepreneurs, see 
Hughes, K.D. & Yang, T. (2020). Building gender-aware ecosystems for learning, leadership and 
growth. Gender in Management, 35(3), 275-290.
16 For details, see announcement by federal Minister of Small Business and Export Promotion: https://
wekh.ca/minister-ng-announces-16-1-million-investment-in-women-entrepreneurs-at-vancouver-wekh-
launch/
17 For details, see Business Women in International Trade (BWIT) at http://tradecommissioner.
gc.ca/businesswomen-femmesdaffaires/index.aspx?lang=eng  and WEConnect at https://
weconnectinternational.org/en/
18 Further details can be found at: https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/107.nsf/eng/home
19 For a summary of programs, see WEKH (2019) The Impact of COVID-19 on Women Entrepreneurs.   
Available at: https://wekh.ca/covid-19-resources-for-women-entrepreneurs/

https://wekh.ca/minister-ng-announces-16-1-million-investment-in-women-entrepreneurs-at-vancouver-wekh-launch/
https://wekh.ca/minister-ng-announces-16-1-million-investment-in-women-entrepreneurs-at-vancouver-wekh-launch/
https://wekh.ca/minister-ng-announces-16-1-million-investment-in-women-entrepreneurs-at-vancouver-wekh-launch/
http://tradecommissioner.gc.ca/businesswomen-femmesdaffaires/index.aspx?lang=eng
http://tradecommissioner.gc.ca/businesswomen-femmesdaffaires/index.aspx?lang=eng
https://weconnectinternational.org/en/
https://weconnectinternational.org/en/
https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/107.nsf/eng/home
https://wekh.ca/covid-19-resources-for-women-entrepreneurs/
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Assessing government responses globally, the 2021 GEM Global 
Women’s Report20 found – based on data collected in the first 
wave of the pandemic in the summer of 2020—that many women 
entrepreneurs in Canada felt governments had responded effectively, 
with 64.2% of early-stage women entrepreneurs and 58.9% of 
established women business owner, agreeing this was the case. 
In addition, no gender differences were observed in terms of the 
evaluation of government support in the summer of 2020. 

Of note, women entrepreneurs in Canada also appear to have had 
far more favourable assessments of government responses than did 
women in the U.S., during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
where just a minority of early-stage women (27.7%) felt the U.S. 
government had provided effective support. That said, it is also clear 
from the Canadian results noted above that some early-stage and 
established women entrepreneurs did not find government responses 
to be effective. Chapter 6 returns to this issue, examining similar 
questions about government support, one year later, in the summer of 
2021. 

SUMMARY 
This report examines trends in women’s entrepreneurship in Western 
Canada. The report draws primarily on data from the 2021 GEM 
Canada Adult Population Survey (APS) which runs under the umbrella 
of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)— the longest running 
and most comprehensive study of entrepreneurship in the world.  
Timing of the 2021 data collection in the summer months (June 
to August) means that the trends identified reflect the experiences 
of women entrepreneurs at a critical stage in the unfolding of the 
COVID-19 global pandemic, between the 3rd and 4th waves.21

17

1. INTRODUCTION

20 Elam, A.B., Hughes, K.D., Guerrero, M., Hill, S., Nawangpalupi, C., Fuentes, M., González, J., 
Laviada, A., Martínez, C., Bañón, A., Chabrak, N., Brush, C., Baumer. B. and Heavlow, R. (2021). 
Women’s Entrepreneurship 2020/21: Thriving Through Crisis.  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor. 
Available  at: https://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-202021-womens-entrepreneurship-report-
thriving-through-crisis
21 For a useful timeline of the COVID-19 pandemic, see Statistics Canada https://www150.statcan.
gc.ca/n1/pub/11-631-x/11-631-x2022001-eng.htm

https://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-202021-womens-entrepreneurship-report-thriving-through-crisis
https://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-202021-womens-entrepreneurship-report-thriving-through-crisis
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-631-x/11-631-x2022001-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-631-x/11-631-x2022001-eng.htm
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To facilitate a detailed examination of specific patterns in Western 
Canada, this report utilizes a larger than normal sample in each of 
the four Western provinces in order to disaggregate results more 
than is possible with regular sample sizes. This, along with additional 
special questions added to the 2021 GEM Canada survey, and previous 
data from a comparable 2019 report, offers one of the most robust 
examinations that we have to date of women’s entrepreneurship in 
Western Canada. 

The next chapter examines women’s entrepreneurial attitudes in the 
population at large in Western Canada, with subsequent chapters 
turning to explore the activity, attitudes, and aspirations of women 
already engaged in early-stage and established business. 

1. INTRODUCTION
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2. ATTITUDES TOWARDS 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN WESTERN 

CANADA

A key finding from the 2019 GEM Canada Report on Women’s 
Entrepreneurship in Western Canada (hereafter 2019 GC-WCC) was 
that women in the general population of the Western provinces – that 
is, those who were not entrepreneurs--had highly positive attitudes 
towards entrepreneurship. This is consistent with a growing level of 
interest in entrepreneurship that we have seen in Canada and other 
countries in recent years. 

With the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic, and the related 
challenges faced by so many entrepreneurs, however, a current 
point of debate concerns whether the pandemic has negatively 
impacted attitudes towards, and interest in, entrepreneurship. This 
is especially true for women—as discussed in Chapter 1—given that 
women-led businesses are concentrated in vulnerable sectors and that 
many women entrepreneurs have carried a ‘triple shift’ throughout 
the pandemic. In this respect, the pandemic has fuelled a growing 
awareness of how gendered attitudes and barriers may shape whether 
entrepreneurship is an attractive and feasible career choice for 
women.22

Chapter 2 explores these issues, probing attitudes and perceptions 
towards entrepreneurship in the general population of Western 
Canada. Focusing on the 2021 GEM Canada data, it compares trends 
between 1) women in the different Western provinces; 2) women in 
Western Canada and women in Canada overall; and 3) women and 
men in the Western provinces, with the latter comparison lending 
insight into the degree of gender gaps or gender parity amongst 
entrepreneurs. Where relevant, changes between 2019 and 2021 are 
also noted, drawing on the past 2019 GC-WCC report, in order to gauge 
the unfolding impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

22 Bullough, A., Guelich, U., Manolova, T. S., & Schjoedt, L. (2022). Women’s entrepreneurship and 
culture: gender role expectations and identities, societal culture, and the entrepreneurial environment. 
Small Business Economics, 58(2), 985-996.
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2.1 ATTITUDES BY GENDER AND PROVINCE
Figure 2.1 summarizes information about attitudes towards 
entrepreneurship amongst the general population, in the summer 
of 2021, broken down by gender and province. The 2021 GEM 
Canada survey probed four main attitudinal measures: 1) knowing an 
entrepreneur; 2) perceived opportunities; 3) perceived capabilities; 
and 4) the fear of failure. Two questions that were asked in 2019, as 
to whether entrepreneurship was perceived as a ‘good career choice’, 
or as having’ high status’, were not included in the 2021 survey, so 
comparative analysis is not possible. That said, it should be noted that 
in 2019 a strong majority of women in Western Canada had favourable 
views of entrepreneurship, with over two-thirds seeing it as a ‘good 
career choice’ and nearly 80% believing it had ‘high status’. These 
views were held fairly consistently by women across the country.23

What patterns were evident with respect to women’s attitudes in the 
summer of 2021, more than one year after the onset of the global 
COVID-19 pandemic? The following trends stand out for women in the 
general population of the Western provinces:  

First, ‘knowing an entrepreneur’ was common for many women in 
Western Canada. This was most true for women in Alberta (52.5%), 
Saskatchewan (51.5%) and British Columbia (50.2%), while those in 
Manitoba (44.8%) were the least likely to know a business owner. 
Overall, the social capital of women in Western Canada was strong and 
comparable to the average for Canadian women (48.4%).

Second, concerning ‘perceived opportunities’, roughly six in ten 
women in Western Canada saw good opportunities (60-62%), with 
the exception of women in Saskatchewan (55.5%). Canadian women 
(66.4%) had somewhat stronger perceptions of opportunity in the 
summer of 2021, however, highlighting a challenge for Western 
Canadian women.  

‘Perceived capabilities’ are a third important indicator, offering some 
indication of how well existing arrangements around education, 
training, and work experience are preparing individuals to pursue 
entrepreneurial opportunities. In 2021, roughly half of  women in most 
of the Western Canada provinces saw themselves as having the skills, 

2. ATTITUDES 
TOWARDS 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
IN WESTERN 
CANADA

23 In the previous 2019 GEM Canada survey and report on women entrepreneurs in Western Canada, 
65-68% of women in the Western provinces indicated entrepreneurship as a good career choice and 
78-83% agreed that entrepreneurs had high status. In the 2021 GEM Canada survey, these questions 
were not included and are therefore not reported here.
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knowledge, and expertise to be a successful entrepreneur (49 to 51%). 
The one exception was Manitoba where slightly fewer women (45.9%) 
felt capable. Of note, women in Western Canada were on par with 
Canadian trends, in contrast to the gap we see for ‘opportunities’. 

Finally, ‘fear of failure’ is a final indicator of interest, the interpretation 
of which is open to debate. While some analysts argue it reflects a lack 
of self-confidence or self-efficacy, others contend it reflects a realistic 
assessment of risk. In 2021, many women expressed wariness across 
the Western provinces, with Alberta women the most likely (57.9%) to 
express a fear of failure, perhaps understandably given the economic 
conditions discussed in Chapter 1. Women in Saskatchewan (56.4%), 
Manitoba (56.0%) and B.C. (55.1%), all follow closely, with generally 
tight clustering in the Western region. At the national level, agreement 
for women was somewhat lower (53.7%) but not significantly so. 

What about gender gaps in attitudes in the Western Canadian region? 
Table 2.1 offers further details, using a female to male (F/M) ratio, 
that divides the percentage of women by the percentage of men (F/M), 
shown in Figure 2.1.24 Scanning across the rows, the biggest gender 
gap for women in 2021 were with respect to ‘perceived capabilities’ 
(F/M ratio of .74 to .82), followed by ‘perceived opportunities’ (.80 
to .89). Gender gaps were much narrower with respect to ‘knowing 
an entrepreneur’ (.85 to .95). Women were more likely than men to 
express a ‘fear of failure’ (1.11 to 1.19). This is consistent with past 
trends. The meaning of this finding is open to interpretation. On 
one hand, women may be less confident of success than men; on the 
other, they may be more realistic in assessing risks and the potential 
for failure. For the most part, gender gaps in Western Canada were 
comparable to those in Canada. Some exceptions apply, such as B.C.’s 
narrower gender gap on ‘perceived capabilities’, and Alberta and 
Manitoba women’s slightly greater ‘fear or failure’ relative to their 
male peers. Broadly speaking, however, differences in most cases were 
minor. That said, the one striking gender gap that stands out in all 
cases is with respect to ‘perceived capabilities’, given women’s generally 
high educational attainment relative to men. This is an area for further 
exploration with regard to developing entrepreneurial capacity. 
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24 This approach is used in the GEM Global Women’s Report as a common way to indicate the 
degree of gender inequality or gender parity. See Elam, A.B., Hughes, K.D., Guerrero, M., Hill, S., 
Nawangpalupi, C., Fuentes, M., González, J., Laviada, A., Martínez, C., Bañón, A., Chabrak, N., Brush, 
C., Baumer. B. and Heavlow, R. (2021). Women’s Entrepreneurship 2020/21: Thriving Through Crisis.  
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor. Available  at: www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-202021-womens-
entrepreneurship-report-thriving-through-crisis

http://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-202021-womens-entrepreneurship-report-thriving-through-crisis
http://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-202021-womens-entrepreneurship-report-thriving-through-crisis
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Table 2.1  Gender Gaps in Attitudes, 
General Population, 18-64 years, 2021

 F/M ratio on B.C. AB SK MB CA

 Know Entrepreneurs .95 .94 .91 .85 .91

 Perceive Opportunities .84 .89 .80 .89 .90

 Perceive Capabilities .82 .76 .74 .74 .75

 Fear of Failure 1.12 1.19 1.11 1.17 1.08

Concerning changes between 2019 and 2021 (data for 2019 not 
shown), there is considerable stability (in the range of a few percentage 
points up or down) but two large shifts can be noted. With respect 
to ‘knowing an entrepreneur’, Manitoba women’s social capital 
decreased significantly, with a 13.8 percentage point decrease in those 
indicating they knew an entrepreneur. This was also true, though to 
a lesser degree, for women in B.C. (6.1 percentage point decrease) 
and Alberta (7.5 percentage point decline). Second, with respect to 
‘perceived opportunities, women in the general population in Alberta 
were actually more likely to report ‘perceiving opportunities’ in 2021, 
compared to 2019 (a 13.2 percentage point shift).

Figure 2.1  Attitudes Towards Entrepreneurship by 
Gender and Province, 18+ years, 2021
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2.2 AGE DIFFERENCES ON ATTITUDES 
 TOWARDS ENTREPRENEURSHIP 
Gender is clearly important for understanding attitudes toward 
entrepreneurship in Western Canada, as Section 2.1 shows. However, 
intersectional approaches to entrepreneurship also highlight the 
importance of other social characteristics.25 Age and generation are one 
important dimension of interest with respect to attitudes, providing 
insight into variation across the life course and across generational 
cultures. 

Figure 2.2 displays attitudes for each of the previously discussed 
indicators in Section 2.1, disaggregated by gender and age. 
Comparisons are made between two broad age categories of interest: 
1) 18-34 years and 2) 35-64 years old. We explore these two groups at 
a general level. For further discussion of age-related trends, the 2021 
GEM Western Canada Youth Report provides additional detailed 
analysis.26

As we can see from Figure 2.2, there were striking age-related 
differences amongst women in the general population of Western 
Canada in the summer of 2021. This is especially the case in relation to 
‘knowing an entrepreneur’ and ‘perceiving opportunities’. Comparing 
younger (18-34 years) and older (35-64 years) groups, younger 
women were far more likely to report ‘knowing an entrepreneur’ and 
to see ‘good opportunities’. Greater variation is evident across the age 
groups, with younger women Alberta and B.C. leading on these two 
indicators, and older women trailing notably and clustering together. 
To illustrate, on ‘knowing an entrepreneur’, we see a dramatic age 
gap, with a roughly 30 percentage point difference between younger 
and older women in Alberta and B.C., and a 22 to 24 percentage point 
difference in Saskatchewan and Manitoba. Age gaps are also evident 
for ‘perceived opportunities’. However, for ‘perceived capabilities’, 
age gaps are minimal and more varied. On the fear of failure, younger 
women were more likely to express concern (3 to 11 percentage points), 
except in Alberta where there was age parity.   

23

25 See for instance, Davis, A. E., & Shaver, K. G. (2012). Understanding gendered variations in 
business growth intentions across the life course. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 36(3), 
495-512.\; Romero, M., & Valdez, Z. (2016). Introduction to the special issue: Intersectionality and 
entrepreneurship. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 39(9), 1553-1565.
26 Williams, A. and Saunders, C. (2022). GEM Western Canada Youth Report. 
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Figure 2.2 Attitudes Towards Entrepreneurship by 
Gender, Age and Province, 18+ years, 2021
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2.3 ENTREPRENEURIAL INTENTIONS 
 AMONGST NON-ENTREPRENEURS 
A final area of interest in terms of the general population of Western 
Canada concerns the intention to start a business in the future – 
referred to as ‘entrepreneurial intentions’. This moves one step beyond 
entrepreneurial attitudes and perceptions to probe the degree to which 
individuals in the general population may be seriously considering 
business ownership at some point in the future. The GEM Canada APS 
gauges entrepreneurial intention by asking about plans in the “next 
three years”. This indicator is useful for imaging potential future trends 
in the Western Canada region. 

Figure 2.3 displays ‘entrepreneurial intention’ for 2021. Overall, 
intentions for women differed by province. Women in Alberta (14.1%) 
held the highest intention to become an entrepreneur, whereas women 
in Saskatchewan (8.5%) were the least interested. Most Western 
Canadian provinces fell below the average for Canadian women (11.3%) 
in 2021, with the exception of Alberta. 

With respect to gender differences, Figure 2.3 confirms that men had 
stronger intentions to start a business in the summer of 2021 than 
women, across all the Western provinces. A gender gap was evident at 
the national level too. Still, there is variation in the gender gap across 
the Western region. The most dramatic gap was in Saskatchewan, 
where males (18.1%) had much higher entrepreneurial intention than 
women (8.5%), a F/M ratio of .47. In sharp contrast, Alberta was 
a situation of near gender parity, with a F/M ratio of .96. Between 
these extremes, were B.C. and Manitoba which were more in line with 
national patterns (F/M ratio of .75).

25
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Figure 2.3  Entrepreneurial Intentions for Non-Entrepreneurs, 
18-64 years, 2021

By the summer of 2021, had the global COVID-19 pandemic had a 
visible impact on entrepreneurial intentions in the Western provinces? 
Comparing 2021 trends to 2019 GEM Canada data in Table 2.3 (below) 
does confirms some fluctuation in intentions; however, these were 
relatively minor. Intentions for women in Saskatchewan were stable. 
In Manitoba and B.C, a very slight decline in women’s intentions 
occurred. In Alberta there was actually a slight increase, in keeping 
with trends at the national level. 

Against some expectations, then, the pandemic does not appear to 
have diminished interest in entrepreneurship amongst women in the 
Western region. That said, notable gender gaps were evident in 2021. 
This was especially true in Saskatchewan, with gender gaps in B.C. and 
Manitoba more comparable to those for Canada overall. Alberta stood 
as the one exception to this pattern, with a situation of near parity 
between women and men. 
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Table 2.3  Entrepreneurial Intentions for Non-Entrepreneurs, 
18-64 years, 2019-21

  B.C. AB SK MB CA

 Women 2019 11.7% 12.5% 8.7% 9.5% 9.2%

 Women 2021 10.7% 14.1% 8.5% 10.0% 11.3%

 F/M ratio 2021 .70 .96 .47 .75 .74

SUMMARY
Despite some expectations that the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic might 
temper interest in entrepreneurship, women in the general population 
of Western Canada continued to hold generally favourable attitudes 
in the summer of 2021. Provincially, some differences can be noted; 
for instance, women in Alberta and B.C. were slightly more likely to 
know other entrepreneurs and to positively assess opportunities and 
capabilities. Overall, however, these differences were fairly minor. 

That said, there were clear provincial variation in entrepreneurial 
intentions in 2021, with Alberta women leading. Gender gaps were also 
evident, with significantly different situations in Alberta (one of near 
gender parity) compared to Saskatchewan (high gender inequity), and 
Manitoba and B.C. falling closer to national trends (F/M ratio .70-75). 
Importantly, women’s entrepreneurial intentions did not appear to 
change dramatically from 2019 to 2021 in the Western region, or across 
Canada. 

Finally, while gender remains an important consideration for 
understanding attitudes and intentions, the analysis confirms that 
age and generation are also highly influential with respect to some 
indicators—especially knowing other entrepreneurs and perceiving 
good opportunities.
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3. ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY AND 
ATTITUDES, WESTERN CANADA, 2021

Since March 2020, the unfolding COVID-19 pandemic has sparked 
debate globally over the short-and longer-term impacts on business 
performance and survival, as well as future start-up activity. 
Throughout the pandemic, there has been a great deal of concern over 
the impacts for women entrepreneurs, given their concentration in 
industries heavily impacted by pandemic-related restrictions (e.g., 
retail, personal services) and the increased family responsibilities for 
some, with home schooling, transforming the ’second shift’ of paid and 
family work into a ‘triple shift’.27

Chapter 3 explores trends in women’s engagement in entrepreneurship 
in Western Canada in the summer of 2021, focusing on their start-up 
and established business activity as well as business discontinuances 
and business exits. It also examines related issues of motivations and 
attitudes amongst women who were actively engaged in business 
ownership in Western Canada during this period. The analysis 
distinguishes between: 1) early-stage business owners operating 
for less than 3.5 years (TEA); and 2) established business owners 
operating for 3.5 years or more (EB). As in Chapter 2, it compares 
women entrepreneurs in Western Canada: 1) across the Western 
provinces; 2) to Canadian (CA) women entrepreneurs; and 3) to male 
entrepreneurs in each of the Western provinces. Where relevant, 
changes between the 2019 pre-pandemic context, and 2021, are also 
noted, drawing on past analysis for the 2019 GEM Canada report on 
Women’s Entrepreneurship in Western Canada. 

3.1 WOMEN AND MEN IN TOTAL 
 EARLY-STAGE ACTIVITY (TEA) 
Figure 3.1 displays total early-stage activity (TEA) rates for women and 
men in the Western Canadian (WC) provinces in 2021. As we can see, 
female activity rates across Western Canada ranged from 13 % to 19% 
in the summer of 2021, with women in Alberta (18.6%) and British 
Columbia (18.1%) being the most active. Compared to the Canadian 

27 See Manolova, T. S., Brush, C. G., Edelman, L. F., & Elam, A. (2020). Pivoting to stay the course: 
How women entrepreneurs take advantage of opportunities created by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
International Small Business Journal, 38(6), 481-491; Hughes, K. D., Saunders, C., & Denier, N. 
(2022). Lockdowns, pivots & triple shifts: early challenges and opportunities of the COVID-19 pandemic 
for women entrepreneurs. Journal of Small Business & Entrepreneurship, 1-19.



GEM Women’s Report 2021

average, women’s activity in Western Canada was dispersed, with B.C. 
and Alberta rates above average, and Saskatchewan and Manitoba 
falling somewhat below.  

Gender gaps were also apparent in all Western provinces, with the 
noted exception of Saskatchewan, where women and men’s activity 
rates (15.3%) were roughly on par. 

Figure 3.1  Percentage of Women and Men in 
Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021

 

Comparing 2021 trends to 2019 data (not shown), confirms that 
women’s TEA rates actually increased in nearly all Western Canadian 
provinces, in keeping with an overall increase in Canadian women’s 
activity overall (by 1.7 percentage points). The largest increases were 
seen in British Columbia (an increase of 4.2 percentage points) and 
Saskatchewan (increase of 3.8 percentage points), while Alberta 
trends aligned with the national average (an increase of 1.9 percentage 
points). In contrast, Manitoba was the only province where women’s 
TEA rates remained stable, with a 0.2 percentage point increase from 
2019 to 2021.
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3.2 WOMEN AND MEN IN 
 ESTABLISHED BUSINESS (EB) 
Patterns for women in more established businesses in Western Canada 
in the summer of 2021 differed from those for early-stage firms, as 
Figure 3.2 shows. First, women’s overall rates of established business 
were much lower, ranging from 5.1% to 7.8%, which has always been 
the case, both for Canada and the Western provinces. Second, women’s 
established business activity also varied less across the Western 
provinces, with Alberta women having the highest activity rates (7.8%) 
and Manitoba (5.1%) the lowest. Overall, Western Canadian women’s 
activity rates was fairly close to the Canadian average (5.9%). Of note, 
while some provinces such as Alberta had high levels of activity for 
both women’s established and early-stage businesses in 2021, other 
provinces such as B.C., do not seem to see the generally high rates of 
early-stage activity translating into higher rates at the established level. 

Some surprising gender gaps were also evident amongst established 
business in 2021. Saskatchewan had the largest gender gap--opposite 
of early-stage (TEA) patterns–while Manitoba had the smallest gender 
gap in established business activity. Here Manitoba appears to be a 
unique case for established entrepreneurs given the distinct gender gap 
in other Western Canadian provinces and in the country overall. 

Comparing 2019 and 2021, there is largely a situation of stability. 
Alberta women were the only group to see a very slight increase in 
established business activity (1.0 percentage points); women in all 
other provinces saw a small decline (of roughly 1.0 percentage point). 
These were very minor shifts, however, and in keeping with stability for 
women at the national level (5.8% in 2019 and 5.9% in 2021). 
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Figure 3.2  Percentage of Women and Men in 
Established Business (EB), 18-64 years, 2021

3.3 BUSINESS DISCONTINUANCE AND EXITS
During the global pandemic, questions about business discontinuance 
and exits have taken on heightened importance. The GEM Canada 
survey captures information on such trends in two different ways. 
First, a question about ‘business discontinuance’ probes whether 
respondents have, in the previous twelve (12) months, sold, shut 
down, discontinued, or quit a business they owned and managed or, 
more generally, any form of self-employment. In this situation, the 
business ceases to exist. Second, a question on ‘business exits’ captures 
a situation where an entrepreneur leaves a business but the business 
itself continues to operate.  

Figure 3.3a displays business discontinuance trends in Western 
Canada as reported in the summer of 2021. It needs to be kept in 
mind that responses refer to decision to discontinue a business at any 
time in the past 12 months. As we can see, despite variation across 
the four Western provinces, women’s rates of discontinuance did not 
spike dramatically relative to the rest of the country in 2021. While 
discontinuances were above average for women in Alberta (6.3%) and 
B.C. (5.5%)—compared to the Canadian average of 4.6% --women 
in Saskatchewan (4.9%) were on par with the national trend and 
Manitoba women had very low rates of discontinuance (3.2%). 
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Second, putting 2021 into context, and comparing it to 2019 GEM 
Canada trends (data not shown), confirms that there was a general rise 
in women’s rates of business discontinuance, with a 1.5 percentage 
point increase for Canadian women overall (from 3.1% in 2019 to 4.6% 
in 2021). In Western Canada, the same upward trend can be seen, with 
a 1 to 2 percentage point increase in three of the provinces: B.C. (from 
3.5% in 2019 to 5.5 in 2021), Saskatchewan (3.7% in 2019 to 4.9% 
in 2021), and Alberta (5.2% in 2019 and 6.3% in 2021). In contrast, 
Manitoba women’s discontinuance rates actually fell, from 4.1% in 
2019 to 3.2% in 2021. 

Finally, concerning gender gaps, women and men’s rates of 
discontinuance were roughly on par in B.C., Alberta, and 
Saskatchewan, with a F/M ratio of 1.0 to 1.1. In contrast, Manitoba 
women were less likely to discontinue a business than their male peers 
(F/M ratio of 0.7). 

Figure 3.3a Discontinuance from Business, Women and Men, 
Western Canada, 18-64 years, 2021

Turning to business exits, where a business continues after the owner 
departs, Figure 3.3b highlights several important trends in 2021 . 
First, rates of business exits for women in Western Canada were lower 
than rates of discontinuance across all provinces. Second, women’s 
rates of business exits in Western Canada—which ranged from 2.3% in 
Saskatchewan to 3.7% in Alberta—were well below the national average 
for women of 4.6%. 
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There is also a striking gender gap in all provinces, with men far 
more likely to exit a business than women. The gap is widest in 
Saskatchewan (F/M ratio of 0.4), followed closely by BC , Alberta, and 
Manitoba (F/M ratio of 0.5 in all cases). Importantly, this compares to 
a F/M ratio of 0.7 at the national level, confirming that men were much 
more likely than women to exit businesses in 2021 across the country.

Comparing trends for 2019 and 2021, confirms a great deal of 
similarity in business exit rates between the years. One exception is in 
Alberta where there was a narrower gender gap in 2019 (F/M ratio of 
0.9). The explanation for this trend is that exit rates for Alberta women 
remained stable (3.5% in 2019 and 3.7% in 2021), while men’s exit 
rates nearly doubled (from 3.9% in 2019 to 7.5% in 2021), widening the 
gender gap significantly (F/M ratio of 0.5). 

Figure 3.3b Exits from Business, Women and Men, 
Western Canada, 18-64 years, 2021 

With respect to business discontinuance, the 2021 GEM Canada survey 
offers detailed information on the main reason why women ceased 
their business activity. In Western Canada, the four most important 
reasons for women were: 1) the COVID-19 pandemic; 2) a lack of 
profitability; 3) an opportunity to sell; and 4) family or personal 
reasons. Taken together, a clear majority of women cited one of 
these four reasons in the Western region: Alberta (79.3%), Manitoba 
(74.3%), B.C. (70.8%) and Saskatchewan (68.1%). This was well above 
the national average (63.0%). 
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Looking across the Western provinces, COVID-19 reasons were most 
commonly noted by women in Saskatchewan (29.8%) and Alberta 
(22.4%), with B.C. and Manitoba falling more within the national 
average (16-17%).  A lack of profitability was a frequent reason for 
women in Manitoba (25.7%), Alberta (22.4%) and Saskatchewan 
(21.3%) but somewhat less so in B.C. (16.7%) and for Canada overall 
(17.6%). The opportunity to sell was actually the most commonly 
cited reason to discontinue for women in B.C. (20.8%), similar to 
the national average (20.4%)--with Alberta (17.2%) and Manitoba 
(17.1%) following, and Saskatchewan trailing notably (8.5%). Finally, 
personal and family reasons were important for many women in 
Alberta (17.2%), B.C. (16.7%), and Manitoba (14.3%) but they were 
less frequently noted in Saskatchewan (8.5%) which was close to the  
national average (8.7%). 

Figure 3.3c Reasons for Discontinuance, Women, 
Western Canada, 18-64 years, 2021
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 Concerning gender gaps, three key trends are apparent in the Western 
provinces. First, relatively fewer men identified the same top four 
reasons as women in 2021, with approximately 20% less men in B.C. 
and Alberta, and 10% fewer men in Saskatchewan and Manitoba, citing 
these reasons compared than women. Second, men were more likely 
than women to identify two other reasons, ‘other jobs or business 
opportunities’ and ‘problems getting financing’, suggesting different 
dynamics at play. Finally, as noted in Table 3.1, men were dramatically 
less likely than women to cite ‘family and personal reasons’, except in 
Saskatchewan was on par with national averages.

Table 3.1  Percentage noting Personal or Family Reasons, 
18-64 years, 2021

  B.C. AB SK MB CA

 Women 16.7% 17.2% 8.5% 14.3% 8.7%

 Men 4.7% 4.9% 7.1% 3.4% 8.4%

What about changes in the reasons for discontinuance between 2019 
and 2021? Direct comparisons between the two years are difficult 
because the COVID-19 pandemic was not a response option in 2019 
and an additional ‘other’ response category offered in 2019 was not 
included in 2021.28 Notwithstanding these differences, some general 
observations can be made about changes from 2019-21.

First, two of the top reasons noted by women in 2021 were also 
important in 2019: a ‘lack of business profitability’ (22.3%) and ‘family 
and personal reasons’ (16.9%). Together these account for nearly four 
in ten women (40%) in the Western region Second, some reasons 
commonly cited by women in 2019, such as ‘another job or business’ 
(reported by 15.7% of women that year) were less important in 2021. 
Finally, the importance of some factors, such as ‘problems with finance’ 
and ‘planned exit in advance’, remained fairly stable from 2019 to 
2021, but these were noted by just a small portion of women (5 to 10%). 
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28 For instance, in 2019, the response category ‘other’ was included, with 17.5% of women and 7.0% of 
men choosing this reason for business discontinuance. This response category was not included in the 
2021 survey.
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3.4 MOTIVATIONS FOR 
 ENTREPRENEURSHIP BY GENDER
Women are drawn to entrepreneurship for many reasons and research 
shows that their motivations can shape their business practices 
and performance in important ways.29 In collecting data about 
motivations, the GEM Canada survey asks respondents about four 
main motivations: 1) ‘making a difference in the world’; 2) ‘building 
wealth or earning a high income’; 3) ‘continuing a family tradition’; 
and 4) economic necessity or ‘earning a living because jobs are scarce’. 
Respondents are asked to ranked their agreement to each factor. For 
many entrepreneurs, a combination of motivations are at play. 

Figure 3.4a provides information on motivations for Western Canadian 
women leading early-stage businesses in the summer of 2021. As we 
can see, three of these four motivations are important for a majority 
of women, with one motivation—continuing a family tradition—being 
far less important across all four provinces (28 to 31%), a departure 
from national trends (42.4%). Concerning the desire to ‘make a 
difference in the world’, this mattered most for Alberta women (65.5%) 
and least for B.C. women (57.1%) – and all four Western provinces 
trailed national trends (70.7%). Interest in ‘building great wealth’ was 
a strong force for women in Manitoba (70.6%), but less important in 
other Western provinces (57 to 58%). Finally, necessity motivations—
probed as ‘earning a living’ because jobs are scarce – were most 
common for Alberta women (74.8%), followed by women B.C. (67.6%), 
and Manitoba (65.5%). This was a motivator for fewer women in 
Saskatchewan (57.1%). 

With respect to gender differences, ‘making a difference in the 
world’ was generally more important for women than men across the 
provinces, and nationally, but B.C. men were one exception, being 
more likely than B.C. women to note this factor (57.1% for women and 
61.1% for men). Conversely, the desire to ‘build great wealth’ was less 
important for women than men across the Western region for the most 
part, with Manitoba women providing the one exception to this pattern 
(70.6% women and 65.5% for men). With respect to ‘maintaining a 
family tradition’, men consistently rated this more highly than women. 

3. ENTREPRENEURIAL 
ACTIVITY AND 
ATTITUDES, 
WESTERN 
CANADA, 2021

29 See  Kirkwood, J. (2009). Motivational factors in a push-pull theory of entrepreneurship. Gender in 
Management: An International Journal; Hughes, K. D. (2003). Pushed or pulled? Women’s entry into 
self-employment and small business ownership. Gender, work & organization, 10(4), 433-454.
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Finally, motivations of economic necessity and ‘job scarcity’ displayed 
the greatest gender and provincial variation in 2021. While women 
and men in B.C., and across Canada, rated this motivation similarly 
(around 67 to 68%), women in Alberta and Manitoba rated this factor 
more highly than their male peers (by roughly 10 percentage points in 
each case). In Saskatchewan, this pattern was reversed, with women 
(57.1%) less likely than men (69.7%) to cite necessity motivations. 

Did motivations appear to shift between 2019 and 2021? For the most 
part, there is a fair degree of stability but a few shifts can be noted 
(2019 data not shown). First, necessity-based motivations were more 
commonly noted in 2021, by both women and men, with a rise of about 
5 percentage point typically. In Alberta, the shift was more notable, 
with women more likely to report necessity factors in 2021 (74.8%) 
than in 2019 (66.0%). Another shift can be seen with ‘building great 
wealth’. Manitoba women were far more likely to report this factor in 
2021 (70.6%) than 2019 (55.8%) compared stable patterns for women 
elsewhere in the Western region. 

Turning to women in established businesses, Figure 3.4b identifies 
some interesting variations across the Western provinces in the 
summer of 2021. For instance, the desire ‘to make a difference in 
the world’ was much higher for women in Manitoba (65.6%) and 
Saskatchewan (62.8%) than further West (54 to 55%). Likewise, 
‘building great wealth or a very high income’ was a strong motivator 
for Manitoba women (60.6%), but dipped to a low in British Columbia 
(29.4%), with Alberta (48.0%) and Saskatchewan (44.2%) somewhere 
in between. Though at lower overall levels, variation is also evident in 
carrying on a ‘family tradition’, with a high for Saskatchewan women 
(48.8%). Finally, necessity motivations highlight a divide amongst 
established women entrepreneurs, with Alberta (66.0%) and Manitoba 
(64.5%) at comparable levels, but far lower levels found in B.C. (51.4%) 
and Saskatchewan (52.4%).

Compared to women entrepreneurs in Canada, the motivation patterns 
for established women in Western Canada were quite comparable. The 
two main areas of difference concerned the ‘desire to make a difference’ 
and ‘continue a family tradition’ which are lower in the Western 
provinces than in Canada overall.  
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With respect to gender differences, some of the same patterns found 
with early-stage women are evident. For instance, men were more 
likely than their female peers to be motivated by ‘continuing a family 
tradition’. They were also more motivated than women by the ‘desire 
to build great wealth or a high income’ by a very wide margin (between 
roughly 20 and 34 percentage points), except in the case of Manitoba. 
Motivations around economic necessity gain showed established male 
entrepreneurs often rating this factor more highly than women within 
the same region, except in Manitoba where men (44.7%) were far less 
motivated by this factor than women (64.5%). 

Comparing 2019 and 2021 trends confirms that the motivations of 
established women business owners shifted in some notable ways 
(data not shown). For instance, the ‘desire to build great wealth’ fell 
for women in all provinces except Manitoba, with dramatic shifts 
taking place in B.C. (23.3 percentage point decrease) and Alberta (10.7 
percentage point decrease). Being motivated to ‘make a difference 
in the world’ fell was less commonly reported by women in Alberta 
(64.4% in 2019 versus 55.1% in 2021). ‘Family traditions’ rose as a 
motivator for women in Manitoba (a 11.4 percentage point increase), 
similar to national trends. Finally, necessity-based motivations rose 
women in Manitoba (11.0 percentage point increase), remained stable 
for women in Alberta and Saskatchewan, and fell slightly for women in 
B.C 

Figure 3.4a Motivations for Women and Men in TEA, 18-64 years, 2021
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Figure 3.4b Motivations for Women and Men in EB, 18-64 years, 2021

3.5 ATTITUDES OF WOMEN AND MEN IN 
EARLY-STAGE ACTIVITY (TEA)
Beyond motivations, it is also helpful to examine the attitudes and 
perceptions of women entrepreneurs in the Western provinces. In 
this section, we focus in on women in early-stage businesses (TEA) in 
particular. We use the same GEM Canada indicators as examined in 
Chapter 2 which assess: 1) ‘knowing an entrepreneur’; 2) ‘perceiving 
good opportunities’; 3) having the ‘knowledge, skills, and experience’ to 
succeed; and 4) ‘fear of failure’.

Figure 3.5 displays attitudes amongst early-stage women entrepreneurs 
in the Western provinces and Canada in the summer of 2021. 
Comparing across location, we can note the following: 

Knowing other entrepreneurs (social capital) is very common, though 
there is variation, from high rates in B.C. and Alberta (roughly 85%), 
to slightly lower rates in Saskatchewan (79.8%) and Manitoba (75.0%). 
Overall, women in the Western region trail women in Canada slightly 
on this indicator (88.2%).  
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Perceived opportunities vary much more. While roughly four in five 
women B.C. and Alberta saw good opportunities (81.1% and 79.4% 
respectively), this was on the case for roughly two-thirds of women in 
Saskatchewan (65.9%). Of note, perceptions of good opportunities were 
much higher elsewhere in the country, with nearly 9 out of ten (87.4%) 
of early-stage women in Canada indicating this was the case. 

Perceived capabilities clustered more closely across the Western 
provinces (79-83%), except in B.C. where women rated these more 
highly (86.0%) –closer to the trend for women in Canada overall 
(87.8%).

Fear of failure was commonly expressed, with B.C. and Alberta women, 
higher and more in line with Canadian patterns (50.2%). Concern 
over failure was slightly lower in Saskatchewan and Manitoba (44.4% 
and 45.2%). The overall rates suggest this is a common experience for 
women early-stage women entrepreneurs.  

Figure 3.5 Attitudes of Women and Men Involved in TEA, 
18-64 years, 2021
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With respect to gender gaps, there is near parity in across the 
Western region and at the national level in terms of knowing an 
entrepreneurs. More varied gender gaps were evident with respect to 
perceived opportunities and perceived capabilities. Whereas women 
compare favourably to their male peers on perceived opportunities in 
Saskatchewan and Manitoba (F/M ratio of .96 and 1.03 respectively) 
and on capabilities in B.C. and Manitoba (F/M ratio of .95 and 1.01 
respectively), there were slightly wider gaps elsewhere (in the range of 
.85). Gender gaps in the fear of failure were most marked in B.C. (F/M 
ratio of 1.27) and at the national level (F/M ratio of 1.1), compared to 
near gender parity in Manitoba, and lower fear for women in Alberta 
(F/M of .84) and Saskatchewan (F/M ration of .79).

An important question, in light of the global COVID-19 pandemic, 
concerns whether the attitudes of women entrepreneurs have shifted 
notably. Comparing 2021 trends to 2019 (data not shown), displays 
clearly that women’s social connections declined somewhat in B.C. and 
Alberta (by about 5 percentage points) and fell sharply in Manitoba 
(by 13 percentage points). Overall, perceived capabilities did not 
shift notably in any region. Fear of failure rose most significantly at 
the national level (by 6.8 percentage points), compared to smaller 
increases for Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba (around 4 
percentage points). 

Most interesting, there were more women in some Western provinces 
who perceived good opportunities in 2021 than in 2019. Table 3.2 
provides a snapshot of women’s attitudes at these two time points. As 
we can see, women in B.C. and Alberta saw a dramatic rise. In contrast, 
there was stability in Saskatchewan and a slight decline in  Manitoba. 
At the national level, women entrepreneurs in Canada were also more 
likely to see opportunities. 
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Table 3.2  Percentage of TEA Women Perceiving Good Opportunities, 
18-64 years

  B.C. AB SK MB CA

 2019 61.4% 63.3% 65.6% 80.0% 78.4%

 2021 81.1% 79.4% 65.9% 76.1% 87.4%

 2019-21 percentage 19.7% 16.1% 0.3% -3.9% 9.0%
 point change

SUMMARY
Despite concerns over the impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic 
on entrepreneurial activity, the GEM Canada data confirms that 
women’s rates of activity in Western Canada remained strong in 
2021. For women in early stage businesses (TEA), rates ranged from 
13% to 19% across the Western region. Notably, women’s early-stage 
activity actually increased between 2019 and 2021 in all provinces 
except Manitoba. Amongst established business (EB), women’s activity 
rates in 2021 were in the range of 5% to 8%, lower than early-stage 
rates as has historically been the case. But unlike women’s early-stage 
activity, established business rates declined slightly in all provinces 
with the exception of Alberta. Large gender gaps were also apparent for 
established businesses in B.C. and Saskatchewan. 

Beyond activity rates, business discontinuance rates were a key part 
of the story, with women in B.C. and Alberta having rates above the 
national average. Business exit rates for women in 2021, where owners 
exit but the business continues, were lower than discontinuance rates 
for women, and below the national average. And while women’s 2021 
discontinuance and exit rates were slightly higher than in 2019 the 
changes were very minor (roughly 1 and 0.5 percentage point increase 
respectively). 

Concerning the decision to discontinue a business, the four most 
common reasons provided by women in Western Canada were: the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a lack of profitability, the opportunity to sell, or 
personal / family reasons. Many men also noted these same reasons, 
though they were less likely than women to cite a lack of profitability 
and person / family reasons. 
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In the summer of 2021, women entrepreneurs in Western Canada 
reported an array of motivations for their business ventures. Overall, 
women were more likely than men to be motivated by ‘making a 
difference’, less motivated than men to ‘build great wealth or high 
incomes’, and least motivated by the desire to ‘continue a family 
tradition’. Between 2019 to 2021, necessity motivations increased for 
women across the Western provinces, especially in Alberta. A desire to 
build wealth also increased for women in Manitoba. 

Concerning attitudes and capabilities, early-stage women 
entrepreneurs in Western Canada continued to report high levels 
of social capital in 2021. Interestingly, their perceptions of good 
opportunities actually increased in B.C. and Alberta in 2021, compared 
to 2019. Overall, they remained confident in their knowledge, skills, 
and experience to succeed in business ownership in 2021. That said, 
many also reported  heightened concerns around business failure, in 
line with national trends. 
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4.  CHARACTERISTICS OF WOMEN 
ENTREPRENEURS IN WESTERN CANADA 

Building on the trends discussed Chapter 3, concerning the 
entrepreneurial activity, motivations, and attitudes, this chapter 
explores the sociodemographic, family, and business characteristics of 
women entrepreneurs in Western Canada. It builds a profile of women 
entrepreneurs in the region and examines the extent to which we see 
any recent changes. For instance, did the increase in women’s early 
stage business activity in most provinces from 2019 to 2021 spark 
any changes in age or education profiles? Did the rise of necessity-
based entrepreneurship in some provinces draw women into certain 
industrial sectors? And given concerns over women’s triple shift, 
how many were combining high levels of family care with business 
ownership? New to the 2021 GEM Canada data this section also 
examines equity group representation as well.

As in Chapter 3, most of the subsequent analysis distinguishes between 
early-stage and established entrepreneurs, making comparisons across 
the four Western provinces, to Canadian women entrepreneurs, and 
between women and men entrepreneurs in the Western region. Where 
relevant, changes between 2019 and 2021 are also discussed. 

4.1 AGE PROFILES OF WOMEN AND 
 MEN IN EARLY-STAGE ACTIVITY (TEA) 
Figure 4.1 shows activity levels for women and men in early-stage 
businesses, focusing on two broad age categories, 18-34 years and 
35-64 years. As we can see in 2021, early-stage activity rates were far 
higher for younger women, especially in Alberta (28.5%) and British 
Columbia (28.2%), well above the Canadian average. In comparison, 
women’s TEA activity rates were lower in Saskatchewan (19.0%) and 
Manitoba (18.6%). Amongst the 35-64 year old group, activity rates 
were lower overall, clustering more closely, with Saskatchewan women 
being most active (13.2%) and Manitoba the least (9.8%). 

With respect to gender gaps, in 2021 these were most pronounced in 
Manitoba. In contrast, a situation of near gender parity was evident in 
Saskatchewan, with Alberta and B.C. more in the middle.  
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Concerning changes from 2019 to 2021, the most dramatic change was 
amongst young women in B.C, and to a lesser extent in Saskatchewan, 
who increased their activity in early-stage business (a 11.3 and 4.2 
percentage point increase respectively). An upward surge was also 
evident for young men, both in Alberta (9.4 percentage points) and 
B.C. (7.8 percentage point increase), showing the trend was not specific 
to women.

Figure 4.1 Age Profile of Women and Men in 
Total Early-Stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021

4.2 AGE PROFILE OF WOMEN AND MEN IN 
ESTABLISHED BUSINESS (EB) 
For established business owners, Figure 4.2 shows a reverse pattern 
than for early-stage businesses, with older women (aged 35-64 years) 
having much higher engagement than their younger peers (aged 18-
34 years). There is a solid clustering of activity rates in the Western 
provinces, in and around the national average, with the striking 
exception of Alberta, where older women’s activity rates were nearly 
twice the national average (13.8%). 
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Within established business ownership, there were significant gender 
gaps in 2021. This is especially the case for younger women, where 
F/M ratios were a long way from parity, ranging from a high of .65 
in B.C. to a low of .32 in Saskatchewan. Amongst older women, the 
pattern was more varied, with gender parity in Manitoba, ongoing gaps 
in Saskatchewan (F/M ratio of .68) and B.C. (F/M ratio of .75), and 
women outnumbering men in the Alberta context (FM ratio of 1.24). 

Concerning changes between 2019-21, there is relative stability in the 
age profile of established women entrepreneurs, except in Alberta 
where older women’s activity rose by (5.6 percentage points). 

Figure 4.2 Age Profile of Women and Men in 
Established Business, 18-64 years, 2021

Using average age, highlights a distinct profile for early-stage and 
established women in the Western provinces. As Table 4.1 shows, there 
was a roughly 10 year gap between early-stage and established women, 
though this varied across the provinces. B.C. was unique in having 
the widest age gap, and the oldest women amongst both early-stage 
and established business groups. Age gaps were narrower in other 
provinces but still wider than in Canada overall. 
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Table 4.1  Average Age, Early-Stage (TEA) and 
Established (EB), Women, 18-64 years

  B.C. AB SK MB CA

 Early-stage business (TEA) 37.6 35.5 36.9 34.8 35.9

 Established business (EB) 51.4 46.0 47.4 46.7 44.8

 Difference in average age 13.8 10.5 10.5 11.9 8.9

4.3 EDUCATION BACKGROUND OF 
 WOMEN AND MEN IN 
 EARLY-STAGE ACTIVITY (TEA)
Previous GEM Canada reports, and GEM Canada Women’s 
reports, have confirmed the highly educated nature of the country’s 
entrepreneurial workforce. Formal education is a critical part of the 
human capital that entrepreneurs draw upon, along with related work 
experience and informal learning. 

In 2021 the same patterns exist for early-stage women entrepreneurs 
in Western Canada, as shown in Figure 4.3. Of note, unlike other 
figures in this report, Figure 4.3 does not provide ‘activity rates’ for 
each category (in this case education) but instead shows the proportion 
of women and men in early-stage entrepreneurship who have a 
certain level of education attainment, with the total count across the 
educational categories representing 100% of women (or men). 

Read in this way, the most striking feature of Figure 4.3 is the high 
proportion of early-stage women entrepreneurs who had ‘completed 
post-secondary education’ – a high of 50.9% in Alberta to a low of 
35.9% in Saskatchewan. Overall, Alberta, Manitoba, and B.C. were very 
close the national average of 51.9%. Another sizeable group were those 
with ‘some post-secondary education’, ranging from 24.4% of women 
in Manitoba to a low of 18.4% of women in B.C. Generally speaking, 
the proportion of women early-stage business owners with some high 
school or a high school degree was low, but it must be noted that lower 
levels of education were more common in many Western provinces 
than in Canada as a whole. At the other end of the spectrum, a notable 
group of women had ‘some graduate training’ in 2021, ranging from 
17.3% in Alberta, above the national average (15.4%), to a low of 10.9% 
in B.C.
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With respect to gender gaps, Figure 4.3 offers an interesting contrast to 
other indicators because of women’s much higher levels of educational 
attainment compared to men. Thus, in all provinces, proportionally 
more women had post-secondary education of some kind, and 
proportionally more men had high school experience only. Exceptions 
to this pattern were in B.C., where more women than men had a 
high school degree in 2021, and in Manitoba, where gender parity 
was evident for high school graduates. Graduate level training was 
another exception. Here men were more likely to have such experience 
(F/M ratios ranging from 0.56 in B.C. and Saskatchewan, to 0.88 in 
Manitoba), except in the case of Alberta (F/M ratio of 1.19). 

Overall, from 2019 to 2021, there was relative stability in education 
profiles, with post-secondary training dominating. A few small shifts 
can be noted however. In Alberta, fewer women had ‘some high 
school’ (6.8 percentage point change) and more had post-secondary or 
graduate training by 2021. In Saskatchewan, a significant drop (17.0 
percentage points) of women with a post-secondary degree cut both 
ways – increasing the proportion of women with graduate training 
and also the proportion of women with incomplete post-secondary or 
less. Manitoba showed a similar trend, with fewer women with post-
secondary or some kind (a 12.8 percentage point change), and more 
with either a high school degree or graduate training.   

Figure 4.3  Education Background of Women and Men in Total Early-
Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021
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4.4 EDUCATION BACKGROUND OF WOMEN 
 AND MEN IN ESTABLISHED BUSINESS
For women in established businesses in Western Canada, we again 
see a highly educated profile. In the summer of 2021, most established 
women had post-secondary education (some or a degree), accounting 
for nearly two-thirds of women in B.C., Alberta, and Saskatchewan. 
Educational attainment in Manitoba was somewhat lower (59.5%), 
more in line with the national average (58.6%) for women. 

Across the Western provinces some differences were apparent. 
Established women in Alberta and Saskatchewan were more likely to 
hold post-secondary degrees. Those in B.C. were the most likely to have 
graduate training. In contrast, Manitoba and Saskatchewan had more 
established women with high school or less, accounting for 34.4% and 
23.8% of women respectively.  

With respect to gender gaps, there were varied patterns across 
the Western provinces. Most striking, as with early-stage women, 
established women in all Western provinces but B.C. were more likely 
to hold a post-secondary degree than their male peers, with F/M ratios 
ranging from 1.7 in Saskatchewan to 1.15 in Alberta. The same is true 
for graduate training in B.C. and Manitoba where F/M ratios 1.10 
and 1.87 respectively. Interestingly, B.C. women were less likely than 
men to have completed their education—both high school diploma 
or undergraduate post-secondary degree (F/M ratio of .60 and .79 
respectively—and more likely than men report incomplete high school 
or post-secondary (F/M ratio of 1.51 and 2.27 respectively). 

Concerning changes between 2019 and 2021, each provinces exhibits 
some distinct patterns, with shuffling between attainment categories. 
The most dramatic was B.C., with a marked drop in women holding a 
post-secondary degree (27.9 percentage point decrease) in 2021 but 
a corresponding upswing in women having either graduate training 
or some post-secondary (12 and 10 percentage points respectively). 
In Alberta, there was a strong decline in women with some post-
secondary (20 percentage points), with a corresponding increase in a 
post-secondary degree, or a high school diploma (11 and 9 percentage 
points respectively). Finally, in Manitoba, established women were 
much less likely to have undergraduate or graduate training in 2021, 
and more likely to have some high school or a high school diploma.   
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Figure 4.4 Educational Background of Women and Men in 
Established Business  (EB), 18-64 years, 2021

4.5 FAMILY CAREGIVING AND EARLY-STAGE 
 (TEA) AND ESTABLISHED BUSINESS (EB)
Research shows that family responsibilities shape women’s experiences 
of entrepreneurship and the time and effort they can devote to a 
business. With the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic, caregiving 
work and work-family dynamics have come under the spotlight, with 
many working parents facing a ‘triple shift—as the home schooling of 
children during lockdowns has been added to the ‘second shift’ of paid 
work and family caregiving.30 

Since many women typically take on more family caregiving work than 
men, the issue of ‘family status’ is important to explore in relation to 
women’s entrepreneurship. This section explores this using a special 
question first included in the 2019 GEM Canada survey, and asked 
again in 2021: “Do you currently provide unpaid care to children or 
elderly members living in your household?”.
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30 Hughes, K. D., Saunders, C., & Denier, N. (2022). Lockdowns, pivots & triple shifts: early challenges 
and opportunities of the COVID-19 pandemic for women entrepreneurs. Journal of Small Business & 
Entrepreneurship, 1-19.
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Figure 4.5 shows how common family caregiving was for early-stage or 
established entrepreneurs in the summer of 2021. As we can see, most 
entrepreneurs, both women and men, did not report providing family 
care. In most provinces, just under one-third of women in early-stage 
businesses reported providing care (close to the national average), 
with the exception of Alberta, where close to four in ten women 
reported unpaid caregiving (38.4%). Amongst established women 
entrepreneurs, caregiving was higher in some cases and patterns were 
more varied. Roughly half of Alberta women (48.0%) reporting family 
caregiving, compared to lower proportions in Saskatchewan (38.1%), 
B.C. (31.4%) and especially in Manitoba (21.2%). 

From a gender perspective, the high proportions of early-stage male 
entrepreneurs who report providing family caregiving in the summer 
of 2021 is also striking, with activity rates higher than women’s except 
in the case of Manitoba where women and men were on par. Amongst 
established entrepreneurs, the situation was reversed, with women 
more likely than men to report providing care, except in Manitoba. 

Compared to 2019 trends, there were notable increases in reporting 
caregiving in 2021, though it is not uniform across the board. Amongst 
early-stage entrepreneurs, a significantly higher proportion of women 
in Alberta, and men in Alberta and Saskatchewan, reported providing 
care in 2021. Just one province, B.C., saw a drop amongst early-stage 
women reporting care (by 8.5 percentage points). For established 
entrepreneurs, there was a significant increase in the proportion of 
women in Alberta and Saskatchewan reporting care (by roughly 11 to 
12 percentage points). In contrast, Manitoba and B.C. saw a decrease 
(9.7 and 5.2 percentage points respectively). Amongst established men, 
there were more men who providing family caregiving in 2021, than 
previously, both in Alberta and B.C. (8.4 and 5.5 percentage points). 
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Figure 4.5 Unpaid Caregiving by Women and Men in Early-Stage (TEA) 
and Established Business (EB), 18-64 years, 2021

In addition to participation in family caregiving, it is important to 
understand the hours spent on this activity. Table 4.1 displays the 
average hours spent on unpaid childcare and eldercare by women in 
the Western provinces and Canada. As we can see, there is variation 
in reported hours across the Western region. Childcare was by far the 
most time intensive activity, which is not surprising, but elder care was 
not insignificant. 

Table 4.1 Hours on Unpaid Childcare and Eldercare for Women, 
Early-Stage (TEA) and Established (EB) Women, 18-64 years

 Women Early-stage (TEA) Established Business (EB)

  Average Hours Unpaid Care Average Hours Unpaid Care

  Childcare Eldercare Childcare Eldercare

 BC 27.7 9.8 24.9 8.8

 AB 22.6 7.5 47.6 4.6

 SK 42.4 9.2 26.7 6.7

 MB 35.3 5.7 23.4 2.4

 CA 26.2 6.5 46.2 14.2
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Amongst early-stage women, Saskatchewan women stand out for 
having extremely high hours of unpaid care (42.4 for childcare, 9.2 for 
eldercare) whereas Alberta women reported the fewest hours overall 
(22.6 hours for childcare, 7.5 hours for eldercare). Amongst established 
women, the pattern is reversed in Alberta, with women there reporting 
very high total hours (47.6 hours for childcare, 4.6 for eldercare). Much 
lower, but still significant hours (23.4 to 26.7 for childcare, 2.8 to 8.8 
for eldercare) were reported by women in the other Western provinces. 
These patterns raise some interesting questions about how women 
were juggling and mixing their formal business activity and unpaid 
household work in 2021 in order to accomplish their business goals. 

Since we do not have data about hours of care from the 2019 GEM 
Canada survey, we cannot determine whether women entrepreneurs 
were spending more or less time on caregiving in 2021 than in 2019. 
To the extent that caregiving time may draw time away from women’s 
businesses, or increase their workload, however, it is important to 
continue to track this item. Future trends may also be shaped by 
ongoing developments and negotiations between the Federal and 
Provincial governments on the 2021 Federal Canada-Wide Early 
Learning and Child Care Plan31 which will see $30 billion dollars 
invested in order to increase access to affordable early learning 
infrastructure in the next five years. 

4.6 EQUITY GROUP STATUS 
In addition to special questions on family status and unpaid care, the 
2021 GEM Canada survey also included a new questions on equity 
group status. This question captures information about women’s 
representation amongst the other three federally designated equity 
groups established through the Employment Equity Act32  in 1985. 
Information was gathered through separate questions, asking 
respondents if they identified as an Indigenous person33, a visible 
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31 See Department of Finance Canada. (2021). A Canada-wide Early Learning and Child Care Plan. 
Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2021/12/a-canada-wide-early-
learning-and-child-care-plan.html
32 See Agocs et al. (2014) Employment Equity in Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
33 Respondents were asked:  Do you identify as an Indigenous person, that is First Nations (North 
American Indian), Métis, Inuk (Inuit)? First Nations (North American Indian includes Status and Non-
Status Indians).  

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2021/12/a-canada-wide-early-learning-and-child-care-plan.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2021/12/a-canada-wide-early-learning-and-child-care-plan.html
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minority34, a person with a disability35, or an immigrant.36 Because 
of small numbers for many equity groups when we cross tabulate 
them by gender, we report aggregate results for early-stage (TEA) and 
established women (EB). This provides us with more reliable estimates. 

As Table 4.2 shows, there was a great deal of diversity amongst 
women entrepreneurs in Western Canada in 2021. Indigenous women 
entrepreneurs had a strong presence in Saskatchewan (13.9%) and 
Manitoba (14.3%), consistent with the population in those provinces, 
and in Alberta (11.7%), which was just above the national average 
(10.5%). In B.C., Indigenous women’s representation was lower (6.4%). 

Table 4.2  Percentage of Women Identifying with Federally 
Designated Equity Groups, Early-Stage and 

Established Businesses Combined, 18-64 years  

  Indigenous Disability Visible Minority Immigrant

 BC 6.4% 16.1% 32.6% 35.7%

 AB 11.7% 23.1% 32.3% 26.7%

 SK 13.9% 16.3% 19.4% 14.8%

 MB 14.3% 17.5% 31.0% 23.9%

 CA 10.5% 17.7% 38.8% 31.1%

Nearly one-quarter of women entrepreneurs in Alberta (23.1%) 
identified as a person with a disability, well above trends for women 
in Canada (17.7%), Manitoba (17.5%), Saskatchewan (16.3%), and B.C. 
(16.1%).

With respect to visible minority status, nearly one-third of women 
entrepreneurs in B.C., Alberta, and Manitoba self-identified as a visible 
minority, with lower proportions in Saskatchewan (19.4%). All Western 
provinces were below the Canadian average (38.8%).  

Finally, B.C. had a strong presence of immigrant women entrepreneurs 
(35.7%), above the national average (31.1%). This was followed by 
Alberta (26.7%) and Manitoba (23.9%), with Saskatchewan (14.8%) 
having much lower representation. 

4. CHARACTERISTICS 
OF WOMEN 
ENTREPRENEURS IN 
WESTERN CANADA

34 Respondents were asked: Do you identify as a visible minority? In Canada, a visible minority is 
defined as persons, other than Indigenous peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race, or non-white in 
colour.
35 Respondents were asked: Do you identify as a person with a disability?  In Canada, The Accessible 
Canada Act defines disability as “any impairment, including a physical, mental, intellectual, cognitive, 
learning, communication or sensory impairment - whether permanent, temporary or episodic in nature 
... that hinders full participation in society.
36 Respondents were asked: Were you born in this country?
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4.7 INDUSTRIAL SECTOR FOR WOMEN AND 
 MEN IN EARLY-STAGE ACTIVITY (TEA)
Studies in Canada and other countries confirms that women 
entrepreneurs tend to cluster in overcrowded, low-profit, sectors, 
such as retail sales and personal services, where it can be challenging 
to sustain and grow a profitable business. In recent years, Canadian 
women entrepreneurs have started to enter a more diverse range of 
industries, such as business services, manufacturing, and information 
technology. At the same time, the recent global COVID-19 pandemic 
has create considerable challenges in the traditional sectors in which 
women entrepreneurs operate, raising questions about how this may 
impact their sectoral location over the short- and longer-term. 

Figure 4.7 provides a broad overview of the sectors in which women 
entrepreneurs were operating in the Western provinces operated in 
the summer of 2021. The GEM Canada survey uses standard GEM 
categories of ‘extractive sectors’ (e.g., oil & gas, agriculture, mining, 
other resources), ‘transforming sectors’ (e.g., manufacturing), ‘business 
services’ (e.g., information technology, finance, legal), and ‘consumer 
oriented services’ (e.g., retail, personal services). Figure 4.7 shows the 
proportion of women in a given province, in each sector, with the total 
for each province adding up to 100%. 

As we can see, the majority of early-stage women in Western Canada 
operated in the  consumer services sector in 2021. All told, consumer 
services accounted from a low of 52.5% women’s early stage businesses 
in B.C. to a high of 62.7% in Alberta. Though these rates were high, 
two of the Western provinces were below the Canadian average. 
Western Canadian women also had a strong presence in business 
services (roughly 17 to 25% of businesses), especially in B.C. In B.C., 
women also had a strong presence in the transforming sector. Finally, 
while women were a clear minority in the extractive sectors, those in 
Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and Alberta had a presence, consistent with 
the resource base of those provinces (e.g., agriculture, oil and gas, 
mining). Alberta’s rates were comparable to those at the national level. 
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In terms of gender gaps, fairly traditional patterns persisted in 2021 in 
the Western Canadian provinces. Early-stage women business owners 
were consistently over-represented in consumer services relative 
to men (F/M ratio of 1.18 in B.C to 1.93 in Saskatchewan). But they 
were also over-represented in extractive businesses (F/M ratio of 1.4 
in Manitoba to 1.75 in Alberta). Of note, the gender gap in business 
services in Western Canada (F/M ratio of .53 in Alberta to .66 in B.C.) 
fell below the Canadian gap (F/M ratio of .70). In the transforming 
sector, women’s presence was about half that of men (F/M ratio of .48-
.58) in keeping with national trends, with the exception of B.C. where 
women significantly boosted their presence in 2021 (F/M ratio of 1.19). 

To what extent did industry trends shift between 2019 and 2021? 
Despite significant concerns about women’s vulnerability in public 
facing businesses in the consumer oriented sector during the COVID-19 
pandemic, in 2021 there was actually an increase, not decrease, in the 
presence of women in those sectors in three Western provinces,  B.C. 
(11.9 percentage point rise), Saskatchewan (12.6 percentage point 
rise), and Manitoba (10.6 percentage point rise). Concurrently, there 
was a decline in women’s presence in business services in B.C. (10.5% 
percentage points), Alberta (8.7 percentage points), and Manitoba 
(12.1 percentage points). These were significant changes, along with a 
decline in women’s presence in the extractive sector in Saskatchewan 
(16.7 percentage points). More positively women increased their 
presence in transforming oriented businesses in Alberta (10.1 
percentage point) and Saskatchewan (7.1 percentage points). These 
shifts in Western Canada were especially interesting because of much 
smaller shifts at the national level. 

4.8 INDUSTRIAL SECTOR FOR WOMEN AND 
 MEN IN ESTABLISHED BUSINESS (EB)
Figure 4.8 sets out the same overview of the sectors described in the 
last section but for established women business owners. Here we can 
see that women in Western Canada were also strongly represented in 
consumer services but their industry profile is more diverse than that 
for early-stage women. 
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Overall, Western Canadian women’s presence in consumer service in 
the summer of 2021 clustered in-and-around the Canadian average 
(42.2%), except in Saskatchewan where far more women (57.1%) were 
operating such businesses. Another cluster of women were distributed 
between business services and transformative sectors, with women in 
B.C. and Saskatchewan having fairly equal presence there. Far fewer 
women were located in extractive sectors though these sectors did 
remain important for women in Western Canada, above the national 
average. 

With respect to gender gaps, established women were highly 
overrepresented in consumer services (F/M ratio of 1.22 in B.C., 1.25 
in Alberta, and 2.14 in Saskatchewan). Manitoba was the one exception 
(F/M ratio of .75). In other sectors, men were better represented 
than women but there were some exceptions. In 2021, there was 
gender parity in Alberta and Saskatchewan in the extractive sector. In 
Manitoba, women heavily outnumbered men in business services, with 
a F/M ratio of 1.6. 

Between 2019 and 2021 some significant shifts occurred in established 
women’s sectoral location. Surprisingly, given pandemic related 
concerns over lockdowns and public facing businesses, women’s 
presence in consumer service sector actually increased in all four 
provinces. This compares to relative stability for established women at 
the national level. There were also significant declines in other sectors, 
varying by province. In B.C., women’s presence in business services 
decline by 21.4 percentage points. In Alberta, women’s presence 
declined in both extractive (10.5 percentage points) and business 
services (19.4 percentage points). In Saskatchewan, declines were seen 
in extractive services (23.9 percentage points) and business services 
(9.2 percentage points). Manitoba saw a dramatic decline in women’s 
engagement in the transformative sector (27.3 percentage points) as 
well. 
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Figure 4.7  Industrial Sector for Women and Men in 
Total Early Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021

Figure 4.8  Industrial Sector for Women and Men in 
Established Business (EB), 18-64 years, 2021
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SUMMARY 
This chapter examined women’s socio-demographic characteristics 
(e.g., age, education, equity status), family characteristics (e.g., 
caregiving), and the industrial location of their businesses. It also 
examined questions about whether we see any shifts in the profile of 
women entrepreneurs in the Western region between 2019 and 2021.  

Age dynamics continued to be important for women’s entrepreneurship 
in the Western provinces, with strong engagement of young women 
(18-34 years) in early-stage businesses—especially in Alberta and B.C. 
The opposite pattern exists for women in established businesses, with 
much higher activity rates for older women (35-64 years), especially in 
Alberta. Women entrepreneurs in the West remain highly educated. A 
majority have post-secondary education or a post-secondary credential. 
Between 2019 and 2021 there was a fair degree of stability in education 
profiles, but some key shifts to higher graduate training and /or 
lower levels of education (incomplete post-secondary or high school) 
occurred in some provinces. 

Established women business owners were more likely to provide 
unpaid childcare or eldercare, than women in early-stage businesses, 
in 2021, though there was variation across the Western provinces. 
Of note, men running early-stage businesses were just as likely 
their female peers, or more so, to report unpaid care, a continuation 
of 2019 trends. In terms of hours, childcare was a far more time 
intensive activity than eldercare for most women. In 2021, women in 
Saskatchewan running early-stage businesses, and established women 
business owners in Alberta, stood out for their very high hours of 
family caregiving.  

A new question on equity group status in the 2021 GEM Canada 
survey highlights the diversity amongst women entrepreneurs in 
the Western provinces. Indigenous women had a strong presence in 
early-stage and established businesses in Saskatchewan and Manitoba 
(14-16%). Women with a disability comprised just under one-quarter 
of early-stage and established women entrepreneurs in Alberta and 
Manitoba. Nearly one-third of women entrepreneurs in B.C., Alberta, 
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and Manitoba identified as a visible minority. Finally, immigrant status 
varied amongst women in the Western region, ranging from 35.7% in 
B.C. to 14.8% in Saskatchewan. 

For industry, women entrepreneurs continued to have a strong 
presence in consumer services and business services in 2021, and 
were overrepresented there compared to their male peers, despite 
ongoing diversification into other sectors (e.g., business services, 
extractive). Despite significant concerns about women’s vulnerability 
in public facing businesses in consumer services during the COVID-19 
pandemic, most Western provinces saw an increase, not a decrease, of 
women in that sector between 2019 and 2021, both for early-stage and 
established businesses -- a departure from trends at the national level. 
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5.  THE NATURE OF WOMEN-LED 
BUSINESSES IN WESTERN CANADA 

Challenges sparked by the global COVID-19 pandemic have prompted 
some concern about the potentially negative impacts on the growing 
diversity amongst women’s businesses, especially in relation to 
business size, growth orientations, and innovation.37  Chapter 5 
explores these issues across the Western region in the summer of 
2021. It focuses separately on early-stage and established women 
entrepreneurs and examines four key topics: current business size, 
future growth aspirations, innovation in products, services and 
technology, and exporting activity. 

5.1 EMPLOYMENT CREATION IN 
 EARLY-STAGE FIRMS (TEA)
In the summer of 2021, most early-stage women in the Western 
provinces were operating a business with 1-5 employees (45% to 
53%). This trend was close to the Canadian average. Beyond this 
shared feature, the size profiles varied across the Western provinces. 
In Alberta, for instance, women had a somewhat bifurcated profile, 
with two-thirds of women operating solo (0 employees) or micro 
firms (1-5 jobs), and another one-quarter of women rank firms with 
20+ employees. In Saskatchewan, women were much more likely to 
run small operations, with nearly 80% in solo or micro firms, and 
the remainder of women spread equally across firms with 6-19 and 
20+ employees. In contrast, Manitoba women were the least likely to 
operate as solo entrepreneurs, with nearly three-quarters clustered into 
the middle, with either 1-5 employee or 6-19 employee firms. 

In terms of gender gaps in 2021, women in Alberta and Saskatchewan 
were highly over-represented as solo entrepreneurs, with F/M ratios 
of 1.48 and 2.67 respectively. This was also the case for Canada (F/M 
ratio of 2.35). B.C. women were overrepresented in micro firms of 1-5 
employees (F/M ratio of 1.56). For larger firms, Manitoba women were 
actually more likely than men to have 6-19 employees (F/M ratio of 
1.28) and 20+ employees (FM ratio of 1.17). Saskatchewan women were 
more likely than their male peers to run firms with 20+ employees 
(F/M ratio of 1.30). 

37 Cukier, W., Gagnon, S., Dalziel, M., Grant, K., Laplume, A., Ozkazanc-Pan, B., & Saba, T. (2022). 
Women entrepreneurship: towards an inclusive innovation ecosystem. Journal of Small Business & 
Entrepreneurship, 34(5), 475-482.
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Comparing trends for 2019 and 2021 (data not shown for 2019), 
firm size actually grew across the WC provinces between 2019 and 
2021, with fewer women operating in both the solo and 1-5 job 
range. In Alberta, there was a significant shift towards larger firms 
of 20+ employees (14.5 percentage point increase), with solo firms 
declining (11.1 percentage points). In Saskatchewan, women saw a 
10 percentage point increase in larger firms ( 6-19 and 20+ jobs), 
with a corresponding decline evenly spread across the solo (0 jobs) 
and micro (1-5 jobs) bands. In 2021 Manitoba women were also less 
likely to operate in solo and micro firms than in 2019, and more likely 
to have 6-19 employees (15 percentage points) and 20+ employees 
(5 percent shift) by 2021. B.C. women were also less likely to be solo 
entrepreneurs in 2021 (a decline of 18.6 percentage points, and more 
likely to be running micro firms (1-5 jobs).

5.2 EMPLOYMENT CREATION IN 
 ESTABLISHED BUSINESS (EB)
Figure 5.2 shows trends in business size for established women 
entrepreneurs in 2021. Like early-stage women, established women 
were also most likely to operate micro businesses with 1-5 employees, 
from a low of 47% of women in Alberta to a high of 53% in B.C. 
Surprisingly, established women were also more likely than early-
stage women to operate as solo entrepreneurs in every province but 
Saskatchewan—accounting for roughly 30.0% of women across the 
Western region, compared to just 18.0% of women in Canada overall. 
A minority of women ran larger firms in the Western provinces, with 
women in Alberta, Manitoba, and B.C. more likely to run larger firms 
with 20+ employees, and those in Saskatchewan were more likely to 
have 6-19 employees. 

With respect to gender patterns, established women in Western 
Canada were over-represented as solo entrepreneurs, with F/M ratios 
of 1.92 in Manitoba, 1.83 in Alberta, 1.44 in Saskatchewan, and 1.23 
in B.C.—compared to 1.04 at the national level. We see more gender 
parity with respect to micro firms (1-5 jobs), but gender gaps were 
more pronounced again at higher job bands. 
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As far as shifts from 2019 to 2021 were concerned, there was a net 
shift downwards in firm size. Notable declines occurred for Alberta 
women in the 20+ job band (decrease of 14.3 percentage points), and 
in Manitoba and B.C. in the 6-19 job band (decrease of 9.9 and 9.2 
percentage points respectively). 

Figure 5.1  Employment (Number of Jobs), for 
Women and Men in Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021
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Figure 5.2  Employment (Number of Jobs), for 
Women and Men in Established Business (EB), 18-64 years, 2021

 

5.3 EXPECTED JOB GROWTH IN NEXT 
 5 YEARS IN EARLY-STAGE FIRMS (TEA)
With respect to job growth, the 2021 GEM Canada survey also 
asked respondents how many jobs they expected to create in the 
next five years. Figure 5.3 highlights trends for early-stage women 
entrepreneurs. While anticipating future job growth in the summer of 
2021 was no doubt a challenge, most women entrepreneurs expected 
to create 1-5 jobs. This was most common in Saskatchewan and B.C., 
in line with the national average. In Alberta and Manitoba, women 
had higher growth expectations, with roughly one-third expecting to 
create either 6-19 or 20+ jobs. Of note, a small minority of women did 
not expect to create any jobs at all. This was true for 13% of women 
in Alberta and Canada, with higher rates for women elsewhere in the 
West (17% to 21%). 
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Notwithstanding the increased aspirations of women in three of the 
provinces, there were strong gender gaps at high growth levels ( 20+ 
job), with F/M ratios in B.C. (.49), Alberta (.52), and Saskatchewan 
(.54), close to the Canadian average (0.60). In Manitoba, however, 
a F/M ratio of 1.08 for 20+ jobs, reflecting an uptick in women’s 
aspirations compared to men’s. A similar trend was evident for Alberta 
women aspiring to create 6-19 jobs, where the F/M ratio was 1.16.

With the ongoing unfolding of the global COVID-19 pandemic, many 
commentators have questioned whether there might be scaling back of 
growth expectations. Exploring changes between 2019 and 2021 (data 
for 2019 not shown), highlights some surprising results in this regard. 
In three provinces, early-stage women actually expected to grow more 
jobs in 2021 than in 2019. In Manitoba, and B.C., there was a 12.3 
and 7.5 percentage point increase, respectively, in women expecting 
to create 20+ jobs. In Alberta, there was a 7.4 percentage point 
increase in women aiming at growth in the 6-19 job band. In contrast, 
Saskatchewan was the one province where women, on balance, 
downgraded their expectations, with a large decrease in the 6-19 job 
band and an overall increase of 16.2 percentage points for women 
expecting to create 1-5 jobs.

Figure 5.3  Expected Job Growth in Next Five Years for 
Women and Men in Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021
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 5.4 EXPECTED JOB GROWTH IN NEXT 
 5 YEARS IN ESTABLISHED BUSINESS(EB)
For established women, we see somewhat different patterns. Figure 
5.4 confirms a significant clustering of aspirations in the lower range 
at either no or 1-5 jobs, ranging from 73.9% in Manitoba to 88.0% 
in B.C.—well above the national average (70.5%). Fewer women 
expected growth in the upper job bands (6-19 and 20+), though 
some variation is evident. A notable group of established women in 
Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba expected higher growth of 20+ 
jobs (though they trailed rates for Canadian women). In contrast, 
established women in B.C. had low growth expectations.

Examining changes between 2019 and 2021 suggests a significant net 
downgrading of growth expectations amongst B.C. women, with more 
women aspiring to create 1-5 jobs in 2021 (a 16.5 percentage point 
increase). Alberta women also show a downward trend, with a decline 
in women aspiring to 20+ jobs and increases for both 6-19 but also 0 
jobs (about 5 percentage points in each case). Women in Saskatchewan 
and Manitoba saw smaller shifts, with a net upward ripple effect 
towards more (20+) jobs. 

With respect to gender gaps in 2021, the most striking trend is that 
women in Western Canada were far more likely than men to expect 
no job growth in three of the four Western provinces. We can see this 
with F/M ratios 1.96 in Alberta and 1.83 in Manitoba—well above the 
F/M ratio of 1.17 for Canada. Women in Alberta and B.C. were also 
more likely than men to expect to create 1-5 jobs. In contrast, women 
in Saskatchewan were far more growth-oriented than their male peers, 
with a F/M ratio of 2.38 for 6-19 jobs.  
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Figure 5.4  Expected Job Growth in Next Five Years for 
Women and Men in Established Business (EB), 18-64 years, 2021

 
5.5a INNOVATION IN PRODUCT OR SERVICES 
 IN EARLY-STAGE FIRMS (TEA)  
Research shows that many women entrepreneurs were engaged 
in ‘imitative’ rather than ‘innovative’ type of businesses, where 
products and services lack novelty and uniqueness. With the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a great deal of interest 
in understanding to what extent pandemic-related challenges may 
have forced women entrepreneurs to become more innovative in their 
products, services, or technologies.38 In this section, we explore this 
issue, focusing on early-stage businesses. 

Figure 5.5a examines innovation in product and services, asking 
women whether they were offering something new to people in the area 
in which they lived, their country, or the world. As we can see, in the 
summer of 2021, a majority of early-stage women-led businesses were 
not offering new products or services. This was especially the case for 
women in Saskatchewan (72.6%), with women in the other provinces 
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38 Manolova, T. S., Brush, C. G., Edelman, L. F., & Elam, A. (2020). Pivoting to stay the course: 
How women entrepreneurs take advantage of opportunities created by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
International Small Business Journal, 38(6), 481-491.
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in-and-around the Canadian average (53.8%). In contrast, a sizeable 
group of WC women, roughly three in ten women, in three of the 
Western provinces were offering a product or service that was new to 
people in their area. A very small proportion reported innovation at the 
national or global level, most often in in Alberta and Manitoba. 

From a gender standpoint, many men also did not offer new products 
and services, but this was more likely to be true for women than 
men. That said, women in all four Western provinces, and especially 
in Manitoba and B.C., did stand out as being equally or much more 
likely than men to offer novelty at the global level (F/M ratio from a 
high of 2.8 in B.C, to a low of 1.0 in Saskatchewan, compared to 0.7 
nationally). 

Comparing trends in 2019 and 2021, women business owners in 
Western Canada did report more innovation by the summer of 2021. 
This trend was most noticeable in B.C. and Alberta, with a rise of 
innovation at local and national levels (a combined increase of 11.4 
percentage points in B.C. and 14.5 percentage points in Alberta). 
Saskatchewan and Manitoba saw smaller shifts with more women 
innovating at the national level (an increase of 5.2 and 4.6 percentage 
points respectively). Comparing innovation to Canadian trends, shows 
more innovation by women entrepreneurs in Western Canada than in 
the country overall.

5.5b TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION FOR 
 WOMEN AND MEN (TEA) 
Another dimension of innovation concerns technologies and processes. 
Figure 5.5b confirms that rates of innovation for women in the 
Western region were low in the summer of 2021. Despite variation 
within the Western region, the proportion of women reporting no 
technological change clusters close to the Canadian average (61.2%), 
with the exception of Saskatchewan where rates for women were even 
higher (71.7%). Overall, women in Alberta and then Manitoba women 
appeared to be the most innovative, with a combined total of 43% and 
39% respectively reporting the use of technologies and procedures that 
were new locally, nationally and globally, followed by women in B.C. 
(34.6%) and then Saskatchewan (28.3%). 
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In terms of gender gaps, Western Canadian women were less likely 
than men to be using new technologies and procedures in 2021; 
however, the gender gap is even more marked at the national level. 
Some exceptions did exist. For instance, B.C. women were more likely 
than their male peers to be innovating at the national level (F/M ratio 
of 1.35). This was also true for Alberta women globally (F/M ratio of 
1.26). 

Comparing 2019 and 2021, it is clear that women were embracing 
more innovation by  the summer of 2021. In all Western provinces, 
women were more likely to report some type of innovation, which 
contrasts to the national trend where roughly the same proportions of 
women reported no innovation. Innovation at the local level was more 
frequently reported for women in B.C, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba 
(an increase of 11.3, 6.6 and 13.1 percentage points respectively). For 
women in Alberta, there was a combined innovation increase of 8.7 
percentage spread across local, national, and global levels.

Figure 5.5a  Innovation in Product or Services for 
Women and Men in Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021
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Figure 5.5b  Innovation in Technologies or Processes for 
Women and Men in Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 2021

5.6 EXPORTING FOR WOMEN AND MEN IN 
EARLY-STAGE FIRMS (TEA) 
Exporting provides an avenue for entrepreneurs to grow their business, 
by expanding into new markets, whether they be local, national, or 
global. Figure 5.6 explores patterns of activity for women’s early-stage 
businesses in the summer of 2021. As we can see, most women in 
Western Canada were not engaged in exporting, though there were 
diverse patterns. Manitoba women the most likely to report ‘none’ 
(77.0%) followed by B.C. (70.5%), and Saskatchewan (65.8%). Women 
in Alberta (61.1%) were closer to national patterns (59.8%). For those 
women entrepreneurs who did export, there were varied patterns. 
Alberta women were the most engaged, with activity spread roughly 
equally across different levels of export intensity (under 25%, 25-75%, 
more than 75%). 

In terms of gender gaps, men were more likely to be engaged in 
exporting, except in Alberta. In some cases, however, women had 
closed the gender gap or surpassed the participation of me. For 
instance, in Alberta and Saskatchewan women outnumbered male 
entrepreneurs reporting exporting of under 25% (F/M ratio of 1.45 and 
1.25 respectively). This was well above national trends. And at the most 
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intensive export level (more than 75%), Alberta women were far more 
engaged than their male peers (F/M ratio of 1.55) and there was rough 
gender parity in B.C. (F/M ratio of 1.01).  

We see some clear shifts between 2019 and 2021. In Saskatchewan 
especially, and in Alberta, women were far more likely to be exporting 
in 2021, with a 21.5 and 11.2 percentage point shift respectively. 
This was in keeping, but ahead, of Canadian trends, which saw 9.3 
percentage point increase in women’s exporting activity. In contrast, 
both B.C. and Manitoba saw a very small decline, with more women 
reporting no exporting (roughly 3 percentage points).  

Figure 5.6  Exporting for Women and Men in 
Early-Stage Firms (TEA), 18-64 years, Canada, 2021
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5.7 EXPORTING FOR WOMEN AND 
 MEN IN ESTABLISHED FIRMS (EB) 
Turning to established women business owners, highlights a similar 
patterns of low engagement in exporting in the summer of 2021. Yet, 
it was women in Alberta who were most likely to report ‘no exports’ 
(85.1%), followed by Manitoba (79.3%) and Saskatchewan (75.0%), 
all above national trends (69.1%). Women who did export were in 
primarily in B.C. and Saskatchewan, at the under 25% level (22.9% and 
17.5% respectively). B.C. women were also more engaged at the more 
than 75% level (8.9%). 

With respect to gender gaps, there are varied patterns. Again, many 
established male business owners in Western Canada were not 
exporting but their overall involvement was higher than women’s, 
especially in Alberta and Manitoba. In contrast, B.C. and Saskatchewan 
reflected somewhat greater parity.

Concerning changes between 2019 and 2021, B.C. was the only 
province to see increased engagement of women in exporting, 
with a 7.5% percentage point shift from ‘none’ to higher levels of 
activity. While Canadian women slightly increased their engagement 
in exporting (3.7 percentage point increase), women in the other 
three provinces decreased their engagement, with a small decline in 
Manitoba and larger declines in Saskatchewan (6.5 percentage points) 
and Alberta (11.9 percentage points decline).  
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Figure 5.7  Exporting for Women and Men in Established Firms (EB), 
18-64 years, Canada, 2021

SUMMARY
While the COVID-19 pandemic has sparked concerns in Canada 
and other countries about the survival and growth of women-led 
businesses., it has also raised questions about whether the negative 
pandemic shock has sparked innovation. This chapter has explored 
these issues looking at expectations of job growth, innovation, and 
exporting activity for women-led businesses.

Patterns in the summer of 2021 show that many early-stage and 
established women operated in solo (no jobs) or micro firms (1-5 
jobs). Of note, established women business owners were actually 
more likely than early-stage owners to be a solo entrepreneurs, except 
in Saskatchewan. Comparing 2021 trends, to those in 2019, shows 
diverse shifts in business size over time. Early-stage entrepreneurs 
had more employees in 2021, while established women saw a net shift 
downwards. 
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With respect to growth orientations, early-stage women in three of 
the four Western provinces – Manitoba, B.C., and Alberta -- actually 
expected to grow more jobs in 2021 than in 2019, a somewhat 
surprising finding. In contrast, established women in Alberta and B.C. 
saw a net downgrading of growth orientations—while in Saskatchewan 
and Manitoba there were smaller upwards shifts. 

Concerning innovation, only a minority of women’s early-stage 
businesses reported innovating with respect to product and services, as 
well as technologies and processes, in 2021. Comparing changes since 
2019, however, confirms that women were reporting more innovation 
in products and services by the summer of 2021, as well as innovation 
in the use of new technologies, an issue pursued further in Chapter 6. 

With respect to exporting, there are diverse patterns in the Western 
region. Overall, exporting was carried out by a minority of women 
entrepreneurs in 2021, but a growing minority in some cases, ranging 
from 38.9% of women in Alberta to 23.0% in Manitoba. Between 
2019 and 2021, early-stage women in Alberta and Saskatchewan saw 
increased activity, as did established women in B.C.
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6. ASSESSING THE IMPACTS OF THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

Special questions added to the 2021 GEM Canada survey allow 
us to examine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic for women 
entrepreneurs in more detail. Responses to the questions that follow 
reflect the views of entrepreneurs in the summer of 2021, between the 
3rd and 4th wave of the pandemic. This was time of ongoing challenge 
for entrepreneurs—mixing hope that the availability of vaccines would 
allow a return to more normal modes of business activity with ongoing 
uncertainty about the overall state of the economy and how the 
pandemic would continue to unfold. 

This chapter examines the experiences of Western Canadian women 
focusing on three issues: 1) the assessment of government responses 
to the pandemic; 2) identification of new opportunities; and 3) 
assessments around the possibilities for future growth. As in other 
chapters, each of these topics is examined separately for early-stage 
(TEA) and established businesses (EB), with comparisons being made 
across the Western provinces. 

6.1 GOVERNMENT RESPONSE
Respondents in the 2021 GEM Canada survey were asked: Has the 
government so far effectively responded to the economic consequences 
of the coronavirus pandemic? Figure 6.1 displays the views of early-
stage entrepreneurs, showing important variations. Overall, a strong 
majority of women across Canada (69.7%) agreed that governments 
had responded effectively. In Western Canada, however, far fewer 
women in B.C., Alberta, and Manitoba agreed (55 % to 57%) – and 
in Saskatchewan, this fell to a minority (41.5%). In fact, an equal 
proportion of women in Saskatchewan disagreed or strongly disagreed 
that government responses had been effective (40.4%), unlike women 
in the other WC provinces (23% to 26%). 

Important gender gaps can be noted with respect to government 
responses, suggesting that women in Western Canada felt less well 
served by government initiatives than their male counterparts. The 
F/M ratios were as follows: Saskatchewan (F/M .70), Alberta (.87), 
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B.C. (.88) and Manitoba (.89). This pattern departs from Canadian 
trends where women were somewhat more likely to agree that 
government responses had been effective (F/M ratio of 1.07). 

Figure 6.1a  Assessment of Government Response to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic, Women and Men in Early-Stage Firms (TEA), 

18-64 years, Canada, 2021

For established women entrepreneurs, the majority of women 
entrepreneurs in Canada positively assessed government responses, 
agreeing or strongly agreeing that it had been effective (61.3%). Yet, 
for Western Canadian women this was only true in Saskatchewan 
(51.2%). Agreement was lower in other provinces: B.C. (48.6%), 
Alberta (40.0%), and Manitoba (39.4%). Again, an equal or even 
great proportions of women disagreed or strongly disagreed about the 
effectiveness of government responses, both in Manitoba (39.4%) and 
in Alberta (48.0%). 

Gender gaps were also more varied amongst established 
entrepreneurs. At the national level, women assessed responses more 
positively than men (F/M ratio of 1.13). That was also the case in 
Saskatchewan (1.05), but not in B.C.(.92), and decidedly not in Alberta 
(.79) or Manitoba (.71).

10.8%

10.7%

12.6%

6.1%

19.8%

19.1%

36.9%

41.2%

19.8%

22.9%18.1% 14.3%

8.6%

9.3%

18.1% 12.9%

27.6%

40.7%

27.6% 22.9%

22.3% 17.0%

18.1%

10.0%

18.1% 14.0%

23.4%

27.0%

18.1%

32.0%

10.7% 9.0%

15.5%

15.3%

16.7% 11.7%

38.1%

37.8%

19.0%

26.1%

7.9%

11.1% 8.4%

9.4%

14.1%

14.1%

43.7% 40.3%

26.0%

25.1%

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

30.0%

35.0%

40.0%

45.0%

50.0%

Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

Strongly disagree Somewhat
disagree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Somewhat agree Strongly agree

BC AB SK MB CA



GEM Women’s Report 2021

77

Figure 6.1b  Assessment of Government Response to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic, Women and Men in Established Firms (EB), 

18-64 years, Canada, 2021

6.2 NEW OPPORTUNITIES 
While it is clear that the COVID-9 pandemic has sparked huge 
challenges for many businesses across Canada, there has also been 
a great deal of interest in understanding whether new opportunities 
have also emerged during this time.39 To what extent was this true 
for women business owners in the Western Canada in the summer of 
2021? 

Figure 6.2a displays results for early-stage women entrepreneurs. As 
we can see, many women in Western Canada somewhat or strongly 
agreed that the pandemic had created new opportunities, ranging 
from a high in Alberta (59.5%) to a low in Saskatchewan (50.5%). Yet, 
the prevalence of new opportunities for women in Western Canada 
was much lower than that for women in Canada overall (66.2%). A 
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39  Elam, A.B., Hughes, K.D., Guerrero, M., Hill, S., Nawangpalupi, C., Fuentes, M., González, J., 
Laviada, A., Martínez, C., Bañón, A., Chabrak, N., Brush, C., Baumer. B. and Heavlow, R. (2021). 
Women’s Entrepreneurship 2020/21: Thriving Through Crisis.  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor. 
Available  at: https://www.gemconsortium.org/report/gem-202021-womens-entrepreneurship-report-
thriving-through-crisis
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sizeable group of women in Western Canada were also far more likely 
to strongly disagree that the pandemic generated new opportunities 
(15-18%), well above that for women in Canada (10.5%). 

With respect to gender gaps, there are mixed patterns. Women in 
Saskatchewan and Manitoba were somewhat less likely than men 
to agree there were new opportunities. Amongst those who strongly 
disagreed there had been new opportunities, women were far more 
likely than men to feel this way in Manitoba (F/M ratio 1.21). 

Figure 6.2a  New Opportunities Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, 
Women and Men in Early-Stage Firms (TEA), 18-64 years, Canada, 2021

Turning to established women business owners, we see a much 
different trend, with women being far more likely to agree or strongly 
disagree that new opportunities had been generated. The one exception 
is for women in Manitoba. But responses from women in Saskatchewan 
(74.4%), Alberta (62.5%) and B.C. (51.4%) strongly refute the idea of an 
opportunity-driven pandemic. Amongst those who reporting positive 
experiences, it is women in Manitoba who stand out, with 57.5% 
agreeing or strongly agreeing they had found new opportunities. This is 
well above the national trend (41.5%), and well above rates in Alberta 
(29.2%), B.C. (20.0%) and Saskatchewan (16.3%). 
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In terms of gender gaps, women were less likely than men to report 
new opportunities, and more likely to strongly disagree they had been 
created. Again, the one exception is in Manitoba who women were far 
more likely than men (F/M ratio 1.42) to have found new options. 

Figure 6.2b  New Opportunities Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, Women 
and Men in Established Firms (EB), 18-64 years, Canada, 2021

6.3 ADOPTION OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES
A final issue that the 2021 GEM Canada survey explored was whether, 
in response to the pandemic, women entrepreneurs had made use of 
new digital technologies in order to work virtually and overcome the 
restrictions placed on in-person businesses as a result of lockdowns 
and social distancing requirements. 

Figure 6.3 highlights four trends in relation to the Western region. 
First, a significant group of women entrepreneurs in Western Canada 
were operating businesses in the summer of 2021 that could function 
without digital technologies. This ranged from a high of 33.3% of 
female-led businesses in Saskatchewan to a low of 26.4% in B.C, with 
the latter being close to the national trend for women (27.6%). Second, 
another sizeable group of women in Western Canada had already 
adopted technologies before the COVID-19 pandemic, ranging from 
32-35%, slightly above the national trend (30.3%). Just a minority of 
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women indicated they had adopted digital technologies for the first 
time, with this being highest in B.C. (18.1%) and lowest in Manitoba 
(6.4%). Another group of women, around 20% but higher in Manitoba 
(31.9%), had enhanced or improved their technologies. 

With respect to gender, women were much less likely to be adopting 
technologies for the first time than were men in most Western 
provinces, except in B.C. Women were also more likely to be in 
businesses that were not dependent on digital technologies. In terms of 
the enhanced use of new technologies during the pandemic, Manitoba 
women stand out as being more likely to report such activity (31.9%), 
well above trends for women in other Western provinces (22-24%) and 
for the country overall (27.6%). 

Figure 6.3  Adoption of Digital Technologies During the COVID-19 
Pandemic, Women and Men in Established Firms (EB), 18-64 years, 

Canada, 2021
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SUMMARY
This chapter explored the short-term impact of the COIVID-19 
pandemic on women entrepreneurs, drawing on special questions 
added to the 2021 GEM Canada survey.  These questions focused on 
government responses, new opportunity recognition, and women’s 
assessments of future business growth. 

With respect to government responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
over two-thirds of  women in early-stage businesses in Canada 
agreed that governments had responded effectively to the COVID-19 
pandemic. However, in Western Canada, far fewer women agreed, 
ranging from 55% to 57% in B.C., Alberta, and Manitoba, and falling to 
41.5% in Saskatchewan. Important gender gaps were also evident with 
women entrepreneurs in Western Canada rating government responses 
less favourably than their male peers.  

Many early-stage women entrepreneurs in Western Canada 
agreed (strongly or somewhat) that the pandemic had created new 
opportunities, from a high in Alberta (59.5%) to a low in Saskatchewan 
(50.5%). Yet, agreement was much lower than for women in Canada 
overall (66.2%). Established women business owners were much more 
polarized, with far more women (than amongst early-stage) refuting 
the idea of an  opportunity-driven pandemic. 

Concerning new technologies, a minority of women indicated they 
had adopted digital technologies for the first time. Another group, has 
enhanced or improved their technologies. But one-third of women in 
the Western provinces were already using digital technologies in their 
businesses before the COVID-19 pandemic, and another one-quarter 
to one-third ran were operating businesses that could function without 
them. Interestingly, women were much less likely to be adopting 
technologies for the first time than men in most Western provinces, 
except for B.C. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMNEDATIONS

7.1 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
This report marks the second detailed examination of women’s 
enterprise in Western Canada, building on an earlier report – the 2019 
Women’s Entrepreneurship in Western Canada: Results from the 
2019 GEM Canada Survey. The current report draws on data from the 
2021 GEM Canada Adult Population Survey. The 2021 GEM Canada 
survey had a sample of 7,848 respondents, with a special oversample of 
6,144 respondents from Western Canada, designed to provide a finely 
grained analysis of women’s enterprise in the four Western provinces.  

The specific goals of this report are to: 1) provide detailed data on the 
state of women’s entrepreneurship in Western Canada in 2021; 2) trace 
how women’s activity, attitudes, aspirations and needs have changed 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic; and 3) identify where particular 
vulnerabilities and opportunities may lie for women entrepreneurs in 
Western Canada going forward. Broadly speaking, the report seeks to 
offer evidence and insights that can support women entrepreneurs, 
contribute to resilient ecosystems, and foster inclusive growth and 
recovery going forward. 

In discussing the results, it is important to keep in mind that data were 
collected in the summer of 2021, roughly 14-16 months after the March 
2020 declaration of the global COVID-19 pandemic. The results thus 
reflect the experiences of women entrepreneurs between the 3rd and 4th 
wave of the pandemic – a time of ongoing challenge, where hopes that 
new vaccines would allow a return to more normal modes of business 
activity were mixed with ongoing uncertainty about public health 
restrictions, COVID-19 variants, and the overall state of the economy.  

With this context in mind, this chapter summarizes key findings on 
the state of women’s entrepreneurship in the Western region during 
this time. It notes the following observations below, recognizing that 
there continues to be many unknowns about the future trajectory of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and broader economic trends. 
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First, despite public concern and debate over whether the COVID-19 
pandemic might dampen interest in entrepreneurship, a high level 
of interest in entrepreneurship was evident in the Western region in 
the summer of 2021. Amongst the general population in the Western 
region (i.e., those not engaged in business ownership), the following 
trends were clear:  

● Women in the Western provinces expressed positive attitudes 
 towards entrepreneurship and perceptions of their capabilities. 
 Approximately half of women in the general population knew 
 an entrepreneur and felt they had the capabilities to be successful. 
 Notably, roughly 60%, of women perceived good opportunities. 
 But a gender gap in ‘perceived capabilities’ was evident in the 
 general population, with men feeling more prepared for business 
 ownership.

● Between 2019 and 2021 there was considerable stability in 
 women’s attitudes in the Western Canadian population, with s
 ome exceptions. In Manitoba, for instance, women were less likely 
 to know an entrepreneur in 2021. In Alberta, more women actually 
 saw good opportunities in 2021 than in 2019.

● Both gender and age shaped women’s attitudes in Western 
 Canada in important ways. Younger women had more positive 
 views, especially with respect to seeing ‘good opportunities’ and 
 ‘knowing an entrepreneur’. 

● Perhaps surprisingly for many, women’s ‘entrepreneurial intentions’ 
 remained high in 2021, with variation across the region. Women in 
 Alberta (14.1%) held the highest intentions; women in Saskatchewan 
 (8.5) the lowest.

7. CONCLUSIONS
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Second, for women already involved in entrepreneurship in Western 
Canada, there were continued high levels of activity in 2021, despite 
the ongoing pandemic—albeit with notable provincial variation. Key 
highlights include: 

● Women’s early stage activity rates (businesses less than 3.5 years) 
 ranged from a high of 18% in Alberta and B.C, above the Canadian 
 average, to a low of 13.0% in Manitoba. In contrast, women’s 
 established business activity rates (3.5 years or more) were lower, 
 from a high of 7.8% in Alberta to a low of 5.1% in Manitoba.  

● Amidst the ongoing global pandemic, women’s early-stage activity 
 actually increased slightly in the West from 2019 to 2021, except in 
 the province of Manitoba. In contrast, women’s established business 
 activity was stable. 

● Despite the challenges associated with the ongoing global pandemic, 
 there was not a dramatic spike in women’s ‘business discontinuance’ 
 rates in the West. Women’s most common reasons for discontinuing 
 a business in 2021 were: 1) the COVID-19 pandemic; 2) a lack 
 of profitability; 3) an opportunity to sell; and 4) family or personal 
 reasons. Together these four reasons accounted for 68.1% to 79.3% 
 of women entrepreneurs in Western Canada. 

● With respect to ‘business exits’, where a business continues after the 
 owner departs, women’s rates in Western Canada were below 
 those for Canada overall. Men were more likely to exit a business 
 than women in Western Canada, with a larger gender gap in the 
 region than for the country as a whole. 

● Women reported multiple motivations for running a business 
 with variation across the provinces. Making a difference in the 
 world, generating wealth or high income, and economic necessity 
 were all important. In contrast, continuing a family business / 
 tradition was the least important for women across the region.

● Overall, the attitudes of early-stage women entrepreneurs remained 
 positive in 2021. The vast majority knew other entrepreneurs and 
 felt they had the capabilities for success. That said, women in 
 Western Canada were less likely to see good opportunities than 
 women in Canada overall and a gender gap in perceived capabilities 
 persisted. 

7. CONCLUSIONS
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Third, with respect to the characteristics of women entrepreneurs and 
their businesses in Western Canada, the following features stand out: 

● Early-stage activity rates were higher for younger women (18-34 
 years old) than older women (35-64 years old) and varied across 
 the Western region. Established business activity rates were higher 
 for older women, especially in Alberta with activity rates nearly 
 twice that of the national average. 

● The average age for women entrepreneurs in the Western region 
 ranged from 35-37 years in early-stage firms, and 46-51 years old in 
 established businesses.

● From 2019 to 2021 young women in B.C, and to a lesser extent 
 in Saskatchewan, increased their activity in early-stage business. 
 An upward surge was also evident for young men, in Alberta and 
 B.C., showing the trend was not specific to women.

● In 2021, early-stage women entrepreneurs in Western Canada 
 continued to be highly educated. A strong majority had either some 
 post-secondary education or credentials (60.0% in Saskatchewan 
 to 72.7% in Alberta). A growing group of women had some graduate 
 training, with Alberta (17.3%) above the national average, but a 
 gender gap in favour of men elsewhere in the Western region.  

● For established women owners, educational attainment remained 
 high but lower than for early-stage women. Nearly two-thirds of 
 established women in B.C., Alberta and Saskatchewan had some or 
 completed post-secondary education. Manitoba women had lower 
 rates (59.5%), closer to national trends (58.6%). 

● Roughly one-third of women in early-stage businesses reported 
 providing childcare or eldercare (close to the national average), 
 with higher rates in Alberta. Amongst established women 
 entrepreneurs, caregiving rates were higher and more varied –with 
 roughly half of women in Alberta (48.0%) reporting family 
 caregiving, compared to lower proportions in Saskatchewan 
 (38.1%), B.C. (31.4%), and Manitoba (21.2%). Of special note, a 
 high proportion of early-stage male entrepreneurs also reported 
 family caregiving.  

7. CONCLUSIONS
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● From 2019 to 2021, there was an increase in caregiving amongst 
 entrepreneurs, with variation across the West. For early-stage 
 entrepreneurs, more women and men in Alberta and Saskatchewan 
 reported caregiving in 2021. For established entrepreneurs, more 
 women in Alberta and Saskatchewan reported care, as did men in 
 Alberta and B.C. 

● There is variation in the hours of caregiving for women in the 
 Western region.  For early-stage women, those in Saskatchewan 
 reported high hours of care (42.5 for childcare, 9.2 for eldercare) 
 compared to those in Alberta who reported the fewest hours overall 
 (22.6 hours for childcare, 7.5 hours for eldercare). For established 
 women, the pattern is reversed in Alberta, with women there 
 reporting very high hours (47.6 hours for childcare, 4.6 for 
 eldercare). 

● With respect to diversity, Indigenous women entrepreneurs had 
 a strong presence in Saskatchewan (13.9%), Manitoba (14.3%), and 
 Alberta (11.7%), all above the national average (10.5%). 

● Nearly one-quarter of women entrepreneurs in Alberta (23.1%) 
 identified as a person with a disability, well above trends in Canada 
 (17.7%), Manitoba (17.5%), Saskatchewan (16.3%), and B.C. (16.1%).  

● Nearly one-third of women entrepreneurs in B.C., Alberta, and 
 Manitoba self-identified as a visible minority, with lower 
 proportions in Saskatchewan (19.4%). All Western provinces were 
 below the Canadian average (38.8%).   

● B.C. had a strong presence of immigrant women entrepreneurs 
 (35.7%), above the national average (31.1%). In contrast, Alberta 
 (26.7%) and Manitoba (23.9%), and Saskatchewan (14.8%) had 
 lower representation. 

● Concerning industry, early-stage women continued to be 
 overrepresented in consumer services, ranging from a low of 52.5% 
 in B.C. to a high of 62.7% in Alberta.  While high, these rates in 
 other Western provinces were below the Canadian average. 
 Western Canadian women also had a strong presence in business 
 services. 

7. CONCLUSIONS
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● Established women in the Western region also had a strong 
 presence in consumer services, but clustered in-and-around the 
 Canadian average (42.2%)—except in Saskatchewan where far more 
 women (57.1%) were operating such businesses. Business services 
 was also an important sector for women in the Western region, 
 though we also see strong variation across the provinces. 
 Established women also had an above average presence in the 
 extractive services sector. 

● Despite concerns about women’s vulnerability in public facing 
 businesses in the consumer oriented sector during the COVID-19 
 pandemic, from 2019 to 2021 there was actually an increase, not 
 decrease, in the presence of early-stage women in those sectors 
 in Western provinces. For women in established businesses, an 
 increase in consumer services occurred in all four provinces, in 
 contrast to a pattern of stability for established women across 
 Canada.

Concerning the outcomes for women-led businesses in the Western 
region, such as job creation, growth, and innovation, several key trends 
can be noted:  

● The majority of early-stage and established women operated in solo 
 (no jobs) or micro firms (1-5 jobs) in 2021. Of note, established 
 women business owners were more likely than early-stage owners to 
 be solo entrepreneurs, except in Saskatchewan. 

● Between 2019 and 2021, there were some notable shifts in the size 
 of women’s businesses in the Western region. Overall, early-stage 
 entrepreneurs had more employees in 2021, while established 
 women saw a net shift downwards. 

● With respect to growth orientations, and plans to hire employees 
 in the next five years, early-stage women in three of the four 
 Western provinces – Manitoba, B.C., and Alberta -- actually 
 expected to grow more jobs in 2021 than they did in 2019. Given the 
 ongoing pandemic, this is a somewhat surprising finding but 
 suggests some measure of confidence in the future. 

7. CONCLUSIONS
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● In contrast, growth orientations varied more amongst established 
 women in the Western region. In Alberta and B.C. there was a 
 net downgrading of growth expectations, while in Saskatchewan and 
 Manitoba there were small upwards shift. 

● Concerning innovation in products and services, as well as 
 technologies and process, there are fairly low levels of activity in the 
 Western region, with just a minority of women’s early-stage 
 businesses reported innovation in 2021. Yet, comparing 2019 
 and 2021, more women were reporting innovation in products and 
 services by the summer of 2021, and some innovation in the use of 
 new technologies. 

● With respect to exporting, activity rates ranged from a low of 23.0% 
 of women in Manitoba, to much higher activity involving 38.9% of 
 women entrepreneurs in Alberta. Notably, from 2019 to 2021, there 
 was an increase in reported exporting activity for early-stage women 
 in Alberta and Saskatchewan, and for established women owners in 
 B.C.

Special questions on the 2021 GEM Canada survey also probed the 
challenges and short-term impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic for 
women entrepreneurs in the Western region. Key insights include: 

● While two-thirds of women in early-stage businesses in Canada 
 agreed that governments had responded effectively to the global 
 pandemic, women in Western Canada were far less likely to hold 
 this view. Agreement ranged from 55% to 57% in B.C., Alberta, 
 and Manitoba, but fell to 41.5% in Saskatchewan. It is also clear that 
 women in Western Canada rated government responses less 
 favourably than their male peers across the provinces. 

● Many early-stage women entrepreneurs in Western Canada reported 
 that they had identified new opportunities during the pandemic but 
 this was lower than for women in Canada overall (66.2%). Early-
 stage women’s agreement in the Western region ranged between 
 59.5% in Alberta and 50.5% in Saskatchewan.

7. CONCLUSIONS
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● We see much different trends for established women business 
 owners with respect to new opportunities. Their responses are much 
 more polarized, with far more women (than amongst early-stage) 
 refuting the idea of an opportunity-driven pandemic. 

● The global pandemic appeared to spur technological innovation. 
 A minority of women adopting digital technologies for the first time. 
 Another group enhanced or improved their technologies. 
 Importantly, one-third of women in the Western provinces were 
 already using digital technologies in their businesses before the 
 COVID-19 pandemic. Another one-quarter to one-third were 
 operating businesses that could function without them. 
 Interestingly, women were less likely than men to be first-time 
 adopters of technologies in the Western provinces, except in B.C. 

7.2 RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the findings of this report, a number of recommendations are 
highlighted here to enhance the experiences of women entrepreneurs 
in the Western region. These range from individual-level strategies 
(e.g., training, skill development), to program-level initiatives, to 
policies aimed at developing inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
Tying these recommendations together is an interest in productive 
entrepreneurship, economic recovery, and quality of working life for 
women entrepreneurs. 

● An important question emerging from this analysis is how best to 
 leverage the continued positive attitudes towards entrepreneurship 
 held by women in the general population in the Western region. 
 This is especially so in light of the gender gaps in ‘entrepreneurial 
 intentions’ in all provinces with the exception of Alberta. Currently, 
 there are many initiatives aimed at sparking women’s interest in 
 entrepreneurship as a career choice. Examples include short-term 
 workshops, bootcamps and special events; embedded certificates 
 in post-secondary programs; and social media campaigns. Better 
 understanding the efficacy of different approaches may be a helpful 
 step for increasing entrepreneurial intentions, especially for younger 
 women in the Western region who are the most likely to know other 
 entrepreneurs and report seeing good opportunities. 

7. CONCLUSIONS
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● Relatedly, the continued gender gap in perceived capabilities 
 amongst active entrepreneurs in the Western region (noted in both 
 the 2019 and 2021 GEM Canada surveys) raises questions of how 
 best to support women entrepreneurs. For instance, are women’s 
 assessments of their capabilities due to specific skill gaps, their 
 sense of self-efficacy, biases in the ecosystem, or a combination of 
 these factors? Examples of inclusive training under the umbrella of 
 Gender-Smart Entrepreneurship Education and Training Plus 
 GEET+, developed by Orser and Elliott40, may offer valuable insights 
 into how to improve support within ecosystems, taking gender and 
 other intersectional differences into account. 

● Ongoing attention is also needed to support the growth, longevity, 
 and scaling up of women-led business, in light of the continued size, 
 and lower growth orientations, of many women-led businesses in 
 the Western region. This does not mean that all women-led 
 businesses should aim for a model of high-growth. Clearly, a 
 segment of early-stage and established women are committed to 
 ‘solo entrepreneurship’; however, some provinces have a sizeable 
 group of women who are growth oriented, early-stage women in 
 particular. Moreover, the lower rates of established business, 
 relative to early-stage business, suggests there are some barriers to 
 longevity, not simply growth. Understanding more about the 
 reasons for this (e.g., sector, innovation, family responsibilities, 
 business development skills), and using this knowledge to support 
 growth ambitions and business longevity, would be helpful.   

40 See Orser, B., & Elliott, C. (2020). Gender-Smart Entrepreneurship Education & Training Plus 
(GEET+). Report, University of Ottawa, CA, June. Available on-line at: https://telfer.uottawa.ca/en/geet/

RECOMMENDATIONS

https://telfer.uottawa.ca/en/geet/
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● Strategies are also needed to encourage and support the 
 diversification of women’s businesses with respect to industrial 
 sector. Data from both the 2019 and 2021 GEM Canada survey 
 confirm there are far too many women-led businesses in highly 
 competitive, low return, sectors, such as consumer services. This has 
 been a longstanding issue in Canada, and other high-income 
 countries, and the global COVID-19 pandemic has drawn attention 
 to some of the unique risks facing such businesses. Further 
 underlining the risks are findings from Chapter 3 which show that 
 a lack of profitability is one of the top reasons that women 
 discontinue a business. Programming and support should continue 
 to help women identify viable, innovative (not imitative) businesses, 
 and assist them in parlaying their skills and business ideas into less t
 raditional sectors. 

● Focused attention is also needed to aid innovation in women’s 
 businesses, especially in terms of more novel products and services. 
 Clearly, the COVID-19 pandemic forced many women to identify 
 new opportunities, as noted in Chapter 6, albeit in a crisis-driven 
 manner and under very trying circumstances. Programs and 
 supports that help women identify how to innovate successfully 
 would greatly aid the future potential of women-led business in the 
 Western  region. In addition, a small but growing portion of women 
 in Western Canada are involved in exporting. This suggests 
 indirectly that ongoing efforts to encourage exporting activity (at 
 both federal and provincial levels) are having a positive impact, an 
 area for further exploration. 

● Innovation can also be supported by learning more about the 
 facilitators and barriers to the adoption of digital technologies. For 
 instance, B.C. women entrepreneurs were far more likely 
 than women in other provinces to be first-time adopters of new 
 technologies, and at rates similar to men. Understanding more 
 about their experience could aid women entrepreneurs in other 
 Prairie provinces. Likewise, learning from the sizeable group of 
 women entrepreneurs, especially in Manitoba, who enhanced 
 their use of technologies during the pandemic would be valuable 
 for understanding the specific types of innovation taking place, 
 their impact, and how such changes were supported (e.g., 
 technically, financially). 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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● Finally, the 2021 GEM Canada survey also sheds new light on the 
 diversity of women entrepreneurs in terms of equity group status 
 (e.g., visible minority, Indigenous, persons with disabilities) as well 
 as immigrant and family status. In particular, it confirms that some 
 women entrepreneurs (as well as some men) are combining 
 business ownership with high levels of family caregiving in 2021. 
 Understanding more about the motivations, approaches, and goals 
 of distinct groups, and the supports they require, will continue to 
 be important going forward.  Moreover, developing a more in-
 depth intersectional understanding of women’s experiences, by 
 further exploring the 2021 GEM Canada data, and tracking such 
 trends in the future, will be beneficial for understanding women’s 
 diverse experiences and the supports that can aid their success.  

RECOMMENDATIONS
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