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In recent years, Canada has become increasingly recognized as a 
leader in women’s entrepreneurship. Alberta has played a central 
role in this phenomenon, with female activity rates well above the 
national average. The goal of the GEM Canada Report on Women’s 
Entrepreneurship in Alberta is to delve more deeply into this issue, 
and offer an up-to-date picture of women-led business in the province. 

The report draws on data from the GEM Canada Surveys, which are 
part of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, the largest and longest 
running study of entrepreneurship in the world. Most of the analysis 
draws on the 2017 GEM Canada Survey to detail Alberta women’s 
rates of entrepreneurial activity, their attitudes and motivations 
for starting a business, and their business outcomes, success, and 
satisfaction. Comparisons are also made to male business owners in 
Alberta, and to women entrepreneurs in Canada and other innovation-
based countries, drawing on the 2016 GEM Canada and 2016 GEM 
Global Women’s Reports. 

Key highlights include: 

LEVELS OF ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY
Activity rates for women’s entrepreneurs in Alberta are well above 
the Canadian national average, both for total early-stage business 
(referred to as TEA), which have been operating for 3.5 years or less, 
and for more established business (referred to as EBO), which have 
been operating for 3.5 years or more. The gender gap in rates of TEA 
and EBO are also lower in Alberta than they are in Canada as a whole. 
Early-stage activity rates for women entrepreneurs in Alberta also 
outpace those for women in many other provinces, and other countries 
with high levels of female business activity, such as Australia and the 
United States.

PERSONAL BACKGROUND AND BUSINESS PROFILE
Alberta women entrepreneurs are generally well educated, with 
roughly four in five having some type of post-secondary education or 
degree. With respect to age profile, rates of entrepreneurial activity are 
highest for both younger (18-34 years) and older (55+ years) women, 
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with slightly lower activity rates at mid-age (35-54 years). 
Immigrant women in Alberta have somewhat lower rates of activity in 
early-stage and established businesses, compared to Canadian-born 
women. But this is also the case for men. And amongst women, the 
difference in immigrant and Canadian-born activity rates is actually 
much narrower than it is amongst men. 

ATTITUDES AND MOTIVATIONS
The vast majority of female entrepreneurs in Alberta are motivated 
by perceived opportunities. Top factors motivating Alberta women 
to launch a business are:  the desire for a positive work environment, 
independence, flexible schedule, meaningful work, and the ability 
to work from home. A notable group of women, however, are 
motivated by necessity rather than opportunity, with issues of job 
loss and a lack of opportunities factoring into their decision to 
open a business. Women who are already engaged in early-stage 
and established businesses appear to have very positive attitudes 
towards entrepreneurship, especially with respect to perceiving 
good opportunities and feeling they are well qualified, and have the 
necessary knowledge, skills, experience, and connections. Concern 
over a fear of failure, however, is relatively high, as it is for men, which 
is consistent with other research and prior GEM Global Women’s 
Reports. 

ECONOMIC IMPACT
With respect to job creation, many women entrepreneurs in Alberta 
run relatively small businesses, with over one half having either no 
employees or 1-5 employees. However, another one-quarter has 6-19 
employees, and 7% have 20+ employees or more. While women’s 
businesses are smaller than those of men, these differences are a 
matter of degree, and the overall picture is one of diversity in business 
size for both genders. More variation is evident with respect to 
future job creation. While some women and men do not seek growth, 
roughly one-third of women expect to create 6+ jobs in the next 5 
years. Comparatively, Alberta women’s job growth expectations are 
on par with U.S. women, and well above overall rates for women 
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entrepreneurs in Canada, as well as Australia and the U.K. With respect 
to innovation, roughly 30% of Alberta women entrepreneurs report 
innovation in a product/service or market. Approximately one-quarter 
are involved in exporting, with 25% or more of their customers outside 
of the country. 

SATISFACTION AND SUCCESS 
The 2017 GEM Canada Survey also offers valuable insights concerning 
important issues of satisfaction and self-perceived success, which have 
been much less studied. Overall, a large majority of Alberta women 
entrepreneurs express satisfaction with their work, especially having 
decision-making autonomy and work that is meaningful. A majority of 
women are also satisfied with the balance and time they have for work 
and family, as well as their income, and the contribution their business 
makes to the community. Lower levels of satisfaction are evident 
with respect to the annual business growth and the amount of stress 
involved in running a business.  

With respect to evaluating the success of their business, Alberta 
women entrepreneurs appear to place importance on several different 
features, notably decision-making autonomy, meaningful work, 
control over time, and work-family balance. For a majority of women 
entrepreneurs, an important metric for success involves contributing 
to their community and offering positive goods and services. Achieving 
growth in the business is also important for a majority of women 
entrepreneurs, as is expanding into new markets. Finally, while a 
smaller proportion of women entrepreneurs view high income and 
job growth as key indicators of success, they remain important for the 
majority of women entrepreneurs. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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In recent years, Canada has become a leader in women’s 
entrepreneurship, with some of the highest activity rates amongst 
innovation-based economies.  Particularly striking in Canadian trends 
is the way that certain provinces have been driving this trend. Alberta 
is one such province, with female activity rates for early-stage firms and 
more established businesses that are well above the national average. 

The goal of this report is to delve more deeply into Alberta women’s 
experiences of entrepreneurship and business ownership, drawing 
on the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Canada Survey 
data. The report draws both on standard questions and measures 
of activity regularly used in the GEM surveys, as well as additional 
original questions on motivations, satisfaction, and success that have 
been specifically designed for this study. In terms of its scope, the 
report offers an overview of the current state of women-led business 
in Alberta, benchmarking to national data where possible. The report 
also compares women’s participation relative to men, noting the extent 
of any current gender gaps as they relate to participation and activity 
rates, attitudes towards entrepreneurship, and business performance 
and impact.

Following the analytic approach of ongoing GEM Canada surveys, 
as well as the GEM Global Women’s Reports from various years, the 
report focuses in particular on women’s engagement in a range of 
businesses, from start-ups to more established ventures, tracing their 
current rates of entrepreneurial activity, attitudes and motivations, 
and the impact of their business ventures. Where relevant, the report 
also draws on past GEM Canada surveys to offer historical context and 
trends. 

Given the importance of entrepreneurial ecosystems, this report also 
briefly touches upon current supports that are in place for women 
entrepreneurs in Alberta and Canada and, where data allows, situates 
Alberta and Canada into the global context, by drawing comparisons to 
women’s activity in other innovation-driven economies, drawing from 
data generated through the GEM Global Women’s Reports. 

SECTION 1. 
INTRODUCTION
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1.1 	 WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN 
	 ALBERTA AND CANADA  

CURRENT TRENDS AND DEBATES
Over the past 20 years, Canada has seen a surge in entrepreneurial 
activity across a range of sectors and regions. Women have played a 
central role in the rise of the ‘entrepreneurial economy’, launching 
businesses at higher rates than they have historically, and at rates that 
have often outpaced those of men.1  Currently, Canada has one of the 
highest rates of entrepreneurship activity amongst what the World 
Economic Forum calls ‘innovation-based economies’—which include 
other post-industrial, knowledge-based economies at a similar stage of 
development as Canada, such as the U.S.A, Israel, Australia, Ireland, 
Germany, Japan, and the U.K.2  In past benchmarking efforts, such 
as the Global Women Entrepreneurs Scorecard, which examines 
activity levels and ecosystem support, Canada has ranked 2nd out of 
31 countries in the world for women’s entrepreneurship, falling behind 
the first-placed United States, and tied for second with Australia. 

Concurrent with women’s rising participation in entrepreneurship has 
come growing research attention to the nature of women-led business 
and the potential benefits, both economic and social. A growing body 
of academic scholarship—much of it published in The International 
Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship and Entrepreneurship 
Theory and Practice, and through the Diana Research Network on 
Women’s Entrepreneurship—has documented a range of positive 
outcomes for women-led enterprise, ranging from the creation of new 
services and products that fill key marketplace gaps, to job creation 
and innovation in local, regional and national economies. Interestingly, 
academic research and anecdotal observation also suggests that 
women-led businesses may be more likely to blend economic and social 
objectives, embodying what Brush et al. (2011) call a ‘hybrid model’3 
of business venturing, that makes varied contributions to economies, 
families, and communities. Given this, we can observe a range of 
approaches and outcomes amongst women entrepreneurs. While 
some are pursuing classic ‘high growth’ models, others are taking 
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alternative approaches---launching a business that is oriented towards 
providing challenging work and generating a reasonable income, better 
integrating work and family responsibilities, or providing leadership 
and career opportunities that are unavailable in traditional salary-and-
wage employment. 

In this current climate we also see a great deal of positive media 
attention and interest in women’s entrepreneurship, and in 
entrepreneurship generally.  Reflecting this, the 2016 GEM Canada 
Survey found that Canadians had very positive attitudes towards 
entrepreneurship. Over two-third of respondents also saw business 
ownership as a good career choice, and over three-quarters felt 
that entrepreneurs have high social status.  In a report on women’s 
enterprise in Alberta, it bears noting as well how many high profile 
female business owners there are in the province. Highly successful 
entrepreneurs, such as Arlene Dickinson and Manjit Minhas, both 
Alberta-based and well known from television shows such as Dragon’s 
Den, have done a great deal to raise awareness about the rewards and 
challenges of business ownership, and the potential for women to 
excel in this realm. Likewise, over the years, women business owners 
in Alberta have regularly featured on the PROFIT 100 list of top 
entrepreneurs4. And a new generation of entrepreneurs such as Claire 
Theaker Brown, of Unbelt, and Justine and Kendall Barber, of Poppy 
Barley, offer strong examples of a hybrid business models, blending 
innovative, high quality products with a focus on sustainable business 
practice.

Notwithstanding all of these positive trends in women’s enterprise 
activity, we do continue to see ‘gender gaps’ in activity levels and 
performance, much like those we see in traditional wage-and-salary 
employment. This is not just the case in Alberta and Canada, but in 
many other innovation-based economies as well. Reflecting this, a 
quick scan through the most recent GEM Global Report on Women’s 
Entrepreneurs confirms that women-led businesses are typically 
smaller, and grow less quickly, than firms led by men. While these 
outcomes may reflect gender differences in aspirations, or the tendency 
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for women to launch and operate business in less profitable sectors, the 
gender gap may also reflect other barriers to growth, such as difficulties 
accessing mentorship and expertise, or tapping into financing, 
leadership, and other resources. 

Given the current situation—of high engagement and success, 
along with ongoing gender gaps—there is significant interest in 
understanding how best to support women-led enterprise, both at 
the start-up stage and throughout the business life cycle. Currently 
there is a dynamic mix of actors lending support and shaping the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem for women entrepreneurs, including 
federal, provincial and local governments, policy makers, program 
providers, advocacy groups. Increasingly playing a role, as well, are 
successful, established, business owners themselves. Leading examples 
include Arlene Dickinson, who has developed business accelerator, 
District Ventures, in Calgary, and Vicki Saunders, who has developed 
alternative funding platforms such as SheEO.5

1.2	 KEY QUESTIONS AND 
	 REPORT ORGANIZATION

In order to shed light on the current state of women’s entrepreneurship 
in Alberta, this report draws on the GEM Canada Survey. This 
survey operates under the umbrella of the Global Entrepreneurship 
Monitor (GEM) Project – the largest and longest running study 
of entrepreneurship. As such, the GEM Canada Survey follows 
the protocols of the GEM Project, using established measures and 
methodologies. For this report, we follow the approach of the GEM 
Global Women’s Reports, which examine a number of key questions 
and dimensions of women’s business activity, as outlined in Figure 1.1

Building on this foundation, the report also innovates by asking 
important new questions that have not previously been asked in the 
standard GEM Canada (or GEM Global) Survey. These tap three 
key issues -- motivation, satisfaction, and success -- offering new 
insights into women’s reasons for launching a business, as well as 
their experiences and satisfaction with business ownership, and their 
orientations and personal benchmarks for success. These questions 
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build upon prior research that has been done in the Alberta context—in 
particular Female Enterprise in the New Economy (Hughes, 2006)—
and in other jurisdictions, helping to build a more nuanced picture of 
the objectives, attitudes, and outcomes of women entrepreneurs. 

Figure 1.1  Dimensions of Women’s Entrepreneurship 

Source: Adapted from Kelley et al. (2013) Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2012 Women’s 
Report, p. 14.

Working with existing protocols, and new data that has been gathered, 
the report is organized in the following way:

Section Two addresses the question: Who are women entrepreneurs 
in Alberta?  It focuses on women’s levels of entrepreneurial activity 
in Alberta, benchmarking to Canada, and also where possible to 
other innovation-based economies. It offers a snapshot of women 
entrepreneurs in Alberta, in terms of their age and education profile, 
and the industries in which they operate, comparing to national trends 
where possible. 

Section Three explores the question: Why do women start businesses? 
Here the report draws on standard GEM indicators around motivations 
for starting a business (e.g. economic necessity or opportunity). It also 
examines important attitudinal indicators for current entrepreneurs, 
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and in the population overall. Beyond the standard GEM indicators, 
this report also offers new information gathered specifically for 
this study, aimed at offering a more in-depth understanding of the 
motivations of Alberta women and men in launching a business (e.g. 
desire for more challenging work, better income, work-family balance, 
flexibility). 

Finally, Section Four explores:  What is the impact of women-led 
business? Here the report again draws on standard GEM Canada 
(and GEM Global) measures focused on job creation, expected job 
growth, internationalization and innovation. It also examines newly 
gathered data on important, but under-studied outcomes, including:  
job satisfaction (e.g. autonomy, control, stress, income, work-family 
balance); and self-perceived success (e.g. challenge, contributions to 
community, balance between work and family, meaningful work, social 
impact of products and services). 

1.3 	 STRENGTHS OF THE GEM DATA AND 
	 METHODOLOGY

GEM CANADA OVERVIEW

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Project is widely 
recognized as the most comprehensive longitudinal study of 
entrepreneurship in the world. Launched in 1999 as a joint project 
between London Business School (UK) and Babson College (USA), it 
has gathered data from over 100+ countries in the past 18 years. The 
primary purpose of the GEM Project is to understand entrepreneurship 
in national and global context, focusing on two key dimensions: i) the 
attitudes, activity, and aspirations of individual entrepreneurs; and ii) 
the national context and how it impacts entrepreneurial activity. 

With respect to Canada’s history and participation in the global 
GEM Project, Canada was an early participant, taking part several 
times in the survey in the early years, but then not participating 
between the years 2005 and 2012. Fortunately, in 2013, Canada 
resumed participation in the GEM Project, with the GEM Canada 
team gathering data and producing national reports for 2013, 2014, 
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2015, 2016 and 2017.6  These reports provide a much-needed picture 
of entrepreneurial activity in Canada. While not focusing explicitly 
on women entrepreneurs, the national reports do highlight some 
basic gender trends on a number of key indicators (e.g. types of 
entrepreneurial activity). 

Helping to supplement the general information about women’s 
entrepreneurship provided in the national GEM Canada reports, 
there have been two published GEM Canada Report on Women’s 
Entrepreneurship produced so far, that delve further into gender 
dynamics – one published in 2015 7  and a second in 2017, GEM 
Canada 2015/16 Report on Women’s Entrepreneurship. In addition, 
a number of GEM Global Women’s Reports have been published over 
the years—most recently in September 2017.8  These provide valuable 
information on comparative trends, context, and additional research, 
which are drawn upon in a number of places throughout this report. 

GEM MODEL AND METHODOLOGY

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) defines entrepreneurship 
as:   
		  “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

At the heart of the GEM model is a focus on the individual 
entrepreneurs, and their personal aspirations and capabilities, as well 
as the entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

The GEM classifies countries that participate in the study according 
to the three-fold typology from the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Report.10 Factor-driven economies are the least 
developed, with highest rates of entrepreneurship, often driven 
by economic necessity. Next, in a more intermediate position are 
efficiency-driven economies, where early innovation and infrastructure 
are beginning to emerge. Innovation-driven economies, such as 
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Canada, typically have lower overall rates of entrepreneurship 
than factor-based economies, but this activity is more likely to be 
technologically innovative, knowledge-based, and novel. On average, 
it is also more likely to be driven by opportunity-based, rather than 
necessity-based, motivations. 

Overall, the GEM model views entrepreneurship as a process with 
distinct phases. As depicted in Figure 1.2, this process moves from the 
intention to start a business, to nascent entrepreneurship involving 
a brand new start-up, to owner-manager(s) running a relatively 
new business, and finally, in cases of sustained success, to owner-
manager(s) of more established ventures. Following this process 
approach, it also tracks business exits and discontinuance.

Figure 1.2 The Phases of Entrepreneurship

Source: Langford, Josty and Saunders (2016) GEM Canada 2015 Report, p. 14.

A central measure of the GEM is Total Entrepreneurial Activity 
(TEA). This includes individuals in the process of starting a business 
(i.e. 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 
various phases, especially the difference between ‘early-stage’ (TEA) 
and more ‘established businesses’ (EBO), the GEM project offers data 
not typically available from standard business statistics or official 
government measures. 
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With respect to data collection, the GEM collects information at the 
national level through two main sources: 

Adult Population Survey (APS)

Data for the APS is gathered through a combination of telephone and 
on-line surveys of randomly selected adults, aged 18+ conducted by 
an independent polling firm. Using the standard GEM questionnaire 
protocol, 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. In 2017, the sample size was 2,184; additional 
responses were also collected from Alberta participants on some 
questions.11  In this report, the analysis typically uses the entire adult 
population (18+ years old), rather than working age population 
(18-64 years old), to ensure all those interested or engaged in 
entrepreneurship are included. In practical terms, the actual age range 
with the 2017 data was 18-79 years of age. Of note, where comparisons 
are made to existing GEM Global or GEM Canada Reports we limit 
analysis to the working population (18-64 years old) to generate 
comparable figures. 

For this report, as part of the data collection for the 2017 APS, three 
clusters of new questions were gathered on issues of:  i) motivation (10 
items); ii) current satisfaction (10 items), and iii) measures of success 
(12 items). 

National Expert Survey (NES)
Data is also collected through a National Expert survey (NES). 
Areas of expertise that are probed by GEM include: finance, policy, 
government programs, education and training, technology transfer, 
support infrastruc¬ture, and wider socio-cultural norms. The 
questionnaire presents a series of statements concerning support 
for entrepreneurship, and experts are asked to assess the degree to 
which each is true for Canada. The final section solicits open-ended 
responses.

SECTION 1. 
INTRODUCTION
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SECTION 1. 
INTRODUCTION

In summary, the GEM Global and GEM Canada Surveys provide 
a rich source of original data, with common measures that allow 
for meaningful comparisons to be drawn across time and national 
contexts.  For this report on Alberta women’s entrepreneurship, we 
draw primarily on the GEM Canada Adult Population Survey (APS) 
for 2017.  To place women’s entrepreneurship in a global context, 
we also draw from the 2016 GEM Canada Survey and 2016 Global 
Survey data to offer comparative insights. We do not draw on the GEM 
Canada National Expert Survey, except in selective places, where 
information about women’s entrepreneurship, or the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem, adds to the discussion. 
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2.1	 ALBERTA WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURIAL 
	 ACTIVITY IN GLOBAL CONTEXT

While past GEM Canada reports suggest fairly high rates of 
entrepreneurial activity for Alberta women, it is helpful to place these 
trends into the broader national and global context. Here we should 
note that women’s entrepreneurial activity rates vary widely across 
national and regional contexts. As illustrated by the recent GEM Global 
Women’s Reports12, we see very low rates of female entrepreneurship 
in some countries, such as Russia, Algeria, Macedonia and Jordan, 
with less than one in twenty (5%) of working-aged women engaged in 
any early-stage activity (TEA). By contrast, in others countries, such 
as Ecuador, Senegal, Botswana, and Uganda, we see high levels of 
engagement, with roughly one in three women (30%) reporting early-
stage activity. In addition to diverse activity levels, we also see variation 
in the ‘gender gap’ in entrepreneurship (i.e. the specific difference 
between activity rates for women and men). In countries such as 
Mexico, for instance, there is near parity in early-stage firm activity, 
while in other countries, such as Turkey, significant gender-based 
differences persist.

With respect to Alberta, the 2016 GEM Canada and GEM Global 
Surveys13 offer comparative data for a range of innovation-based 
economies, and highlight the high rates of total early-stage activity 
(TEA) for women in Alberta. As Figure 2.1a shows, TEA rates are well 
above the national average, with 15.5% of Alberta women engaged in 
business ownership compared to 13.3% of Canadian women overall. 
Alberta women entrepreneurs also outpace other countries with high 
levels of female business activity, such as Australia and the United 
States, where 11.5% and 10.5% of women respectively were involved in 
TEA in 2016. 

It bears noting that Canada’s movement into this leadership role 
marks a shift from 2014, when Canadian women’s TEA rate fell slightly 
behind the United States, and tied with Australia. Though not shown 
in Figure 2.2a, Canada’s first place ranking is evident in 2015 as well, 
suggesting stability in recent years.  Finally, the high level of Alberta 
women’s participation in early-stage business is especially striking, 
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when looked at in comparison to many other G7 countries, such as 
the U.K. (5.6%), Germany (3.1%), and France (3.4%), as well as other 
countries, such as Sweden (6.3%), where women’s engagement in the 
formal economy is relatively strong. 

Figure 2.1a  Percentage of Women in Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 
18-64 years, Alberta, Canada and 

Other Innovation-Based Economies, 2016

These global comparisons are illuminating in and of themselves, but 
even more so if we take into account relative levels of female labour 
force participation. Many of the countries discussed have historically 
had fairly high proportions of women in the labour force, similar to 
Alberta and Canada. Yet, in some of these countries, we are not seeing 
the same uptake in entrepreneurship. 

We can see this from Table 2.1, which considers women’s rates of early-
stage (TEA) activity, in relation to overall labour force participation 
rates, again using 2016 data to ensure comparability between 
countries. Here we see Alberta women’s high level of engagement in 
entrepreneurship, slightly above the overall figures for Canada, along 
with other leading countries such as Australia and the U.S. In contrast, 
countries such as Sweden, Switzerland, and Finland, which have 
comparable or even higher rates of women’s labour force participation, 
do not exhibit the same level of early-stage activity. Why these trends 
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which, in some ways, seem counterintuitive? As some commentators 
have noted, it would seem reasonable for women’s high labour force 
participation to carry over into high rates of entrepreneurship as 
well.  Recent analysis by Thebaud (2015)14 suggests an important role 
for policy and institutional arrangements, finding in a comparative 
analysis of GEM data for 24 countries, that those with an ample supply 
of part-time job opportunities and strong provisions for subsidized 
childcare (such as Sweden), have lower rates of female TEA—
suggesting women are not using entrepreneurship as a way to gain 
work-family flexibility, a strategy Thebaud refers to as ‘Plan B’. While 
Thebaud is not suggesting that all women entrepreneurs are motivated 
by work-family factors, her research suggests this is a consideration 
for some, and that both economic and family policy are important for 
shaping entrepreneurial engagement.

Table 2.1 Women’s Total Early Stage Activity and 
Labour Force Participation, 2016 

		  TEA Rate	 Labour Force Participation	 TEA / LFP Ratio
			   (15 years and older)

	 Alberta 	 15.5	 66.2	 0.23

	 Canada	 13.3	 65.7	 0.20

	 Australia	 11.5	 64.8	 0.18

	 USA	 10.5	 62.8	 0.17

	 Netherlands	 8.6	 64.1	 0.13

	 Ireland	 7.3	 60.5	 0.12

	 Portugal	 6.1	 58.5	 0.10

	 Greece	 4.8	 52.2	 0.09

	 Slovenia	 5.1	 56.6	 0.09

	 UK	 5.6	 63.5	 0.09

	 Sweden	 6.3	 72.1	 0.09

	 Finland	 5.6	 65.8	 0.09

	 Spain	 4.7	 59.2	 0.08

	 Switzerland	 5.3	 68.6	 0.08

	 Italy	 3.3	 49.5	 0.07

	 France	 3.4	 56.0	 0.06

	 Germany	 3.1	 60.9	 0.05

Source:  OECD 2016 Labour Force Participation Rates available at: http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/
employment/data/labour-market-statistics/labour-force-statistics-by-sex-and-age-indicators_data-
00310-en. 
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Turning to established business ownership (EBO), Figure 2.1b shows 
that Alberta women also fare well relative to other innovation-based 
economies, though not as strongly as they do in early-stage activity. 
As we can see, Alberta women have the fifth highest rate of EBO in 
2016, ranking behind countries such as Greece, Switzerland, Australia, 
and just slightly behind the U.S.A., home to many successful women 
entrepreneurs.15 

Figure 2.1b  Percentage of Women in Established Business (EBO), 
18-64 years, Canada and Other Innovation-Based Economies, 2016

Though not shown in Figure 2.1a and 2.1b, it is also possible to 
draw comparisons to women’s activity rates in other large Canadian 
provinces (Ontario, Quebec, and B.C.). We can do this using 
comparable data from the 2016 GEM Canada Survey. Looking at early-
stage activity (TEA), where activity rates for Alberta women are 15.5%, 
(as shown in Figure 2.1a), we see slightly lower rates in Ontario (14.1%) 
and markedly lower rates in Quebec (10.0%) and in B.C. (8.5%). For 
established business owners (EBO), where activity rates for Alberta 
women are 7.2% (as shown in Figure 2.1b), we see fairly comparable 
trends for women in Ontario (7.6%), slightly lower activity rates in B.C. 
(6.8%), and much lower rates in Quebec (4.3%).16
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2.2	 GENDER AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP, 
	 ALBERTA & CANADA  

Focusing more closely on the Alberta context, and activity levels 
for women and men, we can draw on the GEM Canada 2017 data 
to examine the extent of gender gaps. By way of background, 
prior analysis for the 2015/16 GEM Canada report on Women’s 
Entrepreneurship found notable gender differences in activity rates 
at the national level, with roughly 3 men for every 2 woman involved 
in TEA. This was similar to trends for 2014.  It bears noting that these 
trends differ from the situation of established business owners (EBO), 
where we much greater gender parity in 2016, with 1.07 men for every 
1.0 woman engaged in an established business operating 3.5 years or 
longer. 

Drawing on the 2017 GEM Canada data for Alberta and Canada, 
Figures 2.2a and 2.2b indicate the activity levels for women and 
men reporting either total early-stage activity (TEA) and established 
business ownership (EBO).  As we can see from Figure 2.2a, Alberta 
women again show higher levels of TEA participation than Canadian 
women overall, as they did in 2016, while the levels of TEA for men in 
Alberta and Canada were roughly on par. Following the approach for 
calculating a gender wage gap, we can also calculate a gender activity 
gap, showing women’s activity as a ratio of men’s. Using this approach, 
we see that the gender gap in TEA activity in 2017 is narrower amongst 
Alberta entrepreneurs (83.7%) than for Canada overall (63.1%).  
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Figure 2.2a  Percentage of Women and Men in 
Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18+ years, for Canada and Alberta, 2017

For established business owners (EBO), the overall rates of activity 
are much lower for both women and men, as is the case across the 
country, and consistent with GEM Canada trends over the years. This 
reflects the challenges involved in building a successful business that 
can sustain itself over a longer period of time (3.5 years or more).  Of 
note, again, in Alberta, we see a much smaller gender gap amongst 
the established business owners, than we do for Canada overall, with 
5.9% of women, and 7.6% of men in Alberta involved in managing and 
owning an established business—a gap of 77.6%-- compared to a gap 
59.8% nationally.
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Figure 2.2b Percentage of Women and Men in Established Business 
Ownership (EB), 18+ years, for Canada and Alberta, 2017

2.3 	 AGE PROFILES OF FEMALE AND 
	 MALE ENTREPRENEURS 

Existing research on women’s entrepreneurship shows clearly that 
rates of business ownership vary by age and life stage.17 Typically 
participation in entrepreneurship increases over one’s lifetime, with 
younger workers (25-30 years of age) being less likely to have the 
work experience, financial resources, and social networks needed to 
successfully launch a business. This is also the case for men, though 
we see interesting intersections between age and gender, when taking 
family formation into account.

Looking at entrepreneurial activity rates for different age groups in 
Alberta, Figure 2.3 shows high levels of engagement at a variety of 
ages, but especially for young men. Of note, the reported activity rate 
combines both those involved in either ‘Total Early-stage Activity’ 
(TEA) where a business has been from anywhere to a very short time 
to less than 42 months, and ‘Established Business (EBO)‘ operating 
42 months or more. We use three broad age groups:  18-34, 35-54, 
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and 55+. Interestingly, we can see that, for men, the level of activity 
is higher in the younger age group (18-34), then falling with age. For 
women the pattern is different, with the lowest rates in the 35-54 year 
age range, and then an upward trend in the 55+ range, that is more in 
keeping with the rates for younger women, aged 18-34 years. 

Figure 2.3  Age Profile of Female and Male Entrepreneurs (TEA & EBO 
Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

To get a better sense of how age varies across different types of 
entrepreneurial activity, Table 2.3 provides the average age (mean) for 
women and men engaged in total early-stage (TEA) and established 
business (EBO), both in Alberta and Canada.  As we would expect, in 
terms of age and business stage, early-stage entrepreneurs are typically 
younger, on average, than more established business owners. In terms 
of gender, men are typically younger than their female counterparts, 
except in the case of early-stage entrepreneurs at the national level. 
As we would also expect, the average age (in most cases) is younger in 
Alberta, which is consistent with baseline data from the 2016 Census of 
Canada. 

For Alberta women entrepreneurs, it is worth commenting further 
as the age profile is distinct in some ways. Of special note, early-
stage women in Alberta are a few years older, in their early 40s (41.6 
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years old), than Canadian early-stage women entrepreneurs overall 
(37.4 years). Amongst established business owners, the pattern is 
reversed, with Alberta women being younger, in their late 40s (47.4 
years), compared to the national average (54.5 years). As a result, 
there is about a six year age difference between early-stage and more 
established women entrepreneurs in Alberta, compared to a roughly 17 
year gap between early-stage and established women nationally. 

Table 2.3  Average (mean) Age, TEA & EBO Combined, 
18+ years, Alberta and Canada, 2017 

			   Alberta			   Canada
		  Men		  Women	 Men		  Women

	 Total Early-Stage (TEA)	 39.9		  41.6	 40.1		  37.4

	 Established Business Owner (EBO)	 45.5		  47.4	 53.1		  54.5

2.4	 EDUCATION PROFILE OF FEMALE AND 
	 MALE ENTREPRENEURS 

Successful entrepreneurs typically bring a wide range of knowledge, 
skills, and experience to their ventures. Given this, researchers 
have spent a great deal of effort  trying to understand processes of 
‘human capital’ development, viewing human capital as one of the key 
resources or ‘capitals’ needed for success (the others being financial 
capital and social capital, or social networks). Existing studies highlight 
the importance of both ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ learning for identifying 
new opportunities, assembling resources, and bringing new products 
and services to market.18  Of growing importance, in the context of 
knowledge-based economies, are more specialized forms of knowledge 
that can spur innovation (e.g. artificial intelligence, biotech). In this 
respect, Canadian women’s high level of post-secondary educational 
success is a critical resource in their entrepreneurial activity, both in 
identifying opportunities and launching new ventures.19

With respect to the educational profiles of entrepreneurs in Canada 
and Alberta, Figure 2.4 identifies key patterns. As we can see, post-
secondary education is the norm for both women and men, with the 
majority of entrepreneurs having completed at least some university or 
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college, or a degree. Comparing women and men at the national level, 
we see the profile is quite similar, with the bulk of women and men 
reporting post-secondary—though men are more likely to be the ones 
with a graduate degree than women (21% vs. 13.1%). In Alberta, we see 
a slightly different profile. Again, the vast majority of entrepreneurs 
have post-secondary, but there are slightly more with only high school 
(21.2% for men and 22.2% for women).  As at the national level, Alberta 
women are less likely than their male peers to have a graduate degree. 

Figure 2.4 Educational Profile for Female and Male Entrepreneurs (TEA & 
EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

2.5	 IMMIGRATION STATUS OF FEMALE AND 
	 MALE ENTREPRENEURS 

Immigrant status is another important dimension to consider with 
respect to women’s entrepreneurship, and entrepreneurship generally. 
In Canada, and other countries, the number of immigrant and 
racialized women engaged in entrepreneurship appears to have grown, 
as part of the overall rise in women-led enterprise.20  Yet, despite rising 
rates of activity, some studies suggest that immigrant women may be 
concentrated in small-scale ventures, with low profit margins and few 
prospects for growth. Researchers also note that immigrant women 
entrepreneurs, in particular, have been understudied, both in the field 
of immigrant entrepreneurship (which has often ignored gender) and 
women’s entrepreneurship research (which is only starting to develop 
more intersectional analyses). 
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Past GEM Canada reports, specifically the 2013 GEM Canada Report, 
has found that TEA activity rates (both women and men) for first-
generation immigrants were slight above Canadian born average, 
while for second-generation they were slightly below (Langford et al., 
2014: 28). While the 2017 GEM Canada does not distinguish between 
first- and second-generation, it does provide general indicators on 
the intersections of gender and immigrant status for activity rates 
in Alberta. Because questions about immigrant status were asked of 
Albertan respondents only, comparisons to the national level are not 
possible.

Figure 2.5 shows combined activity rates for early-stage (TEA) and 
established (EB) owners in Alberta.21  As we can see, immigrant women 
report lower rates of entrepreneurial activity, relative to Canadian born 
women. We also see a notable gap between activity rates of immigrant 
and Canadian born men. Of note, however, the gap in activity for 
immigrant women is far less pronounced as it is for men. Moreover, 
while the activity rates for immigrant women are the lowest of the four 
groups, the gender gap between immigrant women and men is actually 
quite narrow.

Figure 2.5  Immigrant Status of Female and Male Entrepreneurs engaged 
in either TEA and/or EBO (Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017
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2.6	 INDUSTRY LOCATION OF FEMALE AND 
	 MALE ENTREPRENEURS

Industry location is a key consideration in understanding the changing 
dynamics and success of women-led business. A long line of prior 
studies on gender and entrepreneurship have observed a tendency 
for women entrepreneurs, in many countries, to operate in ‘female-
dominant’ areas, such as retail and personal services, where barriers 
to entry are low, competition is high, and the challenges involved in 
creating a unique and profitable business are far more pronounced. 
These patterns of ‘industry concentration’ are consistent with some of 
the well-documented patterns of gender segregation and concentration 
that we see in wage-and-salary employment, where women and men 
tend to cluster in different sectors, occupations, and specialties.22

Other patterns noted in the entrepreneurship literature are the greater 
likelihood for women to be more involved in what have been called 
‘imitative’ rather than ‘innovative’ forms of business activity—where 
the former simply emulates an existing business idea or model, 
offering little that is new and facing greater competition from ‘copy-
cat’ businesses, rather than offering something truly novel.23  While 
there is certainly merit to this concern, it is also important to note 
that ‘innovation’ has often been defined very narrowly, often reflecting 
specific types of activity where men predominate (e.g. high-tech 
firms). Standard definitions, and ways of thinking, about innovation, 
therefore, may overlook or exclude otherw forms of innovation that are 
occurring.

With respect to the current industrial location of businesses, Figure 
2.6 shows several interesting trends. First, the importance of the 
extractive sectors (which includes agriculture, forestry, oil and gas 
and other resource-based activity) and transforming sectors (which 
includes manufacturing and construction) for Alberta entrepreneurs 
is very evident, as we would expect, especially when compared against 
patterns for the country as a whole. Second, we see more pronounced 
gender differences in the Alberta context, compared to national trends. 
Alberta men’s activity is almost evenly divided between extractive and 
transforming sectors (accounting for just under half), and business 
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and personal services (accounting for the other half). For women, well 
over two-thirds are located in ‘service-based’ businesses, evenly split 
between personal (33.3%) and business (33.3%).  This is quite different 
from national trends, where roughly three-quarters of women and men 
are located in ‘service’ businesses. The lower proportion of Alberta 
women in consumer services is encouraging, in some respects, as 
studies find that women tend to crowd in these sectors, often struggling 
to establish a viable and profitable business. Another unique feature of 
the Alberta situation is the higher proportion of women in extractive 
sectors (19.0%), compared to far lower proportions (9.9%) at the 
national level. 

A closer look at industry, using the ISIC classification, shows that 
the top six sectors for Alberta women entrepreneurs, accounting for 
approximately 80% of them, are: government/education/health; 
agriculture; professional services; manufacturing; retail; and finance/
insurance/real estate. For male entrepreneurs, the top sectors are 
professional services, government/education/health; mining and 
construction; agriculture; and wholesale.  It is interesting to note that 
there is some overlap in the sectors women and men are involved in, 
specifically professional services and agriculture. It is also of note that 
men are spread across a wider range of industries, than women—a 
pattern that is quite consistent with research on gender segregation 
and concentration. 

Figure 2.6  Industrial Sector for Female and Male Entrepreneurs 
(TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017
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Understanding why women pursue entrepreneurship is an important 
question, especially given the high activity levels we see in Alberta 
and Canada.  In academic research there has been a long-standing 
interest in questions of motivation and attitudes, and how these are 
linked to entrepreneurial satisfaction, impact, and success. Much of 
this research draws upon psychological approaches, stressing personal 
attributes and dispositions such as ‘self-efficacy’ and ‘risk orientations’ 
as they relate to entrepreneurial intentions.24  Other research draws on 
sociological and economic frameworks, emphasizing changing business 
and social environments, and the growing role of risk and flexibility 
in early 21st century economies, to explore whether individuals 
are pursuing  ‘opportunity-based’ ventures, driven by innovation, 
or ‘necessity-based’ activity, spurred by a lack of other good job 
opportunities.25 

In terms of women’s entrepreneurship, important questions have also 
been raised about whether independent business ownership offers 
an avenue to bypass the well-documented gender-based barriers that 
many women still face in wage-and-salary employment. These include:  
work-family barriers, gender bias and discrimination, pay inequities, 
and a lack of leadership and promotion opportunities. 26  Studies also 
examine whether there are gender gaps in how well-prepared women 
and men are for business ownership, in terms of the knowledge, skills 
and experience (i.e. human capital), and personal and professional 
networks (i.e. social capital), they have.

This section takes up these issues, using standard GEM Canada 
questions on motivation (opportunity and necessity) and attitudes. 
It also discusses results from additional special questions that were 
added to the 2017 GEM Canada survey for Alberta respondents only. 
These questions offer new, and more detailed, information that helps 
to deepen our understanding of more specific motivations for become 
an entrepreneur (e.g. desire for independence, challenging work, better 
income, etc).
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3.1	 WOMEN’S MOTIVATIONS, 
	 ALBERTA & CANADA

As a starting point, Figure 3.1 outlines the responses for the standard 
GEM questions on opportunity and necessity-based motivations. 
This question asks respondents to indicate whether their decision to 
start a business was primarily motivated by perceived opportunities, 
economic necessity, or another unspecified (‘other’) reasons.
As we can see, the national trends for Canada shows only minor 
differences between women and men. The vast majority of women 
and men (roughly 80%) indicate that their main reason for starting 
a business was due to perceived opportunities. Women were slightly 
less likely to indicate they were motivated by necessity, and slightly 
more likely to choose ‘other’ motivations (perhaps reflecting work-
family challenges, though we cannot say for sure). Overall, however, 
motivations for women and men are similar. 

By contrast, the motivations for Alberta respondents only show more 
variation. Opportunity is still the choice for the vast majority of women 
and men. But there are more marked gender differences compared to 
the Canadian-level trends. Whereas just under 80% of men indicate 
opportunity motivations, this is the case for just over 70% of women. 
One-quarter of Alberta women entrepreneurs indicate that necessity-
based motivations are important, compared to 18.2% of men. Roughly 
3% of women and men noted ‘other’ motivations. 

Figure 3.1 Opportunity and Necessity Motivations for 
Female and Male Entrepreneurs (TEA & EBO Combined), 

18+ years, Canada and Alberta, 2017
(% indicating this was their motivation for starting a business)
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3.2	 DETAILED ASSESSMENT OF 
	 WOMEN’S MOTIVATIONS, ALBERTA

A more detailed analysis of motivations for women entrepreneurs 
in Alberta can be generated using the special set of questions 
included in the 2017 GEM Canada Adult Population Survey (APS). 
These questions were asked of Alberta respondents only, and build 
upon survey instruments developed for prior research on women 
entrepreneurs carried out by Hughes (2006; 2003). Respondents were 
asked to agree or disagree whether specific factors were important in 
motivating them to become involved in their business, using a scale 
where 1 indicated ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 ‘strongly agree’. 

The purpose of these questions was to move beyond the standard GEM 
Canada measures of ‘opportunity’, ‘necessity’, and ‘other’ motivators, 
to probe more specific dimensions. These include: the desire for better 
income, the value placed upon certain intrinsic features of work (e.g. 
independence, challenge, positive work environment, meaningful 
work), work-family considerations (e.g. desire for work-family balance, 
ability to work from home), as well as economic necessity (e.g. job loss, 
no other job opportunities).  Responses to these questions are provided 
in Figure 3.2, which shows the percentage of women who agreed (4) or 
strongly agreed (5) that this factor was an important motivator.

As we can see from Figure 3.2, the top motivations for women 
entrepreneurs in Alberta are: positive work environment (which 92.6% 
of women agreed or strongly agreed was important), independence 
(92.3%), a flexible schedule (88.9%), and meaningful work (88.5%), 
and the ability to work from home (88.0%). There is far less agreement 
concerning the importance of motivators such as job loss (32.0%) 
and no other job opportunities (37.0%). It is interesting to compare 
the general GEM question on opportunity vs. necessity motivations, 
alongside these more detailed questions about motivation, as the latter 
clearly offer respondents the opportunity to speak to the importance 
of multiple factors that motivated them, rather than having to choose 
just one factor. Economic constraints are clearly a motivator for about 
one-third of women entrepreneurs, which is higher than the 25% 
of necessity-based motivations identified with the standard GEM 
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question. But it is also clear that there is a much stronger role for 
‘pull’ rather than ‘push’ factors, with positive motivators receiving 
the highest levels of agreement (e.g. positive work environment, 
independence, flexible schedule, ability to work from home).

With respect to gender gaps in motivation, it is interesting to note both 
areas of similarity, as well as differences. For men, the highest levels of 
agreement are found for positive work environment (84.8% of men), 
meaningful work (81.9%), independence (81.3%), flexible schedule 
(81.2%), and better income (80.7%). Four of these five motivators—
positive work environment, independence, flexible schedule, and 
meaningful work—were at the top of the list for women as well. In 
contrast, women and men diverge somewhat on the importance of 
better income—a motivator selected by 80.7% of men, but just 70.3% 
of women—and the ability to work from home—selected by 88.0% of 
women but just 68.8% of men.  Alberta men are also more likely to 
select ‘necessity-based’ motivators, with just slightly more selecting 
job loss (40.7% of men versus 37.0% of women, and much higher 
proportions choosing no other job opportunities (46.9% of men versus 
32.0% of women).

Figure 3.2 Detailed Motivations for Female and Male Entrepreneurs 
(TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

% who agree or strongly agree this was an important factor for becoming involved in the business
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3.3	 GENDER AND ENTREPRENEURIAL 
	 ATTITUDES, ALBERTA AND CANADA 

In addition to assessing motivations, another useful feature 
of the GEM surveys is that it includes questions about specific 
attitudes and assessments of capabilities. This helps us gauge how 
positively disposed already existing business owners feel towards 
entrepreneurship, how well prepared they feel to run a business, 
and what concerns they may have about the risks involved. It is also 
possible to track these same attitudes for the general population (non-
entrepreneurs) in order to gain a sense of more general perceptions 
towards entrepreneurship and the extent of ‘start-up intentions’.  
From past GEM Canada and GEM Global Reports on Women’s 
Entrepreneurship we know there are some interesting gender 
differences in attitudes.27

Figure 3.3 displays attitudinal responses on several measures for 
current entrepreneurs. As we can see, there are areas of similarity and 
difference for women and men in Alberta.  For instance, with respect 
to possessing the knowledge, skills and experiences to be successful 
as an entrepreneur, responses are very similar, with the vast majority 
of respondents (87.5% of men and 88.5% of women) evaluating 
their competencies positively.  In contrast, we see some differences, 
though relatively slight, with respect to opportunity identification 
(‘i.e. see good opportunities’) and social capital (i.e. ‘personally know 
and entrepreneur’). Men are slightly more likely to agree with these 
statements, but the difference is relatively small (within 3-6%). Where 
a significant gender gap can be seen is concerning a fear of failure, with 
just 37.5% of men, but 59.3% of women, agreeing with this statement. 
This gap can be interpreted in a number of different ways, as it has 
been in research on this topic. It may reflect less comfort with risk 
on the part of women—so-called ‘risk aversion’. Alternatively, it may 
indicate that women have a more clear-eyed assessment of the risks 
involved in their business—that is, ‘risk awareness’.28 It can also be 
a reflection of the sectors women are operating in—as noted earlier, 
if they are operating in the personal service sector, where barriers to 
entry are low, and competition is pronounced, they may have a reason 
to feel they are facing greater risk.
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Figure 3.3  Attitudes of Female and Male Entrepreneurs (TEA & EBO 
Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

3.4	 ATTITUDES TOWARDS 
	 ENTREPRENEURSHIP AMONGST 
	 ALBERTANS 

Beyond those currently engaged in entrepreneurship, it is also helpful 
to know more about the attitudes amongst the Albertan population 
as a whole, since there may be individuals thinking about launching a 
business in the short- or longer-term. Studies refer to this as ‘nascent 
entrepreneurship’. Knowing more about general attitudes can help 
gauge potential start-up interest and intent. If individuals believe 
they have the skills and knowledge needed to run a business, know an 
entrepreneur, or believe there are good business opportunities, they 
may be much more likely to pursue their ideas.  

Looking at the results from the 2017 GEM in Figure 3.4, we can see 
some interesting trends. As we would expect, the overall agreement to 
most statements is much lower amongst the general population, than 
amongst those already involved in a business (as shown in Figure 3.3). 
For instance, there are far fewer respondents who agree they have 
the skills, knowledge and experience needed for entrepreneurship 
(though a majority still do).  We can also observe somewhat more 
marked gender gaps on some items. For instance, amongst the 
general population, women are less likely to see good opportunities 
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and to feel they have the knowledge, skills and experience needed 
for success. They are somewhat less likely than men to personally 
know an entrepreneur, though percentages are relatively low for 
both women and men. They also have a higher fear of failure, 
though the gap on this item is narrower in the general population 
than amongst entrepreneurs. Compared to those already involved 
in entrepreneurship, then, we see lower levels of agreement overall, 
and somewhat more marked gender gaps (roughly 12 – 14% on most 
items). In particular, women appear to be somewhat less positively 
disposed to entrepreneurship (e.g. seeing good opportunities or feeling 
capable), or to have personal connections to potential entrepreneurial 
role models.

Figure 3.4  Attitudes of Women and Men in the 
General Population, 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

Finally, putting this same data into a global context, we can compare 
the self-assessments of Alberta women noted in Figure 3.4 to women 
in other jurisdictions, including Canada, the U.S., U.K., and other 
countries.  As we can see, Alberta women in the general population are 
more likely to positively assess their knowledge, skills and experience, 
with half agreeing that they have the needed background for 
entrepreneurship. This is slightly above the Canadian and U.S. average, 
but well above levels of agreement for women in the U.K., Germany 
and Sweden. Alberta women are somewhat less likely to agree they 
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see good opportunities for business ownership, than women in the 
U.S., Canada, and Sweden, but are on par with women in Australia, 
and certainly more positive in their assessments than women in the 
U.K. and Germany. Their highest level of agreement concerns fear of 
failure, which is above the Canadian average, and the highest amongst 
countries. It bears noting, however, that levels of agreement are fairly 
high in most cases, with the exception of the U.S. and, interestingly, 
the U.K.  Finally, just one-third of women in Alberta personally know 
an entrepreneur, which is on par with women in a number of other 
countries, such as Australia, Sweden and the U.K., and much higher 
than in Germany and the U.S.  Still, the lack of personal connection and 
exposure to entrepreneurs is notable in all cases, and an area where 
attention is warranted, given the importance of role models, mentors, 
and sponsors to entrepreneurial interest and learning.  

Table 3.4  Attitudes of Women in General Population, Canada, Alberta, 
and Other Innovation-Based Economies, 2016 and 2017 (% agreeing …)

		  Good	 Knowledge, 	 Fear of 	 Know
		  Opportunities	 Skill, Experience	 Failure	 Entrepreneur

	 Alberta 1	 45.1	 50.0	 56.4	 32.4

	 Canada 1	 55.7	 46.0	 47.3	 30.8

	 U.S. 2	 53.7	 47.7	 37.6	 27.0

	 U.K. 2	 37.2	 39.1	 39.5	 30.0

	 Germany 2	 33.2	 30.9	 49.4	 20.0

	 Sweden 2	 75.4	 26.4	 49.0	 33.8

	 Australia 2	 45.8	 44.5	 46.2	 34.2

1  2017 GEM Canada data, for general population aged 18+ years old
2  2016 GEM International data, for general population aged 18-64 years old
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Given women’s increasing levels of entrepreneurial activity in many 
innovation-based economies, there has been ongoing interest in 
questions of business performance and success. Many early studies 
found that the business performance of women-led firms often 
lagged that of male-headed firms ‘on average’ (as measured by 
sales, profitability, or employee size), leading to an ongoing debate 
over the so-called ‘gender performance gap’. More recent studies 
have challenged these early ideas, suggesting greater variation and 
contingency in the gender gap across countries, regions, and sectors.29  
Increasingly complex data sets have also allowed researchers to 
control for a wider array of factors, such as industrial sector, human 
capital, financial capital, work hours, and growth aspirations, as well 
as business performance indicators. Typically studies that utilize 
more varied and precise business performance measures (e.g. size-
adjusted profits rather than profits), find a much smaller gender-based 
performance gap, if at all. 

Notwithstanding these insights and advances, there are still important 
limitations to ongoing research on gender and business performance 
as studies have primarily focused on financial indicators (e.g. revenue, 
profit, growth) only. While these are critical business outcomes, there 
are other outcomes that are important too, both for business owners, 
and the economies and communities of which their business is a part. 
These include: job satisfaction, quality of work life, and social and 
community impact of a business. Through special questions added to 
the 2017 GEM Canada APS, for Alberta respondents, we are able to 
bring new insights to these issues in later parts of this section. 

4.1	 JOB CREATION AND GENDER 

With respect to debates over gender gaps in performance, a traditional 
area of focus has concerned both the size of a business (as measured 
by employee numbers) and expected job creation and growth. While 
early studies found evidence that women entrepreneurs might be less 
growth-oriented, or resistant to growth, more recent studies point to 
much greater diversity in the business goals and aspirations of women 
entrepreneurs, depending on a variety of factors including:  the sector 
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they operate in, their life stage, and their approach and motivation 
for entering business. Currently we see a growing number of women 
entrepreneurs who are interested in launching and leading large, 
‘high-growth’ ventures. Entrepreneurial policy in many countries has 
also increasingly focused on building ‘scale-up’ rather than ‘start-up’ 
cultures. Having said this, it is also clear that high-growth enterprise 
is not a goal for all business owners. Some are interested in building a 
small-scale or medium-sized business that can contribute to the local 
or regional economy and community. Others may be more interested in 
operating a home-based, ‘micro’, business that provides a high quality 
work life, with better integration of work and family demands.30  Based 
on current research, then, it seems reasonable to expect variation 
amongst women entrepreneurs in terms of business goals and size. 

This is largely what we see in Figure 4.1, which maps out the current 
size of business (as measured by employees) for women and men in 
Alberta. When asked about jobs created through their business, we 
see diverse patterns for women and men. Over one-quarter of women 
operate as solo entrepreneurs, with no employees. Over one-third have 
created 1-5 jobs, and over one-quarter have created 6-19 jobs. A much 
smaller group (7.1%) have created 20 jobs or more. Comparing women 
to men highlights some commonalties with respect to job creation, 
especially in the 1-5 job category. But men are slightly less likely to 
operate as solo entrepreneurs, with one in five in that category, and 
much more likely to be in the 6-19 and 20+ job bands. 

Figure 4.1  Job Creation (Current Number of Jobs), 
for Female and Male Entrepreneurs 

(TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

36

SECTION 4.  
WHAT IS THE IMPACT 
OF WOMEN-LED 
BUSINESS?



GEM Canada Report on Women’s Entrepreneurship in Alberta

37

 4.2	 GROWTH EXPECTATIONS IN 
	 THE NEXT FIVE YEARS

Beyond actual job growth, the GEM Canada data also allows us to 
explore future growth expectations. These responses need to be 
interpreted with some caution, as they reflect the aspirational goals 
of entrepreneurs, rather than clearly reliable estimates. Still, they do 
offer the best available indication of the growth business owners aspire 
to and hope to achieve, and are routinely used in the GEM Global and 
National Surveys for many countries. 

With respect to gender and future job growth, existing research points 
to important relationships between growth orientations, gender, 
and firm size, with men, on average, being more likely to aspire to 
high- and fast-growth enterprises, and women, on average, tending 
to prefer more steady, controlled, growth.31  This may reflect their 
personal aspirations, the sectors they are operating in, their optimism 
(whether warranted or not) about achieving specific job numbers, or a 
combination of factors. That said, there is some accumulating evidence, 
noted earlier, that with the growing participation rates and success of 
women entrepreneurs, we are seeing an expanding segment of growth-
oriented women who are interested in leading much larger, higher 
growth, ventures as well. 

Data in Figure 4.2a suggests that the growth expectations for the 
majority of women entrepreneurs in Alberta are currently modest to 
low, though there are notable proportions expecting to create 6-19 
jobs or 20+. Roughly two thirds of women, however, expect to create 5 
jobs or less, with one in five not expecting to create any jobs at all. By 
comparisons, the profile for men is different, being somewhat more 
evenly spread across job bands, and also more growth-oriented, with 
roughly half of men (53.1%) expecting to create 6+ jobs. 
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Figure 4.2a  Expected Job Growth Next Five Years for 
Female and Male Entrepreneurs 

(TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

With respect to expected job growth, we can also place the Alberta 
and Canada into the global context, drawing on 2016 GEM Canada 
and GEM Global data. While we know that Alberta women are 
leaders in start-up activity, we can see from Figure 4.2a that their 
growth expectations are relatively modest, compared to their male 
counterparts. But as the GEM Canada 2016 Report has noted, a 
significant portion of Canadian entrepreneurs – both women and men 
-- have relatively modest growth and growth aspirations, and there is 
value in exploring and debating where and how growth fits into the 
overall entrepreneurial landscape, and how best it can be accomplished 
and supported, especially amongst high-potential firms.32  It is also 
valuable to know how women entrepreneurs in Alberta compare to 
those in other countries, with respect to questions of job creation. 

Figure 4.2b offers some opportunity for such comparisons, drawing 
on 2016 data provided in the GEM Global Women’s Report.  If we 
use the figure of 33.4% of Alberta women entrepreneurs who hope 
to create 6+ jobs in the next five years (noted in Figure 4.2a), we see 
that Alberta is in fact comparable to several other countries, such as 
Israel and the U.S., where 30.8% and 37.4% of women respectively 
indicated expected job growth of the 6+ jobs range. Of note, Alberta 
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has higher proportions of growth-oriented women entrepreneurs than 
the national average for Canada (21.4%) and several other countries, 
just somewhat above Australia (25.1%) and the U.K. (25.7%), which 
are often seen as comparators with respect to women’s entrepreneurial 
activity and / or labour force participation. 

Figure 4.2b  Expected Job Growth (6+ Jobs) for Women in 
Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, Alberta, 
Canada and Other Innovation-Based Economies, 2016

4.3	 INNOVATION IN PRODUCTS, SERVICES, 
	 AND MARKETS 

Innovation is a dimension that is central to successful 
entrepreneurship. While media stories often focus on ‘radical 
innovations’, especially those in the high-tech fields, there are many 
different types of innovation that are important, including modest 
innovations to existing products and services, and / or improved 
internal businesses processes and / or modes of delivery.  Beyond 
innovation depth (e.g. radical vs. modest), entrepreneurship research 
also highlights the importance of innovation breadth (e.g. across 
product, services, processes, marketing, or organizational domains). 

Despite the many challenges involved in innovation, both new and 
established firms benefit greatly from creating novel products, services, 
and organizational processes. By comparison, more imitative, ‘copycat’, 
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businesses, tend to struggle in differentiating themselves, and 
generating growth and sales, especially in highly crowded sectors. 

The GEM Canada survey captures innovation with questions about 
the novelty of product, services, as well as accessing new markets. 
A combined measure captures these dimensions, asking whether 
respondents have innovated (yes or no) by developing a new product/
service or entering a new market. 

Looking at trends as noted in Figure 4.3a, we can see that Alberta 
entrepreneurs are somewhat less likely to report innovation in a 
product or market, compared to the trends for Canadian entrepreneurs 
overall. Just under one-third of Alberta women report some kind of 
innovation (29.6%), compared to just over one-third of Canadian 
women entrepreneurs overall (35.4%).  Overall, the gender gap is fairly 
narrow, both in Alberta and Canada. 

Figure 4.3a  Innovation in Product/Service or Market, for Female and 
Male Entrepreneurs (TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

Taking an international perspective, we can also compare Alberta 
women’s rates of innovation with those in women entrepreneurs 
in other countries, as shown in Figure 4.3b. While the data is for 
2016, rather than 2017 (as reported in Figure 4.3a), we can see the 
Canadian rates are quite similar (35.4% and 35.9% of Canadian women 
indicating some innovation in 2017 and 2016 respectively). Using the 
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2017 rates for Alberta women (29.6% reporting innovation) places 
them somewhere in the middle clustering of countries where roughly 
one-third of women report innovation, ranging from countries such as 
the U.K. (37.4%) to Greece (30.8%). 

Figure 4.3b  Innovation in Product or Market, for Women in 
Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 18-64 years, 

Canada and Other Innovation-Based Economies, 2016

4.4	 EXPORTING AND INTERNATIONAL 
	 BUSINESS MARKET

Past studies suggest that female entrepreneurs may be less likely to 
engage in exporting, due to their smaller size, sectoral location, and 
growth intentions.33  Yet, engaging with international markets is a 
critical way for entrepreneurs to grow and expand their businesses. 
This is especially the case in Canada, given its relatively small domestic 
market. Not surprisingly then, women’s enterprise centres in Canada—
such as Alberta Women Entrepreneurs (AWE) and sister organizations 
in BC, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba—have put significant effort into 
raising awareness of trade missions and helping women entrepreneurs 
identify opportunities. The Government of Canada also profiles 
opportunities through its Business Women in International Trade 
(BWIT) initiative, as does WEConnect International, which organizes 
workshops, and an annual conference aimed at connecting women 
entrepreneurs with global opportunities.34
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Looking at current trends in export activity for Alberta entrepreneurs, 
we can see that rates are somewhat lower for women than for men. Just 
over one-quarter of women entrepreneurs are engaged in exporting 
activity. This is slightly below activity rates for men in Alberta (30.3%), 
and the overall rate for women in Canada (32.2%). No doubt this 
links back to some of the industry patterns discussed in Section 2.6, 
especially activity in the consumer services and extractive sectors 
which may remain more locally focused in their orientation.

Figure 4.4a  Exporting for Female and Male Entrepreneurs 
(TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017 

(% reporting  25% or more Customers Outside of Country)

Again, we can also place Alberta women within the global picture by 
comparing them to peers in other countries, drawing on the 2016 
GEM Global APS. While the data in Figure 4.4b again draws on 2016 
data, a year prior to the 2017 data reported in Figure 4.4a, we can see 
the reported rates of exporting for women in Canada are quite similar 
(31.7% in 2016 and 32.2% in 2017). Placing the 2017 rates for Alberta 
women into this global picture, we can see that they compare well, on 
average, compared to activity rates for women in many other countries, 
falling near to the rates for women in Ireland (27.0%) and Israel 
(24.3%).
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Figure 4.4b  Exporting for Women in Total Early-Stage Activity (TEA), 
18-64 years, Alberta, Canada and Other Innovation-Based Economies, 

2016 (% reporting  25% or more Customers Outside of Country)

4.5	 CURRENT SATISFACTION FOR FEMALE AND 
	 MALE ENTREPRENEURS, ALBERTA

As noted earlier, studies of the impact of women-led business 
commonly focus on business and financial outcomes (e.g. profitability, 
growth). As a result, we lack a more multi-dimensional picture of 
women-led enterprise, and its contributions to important and often 
related outcomes, such as job satisfaction, quality of working life, 
contributions to family well-being and economic security, and broader 
community and social impacts. 

Given these gaps, special questions were added to the 2017 GEM 
Canada APS (for Alberta respondents only) to learn more about 
these issues. This data is unique, contributing new information 
about important dimensions of business ownership that have not 
been widely examined, not just in studies of women entrepreneurs 
but in entrepreneurship research more generally.35  The first set of 
questions focuses on job satisfaction, asking about specific facets of 
work experiences in order to gain stronger insight into the differing 
ways entrepreneurship may be linked to satisfying or unsatisfying 
work experiences.36  The second set of questions focuses on the ways 
in which entrepreneurs define and gauge their own success on a broad 
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range of indicators, rather that the narrower range of outcomes that are 
more typically used (e.g. financial or employee growth).

Looking first at job satisfaction, as shown in Figure 4.5, we can see 
a fair degree of variation in satisfaction levels across the different 
indicators, both for women and men. Items that generate the highest 
levels of satisfaction include: having decision making autonomy over 
how work is accomplished (e.g. I can decide on my own how I go 
about doing my work) and being involved in work that is personally 
meaningful (e.g. the work I do is meaningful to me). Here we see that a 
strong majority of all entrepreneurs (roughly 75-80%) agree or strongly 
agree that they are satisfied with these dimensions of their work.  

Where we see much lower levels of satisfaction are on items related to 
extrinsic outcomes for the business, such as the growth trajectory of 
the business (e.g. I am satisfied with the annual growth of my business 
in terms of revenue and profit), levels of income (e.g. I am satisfied 
with my current income from work), as well as work-related stress 
(e.g. at work, I am not exposed to excessive stress). On these items, it is 
notable that the levels of agreement are quite different for women and 
men. 

Figure 4.5  Current Satisfaction for Female and Male Entrepreneurs 
(TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

(% agreeing and strong agreeing they are satisfied with 
specific facets of their work) 
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Exploring these gender differences in greater depth, we see that a 
larger proportion of women entrepreneurs are satisfied with their level 
of income, with nearly two-thirds (64.2%) expressing satisfaction, 
compared to less than half of men (48.4%). Women entrepreneurs are 
also more likely than men to be satisfied with the annual growth of 
their business, though rates of satisfaction are lower than with income, 
with just over half of women (53.8%) expressing satisfaction, compared 
to just over one-third of men (36.7%).  In contrast, reported levels of 
stress are reversed by gender, with over half of men (59.4%) indicating 
they are not exposed to excessive stress at work, but just under half of 
women (46.2%) of women indicating this is the case.  

On many other items, we see few gender gaps in satisfaction levels. 
Indeed, a solid majority of both women and men entrepreneurs appear 
to be satisfied with their current work, time for work and family, work-
family balance, and the community contribution of their business. Of 
note, slightly more women than men indicate that they are satisfied 
with being able to perform well at work and at home (e.g. I am satisfied 
with the opportunity to perform well at work and to substantially 
contribute to home-related responsibilities at the same time). We also 
see strong levels of satisfaction with decision making autonomy and, 
meaningful work, with women just slightly more likely than men to 
express satisfaction in these areas. 

4.6	 SELF-PERCEIVED SUCCESS FOR FEMALE 
	 AND MALE ENTREPRENEURS, ALBERTA

Turning to questions of self-perceived success, Figure 4.6 offers 
a number of insights. First, we can see that entrepreneurs place 
importance on a wide variety of indicators in gauging their own 
success. Of the 12 indicators, the majority of respondents indicate that 
most of the indicators are important in some way.

With respect to relative importance, that are most frequently noted 
as being important or very important, are:  decision making (92.9% 
of women and 87.9% of men), satisfying work (92.6% of women and 
81.3% of men), meaningful work (89.3% of women and 75.8% of 
men), and control over time (88.9% of women, 87.5% of men). Those 
that are less frequently identified as important, or very important, 
include:  having more employees (52% of women and 45.2% of men), 
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high income (66.6% of women and 62.5% of men), and new market 
expansion (70.3% of women and 56.3% of men). 

It is worth noting that business growth does matter as an indicator 
of success, with 80.8% of women and 75.7% of men agreeing that 
this is important or very important. So growth is seen as central to 
a successful enterprise. But some of the other commonly referenced 
indicators of success, such as high income and employee growth, 
garner less interest from both women and men. 

With respect to gender differences, there are several notable 
differences, but many similarities can be seen too. Overall, women 
entrepreneurs in Alberta are more likely than men to place importance 
on having satisfying work (92.6% of women and 82.3% of men), 
doing meaningful work (89.3% of women vs. 75.8% of men), pursuing 
market expansion (70.3% of women vs. 56.3% of men). They are also 
somewhat more likely to place importance on work-family balance 
(85.7% of women vs. 78.8 of men).  On most other indicators, the 
gender differences are relatively minor (under 5% gap). 

Figure 4.6  Self-Perceived Success for Female and Male Entrepreneurs 
(TEA & EBO Combined), 18+ years, Alberta, 2017

(% agreeing and strong agreeing this is important or very important in 
determining the success of their business)
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Overall, the GEM Canada Report on Women’s Entrepreneurship 
in Alberta confirms high levels of activity and engagement in 
entrepreneurship amongst Alberta women. In 2017, 16.9% women 
were involved in early-stage activity (TEA). Another 5.9% of women 
were involved in an established business (EBO) that has been 
operating for 3.5 years or more. Comparing these provincial activity 
rates, to national rates for women in Canada and other innovation-
based countries, further confirms the entrepreneurial strength of the 
province—with Alberta women having the highest rate of total early-
stage activity (TEA), and the fifth highest rate of established business 
ownership (EBO) in 2016, the most recent year for which comparable 
GEM Global data is available. 

Beyond this high level of engagement with entrepreneurship, the GEM 
Canada data also generates valuable information about the personal 
characteristics, and attitudes and motivations, of Alberta women 
entrepreneurs, highlighting some key issues: 

	 •	 In terms of age and life course, Alberta women’s entrepreneurial 
		  activity varies. We see higher rates of activity for both younger 
		  (18-34 years) and older (55+ years) women, with a dip in 
		  mid-life (35-54 years). Compared to Canadian women 
		  entrepreneurs overall, Alberta women have a somewhat distinct 
		  age profile, with established business owners in Alberta being 
		  notably younger. 

	 •	 Alberta women entrepreneurs bring high levels of education to 
		  their businesses, with the vast majority having some form 
		  of post-secondary education or a degree. Having said this, 
		  there is a notable group with high school only. Compared to 
		  their male counterparts, Alberta women are less likely to have 
		  graduate education, which may potentially have some impact on 
		  the sectors they operate in or their propensity for innovation. 

	 •	 With respect to other intersectional differences, the GEM Canada 
		  data offers helpful comparisons of immigrant and Canadian-
		  born women entrepreneurs (for Alberta respondents only). This 
		  data confirms that immigrant women have lower activity rates 
		  in early-stage and established business activity, compared 
		  to Canadian-born women—a trend that holds for immigrant, and 
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		  Canadian-born, men as well. Interestingly, however, amongst 
		  women, the difference between immigrant and Canadian-born 
		  activity rates is actually much narrower than it is amongst men. 

	 •	 The 2017 GEM Canada Survey unfortunately does not offer 
		  separate activity rates for Indigenous women. This is an important 
		  gap that will hopefully be addressed in future studies in Alberta 
		  and Canada. 

Concerning attitudes and motivations, the 2017 GEM Canada Survey 
offers valuable insights, drawing upon both standard GEM questions, 
as well as new questions added for the specific purposes of this report 
(for Alberta respondents only). With respect to these issues, a number 
of highlights emerge: 

	 •	 The vast majority of Alberta women and men are motivated by 
		  ‘opportunity’ factors, with roughly three-quarters of men and 
		  over 70% of women agreeing this is the main reason for starting 
		  their business.  This is very important, as those motivated by 
		  opportunity typically have a much greater chance of success. 
		  Having said this, ‘necessity’ motivations are noted for about 25% 
		  of women when using standard GEM questions which ask 
		  respondents to choose between ‘opportunity’, ‘necessity’, or ‘other’ 
		  factors. 

	 •	 Motivations are complex, however, and research demonstrates 
		  the difficulty of reducing motivations to the opportunity or 
		  necessity dichotomy. Because of this, special questions were added 
		  to the 2017 GEM Canada Survey to deepen our understanding 
		  of the varied motivations at play. Amongst the top factors 
		  motivating Alberta women to launch their own business are:  a 
		  positive work environment (92.6% of women agree or strongly 
		  agree this was important), independence (92.3%), a flexible 
		  schedule (88.9%), meaningful work (88.5%), and the ability 
		  to work from home (88.0%). Together these factors highlight 
		  the importance of work environment and quality of working life. 
		  While many Alberta men identify similar motivators, there are 
		  some notable gender gaps, suggesting that women are more 
		  motivated by the opportunity for independence, a flexible 
		  schedule, and the ability to work from home. 
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	 •	 Overall, these detailed indicators on motivations show Alberta 
		  women highlighting many opportunity (or ‘pull’) factors when not 
		  responding to a forced choice question. Still a notable group of 
		  women agree that necessity (or ‘push’) factors played a role in 
		  their decision to launch a business. Of note, however, there are 
		  higher proportions of men who agree or strongly agree that ‘job 
		  loss’ and ‘no other job opportunities’ were motivators in starting a 
		  business. 

	 •	 In terms of attitudes towards entrepreneurship, we see relatively 
		  few gender differences between Alberta women and men who are  
		  already engaged in early-stage or established businesses.  
		  Both perceive good opportunities, share fairly high assessments  
		  of their knowledge, skills, and experience, and personally know  
		  other entrepreneurs. The one area where gender differences are  
		  marked is around women’s higher fear of failure. This is a  
		  common finding in other studies, with several potential  
		  explanations (e.g. gender differences in confidence and/or risk  
		  assessment, response bias). Additional factors of importance may  
		  relate to the overall business climate, the sectors women are  
		  operating in, and the depth and nature of support they have.   
		  Future research on this issue would be valuable, both to determine  
		  the underlying factors but also how it is linked to business  
		  outcomes, as higher fear of failure may also be a function of  
		  stronger risk assessment overall. 

Concerning the outcomes of women’s entrepreneurial activity, the 
2017 GEM Canada Survey captures key indicators, such as job 
creation, growth aspirations, and innovation. This reflects an interest 
in Canada and other innovation-driven economies in ‘productive 
entrepreneurship’ that generates economic value through the 
development of new products, services, and processes.37  Part and 
parcel of this is also a growing interest in not just ‘start-up’ but ‘scale-
up’ cultures. Yet, there is also growing interest in understanding 
the diverse approaches and goals that entrepreneurs bring to their 
ventures—from conventional high-growth models, to small-scale and 
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micro-business, to more hybrid approaches that blend economic and 
social goals, or allow effective blending of work and family life.  Given 
this, special questions were added to the 2017 GEM Canada for Alberta 
respondents that tap into less commonly examined, but important, 
outcomes, such as job satisfaction and perceived success. 

Looking at this data, a number of trends can be highlighted:

	 •	 With respect to job creation, many women entrepreneurs in  
		  Alberta run relatively small businesses, with over one half having  
		  either no employees or 1-5 employees. However, another one- 
		  quarter have 6-19 employees, and 7% have 20+ employees or  
		  more. While women’s businesses are smaller than those of men,  
		  these differences are a matter of degree, and the overall picture is  
		  one of diversity in business size for both genders.

	 •	 Concerning future growth expectations, Alberta women do report  
		  lower expected job growth than their male counterparts overall.  
		  However, there is a sizeable group of women entrepreneurs in  
		  Alberta (roughly one-third) who expect to create 6+ jobs in the  
		  next five years. Comparative data for Canada, and other countries,  
		  for the year prior (2016) places Alberta women entrepreneurs on  
		  a par with U.S. women with respect to growth expectations,  
		  and well above reported rates for women entrepreneurs in  
		  Canada, Australia, and the U.K. 

	 •	 With respect to innovation in a product/service or market, as well  
		  as engagement in export activity, we do see somewhat lower  
		  activity for Alberta women entrepreneurs compared to men.  
		  However, the difference is relatively small. Most notable, for both 
		  genders, however, is the lower rates of innovation  overall (33.3% 
		  for men, and 29.6% for women). Placing this into  a comparative 
		  context, using 2016 GEM Global results, suggests  this is an area 
		  where Alberta women lag, and one where further  attention may 
		  be valuable. 
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	 •	 With respect to some of the important new insights emerging  
		  from the 2017 GEM Canada Survey on job satisfaction and  
		  success, results show that a strong majority of women  
		  entrepreneurs in Alberta are satisfied with their work. This  
		  is especially the case for intrinsic facets, such as decision-making  
		  autonomy and being involved in work that is meaningful. A  
		  potential area of concern is in relation to the issue of stress,  
		  where women indicate much lower levels of satisfaction overall,  
		  and compared to men. On extrinsic dimensions of work, such  
		  as income, we see that the majority of women express satisfaction,  
		  though rates are not as high on some indicators (e.g. annual  
		  growth of the business). It is also notable that the levels of  
		  agreement are quite different for women and men on extrinsic  
		  indicators, with men expressing much more dissatisfaction with  
		  income.

	 •	 Finally, with respect to defining the success of their business,  
		  Alberta women entrepreneurs place great importance on a  
		  number of different features, especially having decision making  
		  autonomy, work that is satisfying and meaningful, and have some  
		  measure of control over their time and work-family balance. It is  
		  also clear that they value contributing to their community and  
		  offering positive goods and service. Business growth is important  
		  to a strong majority of women entrepreneurs, as is expanding  
		  into new markets. And while fewer women are as likely to choose  
		  high income and more employees as important indicators of  
		  success (relative to other factors), these still remain important for  
		  a majority of women (66.6% and 52% respectively). 

In sum, the findings from the 2017 GEM Canada Report on Women’s 
Entrepreneurship in Alberta highlight several important trends. 
First, we see very high levels of engagement and activity amongst 
women entrepreneurs in the province. This becomes especially clear 
when comparing women entrepreneurs in Alberta to those in other 
provinces, and other countries with innovation-based economies. 
Second, we see very positive attitudes towards entrepreneurship, 
for the most part, and a strong degree of opportunity motivation 
for Alberta women entrepreneurs. Third, it is clear there is diversity 

SECTION 5.
CONCLUSIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS



GEM Canada Report on Women’s Entrepreneurship in Alberta

52

amongst women entrepreneurs—by sector, growth orientation, 
innovation, and measures of success. While there appears to be a solid 
group of women entrepreneurs who are growth-oriented, there are 
others for whom growth is not a primary goal, but who value many 
other features of running their own business, such as doing satisfying 
and meaningful work, having time to focus on work and family 
responsibilities, and contributing positive goods and services to their 
community. 

Alongside these many positive features of the landscape, there are 
areas for attention. First, identifying ways to support growth and 
innovation amongst women entrepreneurs who are highly growth-
oriented, and/or dissatisfied with their annual growth, is vital. Within 
the Alberta entrepreneurial ecosystem there are valuable programs 
already, such as Alberta Women Entrepreneurs’ PeerSpark, that 
can play a key role into the future. Other programs in the Canadian 
ecosystem, discussed earlier in this report, that support growth 
through trade missions and internationalization are a key resource 
too. Beyond women-focused initiatives, it is vital that accelerator 
programs, and the Albertan and Canadian entrepreneurial ecosystems, 
operate with gender diverse and inclusive approaches, so that women 
entrepreneurs benefit equally.  Second, and turning to the flip side of 
growth, attention to women’s necessity-motivated entrepreneurship 
seems warranted, to learn more about the factors underlying it (e.g. 
weak labour market conditions, difficulty accessing training, problems 
finding flexible job opportunities that can accommodate family 
and work demands) and how best to support women engaged in it. 
Third, and finally, encouraging industry diversification for women 
entrepreneurs remains an important challenge—not only in Alberta 
and Canada, but many countries—in order to boost women’s presence 
and talent in more lucrative, innovative sectors, such as knowledge 
intensive business services (KIBS) and STEM related fields. While such 
efforts are part and parcel of larger efforts to build STEM capacity, it 
is equally important to build more awareness about entrepreneurial 
career paths into secondary and post-secondary education (both within 
STEM and many other fields), to spark interest amongst young women 
about the opportunities entrepreneurship may hold. 
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			   how the innovation systems functions and policies that can 
			   improve it.
		  •	 Networking. Providing opportunities for exchange of ideas 
			   through breakfast meetings, workshops and conferences.
		  •	 Education. Dissemination of information through Newsletters, 
			   events and other informal education activities, particularly for 
			   graduate students.

For more information about THECIS go to www.thecis.ca

The Centre for Innovation Studies (THECIS)
#125, Alastair Ross Technology Centre
3553 31 Street NW
Calgary, Alberta, Canada T2L 2K7

More information

For more information on the GEM global reports and on GEM, 
please contact the GEM Executive Director, Mike Herrington, at 
MHerrington@gemconsortium.org

The 2016 GEM Global report is available at 
www.gemconsortium.org

Although GEM data were used in the preparation of this report, their 
interpretation and use are the sole responsibility of the authors and the 
GEM Canada team.
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Karen D. Hughes is a Professor in the Department of Strategic 
Management and Organization (Alberta School of Business) and 
Department of Sociology (Faculty of Arts) at the University of Alberta. 
She holds a PhD fro the University of Cambridge. She has published 
widely on issues related to women’s entrepreneurship, women’s 
leadership, and gender and economic change, and is the author of 
Female Enterprise in the New Economy. She is a GEM Canada team 
member, and an editorial board member for the journals Gender in 
Management: An International Journal and International Small 
Business Journal. She is also a member of DIANA International, 
a leading global academic network for research on women 
entrepreneurs.
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