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A culture  
for diversity

Contributing to the success of more 
entrepreneurs is an important task 
for Innovation Norway. Norway 
needs more entrepreneurs who 
start companies that grow, create 
jobs and develop a sustainable soci-
ety. These are the companies that 
will ensure our welfare in the future. 

Almost as many women as men 
want to become entrepreneurs. 
Nevertheless, only 30 percent of 
the entrepreneurs in Norway are 
women. We need to learn more 
about why there are fewer women 
who choose entrepreneurship than 
men and aspire for more diversity. 
We need more knowledge about 
what might lead more women to 
realise their entrepreneurial ambi-
tions. What might stimulate greater 
growth ambitions? What are the 
obstacles? What can we do to even 
out the differences? This is why we 
asked Menon Economics to conduct 
a study and to report on female 
entrepreneurship in Norway. 

As the report shows, there are very 
complex reasons for why fewer 
women choose to start and develop 

their own businesses. They are 
about tradition and culture. About 
adolescence, education and social 
status. Women’s confidence and 
attitude towards taking risks. About 
whether one’s parents are entrepre-
neurs. Moreover, another particu-
larly important factor is exposure to 
innovation during childhood.

Are there many so-called ”Lost 
female Einsteins” out there, who 
could have been innovators with a 
great impact on society if they had 
been exposed to innovation in their 
childhood? This is a question Amer-
ican researchers tried to answer 
in 2018. Research shows that girls 
are influenced more by female role 
models than male role models. This 
can indicate that access to mentors, 
networks and female role models 
should be emphasized even stronger 
in order to inspire more women to 
become entrepreneurs. 

Statistics in this report also indicate 
that female entrepreneurs have less 
access to capital than male entre-
preneurs. Enhanced competence in 
acquiring capital for female entrepre-

neurs and competence for women 
who want to learn how to invest in 
startups have been areas of focus in 
recent years. These objectives will be 
no less important in the future. 

It takes many years to change culture 
and attitudes, but we do see an 
improvement. Women have entered 
male-dominated fields, and men 
have begun to enter the female-dom-
inated. We see more female founders 
in the Norwegian startup ecosystem 
and more female investors. Entrepre-
neurship has been given more room 
in schools and educational programs. 
We hope and believe that this will 
improve the gender balance among 
entrepreneurs in Norway in the years 
to come. 

Innovation Norway will continue to 
build a strong ecosystem for entre-
preneurs and help a large number of 
entrepreneurs to realize their growth 
ambitions. If we are to solve the 
major global challenges facing the 
world, we cannot afford ”lost Ein-
steins” among us. Both woman and 
men must take on the responsibility 
to change Norway and the world. 

Norway needs more entrepreneurs 
who will start companies that  
can grow, create jobs and develop  
a sustainable society.

”

Pål T. Næss 
Director of Entrepreneurs and Startups, 
Innovation Norway

Photo: Line Slotnæ
s

Preface
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Summary 
Despite the fact that our culture is characterized by more equality than the cultures of many other developed 
countries, the proportion of women to men among entrepreneurs is no higher. What is the reason for this?  In 
this report we review the development of woman entrepreneurship in Norway and the distinctive traits of those 
who start up their own business. As we do this, we are not only looking at women but also at the characteristics 
of men. We will strive to provide a brief introduction to factors that may explain why there are fewer female 
than male entrepreneurs in Norway. In addition, we present some suggestions for what public authorities can 
do to stimulate more women to start their own businesses. The report was written for Innovation Norway, which 
aims to contribute towards establishing more good entrepreneurs in Norway.  

The report relies primarily on existing research and already established sets of data. We are particularly 
interested in gaining better insights into the role that the many startup environments now play for new 
entrepreneurs. This is a little-studied phenomenon; therefore, the present work can be regarded as new 
research.  

It is a fact that the proportion of the population that is self-employed or entrepreneurial is low in Norway 
compared to other European countries. There are also relatively few women in this segment of the population. 
At the same time we see that a very large number of companies are started in Norway each year. This pattern 
provides clear cues that the actual number of business establishments is not primarily the problem, but rather 
the ability and willingness to develop enterprises that survive over time and that manage to generate sufficient 
income for the entrepreneur and the other employees, if there are others.  Along the path from the dream of 
entrepreneurship to the establishment of businesses with growth and high value creation, the figures speak for 
themselves. The percentage of women decreases as you move towards growth businesses. It's almost like a 
funnel. The funnel illustrated in Figure 3-1 is a good description of the gender dimension of entrepreneurship 
activity in this country.  

Percentage of women in the process of establishing a growth company: Sources. Grünfeld et al. (2015), BRreg, Statistics Norway and NVCA 

 

About 45 percent of all persons who want to start their own business are women. This is not far from what one 
would expect based on the population segment they account for. However, women amount to only 301 percent 
                                                                 

1 The 30-percent female proportion includes both AS/ASA and sole proprietorship businesses. However, the proportion of women who start 
up an AS/ASA is lower (20%).  
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of the entrepreneurs who actually start a company, so along the way towards actually taking the leap, many 
more women drop out than men. What is the success rate of those who start businesses? Only 19 percent of 
companies that have survived after five years have female entrepreneurs. In addition, if the company is to show 
more than 10 per cent annual revenue growth, the female proportion is down to ten percent. In Norwegian 
Venture Capital's database of all companies that have professional seed capital and venture funds on the owners’ 
side (investors), we find a female share of only four percent. These are the business types often referred to as 
innovation-driven, high-growth firms. On the way from concept to business with a high growth potential, the 
vast majority of entrepreneurs drop out, but far more women than men disappear along this road.  

The report distinguishes between personal characteristics of entrepreneurs on the one hand and social 
interaction as a driving force for female entrepreneurship on the other hand. It is not always easy to distinguish 
between these. A wide range of personal traits beyond gender have an impact on the likelihood that a woman 
(or man) will start up their own business; these include education, income, wealth, place of residence etc., but 
the clearest and perhaps most important aspect found in this survey is how social interaction influences women's 
entrepreneurship and innovation activity. Recent studies show that exposure to innovation during childhood has 
a significant effect on children's inclination to become an innovator. These exposure factors are particularly 
strong for girls. It is especially interesting to observe that women are more inclined to become innovators within 
a specific technological area if they grew up in an area with several female (but not male) innovators within the 
same area of technology. In a recent Norwegian study, Markussen and Røed (2016) show that women's 
entrepreneurship is heavily influenced by the scope of entrepreneurship in neighbours, among family members 
and people who attended the same school and were in the same grade level. Markussen and Røed argue that 
fully 50 percent of the discrepancy between men and women's entrepreneurship activity can be explained by 
these factors.  

The literature and our own mapping lead us toward the conclusion that women face greater demands through 
screening and information requirements than do men when they want to seek capital. The different language 
and male dominance in the financial world can also affect the likelihood that good projects proposed by female 
entrepreneurs will acquire financing.  

Our anthropological discussion of women's place in startup environments shows that they perceive gender as a 
relevant factor only to a small extent, but that such environments make it easier to operate the start-up business 
because access to networks is enhanced. However, there is little that leads one to the conclusion that these 
networks have more women. Therefore, it is not necessarily important for women that such networks are 
emerging in large numbers. In other words, the effect is gender neutral.   

In the final section, we present four concrete proposals for initiatives that can stimulate increased female 
entrepreneurship with a potential for scalability and growth. Public policymakers should consider these in more 
detail when designing future policies. 

1. Establish more comprehensive female mentoring schemes  
2. Establish a government-supported women’s investment fund 
3. Remove competitive disadvantages in businesses where women often operate as entrepreneurs 
4. Establish a scheme for commercialization leave at universities and colleges 
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1. Introduction  
Over the past decade, we have seen an almost explosive increase in the attention paid to the subject of 
entrepreneurship. The role of the entrepreneur has gained far higher status, and the number of environments 
and institutions that promote and facilitate new business startups has grown sharply. The media's focus on this 
group has also grown strongly.  At the same time, we note that there are far fewer women than men starting a 
business Norway. Despite the fact that our culture is characterized by more equality than the cultures of many 
other developed countries, the proportion of women to men among entrepreneurs is no higher.  

What is the reason for this? Is this pattern governed by women's more basic preferences and attitudes in 
Norway? Alternatively, interest in entrepreneurship may be affected by life-cycle choices such as education and 
one’s career path. Or could it be due to social structures and networks that greatly contribute to the relatively 
large differences between men and women as entrepreneurs? Perhaps the framework conditions for 
entrepreneurship in Norway are different for women as opposed to men, such as government financial support, 
sickness wages, rules pertaining to leaves of absence and unemployment benefits?      

In this report we review the development of woman entrepreneurship in Norway and the distinctive traits of 
those who start up their own business. As we do this, we are not only looking at women but also at the 
characteristics of men. We will strive to provide a brief introduction to factors that may explain why there are 
fewer female than male entrepreneurs in Norway. In addition, we present some suggestions for what public 
authorities can do to stimulate more women to start their own businesses. The report was written for Innovation 
Norway, which aims to contribute towards establishing more good entrepreneurs in Norway. It aims to 
contribute to a better basis for a new knowledge-based development of policies and instruments that stimulate 
more innovation through entrepreneurship and, in particular, female entrepreneurs with growth ambitions.  

The report relies primarily on existing research and already established sets of data. There is a considerable 
amount of empirical material out there, but this material is to a very small extent compiled in an informative and 
easily accessible way. The present report interrelates existing data in a new way and enriches the figures and 
existing findings in the research with new qualitative assessments based on interviews with women 
entrepreneurs and investors in Norway. We are particularly interested in gaining better insights into the role that 
the many startup environments now play for new entrepreneurs. This is a little-studied phenomenon; therefore, 
the present work can be regarded as new research.  

It is often the case that conditions affecting the decision to become an entrepreneur generally affect men and 
women alike, but some factors will likely have more of an affect on women than on men, and our focus is on the 
former. It is a fact that the proportion of the population that is self-employed or entrepreneurial is low in Norway 
compared to other European countries. There are also relatively few women in this segment of the population. 
At the same time we see that a very large number of companies are started in Norway each year. In 2017 alone, 
62,000 companies were created, which, for example, is far above the frequency of startups in our neighbouring 
Nordic countries. This pattern provides clear cues that the actual number of businesses established is not 
primarily the problem, but rather the ability and willingness to develop enterprises that survive over time and 
that manage to generate sufficient income for the entrepreneur and the other employees, if there are others. 
Therefore, to stimulate entrepreneurship that has lasting effects for society, it is important to understand what 
drives the establishment of businesses, and in particular businesses with survivability that are started by women.  

An important question that should be asked when discussing the importance of entrepreneurship is why women 
should choose to become entrepreneurs. In terms of income, women profit less from starting up businesses 
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when compared with men. On average, women earn more if they choose to become employees of other people. 
At the same time, however, the Menon report from 2015 pertaining to women's living conditions as self-
employed business owners, shows that they are consistently more content as self-employed persons; they feel 
less pressure and are not sick as often. These are good reasons in themselves to focus on stimulating 
entrepreneurship among women. 
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"The Free and creative"  
In this category, we find the people who have professions but in which permanent employment is uncommon or 
inexpedient. In this category we find, for example, actors, artists and photo models who have a limited 
opportunity to be permanently employed. This also includes freelancers in professional groups such as 
photographers and journalists, where the possibility of permanent employment is present. In some industries, 
personal characteristics are so important that organizing in larger companies is not appropriate, or the services 
that are needed are so specific that one cannot hire a single person on a regular basis.  

“Business on the side” 
In this group we find those who have a small business on the side but from which they do not derive their main 
income. Examples of this might be a housewife or house husband who owns a small business on a hobby basis, 
or a professor who contracts to give lectures in her free time. There are many of these, and they are normally 
designated as part-time entrepreneurs. A total of 48 percent of all women who are entrepreneurs operate 
businesses on the side. For men, the figure is 35 percent. The common denominator for the people in this group 
is the fact that their business income is relatively small. Frequently, however, these people go from having an 
income "on the side" to staking everything on their entrepreneurship. It is then that we say that a part-time 
entrepreneur becomes a full-time entrepreneur. 

 "Move, wash and babysit"  
In this category, we find those who offer services to people and companies but who have little formal 
competence and do not fit into traditional professions. Examples include people who wash for private 
households, childminders or unskilled individuals who assist by doing small chores at home. Many of these jobs 
are in the unregistered labour market and this type of entrepreneurship is often of short duration, as the people 
are in transition between different statuses in working life.   

Starting something new in the working world and in business does not necessarily require establishing a new 
company. The vast majority of innovations and new forms of activity take place inside existing businesses. The 
establishment of new business areas and innovations in existing enterprises is often designated as 
"intrapreneurship". If the intrapreneur moves out of the company or the public institution, she goes from being 
an intrapreneur to becoming an entrepreneur. The so-called part-time entrepreneurs will often have this kind of 
background. 

Exactly how important entrepreneurs are for value creation in the business sector in Norway is difficult to 
ascertain, because business dynamics over time is a complicated phenomenon to map. There are rough estimates 
that tend to support the hypothesis that companies younger than ten years old are responsible for the creation 
of more than half of all new jobs in Norway. We know that a large number of companies in Norway have risen to 
a central role in their industries within a short time after establishment; these include companies like Norwegian, 
Chess, Elixia, Aibel, RGi (Røkke), Opera Software, REC, Rimi, and XXL.  There are a few examples of such firms 
with women as entrepreneurs. A good example is Hilde Midthjell’s establishment of Dermanor and later Dale of 
Norway. A lesser known example is Turi Josefsen's development of the company US Surgical Corp. In the early 
1990s, she was the highest salaried woman in US business, but everything she created was accomplished in the 
USA as an American. In the big picture, the companies’ ability to grow is important for long-term economic 
growth and value creation in society. When small businesses grow, it is a sign both that economic activity is on 
the rise and that competition and innovation are taking place. In recent years, we have seen a number of female 
technological entrepreneurs emerge, such as Sigrun Syversen in Fjong, Kari Dolva in No isolation, Helene 
Djupesland in Optinose and Jeanette Kvisvik in Villoid. If the new companies are to survive in the major    
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2. What is entrepreneurship?  
What is an entrepreneur? It is common to define an entrepreneur as a person who starts a business with the 
goal of performing an income-generating activity. They go by many names: entrepreneurs, new entrants, new 
creators, innovators, startups, Reodor Felgen and self-employed business owners. Many imagine innovative 
people who start rapidly growing businesses based on a unique idea or technology, but entrepreneurs range 
from people who start a small-scale business on the side, via self-employed advisors, to owners of industry with 
hundreds or even thousands of employees. 

One common feature of entrepreneurs is that they basically want to create a job for themselves. Another 
common feature is that they can be said to take greater income risk than regular employees. They are not 
permanent employees, but make a living directly from the customers they serve. To tally the number of 
entrepreneurs in this report, we use the following definition:  

A person who initiates a business through establishing an officially registered company, or disclosing 
business income to the tax administration. It may be a matter of ownership in a limited company, the 
establishment of a single proprietorship, a general partnership or the like.  

By using this definition, we are very inclusive since we also include those who own a business, but do not work 
there. We also include those who have some business income, but who mainly make a living through ordinary 
employment. It is important that the term is broad precisely because entrepreneurship is so many things. In the 
Menon report titled "One Million ideas", from 2015, a template is presented characterizing different types of 
entrepreneurs. The distribution does not fully cover all types of entrepreneurship, but it depicts the most 
archetypical start-ups.  

"The innovative entrepreneur"  
This is the entrepreneur who starts out with a good idea and great ambitions for a successful business, usually 
based on a technological insight. The road to growth and the realization of innovations is unfortunately long, and 
the vast majority of this type of entrepreneur will fail. One has to acquire financing and get a foothold in markets 
that are marked by a great amount of competition. Of the companies that are considered by seed capital and 
venture funds, only about five percent of the companies evaluated actually receive investments. Furthermore, 
approximately ten percent of these attain significant success in terms of sales revenues or company valuation. 
In other words, we are talking about a success rate of less than one-half2of one percent. The prospects are 
nothing less than brutal. 

"The dentist, the hairdresser and the electrician” 
In some industries, the number of entrepreneurs and self-employed people is high, because that is how the 
industry is organized. Doctors, dentists, lawyers, carpenters and hairdressers often organize their activity in the 
form of an individual proprietorships or limited companies in which they are the only employees. Many of them 
congregate in co-working spaces with shared services, but continue to have their own company. Few such 
entrepreneurs accumulate many employees.  

                                                                 

2 Grünfeld et al. (2011) 
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personal characteristics are so important that organizing in larger companies is not appropriate, or the services 
that are needed are so specific that one cannot hire a single person on a regular basis.  

“Business on the side” 
In this group we find those who have a small business on the side but from which they do not derive their main 
income. Examples of this might be a housewife or house husband who owns a small business on a hobby basis, 
or a professor who contracts to give lectures in her free time. There are many of these, and they are normally 
designated as part-time entrepreneurs. A total of 48 percent of all women who are entrepreneurs operate 
businesses on the side. For men, the figure is 35 percent. The common denominator for the people in this group 
is the fact that their business income is relatively small. Frequently, however, these people go from having an 
income "on the side" to staking everything on their entrepreneurship. It is then that we say that a part-time 
entrepreneur becomes a full-time entrepreneur. 

 "Move, wash and babysit"  
In this category, we find those who offer services to people and companies but who have little formal 
competence and do not fit into traditional professions. Examples include people who wash for private 
households, childminders or unskilled individuals who assist by doing small chores at home. Many of these jobs 
are in the unregistered labour market and this type of entrepreneurship is often of short duration, as the people 
are in transition between different statuses in working life.   

Starting something new in the working world and in business does not necessarily require establishing a new 
company. The vast majority of innovations and new forms of activity take place inside existing businesses. The 
establishment of new business areas and innovations in existing enterprises is often designated as 
"intrapreneurship". If the intrapreneur moves out of the company or the public institution, she goes from being 
an intrapreneur to becoming an entrepreneur. The so-called part-time entrepreneurs will often have this kind of 
background. 

Exactly how important entrepreneurs are for value creation in the business sector in Norway is difficult to 
ascertain, because business dynamics over time is a complicated phenomenon to map. There are rough estimates 
that tend to support the hypothesis that companies younger than ten years old are responsible for the creation 
of more than half of all new jobs in Norway. We know that a large number of companies in Norway have risen to 
a central role in their industries within a short time after establishment; these include companies like Norwegian, 
Chess, Elixia, Aibel, RGi (Røkke), Opera Software, REC, Rimi, and XXL.  There are a few examples of such firms 
with women as entrepreneurs. A good example is Hilde Midthjell’s establishment of Dermanor and later Dale of 
Norway. A lesser known example is Turi Josefsen's development of the company US Surgical Corp. In the early 
1990s, she was the highest salaried woman in US business, but everything she created was accomplished in the 
USA as an American. In the big picture, the companies’ ability to grow is important for long-term economic 
growth and value creation in society. When small businesses grow, it is a sign both that economic activity is on 
the rise and that competition and innovation are taking place. In recent years, we have seen a number of female 
technological entrepreneurs emerge, such as Sigrun Syversen in Fjong, Kari Dolva in No isolation, Helene 
Djupesland in Optinose and Jeanette Kvisvik in Villoid. If the new companies are to survive in the major 
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international markets, they have to be sizeable. So far, this wave of new female entrepreneurs has managed to 
build sizeable businesses only to a minor extent. A key question is whether it is possible to stimulate such growth?  
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3. Women and entrepreneurship in numbers  
This section briefly describes the scope of entrepreneurship in Norway with a focus on female entrepreneurship. 
The section is purely descriptive, using data derived from various publicly available sources. The figures vary 
somewhat with respect to the year and definitions, and we will return to this in the descriptions of the figures as 
we go along.  

Initially, it is appropriate to illustrate the gender dimension in the form of the proportion of women among those 
whose activity is entrepreneurial. Along the path from the dream of entrepreneurship to the establishment of 
businesses with growth and high value creation, the figures speak for themselves. The percentage of women 
decreases as you move towards growth businesses. It is almost like a funnel. The funnel illustrated in Figure 3-1 
is a good description of the gender dimension of entrepreneurship activity in Norway.  

Figure 3-1: Percentage of women in the process of establishing a growth company: Sources. Grünfeld et al. (2015), BRreg, 
Statistics Norway and NVCA 

 

About 45 percent of all persons who want to start their own business are women. This is not far from what one 
would expect based on the population segment they account for. However, women amount to only 303 percent 
of the entrepreneurs who actually start a company, so along the way towards actually taking the leap, many 
more women drop out than do men. What is the success rate of those who start businesses? After five years, 
nearly 70 percent of these companies die, but companies with female entrepreneurs die a little more frequently, 
so only 19 percent of the companies that have survived after five years have female entrepreneurs. The Menon 
report from 20154 revealed that the women's share of companies in which the entrepreneur manages to 
generate an income that can compete with a regular wage income is still slightly lower (16 percent). In addition, 
in companies showing more than 10 per cent annual revenue growth, the female proportion drops to ten 
percent. In Norwegian Venture Capital's database of all companies that have professional seed capital and 
venture funds on the owners’ side (investors), we find a female share of only four percent. These are the business 
                                                                 

3 The 30-percent female proportion includes both AS/ASA and sole proprietorship businesses. However, the proportion of women who start 
up an AS/ASA is lower (20%).  
4 Grünfeld et al. (2015) 
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types often referred to as innovation-driven, high-growth firms. On the way from concept to business with a high 
growth potential, the vast majority of entrepreneurs drop out, but far more women than men disappear along 
this road. What is the reason for this?  

Those who dream of entrepreneurship 
In a study conducted by Ipsos MMI in 2015 on behalf of DNB on the subject of entrepreneurial dreams in the 
Norwegian population, it appears that 13 percent of Norway's population dream of starting their own business, 
and this amounted at the time to approximately 500,000 working-age people. Of these, about 55 percent were 
men and 45 percent were women. The female proportion among those wishing to start up a business is thus a 
little lower than the population census data would suggest.   

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) is an international research project that maps the annual scope and 
aspects pertaining to entrepreneurship in different countries. GEM uses questionnaire surveys and somewhat 
different definitions of entrepreneurship, and this renders their figures not entirely comparable to the Norwegian 
registry data. GEM finds that Norway scores significantly below average on the percentage of the population that 
intends to pursue corporate establishment. As is stated in Figure 3-2 , only 6 percent of the Norwegian 
population, including both women and men, have the intention of becoming an entrepreneur during the coming 
three years. Only Japan scores lower, with 5 percent of the population.  

Figure 3-2: Percentage of the population with an intention to establish a business alone or with others within the next 
three years among innovation-driven countries. Source: Alsos et al. (2014).  

 

 

Those who start up their own business 
In 2015, around 64,000 new enterprises were created, including both sole proprietorships and limited 
companies. Of these enterprises, 30 percent were started by women. The percentage of women among 
entrepreneurs has shown little variation in the past ten years. After a slight decline from 2009 and up until 2012, 
the percentage of women from 2012 to 2017 has increased slightly and stabilized around 30 percent. In other 
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words, the trend in recent decades shows a slight but stabilizing increase in the proportion of women 
entrepreneurs.   

Figure 3-3: Proportion of female entrepreneurs at the start of a new business. Source: Statistics Norway (07358, 09308) 

 

Norway compared to other countries 
Figure 3-4 shows the percentage of women involved in early stage entrepreneurship activity in 2014 in various 
countries. The economies being compared are defined as innovation-driven economies, where the country's 
development largely depends on innovations and new creation in business and industry5. Norway places in the 
lower half of the rankings with a female percentage of around 35 percent6. Norway places, therefore, below the 
average of approximately 38 percent women. The results match well with the finding that Norway also scores 
low on the propensity to start a business within the next three years. By comparison, Switzerland scores best 
with a 50/50 distribution between women and men, while Japan comes out worst, with less than 20 percent 
women among entrepreneurs.  

                                                                 

5 GEM utilizes the World Economic Forum’s classification of countries in various phases of economic development based on GDP per capita 
and degree of factor-driven economy in the form of the share of raw material exports compared to total exports.  The three phases are: 1. 
Factor-driven economy, 2. Efficiency-driven economies, and 3. Innovation-driven economies. 

6 GEM utilizes a survey-based definition that produces slightly higher numbers than registry-based numbers. 
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Figure 3-4: Proportion of women involved in early stage entrepreneurship activity among innovation-driven countries. 
Source: Alsos et al. (2014). 

 

In what industries are female entrepreneurs found? 
The typical female entrepreneur is found within the sectors/industries of teaching, health care and personal 
services, where the proportion of women is over 50 percent.  

Figure 3-5 shows small changes in the share of women entrepreneurs in the various industries from 2008 to 
2017. The proportion of women has risen somewhat in the culture and entertainment industry, teaching, 
business services, and in mining and oil and gas extraction. In the power supply, water and plumbing industries, 
and in health and social services, the proportion is slightly lower in 2017 than in 2008. The reduction in the 
proportion of women within the latter industry is due to a relatively large increase in the number of male 
entrepreneurs, which yields a lower percentage of women even though the actual number of women has 
increased during the period.   
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Figure 3-5: Proportion of female entrepreneurs in various industries in 2008 and 2017. Source: Statistics Norway (09308 
and 07358) 

 

In Figure 3-6 below, we compare the proportion of women who are permanently employed with the proportion 
of female entrepreneurs in one and the same industry. Thus we are able to see if the percentage of women 
among all entrepreneurs in one industry is merely a reflection of how many women work in the industry in total, 
or whether there is some special relationship between gender and entrepreneurship in the industry. The big 
picture shows that women are overrepresented as workers when seen in relation to entrepreneurs. But this does 
not apply in all cases. In the personal service sector, women are overrepresented as entrepreneurs. In other 
words, they are more likely than men to start their own business. Even more surprising is the fact that we find 
the same pattern within the industry. This sector includes the clothing industry, the printing industry, the 
pharmaceutical industry, the furniture industry and the textile industry, which may explain why the proportion 
of female entrepreneurs is so high within the industry. However, further analyses must be conducted to perceive 
the patterns more clearly. 
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Figure 3-6: Percentage of female entrepreneurs in various industries in 2017. Source: Statistics Norway (08536, 09308 
and 07358) 

 

Percentage of female entrepreneurs in various counties in Norway 
In the counties with a share of female entrepreneurs above the 30-percent average, we find the largest cities 
and the largest populations, including Sør-Trøndelag, Akershus and Hordaland. Oslo had the highest percentage 
of female entrepreneurs (36%) in 2017. This is a well-known pattern, which can be explained partly in light of the 
composition of business and industry and partly in light of the population's education. It is somewhat surprising 
that we also find Finnmark and Nordland among the counties that are above the average, indicating that it is not 
only urban characteristics that govern the geographical structure of women's entrepreneurship.  
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Figure 3-7: Percentage of female entrepreneurs in various counties in Norway (2017)7 

 

The entrepreneur five years after start-up 
The probability that an entrepreneur will manage to keep the business alive during the first five years is low. 
About 70 percent of all new companies are discontinued during this period, and many of these have never had 
any activity at all. The probability of survival is far greater for limited companies than for a privately owned 
company (ENK), 50 percent for AS and 20 percent for ENK, respectively. The survival rate for entrepreneurships 
started by women and men is relatively similar for both forms8of organization.  

When we examine the companies that have survived after five years, we need to categorize the companies. The 
categorization model is taken from the Menon report "One million ideas" from 2015. In the figure below we have 
created ten categories describing degrees of economic success. As illustrated by the colours in the figure, there 
are four main categories based on the value creation per company employee. The most successful companies 
                                                                 

7 9,336 companies have been excluded from the statistics due to the lack of information on the gender of the general manager. The figure is 
based on 53,225 entrepreneurs.  

8 It is important to point out that the rate is based on the survival of entrepreneurships in the business and not the number of enterprises. 
For example, it is not necessarily the case that 50 percent of all established AS/ASA enterprises die within five years, but that half of the 
entrepreneurs are no longer part of the business five years later. 
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are those that create value amounting to more than 500,000 NOK per employee. We consider that those who 
have started these companies "live well" and can therefore be said to have succeeded in their entrepreneurship. 
They have a value creation per employee that can compete with a regular wage income. 

 

For those with value creation per employee between 200,000 NOK and 500,000 NOK, the situation is not as good. 
The extent to which these have succeeded in their operations depends on the individual entrepreneur's objective 
when the company was started. That is why we have called this category "lives well enough" as there will be 
many so-called "livelihood companies" that do not necessarily have the ambition or the opportunity to grow 
larger. Some of those who create value amounting to between 200,000 and 0 NOK can also be a livelihood 
company of this kind, but it is likely that very few could live off the income from the entrepreneurship alone. 
Once again, it is important to clarify that if the goal is only to supplement an already existing wage income, these 
entrepreneurs may perceive their business as successful. 

Finally, we have those who have negative value creation per employee.9 This group has been given the 
appropriate nickname, "Money burners". Ending up in this category is not necessarily a death sentence. This is 
especially true for capital intensive companies with low payroll expenses. There are very likely many companies 
that find themselves in this category but that later gather momentum and move upwards on the right side of the 
figure. They burn money now in order to grow later on in life. In addition to the four main categories, we have 
                                                                 

9 This means that the operating profit per employee (before depreciation, write-downs, and financial items) in these companies is negative 
and that the payroll costs are not high enough to weigh up.   

Figure 3-8: Success categories based on value creation per employee and value creation growth 
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put in place a distinction for those who grow fast – i.e., an average annual value creation growth of more than 
ten percent. 

Figure 3-9: Proportion of female entrepreneurs and sum share of entrepreneurs in the success categories for businesses 
that were still active five years after establishment in 2003. Source: Grünfeld et al. (2015) 

 

In Figure 3-9 above, we see the percentage of women in five of the ten groups. Of the entrepreneurs who have 
survived five years after startup, most live "well enough", financially speaking, from the business. Women are 
overrepresented among those who live "poorly" and "well enough". Likewise, female entrepreneurs are 
underrepresented among those who "live well" from their businesses and among those who "live well and are 
growing."10. The "Money burners" category includes those who have negative value creation per employee. 
Women are also underrepresented here. This pattern underpins a scenario in which female entrepreneurs are 
less involved in projects/businesses that create large growth as well as in projects that suffer heavy deficits during 
the first few years. Many growth enterprises, and especially those requiring large investments, normally go 
through an initial period of burning money and suffering large deficits.  Relatively few of these have a female 
entrepreneur. 

The lack of growth entrepreneurs is very often due to women’s choice of business. 
One key explanation for why there are far fewer women in the group of growth firms five years after startup is 
that women usually choose lower-growth-rate industries. 

The table below reports the proportion of companies that have female entrepreneurs and how they place in the 
various success categories after five years in different industries. The back column shows the total proportion of 
women in the business. The proportions in the different success categories must be measured against this back 
column. The figures show that women are very present in certain industries: social/personal services, 
health/social and hotel and restaurant. In these industries, women succeed better than or as well as men, 
measured in the proportion of entrepreneurs who live well and are growing (see green cells). In addition, they 
                                                                 

10 Grünfeld et al. (2015) 
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succeed better, in fact, than men in the transport industry as well. It is also interesting to see that women are 
consistently overrepresented in the category (living well enough). They earn reasonably well but do not grow as 
fast. Many will consider these entrepreneurs as successful. 

Figure 3-10   Proportions of women among entrepreneurs in various industries and success categories 

 

The figures in the table indicate that it is not primarily women but business affiliation that governs how often 
women are prominent as entrepreneurs in a company that can be termed a growth business. One of the reasons 
why businesses are growing slowly in the industries where there are many women may be the 
interaction/competition with the public sector. We will return to this subject in Chapter 7. 

Full-time or part-time entrepreneurship 
In the next section, we show that far more than half of those who choose to become entrepreneurs come from 
backgrounds where they were employees. A large number of these initially started as entrepreneurs on a part-
time basis or had a business on the side. Wennberg et al. (2009) argue that the vast majority of those who go 
from being employed to pursuing entrepreneurship choose part-time entrepreneurship as a transitional status. 
Moreover, they show that individuals with higher education are strongly overrepresented among part-time 
entrepreneurs. Another important point is that, over time, these part-time entrepreneurs account for two-thirds 
of all full-time entrepreneurs. In other words, part-time entrepreneurs are a major source of full-time 
entrepreneurships.  To put this in another way, many – especially women with high education – choose to start 
their own business on a small scale alongside regular work. 

A part-time entrepreneur can be interpreted as an employee who is self-employed on the side. These are 
individuals with a primary income from salary or wages, but who have registered an amount of business income 
on their tax return. In Norway, a larger percentage of female entrepreneurs are part-time entrepreneurs than 
are male entrepreneurs. Among self-employed workers, part-time entrepreneurs represent 48 percent of the 
female entrepreneurs and 35 percent of the male. As illustrated in Figure 3-11 below, there were 37,500 female 
self-employed persons were registered (2.9 percent of employed females) as opposed to 28,800 female part-
time entrepreneurs (3.0 percent of employed females) in 2012.  
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Figure 3-11: Number of self-employed persons (left figure) and as a proportion of the labour force (right figure) in 2012.  
Source Statistics Norway (Survey on living conditions) and Menon (2016) 

 

 

Working hours and income, full-time and part-time entrepreneurs 
As shown in Figure 3-12 below, men work more hours during a week, irrespective of grouping. Female self-
employed persons who earn more than 2G (approximately 200,000 NOK) work 33 percent fewer hours than male 
self-employed persons. The difference is less among the regularly employed, where women work 12 percent 
fewer hours than men. Conversely, the difference is highest among part-time entrepreneurs who earn less than 
2G, where women work a total of 86% fewer hours than men. 
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Figure 3-12: Average working time per week for employees, entrepreneurs and part-time entrepreneurs who earn more 
than 2G, classed by gender. Source: Self-reporting 2013 

 

Based on the data we have used, there is a relatively small difference in revenues between female and male self-
employed persons. As illustrated in Figure 3-13 below, the difference was only 2 percent in 2012. The income 
difference between female and male workers was far higher (26 percent). This is surprising as the difference in 
the number of hours worked per week is greater for self-employed than for employed workers. The fact that 
women have a relatively high income as self-employed entrepreneurs may reflect that there are many women 
with high education who choose to be self-employed.  

Figure 3-13: Average wage in the form of working wages and revenue earned by employees, entrepreneurs and part-time 
entrepreneurs who earn more than 2G, classed by gender in 2012. Source: Self-reporting 2013 
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4. Personal characteristics of contractors 
In this section, we look at the personal characteristics of female entrepreneurs to develop an understanding of 
what it is that characterizes women's assessment of the idea of starting their own business. We shall try not to 
touch on topics dealing with women's social relationships, networking, and interaction with others. These will be 
the topics discussed in the next chapter. However, it is not easy to distinguish clearly between personal 
characteristics and social relations. They are often closely interrelated.  

The literature on women and entrepreneurship is voluminous and there are individual journals that focus closely 
on this subject, such as the International Journal of Gender and Entrepreneurship and the Journal of Women's 
Entrepreneurship and Education. The11 research consistently corroborates that personal characteristics and the 
backgrounds of individuals mean a lot in terms of whether a woman, or a man, chooses to become an 
entrepreneur. Characteristics such as education, social background, age, place of residence, income and not least 
how the person views his or her own skills are important explanatory factors for entrepreneurship, but despite 
the fact that research has revealed a number of important characteristics, large portions of the gender gap in 
entrepreneurship remain unexplained, and especially the gap we have in Norway12. 

Bell et al. (2018), in a large and recently published study of the characteristics of people who become innovators13 
in the USA, focuses on whether the individual has acquired these characteristics or is born with them ("nature or 
nurture"). This is an important question because in the debate on gender inequality in entrepreneurship and 
innovation, one often hears that inequalities relate to innate differences that are difficult to do anything about. 
The study does not focus directly on entrepreneurship but rather on what explains that a person ends up with a 
patent or an invention. In other words, this is a far more stringent criterion than entrepreneurship, but it covers 
at the same time both intrapreneurs and entrepreneurs.  

The study follows 1.2 million innovators in the United States through their lives from birth to innovation. It shows 
that the likelihood that a child will become an innovator is largely influenced by characteristics such as gender, 
race and parental income. The authors find that having different numeracy14 skills is not an explanation for the 
gender gap in innovation. They show that the mathematics skills of girls and boys in the third and eighth grades 
are fairly similar and can only explain 2.4 percent and 8.5 percent, respectively, of the gender gap in innovation. 
This result corroborates findings from similar studies showing that inequality between gender in measurable 
skills is small at birth, but that it gradually increases over time. 

Bell et al. (2018) find that children from high-income families (top 1 percent) have ten times the probability of 
becoming an innovator than children from families with income below the median. This gap persists even when 
controlled for mathematics skills, gender, etc. The study shows that children who become entrepreneurs typically 
come from neighbourhoods with higher average income, fewer single parents and more mobility between 
generations. This applies to both men and women.  

                                                                 

11 Jennings and Cash (2006) 
12 Langowitz and Minniti (2007) 
13 The study defines an innovator as an individual who has a patent. The use of patents as a proxy for innovation has its limitations; among 
other things, not all innovations are patented and not all patents are meaningful innovations.  
14 Good skills in mathematics are very predictive for the innovator rate. 
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What did they do before they started their business? 
A study of all entrepreneurs in Norway conducted by Berglann et al. (2011) finds that about half of all 
entrepreneurs in Norway have the status of wage earner before they start their own business. Eight percent 
come from the ranks of the unemployed, five percent from education and two percent of entrepreneurs are 
retirees or on disability when they start their own business15. The study shows that in Norway, men far more 
often choose to become an entrepreneur irrespective of what they were doing earlier. The difference between 
women and men is particularly large if the person was unemployed in the first place.  

Table 4.1: Proportion of entrepreneurs who came from different statuses in the labour market during the period 2000 to 
2005. Source: Berglann et al. (2011) 

STATUS BEFORE ENTREPRENEURSHIP SHARE OF TOTAL 
JOB (EMPLOYEE) 53% 
EDUCATION 5% 
UNEMPLOYMENT 8% 
PENSION AND DISABILITY 2% 
OTHER 31% 

  

 

Competence and education 
A large part of the research literature on female entrepreneurship focuses on education. The results from 
research in this respect are not clear-cut. On the one hand, a number of studies suggest that the choice of 
education plays a role on the entrepreneurship rate. For example, a study16 shows that higher income and higher 
education increase the likelihood that women will become entrepreneurs if the woman is motivated by 
opportunity (and does not act out of necessity). Other studies17 show that the gender gap is only to a little degree 
due to education. Despite major differences in the entrepreneurship rate between education groups, the 
differences between gender persist even when controlled for education18.  

In Norway, a larger proportion of female entrepreneurs have higher education19 than male entrepreneurs, as 
illustrated in Figure 4-1. In addition, female (and male) entrepreneurs have a higher education than the general 
population20. Norwegian female entrepreneurs have taken education in general subjects21 (25 percent), 
economics and administration (21 per cent), as well as health, social and sports sciences (18 per cent).22 
Norwegian male entrepreneurs have a larger amount of study in the natural sciences and technical sciences (42 
per cent), general subjects (23 percent) and economics and administration (17 per cent). 

                                                                 

15 Many entrepreneurs are basically without a permanent job before they start their own business, but are not entitled to unemployment 
benefits and are therefore not counted as unemployed persons by NAV. These belong to the "Other" group, which accounts for 31 percent 
of all entrepreneurs. Berglann et al. (2011) stipulates a business income of over 2G to be defined as an entrepreneur in their study, which 
means that the "other" group also includes, by definition, those who enter and leave as entrepreneurs. 
16 Langowitz and Minniti (2007) 
17 Berglann et al. (2013), Berglann et al. (2011) and Fjærli et al.  (2013) 
18 Berglann et al. (2011) 
19 Higher education includes university and college education at lower and higher levels. 
20 In the Norwegian population in general, 28 percent of women and 26 percent of men have higher education. The reference population 
consists of all employed people over 18 years of age and includes self-employed persons. 
21 Called general programmes in the study and are mainly elementary school and uppers secondary school, general studies.   
22 Fjærli et al. (2013) 
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Figure 4-1: Percentage of female and male entrepreneurs by education level. Source: Fjærli et al. (2013) 

 

Female entrepreneurship within STEM subjects 
Women are underrepresented in educational fields such as science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(known as STEM subjects23). When we follow women from secondary education to employment and 
entrepreneurship, we find a major drop-out in the so-called STEM sector. The literature has termed this a leaky 
pipeline. 

In Norway, we have a similar phenomenon, illustrated in Figure 4-2. Among pupils in upper secondary school, 
more than half of the students who select STEM subjects within the specialization in general studies programme 
are women. However, only a third of the students in higher education in the natural sciences, the craft trades 
and technical subjects are women. After graduation, even fewer women choose to work in industries that employ 
a large number of workers with STEM backgrounds. Here we find "services related to information technology", 
"architectural business and technical consultancy" as well as "technical testing and analysis". Within these 
sectors, the proportion of women is 26 percent. Moreover, only 14 percent of the entrepreneurs within these 
industries are women. One important question is why the STEM fields are unable to retain women. 

                                                                 

23STEM stands for science, technology, engineering and maths. The literature also uses the acronym SET, which stands for science, engineering 
and technology.  
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16 Langowitz and Minniti (2007) 
17 Berglann et al. (2013), Berglann et al. (2011) and Fjærli et al.  (2013) 
18 Berglann et al. (2011) 
19 Higher education includes university and college education at lower and higher levels. 
20 In the Norwegian population in general, 28 percent of women and 26 percent of men have higher education. The reference population 
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22 Fjærli et al. (2013) 
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21 Called general programmes in the study and are mainly elementary school and uppers secondary school, general studies.   
22 Fjærli et al. (2013) 
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Figure 4-3: Proportion of women (figure to the right) and men (figure on the left) who are employed, in education, in 
retirement, are entrepreneurs or unemployed, distributed by age. Figure borrowed from Berglann et al. (2011). 

 

Social status and social class 
Half of all Norwegian entrepreneurs are married and have at least one child, while 20 percent are single27. 
Economic security and stability in marriage can possibly explain the high proportion of entrepreneurs who are 
married. Less than ten percent of Norwegian entrepreneurs are single parents. There is reason to believe that 
the vast majority of these are women. 

Nel et al. (2010) examine the phenomenon of mumpreneurs, which integrates motherhood and 
entrepreneurship. The study highlights the benefits obtained through being so- called mumpreneurs. They point 
to work life balance, sense of achievement, self-gratification, higher income, increased respect and the sense of 
independence.  

Berglann et al. (2011) show that job status influences the probability of becoming a female entrepreneur in 
Norway. The study finds that a woman is most likely to become an entrepreneur if she already has one foot in a 
workplace but is not a full-time employee. In addition, it is more likely that a woman will become an entrepreneur 
if she is unemployed rather than in regular work, but high overall unemployment in the economy reduces the 
likelihood of becoming an entrepreneur. This is corroborated in another study28 that finds a negative correlation 
between female entrepreneurship and female unemployment.  

Research literature reveals signs that Norwegian women are more concerned about practical conditions such as 
the availability of business locations and external factors such as children, age and place of residence when 
starting a business29. 

Income and assets 
Higher personal income and wealth increases the likelihood that women become entrepreneurs30. Conversely, a 
partner’s income and wealth do not have a significant impact on female entrepreneurship31. The opposite is true 
for men. Their entrepreneurial rate is heavily influenced by partner wealth.  

                                                                 

27 Fjærli et al. (2013) 
28 Minniti and Arenius (2003) 
29 Grünfeld et al. (2015) 
30 Berglann et al. (2011) and Langowitz and Minniti (2007) 
31 Berglann et al. (2011) 
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Figure 4-2: Proportion of women in the process of establishing a STEM company in 2016. Source: Udir, Statistics Norway 
(05576, 08536 and 07359) 

 

A study conducted by Marlow and McAdam (2012) argues that both STEM and entrepreneurship are statistically 
atypical for women. This is supported by a similar study24 that points out that the culture in the STEM educational 
field and in entrepreneurship is adapted to men and based on male behaviour. This is reflected in the quotation 
below which argues that men, to a greater extent than women, thrive within STEM sectors, while women are 
marginalized within the same sectors.  

 “Women may be marginalized within STEM sectors,  
while men often thrive and prosper under the same conditions”25 

Blume-Kohout (2014) finds that female PhD candidates in the USA within STEM subjects have a lower 
entrepreneurship rate and patent rate than do male PhD candidates within the same subject. According to 
Blume-Kohout, 68 percent of the gender gap in the entrepreneurship rate can be attributed to differences 
between gender in terms of academic disciplines, work sectors, experience, learning environments and parents. 

Age and experience 
The entrepreneurship rate in Norway increases with age. Berglann et al. (2011) shows that the age with the 
highest proportion of female entrepreneurs is 44 years (51 years for men), but the rate stabilizes for women 
already in their mid 30s (for males in their mid 40s). This pattern is confirmed by an earlier study26 that found 
that women and men often become entrepreneurs during a period of life when it is common to raise children.  

                                                                 

24 Ogbor (2000) 
25 Martin et al. (2015) 
26 Minniti and Arenius (2003) 
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25 Martin et al. (2015) 
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Willingness to take financial risk as a characteristic 
A number of studies point out that the gender gap in entrepreneurship is due to differing preferences between 
women and men for risk-taking and willingness to compete32. Some studies report that female entrepreneurs 
are more risk-averse than male entrepreneurs, while other studies are unable to prove such a link33. In other 
words, we face a blurry picture in this respect. It has been shown that the fear of failure may affect female 
entrepreneurs to a greater extent than male entrepreneurs, which may point in the direction of women having 
a lower tolerance for risk34. Similarly, another study35 argues that female entrepreneurs take less risk than male 
entrepreneurs because women, to a greater extent than men, make use of bank loans to fund their businesses.  

Berglann et al. (2011) suggest that male entrepreneurs take more risks than women entrepreneurs in Norway, 
since the most (least) successful male entrepreneurs have higher gains (losses) than the most (least) successful 
female entrepreneurs. In the previous chapter we showed that female entrepreneurs are overrepresented 
among so-called "livelihood businesses”36 in Norway. This may reflect a lower preference for risk among women. 
Meanwhile, these correlations can also be driven by the fact that women systematically choose to establish new 
enterprises more often in industries that do not generate as many high-growth enterprises37. Bird and Bush 
(2002) emphasize that women's decision to start a business, to a greater extent than men’s, is influenced by non-
economic factors.  

Perception of own skills 
Women's inclination to become entrepreneurs is likely influenced by the way women perceive their own skills. 
A study38 from 2006 finds that women who themselves believe they have the necessary characteristics for 
entrepreneurship more often establish their own business. Schneider (2017) shows, among other things, that 
self-esteem in terms of their own skills is an important factor in women’s success as entrepreneurs. This is in line 
with studies39 that argue that the gender gap in entrepreneurship can be explained by the fact that women have 
a lower perception of their own competence. As shown in the next section, women’s perception of their own 
skills can also influence the probability of procuring external capital for their businesses.  

 

 

                                                                 

32 Markussen and Røed (2017) 
33 Humbert and Brindley (2015) 
34 Langowitz and Minniti (2007) 
35 Minniti and Arenius (2003) 
36 Grünfeld et al. (2015) 
37 Grünfeld et al. (2015), Grünfeld et al. (2016) 
38 Arenius and Kovalainen (2006) 
39 Langowitz and Minniti (2007), Minniti and Arenius (2003) 
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5. Social interaction as a powerhouse of female 
entrepreneurship   
In this section, we focus on how social interaction influences the inclination to establish an entrepreneurship. In 
the previous section we presented a wide range of characteristics that seem to affect whether or not women will 
become entrepreneurs. Characteristics such as education, social class and status, income etc. will all be 
determined by how women (and men) interact with others around them. By this, we are referring to who lives 
near them, whom they work with, their parents’ experiential background, whether they have someone around 
them who emerges as an inspiration or role model, their access to financing and the competence of others in 
their networks. 

Parenting and interaction in childhood 
A number of studies40 show that the probability of becoming an entrepreneur increases if one or both parents 
are entrepreneurs, irrespective of gender. For example, a Swedish study41 finds that if one’s parents have started 
up a business, the chances that one will become an entrepreneur oneself increase by as much as 60 percent.  

Bell et al. (2018) finds that exposure to innovation during childhood has a significant impact on children's 
inclination to become innovators. There is a higher probability that children of families who moved to an 
innovative neighbourhood42 when they were young will become innovators. The younger they were when they 
moved, the greater the correlation with innovation. These exposure effects are particularly strong for girls, and 
the effects are also governed by the area of technology43 that characterizes the neighbourhood. Children who 
grow up in a neighbourhood or in a family with a high innovation rate in a specific technology will very probably 
patent innovations within that specific area of technology. It is especially interesting to observe that women are 
more inclined to become innovators within a specific technological area if they grew up in an area with several 
female (but not male) innovators within the same area of technology.  

Previous studies have argued that exposure effects from neighbourhoods have been caused by better schools in 
some areas and residential segregation. Bell et al. (2018) argue in their extensive study that the exposure effects 
of growing up in a neighbourhood with a high innovation rate cannot be explained by better schools, but to a 
greater extent through mechanisms that transfer specific human capital between people, in the form of mentors 
or networks, for example through internships. They find that it is less likely that women, minorities and children 
from low-income families have had the same exposure through their families and neighbourhoods. In turn, this 
may help to explain the significantly lower innovation rate among these groups than the overall innovation rate.  

Bell et al. (2018) estimate that if girls had been as exposed to female innovators as boys are exposed to male 
innovators in their childhood neighbourhoods, the female innovation rate would increase by 164 percent and 
the gender gap in innovation would diminish by 55 percent – or, to put this another way, the gender gap would 
be halved. 

                                                                 

40 Berglann et al. (2011) and Lindquist et al. (2012) 
41 Lindquist et al. (2012) 
42 Defined by Bell et al. (2018) as a neighbourhood with a large number of patents. 
43 Bell et al. (2018) have classified patents within 445 different areas of technology.  
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Normally, the general manager of such young companies will also be the entrepreneur. The database covers all 
investments from 2007 through 2017.  

Of all the businesses48 that attracted investments from 2007 through 2017, only 4.2 percent had a female general 
manager at the time of initial investment49. This constitutes, for example, a far lower proportion than the 
proportion that women represent in companies that live well and are growing (see Chapter 3). The Norwegian 
government investment company Investinor has reviewed all companies they have considered investing in 
during the period 2009 to 2015. Of a total of 1,620 companies, only 16 of these, or 1 percent, had a woman 
manager, board chairperson or inventor50.  A central question that must be posed in this context is whether the 
low proportion of women in such firms derives from their lack of willingness to pursue a leadership role or 
whether they encounter barriers to obtaining capital. 

Malmstrøm et al. (2018) show through their survey and interviews with Investinor that government-supported 
investment funds consider female entrepreneurs and business leaders as having fewer resources available and 
less willingness to wager that the business will grow. Furthermore, the study shows that empirical data do not 
demonstrate any difference in success in enterprises based on whether they were managed by a woman or a 
man. The researchers therefore believe that female business leaders receive far less government-supported seed 
capital than what they should actually be receiving. Their research has shown that female entrepreneurs on 
average received 25 percent of the amount they applied for, while men received half of what they asked for from 
public Swedish investment funds. 

Malmstrøm and Vincent (2018) further demonstrate that women seeking loan financing through banks for 
financing transactions (not revolving credit) face far more stringent requirements for information gathering (so-
called bootstrapping) than men when banks are typically of national scope. When the banks are more local 
(relationship-based banking), this inequality evaporates. The authors believe that this is a clear indication that 
women encounter different and stricter requirements to documentation when soliciting capital financial 
markets.  

Alsos and Ljunggren at Nord University have conducted a large number of studies on female entrepreneurship 
and highlight in the periodical Research that those who manage public business funds in Norway also think it is 
less profitable to invest in or provide financial support to women than to men. They point out that the investment 
fund attributed less weight to the female entrepreneurs' experiential background than was placed on men's 
background experience. Additionally, Alsos and Ljunggren argue that the women who receive support seem to 
have realized their own weakness and have therefore allied themselves with male supporters. 

We have interviewed three women who are central figures in the Norwegian system for investments in startup 
companies with high scaling potential. They have extensive experience in acquiring capital for such firms, 
primarily from investors. They paint a clear picture of a capital market that is characterized by masculine traits. 
The larger the investments or loans are, the more dominating the presence of men becomes. The language used 
is also typically masculine, and it is claimed that many women are frightened away from the rooms where 
investors are easiest to find and possible to match with. Different language and unnatural expectations can 
                                                                 

48 Selection of 407 firms.  
49 80.3 percent of the companies had male managers. As not all businesses are registered with an indication of the manager’s gender, 15.5 
percent of all companies are categorized as having a manager of unknown gender. We have no reason to believe that unregistered companies 
have a gender composition that differs from this. 
50 Article in Dagens Næringsliv: https://www.dn.no/her-er-kvinneandelen-099-prosent/1-1-5486759 
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Social networks as drivers for entrepreneurship 
The strong effect of being exposed to innovators or entrepreneurs of the same sex in childhood coincides with 
Norwegian studies that demonstrate the importance of social networking and social interaction in adulthood for 
women's inclination to become entrepreneurs. In a recent Norwegian study, Markussen and Røed (2016) show 
that women's entrepreneurship is heavily influenced by the scope of entrepreneurship in neighbours, family 
members and people who attended the same school and were in the same grade level. Based on extensive 
statistical tests of all entrepreneurs in Norway, they show that men are more strongly influenced by men around 
them being entrepreneurs, while women are more strongly influenced by the presence of other female 
entrepreneurs. The study shows, like the work of Bell et al. (2018), that social networking effects are strong and 
that they may largely explain the difference between men and women when it comes to the proportion of each 
group that starts their own business. Markussen and Røed argue that as much as 50 percent of the discrepancy 
between men and women's entrepreneurship activity can be explained by these factors. As this study does not 
take into account that some neighborhoods may particularly attract women with special traits, one must be 
cautious about making too hasty causal inferences from this analysis.  

The authors wish to point out that the geographic dimension of social interaction is important. Studies from 
Sweden44 and Denmark45 support their focus on geographical proximity as the source of social interaction that, 
in turn, affects entrepreneurship rates. Familiarity with other entrepreneurs is positively related to women's 
propensity to start a business46. However, there is a difference between female and male networks. In addition, 
female entrepreneurs have smaller networks than do male entrepreneurs47.  

In Norway today, there are a number of opportunities to learn about entrepreneurship while taking higher 
education. For example, NTNU offers a master's degree in entrepreneurship, while other educational institutions 
offer entrepreneurship as part of a course of study, such as the Norwegian School of Entrepreneurship under the 
auspices of the University of Oslo and the Innovation School at NHH. The female share of the students at the 
School of Entrepreneurship has been between 30 to 35 per cent in recent years, while the Innovation School at 
NHH has had a female share around 40 percent.  

Women entrepreneurs and access to other people's capital 
Entrepreneurs wishing to start up businesses with great growth potential will often need seed capital from 
others, either in the form of loans or through other people's investments. If women entrepreneurs find it more 
difficult to get capital than do male entrepreneurs – other things being equal – this may help explain why females 
are underrepresented among entrepreneurs in general and among entrepreneurs in high growth companies 
more specifically. There are ample grounds to believe that this is the case. 

By combining Norwegian Venture Capital’s database of all companies in Norway with professional fund investors 
on the owner's side and data from the Brønnøysund Register Centre, we are able to identify the gender of the 
general manager at the time when the funds (seed and venture funds) were first invested in the company. 
                                                                 

44 Giannetti and Simonov (2009), Andersson and Larsson (2016) 
45 Nanda and Sørensen (2008) 
46 Langowitz and Minniti (2007) 
47 Minniti and Arenius (2003) 
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reduce the efficiency of the market and contribute towards curbing the acquisition of capital for good projects 
fronted by female entrepreneurs. One of the interviewees pointed out the need to find other types of rooms 
where the entrepreneur and investor can meet so that these factors are not allowed to curb marketing activity. 
Crowdfunding is an example of the type of venue where women can feel greater confidence and perhaps more 
easily acquire capital in the market. The three interviewees also highlighted the fact that women are not 
accustomed to the role of ownership – i.e., of being an active shareholder of shares. When AksjeNorge has 
regular membership and informational meetings, very few women attend, but when they hold meetings that are 
hosted exclusively for women, demand is great. It is pointed out that there is an almost glaring shortage of such 
women-dominated forums in the financial market.   
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6. Women in startup environments:  
An anthropological assessment of selected environments in 
Oslo 
In recent years we have experienced a strong upswing in the number of environments that facilitate 
entrepreneurships through providing co-working office spaces, various professional services, social arenas, cafés 
etc. These environments go by many names: Startup-Environment, co-working spaces, entrepreneurial gardens, 
incubators, accelerators, etc. In Oslo alone we have seen the emergence of dozens of such environments in 
recent years, actors such as Startuplab, Mesh, BI Startup, The Factory, Oslo Cancer Cluster Incubator, Nunatak, 
Aleap, Arkwright X, Catapult Accelerator, Charge Incubator, Oslo House of Innovation, Loftet Student Incubator, 
Fintech Mundi, Tøyen Unlimited, SoCentral and Oslo Media House. In Bergen (Tripod, HUB, Bergen Works, Jo 
Capital) and Trondheim, the trend has also gained a foothold, and gradually we see signs of this becoming an 
emergent phenomenon in small and medium-sized cities in Norway. The proportion of women varies greatly 
from network to network. In SoCentral, half are women, while many other places the percentage is as low as 5 
percent. 

In this section, we look at women entrepreneurs who have a place in a startup environment in Oslo. We present 
some of their experiences in becoming included in such a network, and we offer some reflections on being a 
female entrepreneur in the light of the need for social networking. Based on the lessons learned in the previous 
two sections, one might expect that such environments would provide women with a stronger social and 
business-oriented network that, in turn, could help facilitate faster growth and achievement for women 
entrepreneurs. We are also told such stories in the media, at conferences, etc. But to what extent do they reflect 
reality, and are female entrepreneurs in such environments really concerned about the fact that they are women, 
or are there other aspects they focus on instead?  

Mauseth and Alsos (2017) in their study find that so-called co-working spaces can facilitate resource procurement 
for entrepreneurs if the entrepreneur takes part in the community uses it as something more than merely office 
space. The authors argue that a co-working space provides entrepreneurs with direct resources such as office 
space, as well as social and human capital through courses and seminars. In addition, co-working spaces can 
provide entrepreneurs with indirect resources such as legitimacy and network affiliations that can lead to the 
acquisition of financial capital.   

Feldman et al. (2016) refer to the major difference between narratives and reality in startup organizations, and 
they denote these as catalysts:  

While respondents described a collaborative, open environment cultivated by Catalysts that should be 
particularly advantageous to women, we found that the stark gender disparity observed in the startup and 

technology realms in general was maintained in the Catalyst microcosm. 

The authors point out that there is great inequality between what a startup says they do to balance gender and 
what they actually do. Startups communicate that they are working to equalize the differences between women 
and men, but in reality, the same differences between gender exist in the startup environments as in the outside 
world. Women are heavily underrepresented in the startup environments and in technological environments in 
general. Feldman et al. (2016) point out that ‘Women are just as adept as, if not more adept than, men in forming 
relationships, but due to the phenomenon of homophily, they are disadvantaged in the historically male-
dominated startup industry.’ The principle of homophily dictates that networks are built more easily between 
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individuals of the same gender, of the same age and the same ethnicity. The authors therefore believe that these 
structures may change by making provisions to include women from an early stage. 

Below we report findings from a small-scale anthropological study of women in startup environments in Oslo. 
The survey is not intended to rely on statistical patterns, but to develop, nuance and root the women's 
perspective in entrepreneurship and startup networks. 

Social anthropological methodology and beliefs about gender and entrepreneurship 
Our survey of women in startup environments in Oslo takes an anthropological perspective as its point of 
departure. For a deeper anthropological understanding of social processes related to gender and 
entrepreneurship, fieldwork done over a longer period would have been more suitable. Our methodology has 
been limited to conversations and depth interviews due to time constraints in the assignment. All conversations 
took place at the startup site where the entrepreneurs were members. Participatory observation is the primary 
methodology of anthropology, and remaining in a place over time, the researcher is able to perceive informal 
social structures. The same applies to the relationship between the formal and the informal structures of a 
community (Eriksen, 2010).  Anthropology is about deconstructing and revealing the complexity of the notions 
we take for granted, in this context, notions pertaining to gender and entrepreneurship. As an observer, the ’I’ 
perspective is key. Therefore, many assessments are presented in the I-form. 

As an anthropologist, I have spent time in the startup environments to observe how people interact, but what I 
present here comes from conversations and interviews. I have chosen to let the women talk freely about how 
they started up as entrepreneurs, and eventually posed specific questions related to gender.  They talked a lot 
about their competence and career development and how they started as entrepreneurs, how they found 
assignments and financing, the importance of being part of a startup community and their plans for the future. 
None of the interviewees, without being asked by me, explicitly spoke of gender in connection with the startup. 

The startup network as a springboard to entrepreneurship  
Gender was not something they thought about daily, but some women had heard from people around them that 
becoming self-employed and being a courageous entrepreneur are masculine traits. They have learned through 
experience that gender role stereotypes about entrepreneurs are related to men.  

Being part of a startup network has been critical for all the women I spoke with – the network, the office facilities, 
the socializing, the possibility of exchanging services and taking advantage of each other's networks. And being 
part of a startup itself was a seal of approval and gave them credibility. The women I spoke with started out as 
entrepreneurs after having gained expertise through private or public working life. 

‘How and why did I start my own business? I have almost ten years’ background in the public sector. Eventually 
I noticed that I have more and more drive within one competency, specialization, and I worked extensively with 
that. And I knew that I simply had to try to do this. Therefore, I started up entirely for myself. And I started out 
in conjunction with maternity leave. I could rely on it financially. I got several big assignments and was able to 
lower my shoulders because I had a (paid) leave of absence. I became a member here (in the startup 
environment) after only half a year. It was absolutely crucial – mainly in terms of expanding the business. I got 
access to a large network and the opportunity to develop the business. Several members of the network are 
customers, and I cooperate extensively with the co-working office in itself.  Being part of the startup network has 
thus been absolutely essential. I can test concepts here, I can get help for just about anything I need, and I have 
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a large network to collaborate with, and it's also a great advantage to have a physical environment outside the 
home to develop your business in. I have been doing this for three years now, and I am in a phase where I am 
considering expanding my business even more.’ 

For others, the path to working in a startup was different: I have always worked as a sales representative in tech 
companies. It was a brilliant school for me. But eventually I got bored. I started to get bored at work and 
eventually had the opportunity to be part of a startup. It was a mind-blowing experience with an extremely steep 
learning curve – difficult, fun and incredibly inspiring. Now I'm in my second startup and using the experience 
from the first one. I got into this to put the commercial aspects in place – a business model, a strategy and 
fundraising. I've never been so brave, ever.  You have to dare to try in a completely different way’. 

‘Being here in a startup is crucial. We get credibility and contacts, and the opportunity to grow is much bigger 
here’.  

‘It has been essential for the development of my company to be part of a startup environment. Among other 
things, I can test concepts. For example, I invited the people here to attend a course I wanted to try out. They 
got to attend for free in return for providing feedback. This allowed me to showcase myself for more people in 
the environment. This was a clear spin-off for me that people became aware of what I'm doing. Here we are keen 
on recommending each other. And this place is unique because we constantly think about collaboration instead 
of that we are competitors. Sometimes you have to practise on that a little when you meet someone who does 
the same thing as you do. But cooperation always leads to growth. Sometimes I have been given assignments 
that are bigger than I can manage alone and then I hire subcontractors from here. Maybe I will expand. It is also 
gives you structure and inspiration to see others around you working and being concentrated. Sitting around at 
home doesn't work. It’s when I get here that I really get work done. It is infectious. Most days when I am here I 
don’t collaborate with anyone, but the social environment is inspiring’. 

Startup-environment, entrepreneurship and gender 
An interesting observation is that the women did not talk about gender until I asked about it specifically.  One of 
the informants replied that, ‘You get a little numb and used to the fact that this is just the way things are, and 
you don’t think so much about it. We women are in the minority in the tech environment. I have extensive 
experience in selling technology to customers. And all the customers have always been men. Men are the ones 
who buy technology. These are men who are bosses, dealers, colleagues and distributors. In my entire career, 
there have been men everywhere. I'm so used to it and it's not like I go around all the time thinking that I'm a 
woman’.  Another said, Here there are as many women as men and I rarely think that I am a woman in the 
environment. It has no importance for my day-to-day work’. However, both women have encountered the 
attitude that there is something masculine about being an entrepreneur. 

The reason why gender is not a category that is thought about daily may be due to the fact that it is taken for 
granted – along with the fact that notions of gender are not static and uniform but multifaceted and changing. 
Notions of gender are complex social and cultural structures that society takes for granted (Marlow, 2018).  
Understanding these structures is important for being able to understand the importance of gender and 
entrepreneurship.  

It was mentioned that if more female entrepreneurs are wanted, the effort should be based on theme, not 
gender. Everyone mentioned that the more women succeed, the easier it becomes for others to succeed – and 
they were keen to be a role model. If the financial risks of starting their own business could be alleviated for 
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individuals of the same gender, of the same age and the same ethnicity. The authors therefore believe that these 
structures may change by making provisions to include women from an early stage. 

Below we report findings from a small-scale anthropological study of women in startup environments in Oslo. 
The survey is not intended to rely on statistical patterns, but to develop, nuance and root the women's 
perspective in entrepreneurship and startup networks. 

Social anthropological methodology and beliefs about gender and entrepreneurship 
Our survey of women in startup environments in Oslo takes an anthropological perspective as its point of 
departure. For a deeper anthropological understanding of social processes related to gender and 
entrepreneurship, fieldwork done over a longer period would have been more suitable. Our methodology has 
been limited to conversations and depth interviews due to time constraints in the assignment. All conversations 
took place at the startup site where the entrepreneurs were members. Participatory observation is the primary 
methodology of anthropology, and remaining in a place over time, the researcher is able to perceive informal 
social structures. The same applies to the relationship between the formal and the informal structures of a 
community (Eriksen, 2010).  Anthropology is about deconstructing and revealing the complexity of the notions 
we take for granted, in this context, notions pertaining to gender and entrepreneurship. As an observer, the ’I’ 
perspective is key. Therefore, many assessments are presented in the I-form. 

As an anthropologist, I have spent time in the startup environments to observe how people interact, but what I 
present here comes from conversations and interviews. I have chosen to let the women talk freely about how 
they started up as entrepreneurs, and eventually posed specific questions related to gender.  They talked a lot 
about their competence and career development and how they started as entrepreneurs, how they found 
assignments and financing, the importance of being part of a startup community and their plans for the future. 
None of the interviewees, without being asked by me, explicitly spoke of gender in connection with the startup. 

The startup network as a springboard to entrepreneurship  
Gender was not something they thought about daily, but some women had heard from people around them that 
becoming self-employed and being a courageous entrepreneur are masculine traits. They have learned through 
experience that gender role stereotypes about entrepreneurs are related to men.  

Being part of a startup network has been critical for all the women I spoke with – the network, the office facilities, 
the socializing, the possibility of exchanging services and taking advantage of each other's networks. And being 
part of a startup itself was a seal of approval and gave them credibility. The women I spoke with started out as 
entrepreneurs after having gained expertise through private or public working life. 

‘How and why did I start my own business? I have almost ten years’ background in the public sector. Eventually 
I noticed that I have more and more drive within one competency, specialization, and I worked extensively with 
that. And I knew that I simply had to try to do this. Therefore, I started up entirely for myself. And I started out 
in conjunction with maternity leave. I could rely on it financially. I got several big assignments and was able to 
lower my shoulders because I had a (paid) leave of absence. I became a member here (in the startup 
environment) after only half a year. It was absolutely crucial – mainly in terms of expanding the business. I got 
access to a large network and the opportunity to develop the business. Several members of the network are 
customers, and I cooperate extensively with the co-working office in itself.  Being part of the startup network has 
thus been absolutely essential. I can test concepts here, I can get help for just about anything I need, and I have 
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individuals of the same gender, of the same age and the same ethnicity. The authors therefore believe that these 
structures may change by making provisions to include women from an early stage. 

Below we report findings from a small-scale anthropological study of women in startup environments in Oslo. 
The survey is not intended to rely on statistical patterns, but to develop, nuance and root the women's 
perspective in entrepreneurship and startup networks. 

Social anthropological methodology and beliefs about gender and entrepreneurship 
Our survey of women in startup environments in Oslo takes an anthropological perspective as its point of 
departure. For a deeper anthropological understanding of social processes related to gender and 
entrepreneurship, fieldwork done over a longer period would have been more suitable. Our methodology has 
been limited to conversations and depth interviews due to time constraints in the assignment. All conversations 
took place at the startup site where the entrepreneurs were members. Participatory observation is the primary 
methodology of anthropology, and remaining in a place over time, the researcher is able to perceive informal 
social structures. The same applies to the relationship between the formal and the informal structures of a 
community (Eriksen, 2010).  Anthropology is about deconstructing and revealing the complexity of the notions 
we take for granted, in this context, notions pertaining to gender and entrepreneurship. As an observer, the ’I’ 
perspective is key. Therefore, many assessments are presented in the I-form. 

As an anthropologist, I have spent time in the startup environments to observe how people interact, but what I 
present here comes from conversations and interviews. I have chosen to let the women talk freely about how 
they started up as entrepreneurs, and eventually posed specific questions related to gender.  They talked a lot 
about their competence and career development and how they started as entrepreneurs, how they found 
assignments and financing, the importance of being part of a startup community and their plans for the future. 
None of the interviewees, without being asked by me, explicitly spoke of gender in connection with the startup. 

The startup network as a springboard to entrepreneurship  
Gender was not something they thought about daily, but some women had heard from people around them that 
becoming self-employed and being a courageous entrepreneur are masculine traits. They have learned through 
experience that gender role stereotypes about entrepreneurs are related to men.  

Being part of a startup network has been critical for all the women I spoke with – the network, the office facilities, 
the socializing, the possibility of exchanging services and taking advantage of each other's networks. And being 
part of a startup itself was a seal of approval and gave them credibility. The women I spoke with started out as 
entrepreneurs after having gained expertise through private or public working life. 

‘How and why did I start my own business? I have almost ten years’ background in the public sector. Eventually 
I noticed that I have more and more drive within one competency, specialization, and I worked extensively with 
that. And I knew that I simply had to try to do this. Therefore, I started up entirely for myself. And I started out 
in conjunction with maternity leave. I could rely on it financially. I got several big assignments and was able to 
lower my shoulders because I had a (paid) leave of absence. I became a member here (in the startup 
environment) after only half a year. It was absolutely crucial – mainly in terms of expanding the business. I got 
access to a large network and the opportunity to develop the business. Several members of the network are 
customers, and I cooperate extensively with the co-working office in itself.  Being part of the startup network has 
thus been absolutely essential. I can test concepts here, I can get help for just about anything I need, and I have 
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a large network to collaborate with, and it's also a great advantage to have a physical environment outside the 
home to develop your business in. I have been doing this for three years now, and I am in a phase where I am 
considering expanding my business even more.’ 

For others, the path to working in a startup was different: I have always worked as a sales representative in tech 
companies. It was a brilliant school for me. But eventually I got bored. I started to get bored at work and 
eventually had the opportunity to be part of a startup. It was a mind-blowing experience with an extremely steep 
learning curve – difficult, fun and incredibly inspiring. Now I'm in my second startup and using the experience 
from the first one. I got into this to put the commercial aspects in place – a business model, a strategy and 
fundraising. I've never been so brave, ever.  You have to dare to try in a completely different way’. 

‘Being here in a startup is crucial. We get credibility and contacts, and the opportunity to grow is much bigger 
here’.  

‘It has been essential for the development of my company to be part of a startup environment. Among other 
things, I can test concepts. For example, I invited the people here to attend a course I wanted to try out. They 
got to attend for free in return for providing feedback. This allowed me to showcase myself for more people in 
the environment. This was a clear spin-off for me that people became aware of what I'm doing. Here we are keen 
on recommending each other. And this place is unique because we constantly think about collaboration instead 
of that we are competitors. Sometimes you have to practise on that a little when you meet someone who does 
the same thing as you do. But cooperation always leads to growth. Sometimes I have been given assignments 
that are bigger than I can manage alone and then I hire subcontractors from here. Maybe I will expand. It is also 
gives you structure and inspiration to see others around you working and being concentrated. Sitting around at 
home doesn't work. It’s when I get here that I really get work done. It is infectious. Most days when I am here I 
don’t collaborate with anyone, but the social environment is inspiring’. 

Startup-environment, entrepreneurship and gender 
An interesting observation is that the women did not talk about gender until I asked about it specifically.  One of 
the informants replied that, ‘You get a little numb and used to the fact that this is just the way things are, and 
you don’t think so much about it. We women are in the minority in the tech environment. I have extensive 
experience in selling technology to customers. And all the customers have always been men. Men are the ones 
who buy technology. These are men who are bosses, dealers, colleagues and distributors. In my entire career, 
there have been men everywhere. I'm so used to it and it's not like I go around all the time thinking that I'm a 
woman’.  Another said, Here there are as many women as men and I rarely think that I am a woman in the 
environment. It has no importance for my day-to-day work’. However, both women have encountered the 
attitude that there is something masculine about being an entrepreneur. 

The reason why gender is not a category that is thought about daily may be due to the fact that it is taken for 
granted – along with the fact that notions of gender are not static and uniform but multifaceted and changing. 
Notions of gender are complex social and cultural structures that society takes for granted (Marlow, 2018).  
Understanding these structures is important for being able to understand the importance of gender and 
entrepreneurship.  

It was mentioned that if more female entrepreneurs are wanted, the effort should be based on theme, not 
gender. Everyone mentioned that the more women succeed, the easier it becomes for others to succeed – and 
they were keen to be a role model. If the financial risks of starting their own business could be alleviated for 
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women then "bring it on – that way we can make things easier for others to follow us’.  Stereotypes applied to 
entrepreneurs can be changed through more women getting better conditions. 

As an analyst planning this study, I encountered notions that women did not start their own businesses as 
frequently as men because of having to care for children. None of the women I spoke with thought this was a 
relevant comment. Sociologist Anne Grethe Solberg has written about gender and leadership and is concerned 
that “there must be new questions, new initiatives and new explanations of causes if one is to work with gender 
and leadership. and family life needs to be uncoupled from causal explanations for gender imbalance” 51. The 
entrepreneur with whom I spoke about this was concerned with a natural evolution of her competence in which 
participation in the startup environment was considered crucial. In fact, for her, having children was not an 
obstacle but an opportunity to develop the business.  

You are so brave - stereotypical notions of gender 
Stereotypical notions refer to the tendency to categorize people into groups based on characteristics such as 
gender, occupation, background and then develop a truth about the characteristics of these groups52.  

In the article "Entrepreneurship and stereotypes"53, the authors show that stereotyping of gender roles and 
entrepreneurship is a sparsely researched area. The study therefore looks at what characteristics men and 
women attribute to entrepreneurs of different sexes and thereby tries to elucidate the stereotypes. Their 
comparative study shows that gender stereotypes associated with entrepreneurship are often aligned with 
notions of masculinity. 

Several of the people I spoke with had received feedback that they were tough, that they were very courageous 
to start for themselves: “It's a little strange. When I started my own business, I was constantly hearing that it was 
a masculine trait to start my own company, getting into it and being tough. I have received a lot of feedback that 
I am brave, not knowing for sure what I am going to do during the next six months, that I constantly have to 
figure out things that I don’t know how to do. When someone asks if I can solve a task, I say yes and find out 
afterwards how to do it. I've been hearing that this is a masculine thing. It's a bit provocative and very interesting. 
Why is it associated with being a man? It's very strange”.  

This statement can be linked to Marlow's emphasis on gender as a social structure. In addition, the social 
structure appears in stereotypical notions of gender and entrepreneurship. Being an entrepreneur is associated 
here to the notion of something masculine. 

I met women in various startup environments. In one of these there were as many women as men, and the 
women I spoke with here did note perceive as often that gender was relevant. The degree of stereotyping may 
depend on the theme you work with and what environment you are targeting. In another, more tech-based 
startup, women were clearly in the minority. When asked what it was like to be a woman in this environment, 
they answered, "There are mostly men here in the startup. We women are in the minority. On a day-to-day basis, 
I rarely think about the fact that I'm a woman. It is more in the encounter with fundraising and sales that the 
topic comes up. I have extensive experience in selling technology to customers. In my entire career, there have 
been men everywhere. It's not like I'm going around thinking about the fact that I'm a woman, but I'm very 
                                                                 

51 Comment taken from: http://kifinfo.no/nb/2016/05/kjonnsforskjeller-i-ledelse-er-en-myte  
52 Powell et al. (2002) 
53 Gupta et al. (2005) 
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conscious that I'm building the world's coolest company, that I'm doing the right things. And I just want to show 
that there is room for us (women), and be a great example and role model”.  

“I never go on stage if it is a question of saying now we’re going to talk about what it is like to be a woman in the 
environment. But I go on stage if there are investors in the room, or prospective customers. I am keen on building 
the shop and doing my thing, and I am also very keen on supporting women who are doing the same thing as I 
am doing, because we are in the minority and there are some circles we are not included in. That’s just the way 
things are. After "Me Too", we women who have been in male-dominated tech environments have had 
somewhat of an awakening. You get used to the fact that this is just the way things are, and you don’t think so 
much about it. I am much more conscious of it now”.  

“Now that I am a fundraiser, I sometimes meet men that I notice have a top-down arrogant attitude. I get the 
impression they're thinking that they're going to teach me something. Especially when I was younger and sold 
technology, I would hear people say that you are the woman and don’t know anything about this, and you need 
to bring in a man who knows the technology. I dismiss people like that. I don’t say it out loud, and I'm not rude. 
Eventually, you get better at not caring and relying on your own skill. By being good, you disprove prejudices”. 
Through this anecdote, the entrepreneur describes how she differs from the stereotypical notion of a technology 
and sales entrepreneur. At the same time, she explains how she consciously goes about changing this notion 
through working the way she does, supporting other women who are in the same environment and being skilled 
and talented. 

Changing the notion of what it is to be an entrepreneur 
The entrepreneurs in this analysis started up businesses after having gained expertise in the private or public 
sector. Asked whether to daring to become and entrepreneur is about personal qualities, a certain type, or 
distinctive features, they replied that it was a natural development of their own competence. It is not their 
personal qualities that are essential, but the fact that they have gained competence over several years in the 
private or public sector, within a field to which they were deeply dedicated. 

The women I spoke with have all encountered stereotypical notions about female entrepreneurs. These are 
notions that perhaps serve as barriers and need to be changed so as to encourage more female entrepreneurs.  

The gist of the reflections was that the more you hold on to stereotypical explanatory models, the more the gap 
is maintained between women and men as entrepreneurs. “It is by being a role model that we can change 
women's conditions as entrepreneurs. We are constantly told that women take fewer risks. We are told this so 
often that we almost start believing it ourselves. But it's a myth. Nevertheless, you accept it, in a way. We have 
a job to do to become more prominent and to inform people. And shouldn’t there be schemes or additional 
incentives to support women? Or anyone who is not white male? Or those who typically are not total insiders?” 

“Do we need affirmative action? I see that it has helped women get on boards of directors. It produces results. 
Maybe that's what we need to do. The world has fallen short in some areas. The statistics are bleak. So, that's 
why we should probably use affirmative action to promote female entrepreneurs. Many women have cool high 
positions in business. Maybe they were employed on a quota basis initially, but now they are in demand 
everywhere because they are skilled.”  

“They just needed to be helped into place. It would be incredibly cool if someone had a fund for people who are 
underserved. Irrespective of whether they are women or others who are not the norm. It takes a long time to 
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7. Framework conditions for entrepreneurship: Are they 
negative for women?  
In this chapter, we look more closely at the framework conditions for entrepreneurship that are created through 
government regulations, rights and support schemes. If the framework conditions are consistently poorer for 
women than for men, one should consider changes in the system. Several comparative studies have been 
conducted contrasting policy designs aimed at female entrepreneurship in various countries (see, for example, 
Henry, 2017 and Foss with more, 2018). The studies show that the policy design is very heterogeneous and that 
it is complex to make comparisons that allow one to extract normative insights pointing to the best possible 
policy design. 

Access to sickness benefits, unemployment benefits and prenatal leave 
There are many financial and regulatory differences between employed workers and independent entrepreneurs 
in Norway. Self-employed persons, freelancers and employees of their own limited company are covered to a 
(somewhat) lesser extent by national insurance schemes than are employees.  

Freelancers, self-employed persons or employees of their own company do not receive sickness benefits in the 
event of a short-term illness (< 16 days), as these costs are covered by the employer. National insurance offers a 
range of voluntary insurance policies55 that (partially) cover salary for self-employed persons during the first 16 
days of illness. It is noteworthy that workers, self-employed persons, freelancers and employees of their own 
limited company are entitled to sickness benefits from day 17 of the illness. Both freelancers and employees of 
their own AS have the same rights from NAV as employed workers when it comes to unemployment. If one is 
self-employed and has not had any wage income during the previous three years, unemployment benefits cannot 
be claimed. Basically, self-employed workers and freelancers have no support from the National Insurance 
scheme for occupational injury and must take out voluntary insurance to have occupational injury coverage. 

The reason for different coverage of social security schemes is that self-employed entrepreneurs, freelancers 
and employees of one’s own limited company pay into the National Insurance scheme differently than do 
employed workers and their employers. In Table 7.1 below, we have summarized payments and access to social 
security schemes for various forms of affiliation with working life. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 

55 See Grimsby et al. (2016) for a description of the different voluntary insurance schemes. 
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generate income. The economic aspect is so important – if there were funding to recruit those who are not the 
norm, it would help to change the stereotypes. Coercion can suck at the start. But maybe that's what is needed”. 

Or to borrow the words of the authors of the above-mentioned study "Entrepreneurship and Stereotypes"54:  

“Gender-Role stereotypes about entrepreneurs are strongly biased in favor of men. If women experience 
difficulty in becoming entrepreneurs because but do not perceive women to possess the characteristics that 

entrepreneurs are believed to have, there is a need for policy makers and educators to seek and develop ways to 
reduce such stereotypes." 

                                                                 

54 Gupta et al. (2005) 
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proportion of female entrepreneurs. Furthermore, the study reports that self-employed persons want more 
information about their rights to welfare schemes related to sickness, pregnancy and unemployment. 

Figure 7-1: The biggest challenges in starting up and running a business among members of the Federation of Norwegian 
Professional Associations. Source: Respons and Grimsby et al. (2016) 

 

A Danish study58 has examined the impact of welfare on female entrepreneurship. The study finds that although 
the Nordic welfare model offers schemes such as prenatal leave and nursery/childcare, the scheme favours 
employed workers over entrepreneurs. For example, remuneration associated with pregnancy for a self-
employed person is reduced if she works, whereas an employed person does not face the same restriction. The 
study argues that this may mean that a female entrepreneur will have to shut down the business when she has 
children. 56 percent of female entrepreneurs believe that the system of maternity leave does not meet the needs 
required by having both their own business and a family. The study finds that 20 percent of female entrepreneurs 
did not take out prenatal leave, whereas a third of female entrepreneurs took out less than three months of 
prenatal leave. In comparison, an average female employed worker took out just over nine months of maternity 
leave. According to the study, eleven percent of female entrepreneurs opted not to have children or to postpone 
having children. 

A recent study59 from Canada finds that prolonged job-protected prenatal leave for women increased the 
entrepreneurship rate by 1.9 percentage points among mothers as compared to fathers60. A female entrepreneur 
interviewed in the study stated that she used her extended leave of absence to build her customer portfolio. In 
this case, the leave of absence opened for experimentation with a view to starting a business with little risk.  

                                                                 

58 Neergaard and Thrane (2011) 
59 Gottlieb et al. (2018) 
60 In the year 2000, Canadian officials introduced reform that prolonged job-protected maternity leave to one year, an increase of 5 months. 
The study used the reform as an experiment in which they compared the entrepreneurship rate among women who had children before and 
after a certain date.   
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Table 7.1: Employee contributions to social security and employer contributions, access to national insurance schemes. 
Source: Grimsby et al. (2016) 

 
National 

insurance 
contributions 

Employer’s 
National 

insurance 
contributions 

Sickness 
allowance 
short-time 

illness 

Daily 
unemployment 

benefit 

Occupational 
injury insurance 

benefit 

Workers 
8.2% of gross 

salary 
14.1% paid by 

employer 
Full Salary first 

16 days 

Right to daily 
unemployment 

benefit 
 

Self-employed 11,4%  
Only through 

voluntary 
insurance 

Entitled to 
unemployment 

benefits only 
through wage 

income 

Only through 
voluntary 
insurance 

Freelancers 8,2% 
14,1% paid by 

consigning 
client 

Only through 
voluntary 
insurance 

Right to daily 
unemployment 

benefit 

Only through 
voluntary 
insurance 

Staff employed 
in their own 

limited liability 
company 

8,2% 14,1% 
Only through 

voluntary 
insurance 

Right to daily 
unemployment 

benefit 
 

 

Women have a right to prenatal leave, maternity leave and parental leave, i.e. respectively, before, during and 
after childbirth. Payment of parental benefits covers regular income. In Table 7.2 we present an overview of 
leave and payments in conjunction with pregnancies for workers, self-employed persons, freelancers and 
employees of their own limited liability company. 

Table 7.2: Leave and payments in conjunction with pregnancy. Source: NAV56 

 Leave Parental benefit 

Employees 
Everyone is entitled to leave 

of absence 
Average of income past three 

calendar months 

Self-employed 
Everyone is entitled to leave 

of absence 
Average of income past three 

tax-assessed years 

Freelancers 
Everyone is entitled to leave 

of absence 
Average of income past three 

calendar months 
Staff employed in 
their own limited 
liability company 

Everyone is entitled to leave 
of absence 

N/A 

 

In a Menon report from 201657, reference is made to Norwegian female entrepreneurs who, more so than men, 
report issues related to the lack of rights to benefits for illness. The report argues in favour of strengthening 
access to medical insurance for self-employed workers and freelancers to make provisions for a higher 
                                                                 

56 https://familie.nav.no/om-foreldrepenger#hva-kan-du-fa  
57 Grimsby et al. (2016) 
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Access to publicly funded benefits that lessen the burden on families in daily work 
Access to childcare and kindergarten is a factor that significantly affects women's ability to participate in the 
labour market. This is stated in the European Commission's report on equality from 200961. The above-mentioned 
Danish study62 finds that 30 percent of the women in the study perceive the nursery/childcare system as a 
significant barrier to entrepreneurship. To our knowledge, no studies have been conducted in Norway in recent 
years on the relationship between female entrepreneurship and improved access to kindergartens. 

Entrepreneurship and competition with the public sector 
In Chapter 3, we pointed out an interesting finding that women often choose to establish businesses in industries 
that have fewer growth enterprises. These include health care companies, care and nursing, teaching and 
culture/sports. Within these industries, women systematically do as well or better than men when it comes to 
growth and revenue.  

An important characteristic of these industries is that they largely compete with publicly owned actors who are 
frequently able to operate under other and better conditions. The advantage may derive from different handling 
of VAT, different procurement practices in municipalities relating to the selection of public, non-profit or private 
suppliers. It may be a question of cross-subsidizing public services or it may be about special requirements made 
to operations that are not imposed on publicly owned suppliers. These are conditions that make it difficult for 
women to startup businesses. They heavily impact the industries in which women are most active as 
entrepreneurs.  

 

                                                                 

61 COM (2009) 
62 Neergaard and Thrane (2011) 
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8. Measures to stimulate more female entrepreneurship  
This study has shown that in Norway we face major and enduring differences in women's and men's 
entrepreneurial activity. We have seen a slight increase in the proportion of women among entrepreneurs over 
the past 20 years, but it is a slow-moving increase. The funnel presented in Chapter 2 clearly shows that the 
presence of women gradually diminishes proportionately with the focus on growth firms, technology, scalability 
and financial uncertainty/risk.  Norway is not unique in this respect, but what is surprising is that the differences 
between men and women in these areas are as large or even greater than in many countries that we deem to 
have much less gender-equality.  

Women are consistently underrepresented among entrepreneurs and innovators who have a great impact on 
society in general. Bell et al. (2018) point out that this may mean there are many so-called lost female Einsteins, 
who could have become innovators with a great impact on society if they had been exposed to innovation in 
their childhood. According to the authors, this is especially true of women, minorities and children of low-income 
families. Research literature in this field is beginning gradually to accumulate and is providing us with a greater 
degree of assurance that the differences are partly the result of social interaction and embodied attitudes in the 
markets that may hinder the emergence of otherwise good entrepreneurial projects with women in management 
positions. What can be done to increase the number of female entrepreneurships in general and growth 
entrepreneurship more specifically? Below, we list four measures that can be relevant and effective in increasing 
the number of female entrepreneurs with a significant growth potential. 

Establish more comprehensive female mentoring schemes  
The findings of this study tend to illustrate that women lack role models and female entrepreneurs with whom 
they are in contact. There are only a given number of successful female entrepreneurs out there, but we can 
make it easier for other women to find them. The new evaluation of Innovation Norway's mentoring service 
shows clearly that this scheme is important for growth of the companies, and especially for female 
entrepreneurs. One proposal, therefore, is to bolster this scheme for women, and make it a goal that the mentors 
are women as well. 

Establish a government-supported women’s investment fund 
The Government in recent years has contributed capital to establishing a wide range of seed funds, pre-seed 
funds, venture funds, etc. Most of these funds have a number of provisions through their investment mandates 
that can be complicated for the investor, such as restrictions on geography, industry, phase, etc. Based on 
insights from this report, there are signs that women consistently face obstacles when they seek to acquire 
external capital for their projects. This should indicate that a fund that exclusively picks investment cases in which 
the entrepreneurs are women can achieve high yields. The investment fund Backstage Capital in the United 
States has thought along these same lines, but it is still too early to assess the returns there. The idea of such a 
fund is not to impose gender requirements among the fund managers, but to make demands to the fund's focus 
on the investment universe.   

Remove competitive disadvantages in businesses where women often operate as 
entrepreneurs 

In this study, we have shown that women do well as entrepreneurs in the industries where they are 
overrepresented. In this respect we refer primarily to the caring sciences, health, teaching, culture, care/leisure 
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and, to some extent, tourism. In many of these industries, private small enterprises face heavy competition from 
the public institutions, not least in the municipal market. All special conditions that make it economically more 
favourable to operate such businesses in the municipal sector make it more difficult for women to succeed as 
entrepreneurs. It is a matter of the government and municipalities' purchasing policies, VAT rules, and various 
supervisory and regulatory requirements. Public decision-making authorities should carefully review this area 
and remove all unnecessary discrimination. There is good reason to believe that this is a key obstacle to female 
entrepreneurship, and it is created by the national government and the municipalities.  

Establish a scheme for commercialization leave at universities and colleges 
It is possible to provide academic/scientific staff at universities and colleges with a so-called commercialization 
leave that allows them to be absent from their regular position for three years, but subsequently be entitled to 
return to their position when they come back. In this respect, the universities/departments can be given varying 
degrees of discretion, depending on their how they wish to prioritize this. Such an arrangement also opens up 
for more temporary positions in this sector, which can create dynamism in the academic environment, where 
such leaves are used to some extent. 
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