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[bookmark: _Toc225480533]1. Introduction
Women entrepreneurship is quite a revolutionary story. Across every continent, women who have chosen or been compelled to build business have reshaped household incomes, community economies, and sectoral landscapes in ways that formal economic narratives have been slow to recognise (Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021; Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021). The academic community has begun to recognise this reality. Scholars, legislators, and development economists have increasingly recognised that women-led small-medium enterprises (SMEs) represent one of the most significant and underutilized reservoirs of economic potential in the world. 
Roy and Patro (2022) synthesize evidence from 75 studies and confirm that gendered financial exclusion persists globally as a structural rather than incidental phenomenon, driven by the demand side of cultural, economic and social factors which selectively disadvantage women. According to the authors, the cumulative effect of these structural disadvantages constitutes a systemic failure which, if addressed, could unlock substantial economic gains for nations across the development spectrum. This gap is not just an individual disadvantage, it reflects deep-rooted institutional and cultural conditions that require deliberate and coordinated policy responses Orser (2022) and Strawser et al. (2021) find that the women-led ventures account for a substantial portion of all formally registered businesses globally, yet they remain persistently underfinanced, underrepresented in leadership and policy dialogue, and underserved by institutional support systems that were designed with male entrepreneurs as the assumed default. 
This study examines the multidimensional aspects of women-led entrepreneurship and SMEs, with a specific emphasis on realising the structural, socio-cultural, and financial barriers women face, and the pathways through which these barriers are being overcome in an increasingly dynamic global economy. The literature reviewed here focused on publications in the last five years, and this study argues that women-led enterprises are not marginal actors in the economic ecosystem but are, in fact, central drivers of employment generation, innovation, community development, and sustainable economic growth. The study traces the conceptual evolution of gender-responsive entrepreneurship policy, analyses of the digital transformation’s role in expanding access to for women business owners and discusses within the broader frameworks of feminist economic theory, social capital theory, and institutional theory. Key themes identified include financial access and gendered financial exclusion, mentorship and ecosystems of networking, the gendered dimensions of technological adaptation and open innovation, and the possible transformation of women-led SMEs in post-pandemic financial recovery. Drawing specifically on empirical evidence from Bangladesh as my home country and the United Kingdom as I am living now, this work demonstrates how women-owned SMEs are actively engaging with open innovation practices and digital technologies while navigating distinct gender-specific challenges. The study concludes by advocating for a paradigm shift in policy design, academic inquiry, and institutional support structures that places women entrepreneurs at the center rather than treating them as a niche subset of a male-dominated default.
The significance of this inquiry extends beyond academic interest. Women-led SMEs create jobs, drive innovation across diverse sectors (Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021), reduce household poverty (Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow, 2021), and contribute to the kind of distributed, community-rooted economic activity that large corporations rarely achieve (Surya et al., 2021). Understanding how to support, scale, and sustain these enterprises is therefore not merely a gender issue but a development imperative (Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021; Orser, 2022). This study is structured to reflect that complexity. It begins with conceptual and theoretical grounding, moves through a detailed literature review organized around key thematic areas, and concludes with an integrated discussion of policy implications.
[bookmark: _Toc225480534]2.  Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc225480535]2.1 Research Strategy and Philosophical Positioning
This report implements literature review methodology, situated within an interpretivist research paradigm. The interpretivist position has been chosen given the commitment to understanding women-led entrepreneurship not as a set of objectively measurable variables but as a socially built phenomenon designed by intersecting economic, cultural, institutional, and gendered forces. The ontological position aligns with the feminist epistemological traditions discussed in the preceding theoretical framework, which recognise that information about women entrepreneurship experiences is situated, contextual, and produced through power relations. The research design is therefore qualitative and interpretive in orientation, prioritising depth, distinction, and conceptual rigour over the production of generalized statistical findings.
A critical realist dimension also informs this study, in the sense that whilst this assessment acknowledges the socially constructed nature of entrepreneurial knowledge, it does not abandon the concept that structural conditions including gendered financial markets, patriarchal institutional frameworks, and digital infrastructure inequalities. The methodology therefore illustrates both the informal construction of women entrepreneurship in the scholarly literature, and the material consequences about structural gender inequalities that empirical research has documented.
[bookmark: _Toc225480536]2.2 Search Approach and Database Selection
The search for literature was guided through ‘University of Wales Trinity Saint David’ library database, with authenticated access to a comprehensive suite of academic databases. These databases were selected for the comprehensive coverage of entrepreneurship, gender studies, business management, development economics, and innovation research. The university library catalogue and inter-library loan services were additionally consulted where specific articles identified through citation tracking required access through institutional repositories. 
The search strategy employed and controlled vocabulary terms to ensure both breadth and specificity. Primary search strings included: “women entrepreneurship” AND “SMEs”; “gender” AND “entrepreneurship” AND “barriers”; “feminist theory” AND “entrepreneurship”; “digital transformation” AND “women-owned businesses”; “open innovation” AND “women entrepreneurs”; “access to finance” AND “gender gap”; “women entrepreneurship” AND “Bangladesh”; and “women SMEs” AND “United Kingdom”. Secondary and supplementary searches were conducted using subject-specific terms drawn from the developing theoretical framework, including “social capital” AND “women entrepreneurs”, “institutional theory” AND “gender”, “post-pandemic recovery” AND “women-led enterprises”, and “gendered financial exclusion”.
[bookmark: _Toc225480537]2.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Measures
The timeframe for inclusion was set from January 2021 to December 2025, ensuring that the review is done with recent scholarly articles and captures post-pandemic developments in women entrepreneurship research. This boundary was selected in recognition of the significant methodological and contextual shift introduced by the COVID-19 pandemic, and how it reshaped both the practice and the academic study of women-led enterprise. Studies published prior to 2021 were excluded unless they constituted foundational theoretical contributions cited extensively in the post-2021 literature and essential to the coherent articulation of the article’s theoretical framework.
Articles were considered if they: (i) were published in reviewed academic journals or edited scholarly volumes indexed in the university databases; (ii) engaged substantively with gender, women, and/or feminist perspectives in the context of entrepreneurship, SME development, finance, innovation, or digital transformation; (iii) were written in English or available in English translation; and (iv) employed clearly articulated research methods, whether qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods in design. Review articles and systematic literature reviews were included where they synthesised relevant primary research and offered original analytical or conceptual contributions.
Articles were excluded if they: (i) did not engage with gender as a substantive analytical category; (ii) were published in predatory or non-indexed journals; (iii) were restricted to grey literature, policy documents, or non-peer-reviewed reports without accompanying scholarly analysis; or (iv) focused exclusively on large corporations without relevance to the SME context that is the primary focus of this article. Opinion pieces, editorials, and book reviews were likewise excluded from the core evidence base, though they were accessed informally to identify emerging debates and trace the intellectual lineage of key concepts.
The initial database searches returned a combined total of approximately 137 records. Following deduplication, 81 articles were sorted to review abstract. Among those, 57 articles were opted for full content review based on substantive engagement with the core themes of this study. Following full content review, 43 articles were retained for review inclusion and thematic analysis. An additional 17 sources were identified through backward and forward citation chaining from key included texts with the aid of Google Scholar and bringing the total quantity to 60 sources. The final reference list represents a curated selection of the most directly relevant and analytically significant sources from this collection.
[bookmark: _Toc225480538]2.4 Thematic Synthesis and Analytical Approach
The analytical approach employed is ‘Thematic Synthesis’, which involves line-by-line coding, developing descriptive themes, and creating analytical themes that produce interpretations and theoretical insights above those present in any single included study as defined by Thomas and Harden (2008). This synthesis involves three interconnected steps: (i) line-by-line coding of the findings to identify descriptive themes; (ii) developing descriptive themes through grouping and cataloguing of codes that share conceptual affinity; and (iii) generating analytical themes to offer new interpretations, theoretical insights, and conceptual contributions that were not present in any single included study. This last step is the thematic synthesis described as discrete from simple narrative review, and in this step, the original theoretical and policy contributions of the study have developed.
This thematic synthesis produced eight principal themes that structure the literature review: (i) the global landscape and scale of women-led entrepreneurship; (ii) gendered financial exclusion and access to capital; (iii) adaptation of technology and open innovation in women-led SMEs; (iv) digital transformation and gendered dimensions of technology adoption; (v) mentorship, networking, and social capital; (vi) the policy and institutional environment for women entrepreneurship; (vii) intersectionality and diversity of women entrepreneurship experiences; and (viii) post-pandemic recovery and resilience of women entrepreneurs. The themes were not predetermined prior to analysis but emerged logically from the systematic engagement with the literature, though their coherence with the theoretical framework established in Section 2 was noted and interpreted as indicative of the theoretical framework’s analytical purchase on the empirical terrain.
 It should be acknowledged that this study is subject to publication bias, as the sources reviewed reflect the prevailing conventions and geographical concentrations of indexed academic publishing. Efforts were made to mitigate this by including studies from diverse national and regional contexts, actively searching for research from the Global South as well as European research traditions, and consulting databases with broad international coverage. 
[bookmark: _Toc225480539]3. Significant Literature for Study
From the articles reviewed for this study, Roy and Patro (2022) stands out as the most foundational reference. Through systematic review synthesising evidence from 75 peer-reviewed studies, the authors provide the most comprehensive and methodologically robust account of gendered financial exclusion as a structural rather than incidental phenomenon, directly establishing the empirical foundations upon which this study's central argument rests. Their finding that the financial exclusion of women is driven by deeply embedded social, economic and cultural factors, rather than by individual deficiencies or isolated market failures, aligns precisely with the structural diagnosis that this study's theoretical framework requires (Roy and Patro, 2022). By synthesising evidence across diverse national and institutional perspectives, Roy and Patro (2022) further demonstrate that gendered financial exclusion is a globally resonant condition, supporting this study's position that women-led SME growth requires both universal principles and locally tailored responses. Their identification of digital finance as a promising but insufficient frontier for women's financial inclusion provides both an empirical anchor for the digital transformation analysis developed in this study and an important caution against if technological access alone can resolve deeply structural inequalities (Roy and Patro, 2022). Their call for coordinated policy interventions spanning digital finance, financial literacy, and cultural norms resonates directly with this study's broader advocacy for ecosystem-level approaches to supporting women-led SMEs, making Roy and Patro (2022) not merely one of many sources but an empirical cornerstone that grounds the study's theoretical and policy arguments throughout.
[bookmark: _Toc225480540]4. Theoretical Framework: Understanding Women Entrepreneurship Through Multiple Lenses  
Any serious scholarly engagement with women-led entrepreneurship must begin by acknowledging that the phenomenon cannot be adequately explained through a single theoretical lens. Women entrepreneurs’ experiences are affected by the connection of cultural, economic, institutional, psychological, and social forces, and capturing this complexity requires emphasizing on multiple theoretical traditions.
[bookmark: _Toc225480541]4.1 Feminist Economist Theory and Entrepreneurship Studies
Feminist economic theory recommends a foundational critique of mainstream economic models, which have long treated the market as a gender-neutral arena governed by universal principles of rational choice and market symmetry (Orser, 2022). Ahl and Marlow (2021) argue compellingly that this apparent neutrality is itself a constructed fiction, markets are deeply gendered, and the pretence that they are not actively conceals the ways in which unpaid labour, caregiving responsibilities, and socially prescribed gender roles constrain women’s economic participation from the outset. The authors reinforce that these are not peripheral inconveniences but structural conditions with concrete consequences, rather the disproportionate burden of household work served by women directly limits both the time available for business development and the psychological bandwidth needed to pursue growth-oriented strategies, making the starting line for women entrepreneurs categorically differ from that of their masculine counterparts.
The work of Orser (2022), who advances the concept of feminist entrepreneurship policy through an analysis of post-pandemic recovery measures, extends this theoretical tradition into the policy domain. The author argues that entrepreneurship policies that are unable to recognise the structural position of gender inequality and consider female entrepreneurs as a marginal group requiring minor adjustments to mainstream programmes are themselves reproducing the gendered market logic that feminist theory critiques. A genuinely feminist entrepreneurship policy, they contend, must address the origins of inequality, capitalise in both economic and social outcomes, and include voices of female entrepreneurs in policy design and implementation.
Ahl and Marlow (2021) argue persuasively that entrepreneurial research has long suffered from an androcentric bias, in which the experiences of male entrepreneurs are treated as the norm and women's experiences are analysed as deviations from that norm. According to Ahl and Marlow (2021), moving beyond this framing requires a fundamental re-evaluation of what entrepreneurship means, one that values the diverse motivations, strategies, and outcomes of women-led ventures on their own terms rather than measuring them against male-dominated benchmarks.
[bookmark: _Toc225480542]4.2 Institutional Theory and Formal and Informal Rules
Institutional theory is a powerful context to learn about formal and informal rules governing economic life, determining the opportunities and constraints available to women business owners (de Bruin and Swail, 2025; Ahl and Marlow, 2021). Formal institutions include legal frameworks, financial regulations, property rights, and government policies (Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson, 2024), while informal institutions incorporate cultural norms, social expectations, religious values, and gendered understandings of appropriate roles for women in public economic life (Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021).
Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini (2021) apply the institutional lens to women entrepreneurship and find that informal institutional constraints, particularly cultural norms, traditions, and gendered beliefs around women mobility, decision making authority, and social network access frequently carry greater weight in shaping women entrepreneurial outcomes than formal regulatory barriers alone. This finding has profound implications for policy design, suggesting that legal reforms are necessary but insufficient to unlock women entrepreneurial potential and that deeper cultural and normative change must accompany them (Ahl and Marlow, 2021; Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson, 2024). Roy and Patro (2022) further theorise that where formal institutions are inefficient or unpredictable, gendered institutional voids emerge, placing women entrepreneurs in contexts where they must develop alternative strategies for accessing resources and managing risk, a challenge that is experienced globally, though its intensity varies considerably across different national and local settings.
Gender-distinguished institutional impacts have equally been identified in developed-economy contexts. Singh and Dash (2021), in a study of gender discrimination in financial contact for women-led businesses, demonstrate that even where formal legal barriers are absent, institutional practices within financial systems, including loan officer biases, collateral requirements calibrated around male patterns of asset ownership, and informal networking norms in investment communities, systematically reproduce gender inequality at the point of capital allocation. These findings reinforce the importance of examining both formal and informal institutional environments when seeking to understand gender gaps in entrepreneurship, and they underline the analytical value of institutional theory as a framework for analysing the barriers facing women-led SMEs across diverse national contexts (Singh and Dash, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc225480543]4.3 Social Capital Theory and Power of Networks 
Social capital theory offers a third analytical lens that is particularly relevant to understand the gendered dimensions of entrepreneurial success. Social capital mentions the resources that people can gain through their social connections, and it plays a vital role in entrepreneurship by facilitating entrance to information, funding, customers, suppliers, and mentors (Vadnjal, Vadnjal and Vadnjal, 2023). Research consistently shows that women business owners can enter into different and often less economically advantageous social groups than their male equivalents, which can mobilize the resources necessary for business growth (de Bruin and Swail, 2025).
This social capital gap reflects deeper patterns of gender discrimination in professional and social life. Vadnjal, Vadnjal and Vadnjal (2023) find that women entrepreneurs consistently build narrower networks than their male counterparts, concentrated around family ties rather than the broader professional associations and investor communities through which male entrepreneurs access resources and market intelligence. This network disadvantage extends into the venture capital ecosystem, where a combination of homophilic investor preferences, gender stereotyping, and relationship-based decision-making consistently advantages male entrepreneurs in raising equity finance (Roy and Patro, 2022; Singh and Dash, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc225480544]4.4 Open Innovation Theory and Gendered Dimensions
Open innovation theory is a paradigm in which firms use purposeful inbound and outbound knowledge to process inner innovation, and to expand markets for external innovation, as defined by Chesbrough, Vanhaverbeke and West, 2023 in ‘Open innovation’ book. For SMEs, which are typically resource constrained, open innovation offers a pathway to extend innovative capabilities that could not be achieved through purely internal research and development (Audretsch and Belitski, 2023). They significantly caution that while open innovation offers substantial potential for SMEs, there are limits to open innovation that must be understood, particularly regarding the conditions under which open approaches enhance or weaken innovation performance. Their work establishes that the governance of knowledge flows, the absorptive capacity of the receiving firm, and the organisational culture of openness are critical mediating variables in the open innovation relationship.
The application of open innovation theory to women-led SMEs is a relatively recent but rapidly expanding development in the literature. Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow (2021) demonstrate in Bangladesh, women-led SMEs are actively involved in innovation practices across eight distinct dimensions, including customer involvement, external networking, employee engagement, and outsourcing of research and development. Their findings challenge the assumption that open innovation is primarily a large-firm or male-led enterprise phenomenon and establish that women entrepreneurs engage with open innovation principally for market-related motivations, including competitive positioning and customer responsiveness. The findings of Surya et al. (2021), who examine open innovation as economic growth driver and SME productivity in broader context, validate the centrality of open innovation to SME sustainability and point to the precise visibility of external knowledge absorption for smaller enterprises navigating resource constraints. This finding has important theoretical implications, suggesting that gender shapes not only the extent but also the character of open innovation engagement among SME owners.
[bookmark: _Toc225480545]5. Literature Review: Key Themes and Recent Empirical Evidence
[bookmark: _Toc225480546]5.1 The Global Environment of Women Entrepreneurs
Women entrepreneurship is a quiet but powerful universal movement, reshaping communities and economies. More women are starting and running businesses across every major region of the world, and their contributions to employment, household income, and community development are now well documented in scholarly literature (Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021). However, research drawing on data from dozens of countries also reveal women entrepreneurship is struggling and the root cause is the level of gender inequality found in the society's institutions and cultural norms (Rietveld and Patel, 2022).
Roy and Patro (2022) explain that cultural, economic, and social factors are the primary drivers to the gendered financial exclusion, and these factors operate consistently across diverse national contexts, suggesting that the structural mechanisms producing women's financial disadvantage are deeply embedded in economic systems globally. Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021 emphasise that entrepreneur gender shapes the types of innovation pursued and the business performance outcomes achieved, with research consistently identifying gender-differentiated patterns in innovation propensity and performance gains across SMEs. They identify a gap that points to the gendered resource and structural constraints facing women-led enterprises rather than any difference in entrepreneurial intent.
In the United Kingdom, recent research highlights a persistent gender gap in entrepreneurship, driven not by differences in capability but by structural and institutional constraints embedded within entrepreneurial ecosystems (Rietveld and Patel, 2022; Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson, 2024). Scholars further demonstrate UK women are less interested in launching businesses than men (Rietveld and Patel, 2022), likely to grow them beyond the micro-enterprise stage (Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021), and less likely to seek external finance even when they need it (Roy and Patro, 2022). These patterns reflect not individual risk aversion but adaptive responses to structurally embedded gender biases within financial systems, as consistently evidenced across European and global entrepreneurship literature (Singh and Dash, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc225480547]5.2 Access to Finance and The Persistent Gender Gap
The one topic that runs consistently through the literature on women-led entrepreneurship is the challenge of accessing finance. Across countries, institutions, and sectors, women entrepreneurs consistently report greater difficulty than men in accessing the formal financing they need to start, sustain, and scale their businesses (Roy and Patro, 2022). Roy and Patro (2022) synthesize evidence from 75 articles and confirmed that demand-side factors, encompassing socio-economic conditions, cultural constraints, and low financial literacy are the primary drivers of gendered financial exclusion, while also identifying financial literacy, and financial self-efficacy as the most promising frontier areas for future research and policy intervention. Singh and Dash (2021) complement this synthesis with a gender discrimination focused literature, documenting that banking institutions systematically evaluate women entrepreneurs' creditworthiness through frameworks that embed gender bias, including collateral requirements premised on property ownership patterns that disadvantage women in legal systems that restrict their land rights.
The investment gap in venture capital and angel investment is a further and particularly significant dimension of women entrepreneurs' financial exclusion. Roy and Patro (2022) and Martinez Dy (2022) jointly confirm that male entrepreneurs hold a consistent advantage in securing funding from both venture capitalists and business angels, while women show comparatively stronger results in equity crowdfunding, a channel that though promising, remains far smaller in scale. Their analysis also reveals that these gaps are not incidental but stem from deeply embedded mechanisms including investor bias, pattern-matching against male entrepreneurial norms, and the structural under representation of women among investment decision-makers, all of which together create an environment where founders outside the dominant male profile face compounding disadvantages at every stage of the capital-raising process.
[bookmark: _Toc225480548]5.3 Technology Adaptation and Open Innovation in Women-Led SMEs
The relationship among technology adaptation, open innovation, and women-led SME performance has attracted growing research attention in recent years, and the empirical evidence emerging from diverse regional contexts offers important insights for both theory and policy. Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow (2021) draw on a stratified sample of 375 SMEs in Bangladesh to establish that women-led enterprises are actively and increasingly involved in practicing open innovation across multiple dimensions, challenging assumptions that such practices are the preserve of larger, male led enterprises.
Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow (2021) identify eight distinct open innovation practices in women owned Bangladeshi SMEs, of which customer involvement and external networking are the most prevalent. Women-led SMEs pursue openness in innovation mostly to win over competitors, fulfil customer requirements, and penetrate new markets rather than primarily to reduce costs (Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow, 2021). Audretsch and Belitski (2023) align with this and argue that strategic goals and absorptive capacity shape the character of open innovation, and with Surya et al. (2021), who identify open innovation as a pathway through which SMEs sustainably increase productivity.
[bookmark: _Toc225480549]5.4 Digital Transformation and the Gender Aspect of SME Innovation
The digital revolution has profoundly reshaped the landscape of entrepreneurship, and for women business owners, it has created both new opportunities and new challenges. Kelly and McAdam (2023) provide complementary evidence on this dual character of digital transformation for women entrepreneurs in the UK, demonstrating that workplace culture, social network platform usage, innovation processes, and information and communication technologies to learn about how female entrepreneurs connect with and earn from digital change.
Studies on UK women entrepreneurs consistently highlight social media as a distinctively important digital entry point. Scholars find that women entrepreneurs actively leverage digital platforms to create new economic activities, using the relationship building and community engagement capabilities of social media in ways that reflect both opportunity and constraint (Kelly and McAdam, 2023). Sutherland, Casey and Crimmins (2025) corroborate this pattern, finding that women entrepreneurs actively leverage digital platforms whose relational and community-building affordances align with their customer-oriented business models, using social media not as marketing instrument but as the primary site to conduct business, cultivate relationships, and express entrepreneurial identity.
A persistent gap between digital potential and actual digital practice among UK SMEs has been widely documented. Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley (2021) demonstrate, drawing on national UK survey data, that effective digital and innovation deployment among women-led SMEs is shaped not only by cost and skills constraints but also by the intersecting gender influence, ethnicity, geographic location, etc., creating layered barriers that awareness alone cannot overcome. This points to important implications for post pandemic recovery strategies that seek to leverage digital transformation as a growth driver for smaller enterprises (Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow, 2021). The authors corroborate the gender innovation link from a different angle, finding that the introduction of digital and process innovations is influenced by entrepreneur-gender in ways that reflect both differing access to resources and differing strategic priorities between male led and female led enterprises.
Kelly and McAdam (2023) analyse the gendered dimensions of digital entrepreneurship more broadly and find that women entrepreneurs have been particularly active in sectors such as social commerce, digital content creation, e-health, e-education, and online retail, all areas in which the digital infrastructure aligns well with the customer-oriented, relationship-intensive business models that women entrepreneurs often prefer. At the same time, the digital economy reproduces and in some respects amplifies existing gender inequalities, with Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley (2021) demonstrating that the benefits of digital transformation are unevenly distributed among women entrepreneurs as geographic location, infrastructure quality, and gender interact to create compounding disadvantages that are felt most acutely by those operating in peripheral, rural, or lower-income contexts where connectivity deficits reinforce pre-existing resource gaps.
Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson (2024) point in the UK context that institutional and policy environments compound existing resource disadvantages for women entrepreneurs, finding that geographical location and local broadband infrastructure quality are significant predictors of digital transformation perception, with businesses in poorly connected areas facing compounding barriers to digital adoption that interact with existing gender related resource disadvantages.
[bookmark: _Toc225480550]5.5 Social Networks, Mentorship, and the Ecosystem of Women Entrepreneurial Support
Critical importance of social networks, mentorship relationships, and peer learning communities in supporting women's entrepreneurial success is among the most consistent findings in the recent studies on women entrepreneurship. De Bruin and Swail (2025) argue that women entrepreneurs derive significant and distinctive benefits from participating in women-specific entrepreneurial networks, which provide not only access to resources, information, and market connections but also a form of collective legitimacy and peer solidarity that is particularly valuable in ecosystem contexts where women's entrepreneurial ambitions are met with scepticism or receive insufficient institutional recognition.
Mentorship emerges from the studies as a particularly powerful but unevenly distributed resource for women entrepreneurs. Orser (2022) documents that well-designed formal mentorship programmes improve business survival rates, strengthen financial management capabilities, and raise growth ambitions among women-led SMEs, though only when they are adequately resourced and embedded within broader support ecosystems rather than operating as isolated initiatives. De Bruin and Swail (2025) extend this finding to ecosystem level, arguing that mentorship availability is among the most consequential structural differentiators between more and less gender-inclusive entrepreneurial environments, with contexts offering structured, accessible mentorship showing measurably narrower gender gaps in early-stage entrepreneurial participation.
However, access to quality mentorship remains highly unequal, with women in rural areas, ethnic minority communities, and lower-income socio-economic groups consistently reporting less access to formal mentorship, and informal mentorship through family businesses, community networks, and diaspora entrepreneurship networks is also significant and often under-acknowledged in enterprise support frameworks (Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021). Vadnjal, Vadnjal and Vadnjal (2023) confirm that parental influence and the broader social environment are significant and culturally embedded roles in shaping women's entrepreneurial trajectories, functioning as an informal but consequential source of guidance and encouragement that operates alongside and often independently of formal mentorship provision.
In the United Kingdom, government supported programmes such as the start-up loans scheme and various local enterprise partnership initiatives have expanded the ecosystem of support for women entrepreneurs in recent years. However, evaluation evidence suggests that these programmes often reach women who are already relatively well-resourced and connected and are less effective at supporting the most marginalised and disadvantaged women entrepreneurs (Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson, 2024; Orser, 2022). Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley (2021) specifically note that women from Black and Asian minority ethnic backgrounds, women in post-industrial or peripheral regions, are consistently least likely to receive it. Orser (2022) reinforces this point from a policy design perspective, arguing that inclusive decision-making and the use of gender-disaggregated data are essential preconditions for designing enterprise support systems that genuinely serve the diversity of women entrepreneurs rather than a privileged subset.
[bookmark: _Toc225480551]5.6 Intersectionality and the Diversity of Women Entrepreneurs' Experiences
Recent studies identify that women are not a standardised group and argue that their entrepreneurial experiences are shaped by gender intersection with additional dimensions of identity and social location, including age, class, disability status, ethnicity, race, sex, immigration status, and geographic location (Martinez Dy, 2022). Martinez Dy (2022), drawing on the foundational work of Kimberlé Crenshaw, argues that these intersecting social positions are inextricably interconnected in the production of exclusionary practices with important implications both for how we understand women's entrepreneurship and for how support systems should be designed to genuinely serve the diversity of women entrepreneurs rather than treating gender as a single-axis category of analysis.
Cross-national evidence demonstrates that the entrepreneurial gender gap varies significantly across demographic subgroups and national contexts, with some groups of women experiencing relatively small gaps while others including rural women in lower-income countries and women from minor ethnicity backgrounds in developed economies face much larger and more persistent disadvantages (Rietveld and Patel, 2022). This finding suggests that aggregate gender gap statistics can be misleading and that effective policy responses must be targeted and differentiated. Research on minor ethnicity women business owners in Britain highlights the challenges faced by this group, including exposure to racial discrimination in lending and procurement processes, cultural expectations around women's roles, language barriers that limit access to business support services, and the psychosocial burden of navigating both racial and gender discrimination simultaneously (Martinez Dy, 2022). 
Age is another dimension of intersectionality increasingly recognised in the recent literature. Women owners in the primary days of their businesses face compounding challenges including limited business credibility, restricted access to capital in the absence of established collateral or credit history, and the difficulty of breaking into professional networks that are not yet attuned to their presence with Singh and Dash (2021) confirming that these barriers are structural rather than individual, reflecting embedded institutional biases in both financial systems and network formation patterns. On the other hand, older women as entrepreneurs confront a distinct set of compounding disadvantages where age and gender intersect, influencing not only their access to funding and support but also how they are perceived within ecosystems that are frequently calibrated around younger founders, a dynamic that Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini (2021) confirm. They find entrepreneur characteristics including age interact with gender to produce differentiated SME performance outcomes that mainstream support frameworks are often ill-equipped to address. 
[bookmark: _Toc225480552]5.7 Post-Pandemic Recovery and Resilience of Women Entrepreneurs
COVID-19 pandemic represented a severe economic shock in living memory, and its impacts on women-led SMEs were both devastating and instructive (Sahi, Modi and Mantok, 2023). They found that women-led ventures were disproportionately focused in the most severely affected sectors by lockdowns and social distancing measures, including hospitality, retail, personal services, and care, and were therefore among the hardest hit by the economic disruption of 2020 and 2021. While Orser (2022) documents that the pandemic exposed the fragility of previously achieved socio-economic gains for women entrepreneurs with gender regression driven by crisis policies that failed to recognise the distinct needs of women-owned businesses. The same body of evidence reveals that many women-led enterprises responded with remarkable adaptability, drawing on community relationships, social networks, and digital channels to pivot their offerings and sustain viability under exceptionally challenging conditions.
Studies found that businesspersons adapted to emergency situations and pivoted their business ideas to grab chances by introducing new products or services and different marketing approaches, with digital transformation playing a central role in enabling these pivots (Sahi, Modi and Mantok, 2023). Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow (2021) denote that SMEs in remote areas show heightened apparent digital transformation potential particularly relevant to post-pandemic recovery, suggesting that the crisis has accelerated digital adoption in areas previously characterized by low engagement with digital technologies. According to Orser (2022), the policy response to the pandemic has also been a subject of significant research attention. Orser (2022) finds that government emergency support measures often failed to reach women-led SMEs in proportion to their need, partly because of design features that advantaged businesses with formal employment records, established banking relationships, and larger pre-crisis revenues, and they explicitly recommend that feminist principles to be embedded in recovery policy design to prevent this pattern from recurring in future crises.
Looking beyond the crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated structural transformations in entrepreneurial ecosystems, with enduring implications for women-led entrepreneurship (Sahi, Modi and Mantok, 2023). The normalization of remote work has reduced the geographic limitations on entrepreneurship and opened new markets to women-led businesses that operate digitally (Sutherland, Casey and Crimmins, 2025). Roy and Patro (2022) additionally identify digital finance as a frontier area for advancing women's financial inclusion in the post-pandemic period, noting that the pandemic accelerated digital financial service adoption in ways that have the potential to close longstanding gendered gaps in financial access. Though they caution that digital literacy and infrastructure access must be addressed alongside financial product design if these benefits are to reach the most marginalized women.
[bookmark: _Toc225480553]5.8 Institutional and Policy Frameworks: What Works for Women-Led SME Growth
The literature on policy and institutional frameworks for supporting women-led SME growth has matured considerably in recent years, moving beyond a simple catalogue of policy instruments to a more detailed attention to different interventional conditions, considering which are effective and for whom (de Bruin and Swail, 2025; Orser, 2022). Several themes emerge from these literatures are worth examining in detail.
Firstly, research consistently finds that gender-specific enterprise support programs can be effective in improving access to resources and building entrepreneurial capabilities, but only when they are well-designed, adequately resourced, and embedded within broader ecosystems of support rather than operating as isolated islands of intervention (de Bruin and Swail, 2025). de Bruin and Swail (2025) and Orser (2022) argue that credit access alone, detached from corresponding business development support, digital infrastructure, and legal enablement, produces modest and short-lived improvements at best. Nevertheless, the danger of poorly designed gender-specific programs is that these can unconsciously reinforce the perception that women entrepreneurs are a special category requiring remedy rather than simply a legitimate and diverse group of economic actors who deserve equitable access to mainstream support systems (Ahl and Marlow, 2021).
Secondly, Orser (2022) developed a framework of seven parameters for feminist entrepreneurship policy that has direct implications for SME support design. These parameters include the imperative to address origins of inequality, the investment necessity in social and economic outcomes, the importance of economic safety as a foundation for entrepreneurial risk-taking, the necessity of enhancing access to economic resources through multiple channels, the role of infrastructure including childcare and digital connectivity, the non-negotiability of inclusive decision-making in policy design, and the foundational requirement for gender reflected data to apprise evidence-based policy. This framework provides a comprehensive template against which existing and proposed SME support programs can be evaluated.
Thirdly, education and skills development programs that target women at different stages of their entrepreneurial journeys have been shown to improve several outcomes including sustainability, revenue growth, and employment creation (Roy and Patro, 2022). They confirm that financial literacy and self-efficacy are the two core trainable capabilities among the most significant predictors of women's capability to contribute to and nurture ventures, reinforcing that investment in women-skills at every stage of their journey is inseparable from efforts to end the gender gap in business performance.
Fourth, Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow (2021) focus on ICT incorporation and digital capacity building for women-led enterprises in any comprehensive support framework. They show that in Bangladesh, government investment in ICT integration, targeted capital support, and knowledge sharing infrastructure has meaningfully increased women entrepreneurs' engagement with open innovation. However, Audretsch and Belitski (2023) caution that without active support for knowledge governance and organisational absorptive capacity, access to digital infrastructure alone will not translate into lasting innovation outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc225480554]6. Discussion: Towards a Paradigm Shift in Women-Led SME Research and Policy
[bookmark: _Toc225480555]6.1 Reframing the Narrative: From Deficit to Agency
The studies on women entrepreneurship have increasingly shifted away from deficit framings towards agency-centred perspectives that recognise them as resourceful and strategically capable actors navigating complex and often hostile environments (Ahl and Marlow, 2021). Ahl and Marlow (2021) imply that deficit narratives are problematic because they naturalise and individualise what are fundamentally structural problems, including discriminatory lending practices, gendered networking exclusions, and the unequal distribution of caregiving responsibilities, rendering these conditions invisible and unchallenged. From a policy standpoint, Orser (2022) argues that frameworks positioning women entrepreneurs as deficient rather than as legitimate economic actors facing structural discrimination actively perpetuate the inequalities they claim to address. The agency-centred alternative places the burden of change on institutions and systems rather than on individual women, asking what enabling conditions would allow women entrepreneurs to realise their full potential (Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021; Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc225480556]6.2 The Growth Narrative and Its Gendered Dimensions
Conventional metrics of entrepreneurial success inadequately capture the value that women-led SMEs create, as many women entrepreneurs are motivated by meaningful work, social impact, and community value rather than purely financial growth, objectives that mainstream policy frameworks routinely overlook (Orser, 2022). Orser (2022) specifically challenges the dominance of scalability as the primary measure of entrepreneurial success, arguing that feminist entrepreneurship policy must invest in social as well as economic outcomes and embrace sustainable rather than purely growth-oriented business development. Ahl and Marlow (2024) offer complementary evidence, finding that women entrepreneurs pursue innovation strategies deliberately calibrated to their specific business objectives rather than to conventional growth imperatives, suggesting SME performance should be evaluated accordingly. Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson (2024) further demonstrate that institutional fragmentation in the design and delivery of women's enterprise policy frequently defaults to narrow economic metrics, undermining the coherence and effectiveness of the support available to women-led enterprises.
[bookmark: _Toc225480557]6.3 The Digital Frontier: Opportunity, Risk, and Gender-Intentional Design
Digital transformation presents significant opportunities for women-led SMEs, such as, reducing entry barriers, expanding market reach, and enabling flexible working, yet a gender-intentional perspective cautions against assuming these benefits will be equitably distributed without deliberate policy effort (Martinez Dy, 2022). Martinez Dy (2022) argues that the promise of digital entrepreneurship as a levelling force for women remains largely unfulfilled, with structural inequalities in access, visibility, and algorithmic systems reproducing rather than resolving existing gender gaps. Roy and Patro (2022) identify digital finance as a promising frontier for women's financial inclusion but note that persistent gender gaps in digital literacy and internet access mean that deliberate design effort is required to reach the most marginalised women entrepreneurs. They further demonstrate that deeply embedded social norms continue to shape women's financial access in ways that digital solutions alone cannot overcome. A gender-intentional digital strategy must therefore address not only access to tools and skills but also the algorithmic, cultural, and structural dimensions of gender inequality in digital markets (Martinez Dy, 2022; Roy and Patro, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc225480558]6.4 Building Ecosystems, Not Just Programmes: The Systemic Challenge
The central lesson from the accumulated evidence is that isolated programmes, however well-designed, are insufficient to drive the systemic change required to support women-led SME growth, what is needed is the deliberate construction of integrated support ecosystems combining financial access, market reach, skills development, mentorship, networking, and cultural change (Orser, 2022; Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson, 2024). Orser (2022) provides the most comprehensive articulation of this systemic imperative, arguing that feminist entrepreneurship policy must be holistic, addressing the origins of inequality, capitalising in infrastructure, ensuring comprehensive decision-making, and generating gender-specific data to evaluate effectiveness. De Bruin and Swail (2025) go further, arguing that genuine gender inclusion requires moving to new institutional directions rather than making incremental adjustments to frameworks not originally designed with gender equity in mind. Audretsch and Belitski (2023) reinforce this from an open innovation standpoint, demonstrating that effective innovation strategies depend on organisational culture, governance structures, and absorptive capacity, all of which require sustained systemic investment rather than one-off capacity-building initiatives.
[bookmark: _Toc225480559]7. Conclusion: Why Women-Led Entrepreneurship Matters and What Must Change
This article has examined the key dimensions of women-led entrepreneurship and SME growth across themes of financial access, digital transformation, open innovation, networking, intersectionality, and post-pandemic recovery. The evidence collectively demonstrates that the challenges and opportunities facing women entrepreneurs are globally resonant while also context-specific, requiring both universal principles and locally tailored responses. Several clear conclusions emerge.
[bookmark: _Toc225480560]7.1 Women-Led Enterprises as Economic Actors
Women-led enterprises make substantial contributions to employment, innovation, community resilience, and inclusive growth that are consistently undervalued in mainstream policy and research frameworks (Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021; Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021). Unlocking the full potential is not merely a gender equity project but a fundamental economic development imperative (Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021; Surya et al., 2021). Gendered financial exclusion remains structural and persistent, requiring coordinated interventions across digital finance, financial literacy, and cultural norms rather than simply expanding access to existing financial products (Roy and Patro, 2022; Singh and Dash, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc225480561]7.2 Women Entrepreneurs as Active, Capable Actors	
Women entrepreneurs are active, innovative, and strategically capable actors whose barriers are rooted in institutional, cultural, and systemic conditions rather than individual deficits (Ahl and Marlow, 2021). Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow (2021) demonstrate this through evidence of women-owned SMEs actively engaging with open innovation practices driven by competitive and market-oriented motivations. Sahi, Modi and Mantok (2023) further show that women entrepreneurs demonstrate significant resilience and innovative capacity in times of crisis, developing new products and pivoting their business models under conditions of severe disruption. Addressing structural barriers requires systemic change rather than remedial intervention designed to fix individual women (Ahl and Marlow, 2021; Orser, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc225480562]7.3 Digital Transformation: Opportunity and Risk
Digital transformation presents both significant opportunities and meaningful risks for women-led SMEs and realising the former while managing the latter requires a gender-intentional approach that goes beyond access to devices and connectivity (Martinez Dy, 2022). Persistent gender gaps in digital literacy, internet access, and algorithmic visibility mean that digital tools will not automatically reach or benefit the most marginalised women entrepreneurs without deliberate design effort (Roy and Patro, 2022). Open innovation, when appropriately supported and governed, offers a powerful pathway for women-owned SMEs to extend their innovative capabilities beyond internal resource constraints (Meng, Qamruzzaman and Adow, 2021; Audretsch and Belitski, 2023; Surya et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc225480563]7.4 Taking Diversity Seriously
Women are not a marginal group, and the intersecting dimensions of race, class, age, location, and other identity markers shape entrepreneurial experiences in profound and differentiated ways (Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley, 2021). Singh and Dash (2021) explain how gender biases in financial access with other structural disadvantages, reinforcing the necessity of differentiated and targeted support. Owalla, Nyanzu and Vorley (2021) explain that gender interacts with entrepreneurial traits such as age and education to produce differentiated SME performance outcomes, while Roy and Patro (2022) show that gender gaps in equity financing persist across different institutional and cultural contexts. Effective support must therefore be intersectional in its design and delivery rather than treating all women entrepreneurs as if their needs and challenges were uniform (Strawser, Hechavarría and Passerini, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc225480564]7.5 The Need for a Paradigm Shift
Supporting women-led SME growth ultimately requires a paradigm shift in how entrepreneurship, economic success, and enterprise support are conceptualised (Orser, 2022; de Bruin and Swail, 2025). This means recognising the value of community-oriented and relationship-intensive business models that many women entrepreneurs favour, rather than measuring all enterprises against the scale-and-exit benchmarks of venture-capital-backed startups (Orser, 2022; Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson, 2024). It requires placing women entrepreneurs at the centre of policy design and implementation as experts on their own experiences and needs (Orser, 2022; de Bruin and Swail, 2025), and building genuinely integrated ecosystems that address the financial, cultural, digital, and institutional conditions within which women entrepreneurs operate (Audretsch and Belitski, 2023; Mallett, Wapshott and Wilson, 2024). Future research should track women-owned SMEs' innovation and digitalisation trajectories over time, pursue comparative cross-national analyses of gender-differentiated outcomes, and conduct deeper qualitative investigations into the organisational and cultural barriers to open innovation in women-led enterprises across different sectoral and national contexts (Audretsch and Belitski, 2023; de Bruin and Swail, 2025).
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