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Abstract: This paper examines the views and attitudes of a sample of 228
female entrepreneurs in Belgium towards the virtual social network
Facebook. It uses statistical analysis to evaluate the impact of their
gendered sector of activity and of their self-perceptions on: how Facebook
is perceived as responding to gender-related difficulties; how Facebook is
used in terms of objectives and activities; how Facebook supports wom-
en’s networks; and the outcomes of Facebook for women-owned
businesses. The results highlight significant differences according to
women'’s sectors of activity and self-perceptions with regard to how
Facebook is perceived and used. They support the idea of an active pos-
ture of women entrepreneurs, allowing for action to be taken to
deconstruct and counterbalance existing gender dynamics. The paper
highlights certain implications for public and private initiatives and
underlines the potential of this and other virtual social networking sites

Jfor women’s entrepreneurship.

Keywords: women’s entrepreneurship; virtual networks; gender;

Facebook

Christina Constantinidis is with the Public Research Centre Henri Tudor, Service Science and
Innovation, Research Unit IMAGINE — Innovation Management: People and Organization, 29
avenue John F. Kennedy, L-1855 Luxembourg. E-mail: christina.constantinidis @tudor.lu. She is
also an Invited Professor at HEC Management School, University of Liege, Belgium.

Launched in February 2004, Facebook is a global and
open social network that allows users to create personal
profiles, connect, share information and communicate
with each other. To date, Facebook.com is the second
most-trafficked website in the world after Google, with
over 500 million active users (Facebook, 2010).

Virtual social networks, such as Facebook or
LinkedIn, the Internet and other new communication
technologies essentially allow users to overcome
geographical distance and time constraints for informa-
tion and interaction purposes (Chen and Wellman, 2009;
Schwartz-DuPre, 2006). For entrepreneurs in particular,
they provide significant added value in terms of social

capital. Indeed, new communication technologies
provide entrepreneurs with larger networks and access
to previously unattainable resources both geographically
and socially, thus enhancing opportunities to connect
with clients, suppliers, channel partners and network
contacts (Chen and Wellman, 2009; Loane, 2006).
Women increasingly use online communication tools
to maintain personal and professional contacts (Weiser,
2000), and are more likely than men to use social
network sites (Tufekci, 2008). On Facebook, women
tend to be more socially active and to have a greater
diversity of network resources available to them than
men (Lewis et al, 2008). Some studies present new
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communication technologies as an opportunity for
women to counterbalance and overcome the difficulties
and barriers that they may face in real-life interactions
(Herring, 2001; Knouse and Webb, 2001; Schwartz-
DuPre, 2006).

Given our interest in the potential of virtual social
networks for women entrepreneurs, their networks and
their businesses, we here take a gender perspective on
women entrepreneurs’ involvement in Facebook. In line
with the works of Ahl (2004, 2006), de Bruin et al
(2007), Ely and Padavic (2007), Kergoat (2000) and
others, we understand gender as being different from
biological sex and define it as ‘socially constructed sex’.
We aim to investigate the impact of gender on these
women’s perceptions of Facebook as responding to
difficulties they have encountered in real-life network-
ing; how they use it in terms of objectives and activities;
how it may encourage and support networks; and what
Facebook brings to women-owned businesses. Our
research questions, in particular, focus on the influence
of women entrepreneurs’ gendered professional environ-
ments and self-perceptions. Rather than placing them in
a comparative perspective with their male counterparts,
we approach them as a diverse group and focus on the
contextual differences existing between them.

Literature review

Women entrepreneurs and networking

Networking has been recognized as a crucial entrepre-
neurial activity, for both male and female entrepreneurs,
helping them to gather valuable information and advice,
to identify opportunities and access critical resources for
business creation, maintenance, development and
entrepreneurial success (Aldrich et al, 1989; Andersson
and Evensson, 2000; Baines and Wheelock, 1998; Doyle
and Young, 2001; Hall and Bennett, 2000; Hampton et
al, 2009; Mankelow et al, 2002; Manolova et al, 20006,
2007; Veltz, 2002). The literature on women’s entrepre-
neurship nonetheless highlights the difficulties in terms
of networking activities.

Women entrepreneurs seem to encounter barriers in
accessing traditionally male-dominated established
networks, known as ‘old boys’ networks’ (Aldrich,
1989; Blisson and Rana, 2001; Gamba and Kleiner,
2001; Hamouda et al, 2003; Manolova et al, 2006). By
way of explanation for this, the literature evokes their
lack of self-confidence, their fear of being discriminated
against, or their lack, as they see it, of competence or
credibility (Blisson and Rana, 2001; Hampton ef al,
2009; Smeltzer and Fann, 1989). Women entrepreneurs
also have concerns about the time and effort needed to
become familiar with this type of network (Smeltzer and
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Fann, 1989; St-Cyr et al, 2001), given the pressures of
domestic responsibilities on their schedules (Aldrich,
1989; Blisson and Rana, 2001; Hamouda et al, 2003;
Hampton et al, 2009; St-Cyr and Gagnon, 2004).
Hampton et al (2009), focusing on women entrepre-
neurs in a male-dominated sector, in contrast, find that
these challenges are relatively easy to overcome, and
even suggest that some of the women they surveyed said
being a woman constituted an advantage in this respect.
Female entrepreneurs’ networks are often presented as
less valuable and of lower quality than those of males in
terms of size, density, range and strength of ties. This
lack of quality is generally accounted for by women’s
particular approaches to networking. Women entrepre-
neurs seem to resort to them for social relationships,
while men do so for more instrumental advantages
(Aldrich, 1989; Belcourt et al, 1991; Buttner, 1993;
Fenwick, 2003; Moore, 1990; Moore and Buttner, 1997;
St-Cyr et al, 2001). Women tend to have stronger ties in
their networks (Carter et al, 2003), in particular with
close friends and family. As compared with men, their
networks are also smaller and less diverse (Aldrich,
1989; Moore, 1990; Renzulli et al, 2000; Ruef et al,
2003). Finally, women entrepreneurs’ networks tend to
consist mainly of female contacts (Aldrich, 1989;
Aldrich et al, 1989; Andersson and Evensson, 2000;
Cromie and Birley, 1992; Fenwick, 2003; Lambrecht et
al, 2003; Manolova et al, 2006; Ruef et al, 2003;
Smeltzer and Fann, 1989). Other studies, on the con-
trary, do not find any distinct traits in terms of networks
and networking (Buttner and Rosen, 1988; Cromie and
Birley, 1992; Hall and Bennett, 2000; Katz and
Williams, 1997). Women entrepreneurs come out as
equally aggressive and efficient in their effort to access
critical resources through networks (Blisson and Rana,
2001; Hamouda et al, 2003; Katz and Williams, 1997).
In the technology sector, women business owners appear
to be active networkers in building the large and diverse
networks crucial for their activity (Hampton et al, 2009).

Virtual networks and women

The Internet and other new communication technologies
are presented as remedying a good many problems and
barriers encountered by women, such as through
changing the traditional balance of power and opening
up opportunities for less economically, socially and
politically powerful groups, including women (Herring,
2001; Schwartz-DuPre, 2006). In particular, use of the
Internet may compensate for the invisibility and lack of
agency experienced by those who are underrepresented
in some professional contexts (Schwartz-DuPre, 2006).
Building and maintaining contacts through the Internet
is perceived as a solution to their limited access to face-
to-face interactions, particularly owing to time and
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location constraints (Knouse and Webb, 2001). The
Internet thus works to extend and strengthen their
networks geographically and socially (Chen and
Wellman, 2009; Knouse and Webb, 2001), and it does so
on the basis of common interests, regardless of age,
location or any other social barriers present in real life
that impede people lacking community (Knouse and
Webb, 2001; Schwartz-DuPre, 2006).

‘Women have mainly used the Internet and other new
communication technologies to create and develop
virtual communities, within which they can now share
experiences, concerns, beliefs and common interests
(Herring, 2001; Schwartz-DuPre, 2006). Growing
numbers of women venture capitalists, business owners
and consumers use the Internet to interact with and
support each other, becoming key players in the online
landscape (Herring, 2001). Women’s groups are created
online to offer networking support through providing
them, and especially entrepreneurs and executives, with
information and lists of contacts (Knouse and Webb,
2001).

Women’s connections via the Internet also have
positive implications in real life. Women active in male
professional environments and/or in competitive profes-
sional environments a priori feel disconnected if not in a
position of rivalry with each other. By giving them a
channel whereby they can share experience and infor-
mation as well as commitment to a common activity,
virtual social networking not only creates a visible and
agency-laden community, but also improves their
experiences generally (Herring, 2001; Schwartz-DuPre,
2000).

Theoretical framework and research
questions

The use of virtual social networks by women entrepre-
neurs has scarcely been dealt with in the scientific
literature, whether within women’s entrepreneurship
studies or in the new technological media. Networking
websites, however, offer women business owners
significant opportunities and advantages in terms of
networking and social capital.

The present study focuses on women entrepreneurs’
perceptions and use of Facebook. Besides identifying
the main trends in virtual social networking, it proposes
an analysis in terms of gender, defined as ‘socially
constructed sex’, in line with the works of Ahl (2004,
2006), de Bruin et al (2007), Ely and Padavic (2007),
Kergoat (2000) and others. In particular, it explores the
influence of the gendered professional environment
(Hampton et al, 2009; Constantinidis, 2010) and of
women’s self-perceptions and positioning
(Constantinidis, 2010) in relation to Facebook, their
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participation in all-female networks on Facebook and
the implications for their professional activity. So, rather
than a sex-based account of entrepreneurship, it aims to
account for contextual differences between groups of
women entrepreneurs, seen as representing multiple and
diverse realities.

First, starting from the evidence that women entrepre-
neurs encounter a number of barriers to effective
networking, we wonder to what extent they view
Facebook as an aid to solving some of these difficulties.
We also explore how gender may impact on their
perceptions in different contexts.

RQI. How do women entrepreneurs’ perceptions of
their gendered sectors of activity and of themselves
affect their view of Facebook as supporting their
activity?

Second, we explore to what extent women entrepreneurs
use Facebook for professional purposes, for private
issues and/or for women’s entrepreneurship exchange
and support. This question relates to the existing debate
in the literature about women entrepreneurs’ relational
versus instrumental objectives in using networks. We
also investigate the potential influence of gender.

RQ?2. How do women entrepreneurs’ perceptions of
their gendered sectors of activity and of themselves
affect their use of Facebook in terms of initial and
achieved objectives and activities?

Third, we wonder to what extent Facebook may serve to
foster and support women’s business networks. This
question stems from the use of virtual tools to build and
develop communities of women, in order to gain
visibility and to support each other, as underlined in the
literature. We investigate the perceptions and participa-
tion of women entrepreneurs in all-female networks on
Facebook. We also explore the influence of gender.

RQ3. How do women entrepreneurs’ perceptions of
their gendered sectors of activity and of themselves
affect their perceptions of and participation in all-
female networks on Facebook?

Finally, our fourth question refers to the concrete
outcomes of women entrepreneurs’ social networking on
Facebook for their professional activity: whether
Facebook provides them with new professional contacts,
including clients, suppliers, subcontractors and business
partners, also taking account of the localities of these
new contacts.

RQ4. How do women entrepreneurs’ perceptions of
their gendered sectors of activity and of themselves
affect the outcome of Facebook in terms of new
professional contacts?
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Methods

The research project took place in Belgium. We used a
quantitative methodology in order to answer our differ-
ent research questions. A questionnaire was developed
and administered online to a sample of female entrepre-
neurs. Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to
analyse the data.

Participant sampling

We gathered a sample of 228 female entrepreneurs for
our survey, posted this online and publicized it directly
via Facebook using the ‘events’ application. Our presen-
tation of the event included a brief summary of our
objectives, an invitation to participate and a direct
Internet link to the survey. The event was visible and
accessible to anyone using Facebook and allowed survey
participants to make their participation visible to others
and to post comments and interact. We posted the
information on our personal profile page on Facebook.
Via Facebook, we sent an invitation to all our contacts
asking them to participate in the survey if they were
female entrepreneurs, and/or to diffuse the information
to their own contacts by using the ‘share’ application
and/or by posting the invitation on their personal profile
page. We also posted this invitation on the personal
pages and/or on websites of different women’s net-
works, including FAR, Diane and Jump. Data collection
took place over three months spanning May to July
2010. We launched a second call to participate in the
survey in mid-July.

Sample description

The majority of the women entrepreneurs making up our
sample are between 30 and 45 years old (57%). A
quarter of them (28.5%) are between 46 and 59, while
12.8% of the women are under 30. A large majority of
women in our sample (60.9%) have children under their
responsibility. Nearly half the women in the sample are
married or in a relationship, with children (46.9%), and
14% of the women are single or living on their own with
children. With regard to the women without children
under their responsibility, 22.3% are married or in a
relationship and 16.8% are single or living on their own.
In terms of education, three-quarters of the female
entrepreneurs in our sample (76.5%) are highly educated
and hold a Bachelor’s (38.5%) or Master’s (38%)
degree. These characterictics accord with the general
profile of women entrepreneurs found in the literature.
In line with previous studies, a large majority of the
women entrepreneurs making up our sample (74.8%)
own businesses in the services (49.5%) and retail
(25.3%) sectors. Among them, 24.2% provide business-
to-business services and 25.3% are specialized in
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Table 1. Sectors of activity of women-owned businesses.

Sectors Frequency Percentage
Industry/construction 8 4.4
Commerce/retail 46 25.3
Professionals 18 9.9
B-to-B services 44 24.2
B-to-C services 46 25.3
Other 20 10.9
Total 182 100.0

Note: 46 women did not answer the question.

business-to-consumer services. Only 4.4% of the
women in our sample own ventures in industry and
construction (see Table 1).

The women entrepreneurs making up our sample own
businesses created between 1971 and 2010 and with an
average of six years’ existence. Nearly three-quarters of
the women of our sample have young businesses,
created up to five years ago (73.5%), a large proportion
of which are less than three years old (44.6%). In terms
of size, a large majority of the women in our sample
have no employees (61.2%); close to one-third have
between one and nine employees (30.3%), while only 14
women in our sample own enterprises with 10 to 300
employees. Over half of our sample own non-incorpo-
rated ventures (50.3%). Among those who own
incorporated companies, 21.8% own a limited liability
company. Only 5.6% run public limited companies.
Most of the women entrepreneurs in our sample have
created their own businesses, whereas 16 have taken
over a family business or an external company. More
than three-quarters of the sample (78.6%) run their
businesses as their principal activity, with 18.5% of
women running them as a secondary activity. Finally,
2.9% of the women in our sample are assisting spouses.

Measures

Independent variables

Studies mostly have a priori assumptions about the
feminine or masculine composition of activity sectors.
Instead of taking the sectoral sex composition for
granted, we asked women entrepreneurs how they
perceived the sex composition of their own sectors. The
results offer a different picture from what might be
expected. As Table 2 shows, approximately one-third of
the female entrepreneurs in our sample (35.4%) perceive
their sector as mainly feminine, one-third consider that
there is an equal proportion of men and women (34.8%),
and almost one-third perceive their sector to be mainly
masculine (29.8% of women). The sex composition of
the sector of activity is a categorical variable with three
response choices.
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Table 2. Gendered sectors of activity of women entrepre-
neurs.

Sex composition of Frequency Percentage
sectors of activity

Majority feminine 64 354
Majority masculine 54 29.8
Mixed 63 34.8
Total 181 100.0

Note: 47 women did not answer the question.

The gendered self-perceptions of women entrepre-
neurs were evaluated by the extent to which women
entrepreneurs identify themselves with the group of
women entrepreneurs in general or, on the contrary,
differentiate themselves from this group. We used two
statements relating to self-categorization taken from
Ellemers et al (1999) and one statement evaluating the
perception of prototypicality with the other group
members taken from Ashmore et al (2004). Items were
worded to indicate ‘women entrepreneurs’ as the social
group of interest. In terms of the reliability of the scale,
we report a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.70, hence
acceptable. A Likert-type scale is generally considered
as having an acceptable level of internal consistency
when Cronbach’s alpha > 0.70. We asked women
entrepreneurs to indicate the degree to which they
agreed or disagreed with the statements using a 4-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 4
(totally agree). As our sample is relatively important, we
consider the Likert-type scale as a numerical variable.
The identification with the group of women entrepre-
neurs is therefore measured by the three-item
Likert-type scale ranging from 3 to 12. We used the
sums of the scores obtained for the three items, as this
improves the fidelity of results.

Dependent variables

We used two statements to study to what extent
Facebook was perceived as an adapted tool for women,
and two other statements were related to the perceived
difficulties in terms of networking. We asked women
entrepreneurs to indicate the degree to which they
agreed or disagreed with each statement using a 4-point
Likert-type scale.

To study women entrepreneurs’ initial and fulfilled
objectives in using Facebook, we asked the following
questions: “Which were your objectives when you
decided to subscribe to Facebook?” and ‘Now that
you’ve used Facebook, to what extent, would you say,
did it enable you to fulfil the following objectives?” We
proposed a list of objectives, including three related to
their business, three related to women’s entrepreneur-
ship and three related to their private life. Cronbach’s
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alpha coefficients range between 0.70 and 0.90. Women
entrepreneurs were asked to indicate the degree of
importance of each objective using a 4-point Likert-type
scale. The degrees of importance of objectives related to
the business, to women’s entrepreneurship and to their
private life are each measured by a three-item Likert-
type scale ranging from 3 to 12. We used the sums of the
scores obtained for the individual items.

We also explored the activities undertaken on
Facebook in practice. The question was: ‘In practice,
what activities do you use Facebook for?’ Different
activities were listed. Women entrepreneurs were asked
to indicate to what extent they used Facebook for each
activity using a 4-point Likert-type scale. The scores
obtained for four items were summed to evaluate the
degree to which women entrepreneurs used Facebook
for professional activities (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84).
The degree to which women entrepreneurs use
Facebook for professional activities is therefore meas-
ured by a three-item Likert-type scale ranging from 4 to
16. The five remaining items were evaluated individu-
ally.

To study women entrepreneurs’ participation in all-
female networks on Facebook, we used questions with
response choices of either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ on their partici-
pation in different women’s networks on Facebook. We
also asked whether they participated in one or more
mixed networks (yes/no). In addition to this factual
information, four statements were used to explore their
perceptions of male, mixed and female networks. We
asked women entrepreneurs to indicate the degree to
which they agreed or disagreed with the statements
using a 4-point Likert-type scale.

Finally, to study the outcomes of using Facebook for
women entrepreneurs’ professional activity, we used
questions with response choices on the following topics:
whether they had gained new suppliers, subcontractors
or business partners via Facebook in 2009; whether they
had gained new clients via Facebook in 2009 (yes/no);
the locality of their new suppliers, subcontractors or
business partners; the locality of their new clients (at the
provincial/regional/national or international level); and
the number of these new clients (less than 5/5 to 10/10
to 20/more than 20). These were categorical variables
with response choices.

Analyses

Descriptive statistics were calculated on factual informa-
tion about the context of sign-ups to Facebook, on data
on the participation in all-female and mixed networks on
Facebook and on data on the outcomes of Facebook in
terms of new professional contacts. Analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted comparing
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women entrepreneurs in male, female or mixed sectors
with the outcome measure of the scales and relevant
items, while controlling for the effect of gendered self-
perception. When significant results were obtained, the
Newman-Keuls post hoc test was used in order to
understand better the reasons that made ANCOVA reject
the null hypothesis.

Correlation matrix analyses were run to analyse the
correlations between gendered self-perception and the
other continuous variables related to the perceptions of
Facebook as a useful tool for women, their perceived
difficulties as women, their perceptions about all-female
and mixed networks, and the initial and fulfilled objec-
tives as well as the activities undertaken on Facebook.
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted compar-
ing women participating in female (or mixed) networks
on Facebook with those who did not, in terms of
gendered self-perception.

As considered appropriate, Pearson chi-square
analyses were conducted comparing women entrepre-
neurs in male, female or mixed sectors on a number of
categorical items. Cramer’s V post-test was used to
determine strengths of association after Pearson chi-
square determined significance. Two-way ANOVA
analyses were conducted complementarily to control for
the effect of gendered self-perception, with Newman-
Keuls post hoc tests used when appropriate to
understand better the observed effects of interaction.
Statistica 9.1 was used for all analysis.

Results

Descriptive data

A large majority of the women entrepreneurs in our
sample had signed up for Facebook over one year ago
(80.8%). Over half of our sample (52.2%) initially
signed up for Facebook in both professional and private
contexts. The others initially signed up in a strictly
private context (39.7%) (see Table 3).

Table 4 shows the statistics on the frequency of
connection to Facebook. Over half of the women
entrepreneurs in our sample connect to it every day
(56.5%); approximately one-quarter do so at least

Table 3. Initial context of sign-up for Facebook.

Initial context of Frequency Percentage
sign-up for Facebook

Strictly private 89 39.7
Strictly professional 18 8.1
Both private and professional 117 52.2
Total 224 100.0

Note: 4 women did not answer the question.
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Table 4. Frequency of connection to Facebook.

Frequency of connection Frequency Percentage
Less than once a week 34 16.8
Not every day, but several

times a week 54 26.7
Every day 114 56.5
Total 202 100.0

Note: 26 women did not answer the question.

several times per week (26.7%); and 16.8% connect to it
less than once a week.

Of the women entrepreneurs in our sample, 40.4%
(92 women out of 228) report participation in another
virtual network in addition to Facebook; they participate
in LinkedIn (76.1%), Viadeo (54.3%), Twitter (17.4%)
and/or another virtual network such as Plaxo, Four-
square, etc (14.1%).

Descriptive data are presented in Table 5 regarding
the perceived gender-related difficulties in networking,
the perception of Facebook as a useful tool for women,
the initial and fulfilled objectives and activities on
Facebook, plus perceptions of women’s and mixed
networks.

Descriptive data on professional contacts made
through Facebook in 2009 (see Table 6) reveal that one-
third of the women entrepreneurs in our sample (33.5%)
gained new suppliers, business partners or subcontrac-
tors at the provincial (9.9%), regional (5.5%), national
(7.1%) or international (11%) levels.

As Table 7 shows, nearly half of the women entrepre-
neurs in our sample (46.4%) gained new clients through
the use of Facebook in 2009 at provincial (18.5%),
regional (6.5%), national (13%) or international (8.2%)
level. For the most part, they gained up to 10 new clients
(Table 8).

Descriptive data on participation in mixed and all-
female networks on Facebook show that 18.6% of the
women entrepreneurs in our sample participate in
networks identified as mixed in terms of sex composi-
tion. In contrast, 78.1% report participation in a
women’s network on Facebook. These women entrepre-
neurs are members of FAR (36%), Diane (16.9%), Jump
(11.8%) and/or another women’s network (19.7%) such
as FCEM, Perle, Meridienne, Club L International,
AFFA and other formal or informal female networks
(see Figure 1).

Analytical results

Perceptions about Facebook and perceived difficulties in
terms of networking. The ANCOVA analysis does not
reveal a statistically significant effect of the sex compo-
sition of the activity sector either on the women
entrepreneurs’ perceptions of Facebook as a useful tool
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Table 5. Characteristics of women entrepreneurs.

Variable Mean SD
Gendered self-perception? 7.79 1.79
Perceptions of Facebook as a useful tool for women

‘Facebook is a tool particularly adapted for women’ 2.28 0.87
‘Facebook allows for conciliating the networking activity with family life’ 2.81 0.80
‘As a woman, | feel difficulty in networking with men’ 1.74 0.74
‘| find it difficult to be a woman in a mostly masculine group’ 2.04 0.87
Initial and fulfilled objectives on Facebook

Initial objectives related to professional concerns? 7.52 3.00
Initial objectives related to women’s entrepreneurship support? 6.48 2.48
Initial objectives related to private life issues? 8.80 1.99
Fulfilled objectives related to professional concerns? 7.56 2.07
Fulfilled objectives related to women’s entrepreneurship support? 7.14 2.33
Fulfilled objectives related to private life issues? 9.31 2.07
Activities on Facebook

Professional activities® 10.02 3.20
‘| initiate or maintain private contacts (friends, family...)’ 3.07 0.67
‘| share my mood, my feelings, my difficulties’ 1.96 0.87
‘| publish initiatives from other entrepreneurs’ 2.46 0.90
‘I make women entrepreneurs and their initiatives known’ 2.29 0.87
‘| play games, participate in competitions, have fun’ 1.48 0.68
Perceptions about mixed and women'’s networks

‘The female business networks are not useful at all’ 3.29 0.73
‘To make business, it is more interesting to participate in majority male networks’ 3.04 0.67
‘The exclusively female networks offer me more than masculine or mixed networks’ 2.01 0.83
‘Facebook offers an important added-value for female networks’ 2.43 0.80

Note: N = 112 (women who answered all questions). @Three-item Likert-type scale ranging from 3 to 12; °Four-item Likert-type scale

ranging from 4 to 16.

Table 6. New suppliers, business partners or subcontrac-
tors via Facebook in 2009.

New suppliers, business Frequency Percentage

partners or subcontractors

No 121 66.5

Yes 61 33.5
Provincial level 18 9.9
Regional level 10 5.5
National level 13 71
International level 20 11.0

Total 182 100.0

Note: 46 women did not answer the question.

Table 7. New clients via Facebook in 2009.

New clients Frequency Percentage

No 98 53.6

Yes 85 46.4
Provincial level 34 18.6
Regional level 12 6.5
National level 24 13.1
International level 15 8.2

Total 183 100.0

Note: 45 women did not answer the question.
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Figure 1. Participation in a women’s network on
Facebook.

Table 8. Number of new clients via Facebook in 2009.

Number of new clients Frequency Percentage
< 5 new clients 45 53.6
5-10 new clients 20 46.4
10—-20 new clients 6 18.6
> 20 new clients 14 6.5
Total (of women who 85 100.0

gained new clients)

Note: 45 women did not answer the question; 98 women did not
gain any clients via Facebook in 2009.
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Table 9. Gendered self-perception and perceptions about Facebook.

FB adapted to women

FB useful for

Difficulties in network- Difficulties in being a

work-life balance ing with men woman in a male group
Gendered self-perception 0.1362 0.3736 0.2213 0.2304
p=0.152 p = 0.000 p=0.019 p=0.015
Note: Significant correlations (in bold) at p < 0.05. N = 112.
Table 10. Gendered self-perception and objectives on Facebook.
Business Women’s Private Business Women’s Private
objectives entrepreneurship objectives objectives entrepreneurship objectives
(initial) (initial) (initial) (fulfilled) (fulfilled) (fulfilled)
Gendered 0.0392 0.2793 0.1141 0.2031 0.2982 0.1082
self-perception p=0.681 p =0.003 p=0.231 p =0.032 p =0.001 p=0.256
Note: Significant correlations (in bold) at p < 0.05. N = 112.
Table 11. Gendered self-perception and activities on Facebook.
Professional Private contacts Share mood Initiatives Initiatives of Have fun
activities of others women
Gendered 0.0038 0.0355 0.0628 0.1393 0.3079 —-0.1280
self-perception p=0.968 p=0.710 p=0.510 p=0.143 p =0.001 p=0.179

Note: Significant correlations (in bold) at p < 0.05. N = 112.

for them, or on their perceived difficulties as women in
terms of networking. Indeed, our results do not show
any significant difference with regard to networking
with men in male, female or mixed sectors, F(2,107) =
0.13, p > 0.05. The same can be said concerning their
perceptions as women in a mainly masculine group,
F(2,107) = 0.27, p > 0.05, as Facebook as a tool particu-
larly adapted to women, F(2,107) = 0.66, p > 0.05, and
as a useful tool enabling them to reconcile networking
activity with family life, F(2,107) = 0.75, p > 0.05.

However, the ANCOVA analysis reveals significant
and positive relationships between gendered self-
perception and (respectively) the perceived difficulties
in networking with men, F(2,107) = 4.66, p < 0.05, the
perceived difficulties in being a woman in a mainly
masculine group, F(2,107) = 6.40, p < 0.05, and the
perception of Facebook as a useful tool for reconciling
networking activity with family life, F(2,107) = 16.22,
p <0.05. The correlation matrix shows that the linear
relationships between gendered self-perception and
(respectively) the perceived difficulties in networking
with men and the perceived difficulties in being a
woman in a mainly masculine group are relatively weak
(p =0.22 and p = 0.23, p < 0.05 respectively). The
relationship between gendered self-perception and the
perception of Facebook as a useful tool for reconciling
networking activity with family life is stronger, even if
still moderate (p = 0.37, p < 0.05; see Table 9).
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Initial and fulfilled objectives and activities on
Facebook. The ANCOVA analysis does not reveal a
statistically significant effect of the sex composition of
the activity sector on the types of objectives of women
entrepreneurs when using Facebook initially, or on the
fulfilled objectives or activities undertaken on Facebook.
Indeed, our results do not show a significant difference
between women in male, female or mixed sectors in
terms of initial objectives related to professional con-
cerns, F(2,107) = 0.05, p > 0.05, women’s
entrepreneurship support, F(2,107) = 0.23, p > 0.05, or
private life issues, F(2,107) = 0.59, p > 0.05. Neither do
they reveal a significant difference between women in
the different sectors (male, female, mixed) regarding the
fulfilled objectives related to professional concerns,
F(2,107) =0.41, p > 0.05, women’s entrepreneurship
support, F(2,107) = 1.56, p > 0.05, or private life issues,
F(2,107) = 0.34, p > 0.05. Finally, the findings do not
indicate a significant difference between women in the
different sectors (male, female, mixed) in terms of the
types of activities undertaken on Facebook.

However, the ANCOVA analysis reveals significant
and positive relationships between gendered self-
perception and (respectively) the extent to which women
entrepreneurs have initial objectives related to women’s
entrepreneurship support, F(2,107) = 9.18, p < 0.05, the
extent to which these objectives related to women’s
entrepreneurship support are fulfilled, F(2,107) = 9.67,
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Table 12. Comparison of gendered self-perception of
women in and not in mixed networks.

Women participating in mixed networks

Yes, M (SD) No, M (SD) F(1,145) P
(n=39) (n=108)

Gendered 7.95(1.96) 7.55(1.87) 1.297 0.256
self-perception

Note: N =147 (women who answered both questions).
M = mean; SD = standard deviation.

Table 13. Comparison of gendered self-perception of
women in and not in female networks.

Women participating in female networks
Yes, M (SD) No,M(SD) F(1,151) p
(n = 86) (n=67)

Gendered 8.21(1.60) 6.99 (2.11) 16.672  0.000
self-perception

Note: Significant correlations (in bold) at p < 0.05. N = 153
(women who answered both questions). M = mean; SD =
standard deviation.

p < 0.05, the extent to which objectives related to
professional issues are fulfilled, F(2,107) = 4.16, p <
0.05, and the extent to which women entrepreneurs use
Facebook to make known initiatives from other women
entrepreneurs, F(2,107) = 9.95, p < 0.05. The correlation
matrix shows that the linear relationship between
gendered self-perception and the extent to which
objectives related to professional issues are fulfilled is
relatively weak (p = 0.20, p < 0.05). The relationships
between gendered self-perception and variables linked
to women'’s entrepreneurship support (initial and
fulfilled objectives as well as activities on Facebook) are
stronger, even if still moderate (p = 0.28, p = 0.30 and p
= (.31 respectively, p < 0.05) (see Tables 10 and 11).

Participation in mixed and all-female networks on
Facebook. We did not find any significant difference
concerning participation in mixed or all-female net-
works on Facebook for women entrepreneurs in male,
female or mixed sectors of activity. Our results show
that female entrepreneurs who participate in all-female
networks on Facebook identify more strongly with the
group of women entrepreneurs than those who do not (p
< 0.05). We did not find a significant difference in terms
of gendered self-perception between women who
participate in mixed networks compared with those who
do not. These results are presented in Tables 12 and 13
and Figure 2.

In addition to factual data, we collected information
about the perceptions of women entrepreneurs about
masculine, mixed and all-female networks.

The ANCOVA analysis does not reveal a statistically
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Figure 2. Comparison of gendered self-perception of
women in and not in female networks.

significant effect of the sector sex composition on
(respectively) the extent to which women consider
female business networks as not being useful (reverse
coding), F(2,107) = 1.0, p > 0.05, the extent to which
they consider that participating in majority male net-
works is more interesting for business purposes,
F(2,107) = 0.87, p > 0.05, the extent to which women
consider that female networks are more valuable than
masculine or mixed networks, F(2,107) = 0.32, p > 0.05,
and the extent to which they perceive Facebook as
offering important added value for female networks,
F(2,107) = 0.01, p > 0.05.

However, the ANCOVA analysis reveals significant
and positive relationships between gendered self-
perception and (respectively) the non-consideration of
female networks as not being useful (reverse coding),
F(2,107) = 14.34, p < 0.05, the perception of female
networks as being more valuable than masculine or
mixed ones, F(2,107) = 13.89, p < 0.05, and the percep-
tion of Facebook as offering an important added value
for female networks, F(2,107) = 8.66, p < 0.05.

The correlation matrix (Table 14) shows that the
linear relationships between gendered self-perception
and (respectively) the non-consideration of female
networks as not being useful, the perception of female
networks as more valuable than mixed or masculine

Table 14. Gendered self-perception and perceptions about
male, mixed and female networks.

Female Male Female Facebook
networks not networks networks valuable
not useful more more for female
at all® interesting valuable networks
Gendered 0.3305 -0.1210 0.3331 0.2836

self-perception p=0.000 p=0.204 p=0.000 p=0.002

Note: Significant correlations (in bold) at p < 0.05. N = 112.
2Reverse coding.

265



How do women entrepreneurs use Facebook?

Table 15. New clients via Facebook in masculine, feminine or mixed sectors.

New clients via Facebook in 2009

Yes (n = 81), % No (n =93), % Total Chi-squared di P
(frequency) (frequency)
Mostly feminine sectors 61.9 (39) 38.1 (24) 63 9.894509 dl=2 p =0.007
Mostly masculine sectors 34.0 (17) 66.0 (33) 50
Mixed sectors in terms of sex 41.0 (25) 59.0 (36) 61

Note: Significant correlations (in bold) at p < 0.05. N =174 (women who answered both questions).

networks, and the perception of Facebook as offering an
important added value to female networks are all
moderately strong (p = 0.33, p=0.33 and p = 0.28
respectively, p < 0.05).

The outcome of Facebook in terms of new professional
contacts. When comparing the fact of gaining new
clients via Facebook among women in masculine,
feminine or mixed sectors of activity, our results show
statistically significant differences (p < 0.05) — see Table
15. Concerning the strength of the relationship,
Cramer’s V = 0.24. Women entrepreneurs in largely
feminine sectors gained new clients via Facebook in
greater measure than women in largely masculine or
mixed sectors (see Figure 3).

Two-way ANOVA analyses were conducted to control
for the effect of gendered self-perception. Our results do
not show any statistically significant difference in terms
of gendered self-perception between women who gained
new clients via Facebook and women who did not,
F(1,143) = 0.09, p > 0.05. No interaction effect was
revealed either, F(2,143) =2.67, p > 0.05.

Concerning the comparison between women in
masculine, feminine or mixed sectors in terms of
gaining new suppliers, subcontractors or business
partners via Facebook, our results do not reveal any
significant differences (p > 0.05). Nor do they show any
difference in terms of gendered self-perception between
women who gained new suppliers, business partners or
subcontractors via Facebook and women who did not,
F(1,143) = 0.66, p > 0.05. No interaction effect was
revealed either, F(2,143) = 0.39, p > 0.05.

707 Yes; 62% No; 66%
60 -
50
40
30 1
20
10
04

No; 59%

No: 38% Yes; 41%

Yes; 34%

Women (%)

Feminine sector Masculine sector Mixed sector

Figure 3. New clients via Facebook in masculine,
feminine and mixed sectors.
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Discussion

In answer to our first question, our findings highlight
that the women who perceive themselves as belonging
to the group of women entrepreneurs also to a larger
extent perceive gender-related difficulties in terms of
networking. These findings are consistent with the
literature about difficulties encountered by women
entrepreneurs in terms of networking (Smeltzer and
Fann, 1989; Blisson and Rana, 2001; Hampton et al,
2009). However, difficulties in terms of networking are
not reported by all women, but rather depend on their
self-positioning as entrepreneurs in terms of gender.
Attention must be paid to the fact that considering
oneself part of the group of women entrepreneurs
increases the perceived gender-related difficulties in
terms of networking, while differentiating oneself from
other women entrepreneurs decreases these difficulties.
This actually questions the meaning and value of ‘being
a woman’ in entrepreneurship and the necessity of or
utility in adopting the dominant group behaviours.
Lewis (2006) highlights the adoption of masculine
behaviours by women in environments characterized by
a male culture, which enables them not to be considered
as ‘the other’ and stigmatized. In parallel, our results
also show that those women who perceive themselves as
‘women’ entrepreneurs also to a larger extent perceive
Facebook as a useful tool reconciling networking
activity and family life. In accordance with the findings
of the literature (Knouse and Webb, 2001), Facebook
appears to be a solution to some of their gender-related
difficulties, allowing for greater balance between
networking and family life.

Our second question focused on the use of Facebook
in terms of initial and achieved objectives and activities.
First of all, our data do not support the statement that
women entrepreneurs use networks mainly for relational
and not for instrumental purposes (Aldrich, 1989;
Moore, 1990; Belcourt et al, 1991; Buttner, 1993;
Moore and Buttner, 1997; St-Cyr et al, 2001; Fenwick,
2003). Female entrepreneurs use the virtual social
network Facebook for a variety of purposes, and the
average scores obtained are similar for all types of
objectives and activities. Our analyses reveal that those
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women entrepreneurs who perceive themselves as
‘women’ entrepreneurs also to a larger extent use
Facebook for objectives and activities relating to
women’s entrepreneurship support. In terms of objec-
tives, when using Facebook, they consider it important
to share advice and experiences with other self-em-
ployed women, to make women’s entrepreneurship
known and to meet other women entrepreneurs. In terms
of activities, they often make women entrepreneurs and
their initiatives known via Facebook. These results can
be read in light of the emergence and development of
women’s communities, in particular of women execu-
tives and entrepreneurs, on virtual social networking
sites (Herring, 2001; Knouse and Webb, 2001;
Schwartz-DuPre, 2006).

Our third question focused on how women entrepre-
neurs’ gendered sectors and gendered self-perceptions
affected their perceptions of and participation in wom-
en’s networks on Facebook. Our findings reveal that
women entrepreneurs who participate in all-female
networks have higher scores in gendered self-perception
than those who do not. They also more frequently
perceive these women’s networks in more positive
terms. In particular, they tend to think that female
networks offer them more than male or mixed networks;
that Facebook offers important added value for female
networks; and that female business networks are useful.
These data are consistent with our previous results about
the objectives and activities undertaken on Facebook to
support women'’s entrepreneurship. Through women’s
virtual networks, these women can share their experi-
ences, concerns, beliefs and common interests (Herring,
2001; Schwartz-DuPre, 2006; Hampton et al, 2009).

Our fourth question focused on how women entrepre-
neurs’ gendered sectors and gendered self-perceptions
affected the outcome of Facebook in terms of new
professional contacts. Our findings highlight the value
of Facebook for many women-owned businesses.
Indeed, nearly half of them gained new clients through
Facebook, and one-third gained new suppliers, business
partners or subcontractors via Facebook. These new
contacts were situated at both local and international
level. Our analyses reveal significant differences
between women in male, female and mixed sectors in
terms of new clients gained through Facebook. Signifi-
cantly larger numbers of women in female sectors of
activity have gained clients via Facebook, compared
with women in male or mixed sectors. One possible
explanation for this is that Facebook may be more
adapted to establishing commercial relationships in
some sectors of activity where women are in the major-
ity. Some types of products and services may be more
suitable than others for online contacts with potential or
actual clients. Hence virtual networking seems to open
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up new opportunities and ways of doing business for
women entrepreneurs, who can use it to target markets,
publicize their products and services, and establish,
maintain and develop relations with new or existing
customers.

Limitations

There may be bias related to the purposive sampling
method. The sample was non-random and focused on
those women entrepreneurs who used Facebook. Also, it
is likely that those who responded were going to be
more positive in their answers than others.

Future research could compare users with non-users
with regard to their perceptions of Facebook and other
virtual social networks. It would be interesting to
explore to what extent they see the non-use of Facebook
as affecting their business.

Conclusions

Our study focused on women entrepreneurs’ perceptions
and use of the virtual social network Facebook. We
aimed to investigate the impact of gender on how
Facebook is perceived as responding to gender-related
difficulties; how it is used in terms of objectives and
activities; how it may encourage and support women’s
networks; and how it benefits women-owned businesses.
We undertook a gender analysis, defining gender as
‘socially constructed sex’, which in particular high-
lighted the influence of the sectors’ sex composition and
the gendered self-perceptions of women entrepreneurs.

Our findings highlight the diversity of women’s
entrepreneurship, representing multiple realities. In
particular, while we acknowledge the difficulties
perceived and lived by some women, we underline that
they do not apply indifferently to all female entrepre-
neurs. There are differences according to the sectors of
activity or to their self-positioning. Therefore our results
support the idea of an active posture of women entrepre-
neurs within a socially constructed gendered
environment, allowing for action to be taken in order to
deconstruct and counterbalance existing gender dynam-
ics.

Our research has implications for different actors in
the economic landscape, including women entrepreneurs
themselves, (women’s) entrepreneurship support
organizations and world political representatives. We
underline the importance of work on the gendered self-
perceptions of women entrepreneurs, which have a key
impact on their perceptions, decisions and actions in
terms of networking and entrepreneurship. We also
highlight the necessity of changing the existing image of
women entrepreneurs as a whole, often considered and
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presented as ‘the others’ in entrepreneurship research
and practice. We finally underline the potential of
Facebook and of virtual social networking sites more
generally for women’s entrepreneurship, in enabling
some women entrepreneurs to combine networking with
family responsibilities, in supporting and enhancing the
development of women’s networks and in offering new
opportunities for doing business.
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