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FOREWORD 

Entrepreneurship development is an important requirement for achieving the goal of smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth set out in the Europe 2020 strategy. It is also a means to respond to 

new economic challenges, to create jobs and to fight social and financial exclusion. The impact of the 

global financial and economic crisis calls for giving entrepreneurship and self-employment a stronger 

role in economic and social development policies. Inclusive entrepreneurship policies and programmes 

are particularly relevant for women who continue to face challenges in the labour market and are 

under-represented in entrepreneurship activities. 

However, the effectiveness of national, regional and local measures and actions to promote 

inclusive entrepreneurship development in Europe can be hindered by a fragmentation of 

responsibilities, resources and strategies, and a failure to understand the goals of inclusive 

entrepreneurship. 

This project is part of a series of rapid policy assessment projects on inclusive entrepreneurship 

policies and programmes that are conducted by the Local Economic and Employment Development 

(LEED) Programme of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 

collaboration with the Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the 

European Commission. This work builds on a collaborative project between the OECD and the 

European Commission on inclusive entrepreneurship. For more information on this project, please 

refer to: http://www.oecd.org/employment/leed/inclusive-entrepreneurship.htm. 

  

http://www.oecd.org/employment/leed/inclusive-entrepreneurship.htm
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This project is part of a series of “rapid policy assessments” that are undertaken by the Local 

Economic and Employment Development (LEED) Programme of the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD). This work is undertaken in partnership with the Directorate 

General for Employment and Social Affairs of the European Commission. This report presents a brief 

overview of current and planned support for women’s entrepreneurship in Germany and provides an 

assessment of the key strengths and weaknesses of current and planned offerings in the areas of 

entrepreneurship skills, access to finance and the regulatory and institutional environment. It also 

makes recommendations for improvement under each area. 

Key strengths of women’s entrepreneurship support 

Entrepreneurship skills 

 There is a well-developed entrepreneurship support infrastructure that offers a wide variety 

of supports, including training, coaching and mentoring and business counselling. 

 Entrepreneurship education is becoming more widespread and is advanced relative to most 

European Union countries. There are a number of extra-curricular activities in primary and 

secondary schools and a growing number of inter-curricular activities in many states. 

Further, entrepreneurship education is expanding in higher education and the vocational 

training system, notably with support from programmes such as EXIST (for higher 

education). 

 A number of business associations and women’s entrepreneurship networks offer 

opportunities for peer-learning. 

 The new initiative FRAUEN unternehmen is a good step towards increasing the visibility of 

women entrepreneurs and inspiring women to consider entrepreneurship as a labour market 

activity.  

Access to financing 

 New, young and established businesses are able to access a wide variety of financial 

supports. 

Institutions and regulatory environment 

 Overall, Germany has a supportive regulatory environment for entrepreneurship. 

 Family policies are advanced in Germany among European Union countries, offering 

parental allowances, public childcare services and tax deductions for childcare. These 

instruments help women participate in the labour market and are also supportive of self-

employment.  

Areas for improvement 

Entrepreneurship skills 

 Where entrepreneurship education exists, it mainly promotes a classic model of 

entrepreneurship (i.e. full-time self-employment) rather than the full spectrum of 
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possibilities, including social entrepreneurship, part-time self-employment, group 

entrepreneurship, etc. 

 The education system does little to encourage more female entrepreneurs and gender 

segregation persists when girls and young women choose careers and professions.  

 More can also be done to encourage young women to pursue growth-oriented businesses 

with role models and mentors who have grown successful companies. 

Access to financing 

 Mainstream financing programmes often implicitly discriminate against female 

entrepreneurship by focussing on areas where women are less active (e.g. technological 

innovations) and by not considering the specific characteristics and needs of women-owned 

businesses.  

 Women are under-represented in the financing industry itself, as, for example, venture 

capitalists, business angels and investors on crowdfunding platforms. 

Institutions and regulatory environment 

 German society continues to ascribe housebound and family-related roles to women, thus 

implicitly rendering entrepreneurship as a less desirable career choice for women. This is 

reinforced by tax policies that favour households with a single income earner. 

 Germany ranks 24
th
 among European Union countries for ease of business start-up. 

Key recommendations 

1. Create a formal inter-ministerial group to coordinate women’s entrepreneurship support 

within the federal government to ensure that policy actions are consistent and coordinated. 

The inter-ministerial group could be chaired by the Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Energy, given their central role in economic policy. The group could develop an action plan 

for policy support for women’s entrepreneurship that communicates government priorities, 

sets goals and assigns responsibilities to ministries and agencies. The Scottish example (Box 

10) could serve as a good model for an action plan. 

2. Increase awareness about the potential of women’s entrepreneurship through career guidance 

and the promotion of women entrepreneur roles models in the media. The new initiative 

FRAUEN unternehmen is a good step but more can be done to reach society more broadly 

through the media and through entrepreneurship education in primary and secondary 

schools, as well as in the vocation training system and in higher education. It is important to 

promote all models of entrepreneurship, including part-time and social entrepreneurship, and 

to reinforce the idea that entrepreneurship is not only about technology innovations. A 

national event such as National Women's Enterprise Day in Ireland could be a source of 

inspriation (Box 9). 

3. Ensure that entrepreneurship support programmes for women reflect the reality of family 

life. Many women turn to self-employment because of the flexibility that it provides in 

balancing the work and family aspects of their lives. Training, coaching, mentoring and 

business counselling should reflect this in the support and advice given.  

4. Promote growth-oriented entrepreneurship to women. Programmes such as FRAUEN 

unternehmen could be leveraged to inspire women to seek high growth. Group mentoring 



 10 

could be built into this programme to support growth-oriented businesses that are operated 

by women. The Going for Growth initiative in Ireland (Box 7) could be replicated in 

Germany. Alternatively, growth-specific support (e.g. management skills, opportunity 

recognition, internationalisation) could be provided as is done in the Women’s Enterprise 

Initiative in Canada (Box 10). 

5. Align tax policy objectives with those of family policies to ensure that parental allowances 

and childcare measures achieve their intended impact in supporting women and families 

fully participate in the labour market. 
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INTRODUCTION 

OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessments on inclusive entrepreneurship policy 

“Inclusive Entrepreneurship in Europe” is a joint project conducted by the Local Economic and 

Employment Development (LEED) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) and the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the European 

Commission. The project aims to identify and analyse barriers for entrepreneurial activities faced by 

groups that are under-represented or disadvantaged in self-employment or the labour market, i.e. 

youth, seniors, the disabled, women, ethnic minorities, the unemployed. Based on this diagnosis, this 

work provides policy guidance to help policy makers design and implement policies and programmes 

to address these barriers and promote entrepreneurship within these groups (OECD/EC, 2013).  

This report is part of a series of “rapid” policy assessment projects within the inclusive 

entrepreneurship work programme. These rapid policy assessments provide a baseline analysis with 

focus on one of the key target groups of inclusive entrepreneurship policy (i.e. youth, seniors, women, 

migrants or the unemployed). The assessments examine the nature and appropriateness of existing and 

proposed policies and programmes with the aim of providing guidance on priorities for future 

activities in this area, notably activities that can be funded by the European Social Fund (ESF). The 

analysis identifies gaps in current and planned support, as well as areas where current and planned 

support can be improved. The recommendations aim to provide assistance to European Union Member 

States in the design and implementation of policies and programmes for business creation by youth, 

seniors, women, migrants or the unemployed, through: 

 Tailored advice and assessments for individual national or regional administrations in the 

design and implementation of policies and programmes for business start-up and self-

employment, including through ESF support; and 

 Facilitation of mutual learning among national and regional authorities, stakeholders and 

practitioners concerned with ESF support from different Member States, through monitoring 

and comparison of policy and programme approaches, collection and dissemination of good 

practice examples and provision of tools to support learning networks, events and platforms. 

In the case of Germany, the assessment focuses on women’s entrepreneurship. It provides an 

overview and assessment of current support of women’s entrepreneurship in Germany in the areas of 

entrepreneurship skills, access to finance and the regulatory and institutional environment (e.g. 

business regulations, culture). The report also provides policy recommendations for policy makers in 

each of the thematic areas. 

OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessment criteria 

The OECD-European Commission collaboration on inclusive entrepreneurship has produced a 

series of reports and policy briefs that examine the barriers faced by different under-represented and 

disadvantaged groups in business start-up and self-employment, as well as appropriate policy 
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responses to address these barriers. This work has covered several social target groups, including 

women, youth, seniors, migrants, the unemployed and people with disabilities. 

Based on this work and consultation with international experts, the OECD has developed a list of 

principles for inclusive entrepreneurship policy (see Box 1). This list of principles is intended to give 

guidance to policy makers in designing and implementing a comprehensive support system for 

inclusive entrepreneurship. These principles underpin the analytical framework used in this series of 

rapid policy assessments. 

Box 1. OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessment criteria  

1. Generic principles 

 Policies and programmes are framed within a broader strategy. 

 Outreach to the target group is targeted and sufficient. 

 Use competitive selection mechanisms to target intensive support. 

 Support provisions are regularly monitored and periodically evaluated for impact and effectiveness. 
 
2. Entrepreneurship skills 

 Entrepreneurship education and training for the target group is available and covers pre-start-up, start-
up and growth phases. 

 Coaching and mentoring programmes are available and provide one-on-one or group support using 
experienced entrepreneurs and/or business professionals. 

 Public policy supports network development within the target group and builds linkages with 
mainstream entrepreneurs and services. 

 Entrepreneurship skills support offerings are linked with financial supports. 

 Entrepreneurship skills support offerings are resourced appropriately and those delivering the support 
are trained. 

3. Access to finance 

 Information is available about funding opportunities and lender requirements. 

 Access to micro-finance is facilitated, either through schemes that are dedicated to the target groups or 
through enhanced access to mainstream schemes. 

 Targeted credit guarantee and mutual guarantee schemes aim to support entrepreneurs from the 
selected target group. 

 Where micro-finance is not available, small grants are available. 

 Financial supports are complemented with training and advisory services to develop entrepreneurship 
skills. 
 

4. Institutional environment and policy delivery 

 A culture of entrepreneurship is promoted and supported.  

 Information about business creation is readily available. 

 Efforts to reduce the burden and complexity of business regulation at all stages of enterprise 
development are ongoing. 

 Opportunities for e-services are pursued, including online business registration and tax filing. 

 Ministries, agencies and relevant stakeholders work together. 

Project methodology 

The OECD-European Commission rapid policy assessments are conducted in two stages. First, 

desk research is conducted to uncover basic information on the quality of the environment for business 

start-up and self-employment policy, the levels and nature of start-up and self-employment activities, 
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and the nature and scope of existing policy and programme activities. This report was prepared 

primarily through desk research that covered locally published information brochures, reports and 

studies from ministries, support agencies, webpages.  

Second, a one-day seminar was held in Berlin, Germany on 2 September 2015 and hosted by the 

Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy. Participants represented the mentioned Ministry as 

well as the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Seniors, Women and Youth; research institutes; 

women entrepreneurs; and industrial and business associations. A list of participants is included in 

Annex A. The objective of the seminar was to discuss preliminary findings from the desk research and 

to collectively identify areas for policy action. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

The German labour market shows significant gender differences regarding the frequencies, scope 

and industries of employment. Many of these gender differences are also reflected in self-employment. 

The labour market participation rate for women in Germany is 69%, lower than the rate of male 

participation (83%). Furthermore the employment rates for women depend strongly on their marital 

status and whether they have children, unlike respective male employment rates. The employment rate 

for women between 25 and 54 years old decreases with an increasing number of children, but it 

stagnates or increases slightly for men in the same age group (Dehoff-Zuch, 2012). 

Frequency of self-employment by women 

Overall in 2014, 10% of employed people in Germany were self-employed: 13% of men and 8% 

of women (Figure 1). This is below the overall average self-employment rate of European Union 

countries of 16% and also below the European Union average for women’s self-employment (12%). 

Moreover, in 2013 only one out of three (32%) self-employed people in Germany were women 

(Neuffer, 2015) and only 18% of SME (small and medium-sized enterprises) had a woman as principal 

owner (Creditreform, 2014). 
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Figure 1. Frequency of self-employment in Germany and European Union, 2014 

Percent of total employment 

 

Source: Eurostat (2015), Labour Force Survey. 

Overall, the number of business start-ups in Germany decreased nearly 30% between 2004 and 

2013 (Figure 2). This decrease is explained by a healthy job market and a higher than usual level of 

business creation at the beginning of the new millennium due to a rapidly growing high tech sector. 

Among these new start-ups, the proportion that have been started by women has increased. When both 

full- and part-time businesses are considered, the share of women among new business owners 

increased from 38% in 2003 to 43% in 2014 (KfW, 2014a). This increase was driven by the growth of 

the proportion of women among full-time new business owners, which increased from 33% in 2013 to 

41% in 2014 (KfW, 2014a). 

Figure 2. Number of total annual business entrants, 2004-13 

 

Source: Eurostat (2015), Structural Business Statistics. 
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Scope of self-employment activities by women 

Although women’s self-employment has increased over the last decade (Statistisches Bundesamt, 

2014b), this increase is largely due to an increase in the number of solo entrepreneurs. Two-thirds of 

self-employed women have no employees whereas only half of self-employed men are solo 

entrepreneurs (Neuffer, 2015). Moreover, women-owned businesses account for 21% of enterprises 

with fewer than 5 employees and less than 10% of enterprises with 50 or more employees (KfW, 

2014b; bga, 2015a). The mean number of employees for women-owned enterprises is 0.9, whereas the 

mean for men-owned enterprises is 3.0 (KfW, 2011).  

More women than men choose part-time entrepreneurship over full-time entrepreneurship. In 

2013, 38% of self-employed women worked part-time, relative to 12% of self-employed men (KfW, 

2014a). Further, women owned half of the part-time businesses but only one-third of full-time 

businesses (KfW, 2014a). This gender gap is typically explained by the presence of underage children 

in the household; self-employment often offers increased flexibility to balance childcare and 

household responsibilities with professional activities. 

Women’s self-employment and industry 

Women’s self-employment activities are concentrated in the following industries: personal 

services (43%), business services (32%) and retail (7%) (KfW, 2014a). Women are increasingly active 

in the liberal professions (e.g. health care, business services and cultural industries), which have grown 

constantly in recent years, and especially among individuals with tertiary education and in service 

industries (BMWi, 2013). In 2014, 1 265 000 individuals worked in the liberal professions. 31% of 

them were active in health care industries, 27% in business services (e.g. tax accountancy, legal 

services) and 18% in cultural industries – all of which are sectors where women are predominantly 

active (Institut für Freie Berufe, 2014). Only 13% of high tech start-ups are led by women (Deutscher 

Startup Monitor, 2015). 

Occupational and career choices are strongly influenced by gender, which is already visible in the 

education and training systems (IWD, 2015): 44% of female trainees start in occupations that are 

dominated by women (i.e. occupations where at least 80% of all trainees are women) and another 14% 

choose an occupation where the majority are women (at least 60%). One out of four female trainees 

favour business assistance occupations (e.g. clerks, administration) and 18% favour business services 

(e.g. tourism and catering), followed by health, care and social services (13%). At the same time, only 

20% of the male trainees were interested in these three occupational areas (Beicht and Walden, 2014). 

Taking into account that one out of three women and men were indifferent towards their future 

occupation, these numbers suggest a strong gender segregation as young men and women prepare for 

their careers. 

Start-up capital for women’s self-employment activities 

In 2013, 83% of self-employed women and 64% of self-employed men started their businesses 

with EUR 5 000 or less (Figure 3). Furthermore, 12% of self-employed men started their business with 

seed money of EUR 25 000 to EUR 100 000, but only 4% of self-employed women had this level of 

funding (KfW, 2014b; bga, 2015a).  

It is important to note that this gap is not only a gender effect, but also an industry effect. Self-

employed women are predominantly active in less capital-intensive industries and therefore often 

require less initial capital. In addition, women entrepreneurs are much less likely to seek high levels of 

growth for their businesses so they often require less financing. The low level of capitalisation of 
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businesses operated by women entrepreneurs is often one reason for banks to dismiss credit enquiries 

(bga, 2015a).  

Figure 3. Financial resources during business foundation, 2013 

 

Source: KfW-Mittelstandspanel (2014). 

Performance of women-operated businesses 

Although women-owned businesses tend to be smaller, less likely to achieve high growth and 

attract smaller levels of investment, women-owned enterprises appear to be more stable and resilient to 

changes in economic conditions. During the recent economic crisis, women-led enterprises were less 

likely to experience declines in revenues (bga, 2015a). This resilience can be partially explained by the 

nature of women-operated businesses, which tend to focus on health services, educational services and 

other personal service sectors that are less susceptible to economic downturns. 

Self-employment offers women a greater opportunity to earn a high income relative to working as 

an employee. Nearly one-third of self-employed women (29%) have a net income greater than  

EUR 2 000 per month and nearly 5% earn more than EUR 5 000 per month. Only 16% of women who 

work as employees earned EUR 2 000 per month and 0.4% earned EUR 5 000 per month (Neuffer, 

2015).  

Demographic characteristics of self-employed women 

Self-employed women are often highly educated relative to those working as employees. Nearly 

50% of self-employed women have completed higher education (ISCED 5-6), whereas only one out of 

four female employees have (Neuffer, 2015) (Figure 4). The high proportion of highly educated 

women in self-employment is often viewed as evidence that women are trying to escape the “glass 

ceiling” faced as employees in male-dominated professions. 
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Figure 4. Women’s labour market activity in Germany by education level, 2014 

 

Source: Eurostat (2016), Labour Force Survey. 

Although self-employment rates increase with age, women entrepreneurs are generally younger 

than male entrepreneurs. 14% of women entrepreneurs were between 15 and 34 years old, whereas 

only 11% of male entrepreneurs were (Neuffer, 2015). Nearly half of self-employed women have 

children and women with underage children are more likely to be self-employed than working in wage 

employment (bga, 2015a). This suggests that starting a family may foster entrepreneurial intentions, 

notably due to the flexibility that self-employment offers relative to wage employment and due to 

difficulties re-entering the labour market after a career break (bga, 2015a; Kay et al., 2014).  

Migrant women are more likely to be self-employed than working as an employee. One out of ten 

self-employed women has a migration background, whereas only 8% of women who work as 

employees have a migration background (Neuffer, 2015). Migrant women entrepreneurs are more 

highly educated than migrant men entrepreneurs, although there is a variation across different cultures. 

For example, more than 50% of women entrepreneurs from Central and Eastern European countries 

who set up a business in North-Rhine Westphalia had a higher education, compared to only 10% of 

women entrepreneurs from Turkey or Italy (Leicht and Welter, 2009). The motivation for entering 

self-employment for migrant women stems from a lack of adequate alternatives on the primary labour 

market. Women from Central and Eastern Europe frequently start businesses because they faced 

difficulties entering the labour market due to a lack of transferability of their skills and certifications 

(Leicht and Welter, 2009). Thus, entrepreneurship can offer migrant women an opportunity for greater 

participation in the labour market and upward social mobility (bga, 2015a; Leicht and Welter, 2009).  

As highlighted in this section, women entrepreneurs are not a homogeneous group. Different 

groups of women face different barriers to business creation and self-employment and it is therefore 

important for policy makers to recognise that many women entrepreneurs face “double discrimination” 

due to being a woman and facing additional barriers due to another demographic characteristic (e.g. 

age, immigration status, physical disability). For example, migrant entrepreneurs often face higher 

barriers to business creation relative to non-migrant entrepreneurs due to a lower level of familiarity 

with societal and regulatory norms and on top of this, migrant women entrepreneurs face additional 

barriers related to being women (OECD/EC, 2013). 
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POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES TO SUPPORT WOMEN’S ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

Policy makers in Germany have treated entrepreneurship as a gender-neutral phenomenon for 

many of the past decades but launched several targeted policies and programmes in the late 1990s. 

Much of the current support is guided by the National Agency for Women Start-up Activities and 

Services (bga) (see Box 2). It acts as the central women’s entrepreneurship network by promoting and 

directing women entrepreneurs to national and state-level support programmes.  

Box 2. Bundesweite Gründerinnenagentur (bga -  
National Agency for Women Start-up Activities and Services) 

The National Agency for Women Start-up Activities and Services (bga) was established in 2004. It bundles 
programmes, information and services regarding female entrepreneurship provided by different initiatives at the 
state or federal levels. bga targets potential women entrepreneurs and women business starters and support is 
offered to women operating in all industry sectors and at all phases of business development. It also supports 
academic research and promotes women’s entrepreneurship in the media. bga’s purpose and mission is to 
encourage women to become entrepreneurs by: 

 Offering female-specific support services at all stages of business development;  

 Developing women’s entrepreneurship networks; 

 Promoting women’s entrepreneurship role models; and 

 Promoting an entrepreneurial culture among women and society, more generally.  

bga is active at the national policy level, regional policy level and in engaging and working with many social 
partners at the local level. The head office is in Stuttgart. It has national responsibilities, including information 
bundling, agency and advisory services. Regional offices exist in all federal states and are located within different 
institutions, which are selected within a public tender procedure. The responsibilities of regional offices include 
development and coordination of support programmes and to link regional activities into national actions. In 
addition, bga works with more than 2 000 local partners, including professional business consultants, women’s 
entrepreneurship network organisations, women’s business centres, and public and private business 
development agencies. Support for women entrepreneurs is provided through these partnership networks 
whereas the regional and national offices primarily coordinate communication (i.e. media) and political activities. 

bga’s head office has been  funded by the federal state Baden-Württemberg since 2010. The federal 
ministries for Education and Research, for Economic Affairs and Energy and for Families, Senior Citizens, 
Women and Youth cover specific programmes and initiatives, which are bundled by the head office. Co-funding 
on regional level is also provided by the ESF. Members of bga’s steering committee, which are involved in bga’s 
head office’s strategic decisions, consist of representatives of the above mentioned federal ministries. Ministries’ 
involvement in bga’s strategic process also ensures bga’s involvement in political lobbying activities related to 
women’s entrepreneurship. 

Support for women entrepreneurs includes a wide range of activities, services and initiatives, including sign-
posting information, business counselling, entrepreneurship training, coaching and mentoring, networking 
support, facilitating access to financing and political lobbying. 
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Policies and programmes to foster entrepreneurial skills for women 

Entrepreneurship education 

Entrepreneurship education has become increasingly important in recent decades. However, 

entrepreneurship education often does not appear in the curricula of German primary and secondary 

schools. When it is taught, it is almost always linked to economic education. Since entrepreneurship 

education is not a mandatory subject within general education, it receives little attention. There are no 

substantial awareness raising programmes to promote entrepreneurship within schools. Where 

entrepreneurship is featured in learning material, the stereotypical male entrepreneur is depicted. Thus, 

entrepreneurship is implicitly reinforced as a male activity (Grindel and Lässig, 2007).  

Despite not being included in the curricula within mandatory schooling, in all states, there are 

several extra-curricular entrepreneurship initiatives. For example, the project JUNIOR, co-ordinated 

by the IW Cologne, provides a one-year training programme for students from middle school up to 

senior high school to foster economic and entrepreneurial competencies and awareness. Students work 

in teams to generate business ideas, develop business plans and implementation strategies. They can 

also take part in regional and nationwide contests for best business ideas. Another example is 

“Unternehmergeist in die Schulen”, a national programme by BMWi which aims to foster an 

entrepreneurial spirit among school-age children, and also provides training for teachers and supports 

them in delivering the programme. The programmes are generally thought to be positive but are 

seldom evaluated for impact. 

Entrepreneurship education is more established in post-secondary vocational training and in 

higher education. Vocational training centres offer entrepreneurship education programmes within 

many formal learning programmes. However, these offerings are predominantly oriented towards 

“mainstream” self-employment (e.g. orientation towards full-time employment, certain attitudes like 

assertiveness and risk taking propensity and a significant company size), thus implicitly reinforcing a 

male image of entrepreneurship. Furthermore, the majority of public start-up promotion programmes 

focus on “innovative” business foundations, which are still associated with technology innovations, 

mostly within STEM fields (i.e. science, technology, engineering and mathematics) (for a summary of 

programmes Brink et al., 2014). Due to the occupational segregation and an under-representation of 

women in these occupational and academic fields, it seems likely that they are also under-represented 

as entrepreneurs, although several adult and further education programmes for female 

entrepreneurship by public and private providers exist. One notable example is the e-training 

developed by the bga, which puts female business start-ups into the wider context of their life 

circumstances and also uses examples of female entrepreneurs from different industries, thus reflecting 

the diversity of female entrepreneurship (bga eTraining). 

Most higher education institutions have integrated entrepreneurship modules into their curricula, 

but this is often limited to business schools. The Federal government is supporting the expansion of 

entrepreneurship activities in higher education through the EXIST programme. This is a national 

competition for higher education institutions where their entrepreneurship strategies are assessed and 

winners receive funding to support their implementation. Other elements of the programme focus on 

financing and commercialising research results (also see the next section on current approaches to 

financing start-ups).  

Business counselling 

There is a broad range of female-specific counselling and consulting services, which are easy to 

reach through the bga’s homepage (see Box 3). Business counselling is individual in nature and 
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therefore offers an opportunity to not only deliver business-related support, but also to provide this 

support within the context of the entrepreneur’s life circumstances (e.g. work-life balance, business 

foundation as part-time employment or means for re-entering the job market). 

Few initiatives give much attention to the entrepreneur’s broader life perspective, but one 

example is the ESF-supported initiative “Perspektive Wiedereinstieg” of the BMFSFJ and the 

Bundesagentur für Arbeit (BA). It advises women (and men) who seek to re-enter the labour market 

after family-related career breaks and also provides personal coaching. This support is provided 

through 23 centres across Germany and a substantial number of services are also available online, 

including as virtual networks, employment matching, technical papers and an online calculator that 

helps compute the economic benefits of returning to the labour market. 

Box 3. Examples of business counselling and consulting in Germany 

The bga hosts a database of counselling agencies (bga Beratungseinrichtungen) for female entrepreneurs 

in all federal states in Germany. It contains approximately 500 agencies. There are counselling offers for different 
target groups, different stages of entrepreneurship and different life circumstances, respectively as general or 
industry-specific programmes (e.g. real estate, crafts, trade, hosting services, IT, creative industries): 

 Business plan and business concepts 

 Challenges balancing self-employment and family life 

 Business development and growth 

 Technical skills including financial planning and management, marketing, taxation, legal and 
administrative requirements, leadership 

 Franchising 

 Business succession 

 Solo self-employment and part-time self-employment 

 Migrant entrepreneurship 

 Entrepreneurship for seniors 

 Crisis management 

 Entrepreneurship in rural vs. urban areas 

bga also hosts a database of experts for different industry-specific questions and for different circumstances 
within self-employment. Much like the database for counselling, the experts can be identified by industry, region 
and area of specialised knowledge. In addition, entrepreneurs can submit questions to experts through the 
website according to themes (e.g. business planning, financing, business succession, seeking customers, e-
business and internationalisation). This offer (bga Expertenforum) is intended to provide more specialised 
information that is offered during basic start-up and business advisory support. The bga regional offices also 
provide regional services (Wirtschaftsförderung auf lokaler Ebene). 

Furthermore, the bga provides a telephone hotline for self-employed women and women business starters 
(bga Gründerinnenhotline) with following services: 
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 Guidance in all stages of business foundation and development, as well as business succession 

 Information about counselling centres for women entrepreneurs 

 Contacts for experts in different fields 

 Information about support programmes for self-employed women 

 Legal advice 

 The "nexxt" initiative (bga nexxt) by BMWi supports potential female business successors and 
provides:  

 Contacts to business owners who are looking for potential successors 

 Information for planning and preparing a business succession 

 Learning and information material about business succession 

Role models and mentors  

Role models can play a crucial role in developing entrepreneurial spirit and have impact on the 

entrepreneurial propensity. Research shows that children with entrepreneurs as parents or close 

relatives have much higher entrepreneurial intentions and are much more likely to own a business later 

in life than individuals without an entrepreneurial family background (von Lang, 2003; Parker, 2004; 

Lindquist et al., 2012). Role models can foster entrepreneurship through role representations and 

images in educational system and textbooks, in media or peers (Bijedic et al., 2014; Stuart and Ding, 

2006; Nanda and Sørensen, 2010).  

Mentoring relationships between experienced and novice entrepreneurs can also have many 

benefits for new and potential entrepreneurs. These relationships can increase awareness for 

entrepreneurship, help with developing entrepreneurial attitudes and provide support and 

encouragement during business creation and development. 

In Germany, there are a variety of public mentoring programmes and role model initiatives for 

women entrepreneurs, including the recently created initiative “FRAUEN unternehmen”, “Push-up” in 

Berlin by Weiberwirtschaft eG (Box 4) and one of the best-known initiatives, Two Women Win 

(TWIN) (see also Box 5). 

In addition to these public policy initiatives, some financial institutions are increasingly 

supporting mentoring for women entrepreneurs. For example, the Hypo Vereinsbank (HVB) which has 

a business contest for women entrepreneurs that provides winners an opportunity to work with a 

mentor for 6 months. Mentors are successful business owners and CEOs from several business fields. 

In addition to providing individual support, the aim of this mentoring relationship is to help grow the 

business network of the contest winner. In 2015, 7 winners were selected out of 170 applications. 

Box 4. Examples of mentoring and role model initiatives for women entreprenuers in Germany 

 “FRAUEN unternehmen” is a national initiative that has created a network of “role model” women 

entrepreneurs who travel to universities, schools and economic development events to promote 
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entrepreneurship to women. The network is maintained by the national co-ordinating body in the RKW 
Competence Centre with the support of nationwide Gründerinnenagentur. Women role models apply to 

participate in the initiative and can benefit from participating through workshops and having opportunities to 
network among other role models. In 2014, a jury selected 180 out of 260 applicants. 

 “Push up” was established by Weiberwirtschaft eG, a women’s co-operative, as part of the suite of support 

offerings available at a drop-in self-employment service centre for women. The initiative is located in Berlin 
and the centre can be used by all women with a business idea or plan, or with a business less than two years 
old. However, “Push up” has a limited number of opportunities for women seeking a business mentor so a  
jury selects the mentees based on evaluation of their business idea.  

 

Box 5. Two Women Win (TWIN) 

The TWIN initiative was launched in 2001 by the Käte Ahlmann Stiftung (KAS), a foundation set up in the 

same year by experienced women entrepreneurs who perceived a need for a mentoring programme for new 
female entrepreneurs (http://www.kaete-ahlmann-stiftung.de/home.html). TWIN started as two-year-pilot project, 
initially restricted to objective-2 zones in North-Rhine Westphalia (i.e. regions in the European Union that faced 
industrial decline) and supported by the state Ministry of Economics and ESF funding. In 2004, the initiative was 
expanded to cover all regions in Germany and is now co-ordinated by KAS while the Federal Ministry for Family, 
Seniors, Women, Youth (BMFSFJ) supported the national expansion. 

Mentees can apply for a one-year mentorship, provided that they still are in the first years of their business 
activity. Mentors are experienced women entrepreneurs, who volunteer their time. The matching process draws 
on the comprehensive interviews with applicants and seeks to match mentors and mentees according to business 
profiles and personal needs (bga TWIN). 

Over the period 2001-11, approximately 400 young women entrepreneurs received mentoring through 
TWIN, (around 30-50 annually) involving 270 mentors. The success rate of TWIN is high: only one percent of the 
TWIN-teams discontinue their mentorship relation. Some mentors already supervise their third or fourth mentee. 
TWIN has been promoted widely throughout Europe and beyond. According to KAS, the demand for mentorship 
services is growing constantly and as illustrated by feedback of mentees on their website, many mentees have 
successfully managed to grow their businesses. KAS conducts ongoing monitoring of the programme.  

 

Networking  

Entrepreneurship networks have a strong impact on enterprise development as they provide 

access to resources such as ideas, business partners, customers and financing (Welter and Trettin, 

2006; OECD/EC, 2015). Women entrepreneurs tend to have smaller and more informal networks than 

their male counterparts. Women entrepreneurs are also less inclined to join business associations, 

special interest groups and other formal large networks (Klyver, 2011; Carter et al., 2006). 

Furthermore, women face barriers entering informal networks, including a lack of self-confidence and 

anxiety about discrimination by others in the network (OECD/EC, 2015). This is also a form of glass 

ceiling, which not only applies for access to promotions in the workplace but also access to social 

networks (Allmendinger and Hinz, 2000). Due to the responsibilities within the family, women also 

tend to have little time to engage in networks and therefore choose them selectively (bga, 2015a).  

Several women’s business associations offer networking opportunities for women entrepreneurs 

in Germany. VdU, a national association for German women entrepreneurs, is one of the oldest and 

largest. It has 22 regional offices in all 16 federal states. VdU’s goals include promoting a positive 

image of women entrepreneurs to women and society; creating equal opportunities for women 
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entrepreneurs in local, state and federal politics, economy and society; and, lobbying for women’s 

entrepreneurship in the media and to policy makers. 

Other examples of networking initiatives for women entrepreneurs are briefly described in Box 6.  

Box 6. Examples of entrepreneurship networks for women in Germany 

 bga hosts a database with more than 350 registered associations, centres, working groups and women 
entrepreneurs as networking opportunities for (future) women entrepreneurs and business owners nationwide 
(bga Netzwerke). There are offers for different industries, topics and stages of entrepreneurship. bga’s 
regional centres are established in all federal states and provide (potential) women entrepreneurs with local 
networking opportunities (bga Regionalverantwortliche). 

 WeiberWirtschaft eG, was established 1992 as a network for female entrepreneurship centres 
(“Gründerinnen/ und Unternehmerinnenzentren“). Currently the network consists of 15 centres in nine federal 
states in Germany (WeiberWirtschaft eG). The goals of the network are to: 

o Facilitate the establishment of more female entrepreneurship centres 

o Offer subsidised office space and meeting rooms for women entrepreneurs 

o Assess gender mainstreaming in German fiscal policy 

 

Assessment and policy recommendations 

The public policy approaches used to foster entrepreneurial skills for women in Germany have 

many strengths. The infrastructure offers a wide array of supports that are available for all 

entrepreneurs, including several that are tailored for women. Targeted and tailored supports include 

business counselling for women, role models to promote women’s entrepreneurship to women and 

society, coaching and mentoring for women entrepreneurs and many business networking 

opportunities to help women build up their social capital. Germany is also among the most advanced 

countries at delivering entrepreneurship education, especially in post-secondary vocational training 

and in higher education. 

Nevertheless, there are areas for improvement in moving towards a general gender-sensitive 

approach in fostering entrepreneurial skills. Where entrepreneurship education exists, it mainly is 

oriented towards “klassisch”, i.e. as a full-time labour market activity by a single entrepreneur and 

often within male-dominated industries. There is a need to expand this perspective to include the many 

other models of entrepreneurship that are used, including part-time self-employment, group 

entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurship. The education system could do more to promote 

entrepreneurship to girls and young women, especially during the career guidance that is provided in 

schools. 

Another area for public policy action is to further tailor mainstream support offerings that 

facilitate the acquisition of entrepreneurship skills (e.g. entrepreneurship training, business 

counselling, coaching and mentoring) to the needs of women. This includes supporting a wide variety 

of business models and aspirations in different industries. It is also important to help women 

entrepreneurs balance their business aspirations with their personal and family life. 

 



 24 

Policy recommendations 

1. Create more awareness about female entrepreneurship through awareness campaigns and 

career guidance. 

 Most entrepreneurship support initiatives focus on women who are already self-employed. 

There is a need to do more to increase the awareness for female entrepreneurship as a viable 

career option. The new initiative by FRAUEN unternehmen by the BMWi is a good start 

since it uses role models that women can identify with to promote entrepreneurship widely. 

The scale of this approach could be expanded since it is a relatively low-cost initiative.  

 Scale-up ongoing initiatives aimed at promoting entrepreneurship for high school students, 

e.g. the programme Berufs- und Studienorientierung by the state NRW; the initiatives 

Berufsorientierung and Girls’ Day by the federal ministry BMBF (n.b. other ministries also 

support Girls’ Day); and Bundesagentur für Arbeit by the Federal Employment Bureau. 

2. Ensure that entrepreneurship support initiatives consider how entrepreneurship can be 

applied to different life contexts. 

 The agencies and entrepreneurship support organisations should do more to provide a more 

holistic approach in fostering the development of entrepreneurial skills through education, 

counselling, mentoring or networking. This approach should be tailored to meet the needs of 

life-work circumstances of women. One good practice example that could be implemented 

on a wider scale is “Perspektive Wiedereinstieg”, which is not specifically targeted at 

women, but addresses both women and men wishing to re-enter the labour market. This 

initiative offers support and information on family issues (e.g. childcare) and re-entry into 

the labour market (including entrepreneurship). 

3. Use successful mentors and role models to promote growth for women entrepreneurs. 

 Use role model and mentoring programmes can be used to promote growth-oriented 

entrepreneurship for women. Research often points to lower levels of confidences among 

women entrepreneurs so it is important to demonstrate that they can achieve very high levels 

of success with their businesses. Role models and mentors are important tools to accomplish. 

The new FRAUEN unternehmen initiative could expand is mandate to build in some growth-

oriented workshops and smaller sessions that provide group-mentoring and support for 

women entrepreneurs who seek growth. The Going for Growth initiative in Ireland has been 

success at inspiring and supporting women entrepreneurs in defining and achieving growth 

objectives. It could serve as a model for special sessions within the FRAUEN unternehmen 

initiative, or for an additional initiative (Box 7). 

4. Embed and formalise entrepreneurship education in primary and secondary school with a 

gender-sensitive approach. 

 Entrepreneurship education should be integrated into the regular curriculum of primary and 

secondary schools, with particular emphasis paid to a gender-sensitive approach to 

entrepreneurship education at all levels of education. This refers to, for example, including 

female role models in the teaching material and in entrepreneurship education modules. The 

Kultusministerkonferenz, which co-ordinates educational and cultural policies on federal and 

state levels, could be a possible stakeholder to take action. 
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 Provide training on how to teach entrepreneurship to teachers and instructors. This training 

should also cover how they can develop entrepreneurial attitudes among their students. It is 

also important to develop new teaching material to equip teachers to introduce their students 

to the many different facets of entrepreneurship, including different models (e.g. social 

entrepreneurship, part-time entrepreneurship, group entrepreneurship) and that all groups are 

encouraged to pursue entrepreneurship if they are interested in it. Universities can play a 

larger role by putting more attention on entrepreneurship in teacher training. 

 

Box 7. Going for Growth, Ireland 

Going for Growth was launched in 2009 with the objective of supporting ambitious women entrepreneurs in 
growing their business and expanding their networks. The initiative helps women entrepreneurs with growth 
aspirations by supporting the development of their businesses by focusing on growth goals and time-defined 
milestones. It uses volunteer entrepreneurs to lead group and peer mentoring sessions in 6-month sessions. The 
group meetings are facilitated by the volunteers, who are called “Leads”. They share their experiences with their 
groups and facilitate the sharing of experiences and challenges among group members. This group mentoring 
provides encouragement, support and “positive” peer pressure to inspire participants to achieve their goals.  

The project is currently in its 7
th

 edition and more than 400 women entrepreneurs have participated. Of 
those who participated in the 6

th
 edition, more than 70% reported sales growth of 15%, on average, in the 

following 6 months. There was also an increase (22%) in the number of participants who exported their goods and 
services. 

In addition to the group mentoring, the initiative has a national forum for the “Leads” to facilitate networking 
among the successful women entrepreneurs. This forum also has workshops and training sessions. 

Going for Growth is funded by the Equality for Women Measure, which is financed by the ESF through the 
Human Capital Investment Operational Programme. It also receives funding from Enterprise Ireland, the 
Government organisation responsible for the development and growth of Irish Enterprises. It also receives private 
sector donations. Between 2010 and 2014, it also received funding from the Department of Justice and Equality.  

 

Policies and programmes to facilitate access to financing with a focus on women 

Women account for one-third of debtors in Germany and thus are significant client to the 

financial industry. However, they have needs and preferences that are typically not met by mainstream 

start-up financing products (Dehoff-Zuch, 2012). Historically, women entrepreneurs in Germany have 

been supported with “mass programmes”, including group-specific regulations within “mass 

programmes”, and small-scale targeted programmes (Welter, 2006). In the late 1990s, some states 

launched financing programmes that were exclusively for female entrepreneurs. However, these 

programmes typically assisted only a small number of women. For example, 322 female entrepreneurs 

received credits in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania during the period 1996-2002.  

In parallel to these small targeted programmes, state governments frequently introduced women-

specific regulations to into mass credit programmes to support women entrepreneurs,. This approach 

was especially common when the programmes were jointly financed by the federal and state 

governments. One such example referred to a credit programme in North-Rhine Westphalia where the 

state government allowed credit applications of women entrepreneurs without previous industry 

knowledge, which was otherwise required to access the support. Another example of women-specific 

measures in mass programmes was introduced in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, where the state 
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investment bank provided credits directly to women entrepreneurs when they had previously been 

rejected for a bank loan (Kehlbeck and Schneider, 1999). These women-specific regulations aimed to 

counteract the negative effects of the German “housebank system”, where commercial banks 

potentially act as “gatekeepers” to business financing as they would normally process all applications 

for financial support programmes.  

However, there is currently little tailored financial support for women entrepreneurs in Germany. 

The vast majority of business start-up financing programmes do not target any specific population 

group.  

Current approaches 

Women can access a range of financial supports through mainstream offers at both the national 

and state-levels. KfW (Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau), the third largest bank in Germany (measured 

by total assets), is responsible for designing national programmes and subsidies on behalf of federal 

ministries. It offers several financial products for business starters, business owners and entrepreneurs 

seeking to take over a business in co-ordination with the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and 

Energy. None of its products explicitly target women entrepreneurs. Its key offers are: 

 Two versions of ERP Gründerkredit programm are open to anyone who starts a business: 

 The ERP Gründerkredit Startgeld offers financing of up to EUR 100 000 for any 

business concept; there are no restrictions in terms of industry and there are no 

requirements for equity capital. The bank assumes only 20% of the credit risk, KfW 

bears 80% on behalf of the government, which provides an incentive for the bank to lend 

money. This product is attractive for women entrepreneurs because it can be used for any 

scale of business, including part-time businesses (ERP Startgeld).  

 ERP Gründerkredit Universell applies to projects up to EUR 25 million. It is designed 

for companies which have been active in the market for less than 5 years and have more 

substantial funding needs. 

An important element of KfW’s products is that business counselling is included with the 

financial support to help entrepreneurs withstand business challenges. KfW also promotes other 

sources of business start-up information on its website, notably providing links to female 

entrepreneurship centres and to bga. 

In addition to the national offers through KfW, states are also active in facilitating access to 

finance for entrepreneurs. For example, NRW.Bank is a public subsidiary bank in North Rhine 

Westphalia, owned by the state government. One of the bank’s missions is to foster business start-ups 

and ownership in the region and therefore has a number of products to support entrepreneurs:  

 NRW.Kreativkredit is a loan product for innovative “young” enterprises (less than 3 years 

old) and freelancers in creative industries (e.g. architecture, design, arts, media, software, 

advertising). It provides between EUR 5 000 and EUR 25 000. This is offer is not targeted at 

women entrepreneurs but is particularly relevant given that women account for 40% of self-

employment in creative industries (bga, 2015b).  

 NRW.Bank also offers general start-up loans, such as NRW.Bank.Gründungskredit and 

NRW.Bank.Universalkredit for new start-ups, freelancers and businesses less than 5 years 
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old and annual revenues less than EUR 500 million. These loans range from EUR 25 000 to 

EUR 1 million.  

 NRW.Bank also supports innovative and growth-oriented enterprises with equity funds. 

NRW.Bank.Seed.Fonds supports regional seed funds that fund technology-based enterprises 

and provides up to EUR 500 000 equity as a minority shareholder. Similarly, NRW.Bank 

Business Angels Initiative funds innovative and technology-driven businesses. 

 In addition to these financial products, NRW.Bank offers non-financial support including on-

site business counselling for scientists in German universities and research institutions 

(NRW.Bank.Venture Center).  

Public funding for business start-ups is also available through the higher education system. 

EXIST is a nationwide programme for fostering and facilitating university start-ups. This BMWi 

programme aims to promote entrepreneurship in higher education and also provides seed funding for 

innovative start-ups through the EXIST Gründerstipendium. The grant focuses on innovative 

technology-driven start-ups or start-ups with innovative services with unique selling proposition and 

excellent long-term business prospects. It is intended to support subsistence, finance business start-up 

and also fund other supports such as coaching seed phase for 1 year. The grant supports university 

staff and researchers. Women are under-represented as participants of EXIST Gründerstipendium, with 

only 11.5% of the participants being women. Even in female-dominated disciplines (e.g. humanities 

and social sciences), only 30%-40% of those who receive a Gründerstipendium are women (Becker et 

al., 2011).  

Microcredit 

Microcredit is a relatively new instrument for supporting business creation by entrepreneurs from 

under-represented and disadvantaged social groups in the European Union. Public microcredit 

programmes in Germany started in early 2010 with the “Microcredit Fund”, which was launched by 

the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs and the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and 

Technology. The ministries commissioned the GLS Gemeinschaftsbank to implement the Fund, which 

dispersed more than 6 500 loans in 2010-11 (Mein Mikrokredit).  

Microcredit is currently granted by microfinance institutions that are accredited by the German 

Microfinance Institute e.V. (Deutsches Mikrofinanzinstitut, DMI), an umbrella organisation of 

microfinance institutions in Germany. Several microfinance institutions are active in Germany, each 

with different objectives (Dehoff-Zuch, 2012). A number of microfinance institutions are dedicated to 

supporting women entrepreneurs such as the association Goldrausch, which provides microcredit to 

self-employed women and women business owners who are seeking to expand their business. 

Goldrausch is financed by donations and membership fees.  

The microcredit sector is supported by Mikrokreditfonds Deutschland, a national fund that 

supports microfinance institutions with capital and refinancing options, when needed. Its annual 

budget is EUR 80 million. 

To increase the range of financing opportunities for very small businesses and new start-ups, the 

Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy launched a Micro-mezzanine Fund 

(Mikromezzaninfonds Deutschland) in 2013 with EUR 35 million. It was funded from the ERDF and 

the ESF. The Fund provides small and young enterprises and company starters with economic equity 

(silent participations) of up to EUR 50 000. This improves the companies’ credit ratings and increases 

their chances of securing new loans. The Fund offers financing for up to 10 years at a fixed rate of 8% 
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per annum and with a profit-sharing component of 1.5% per annum. The Fund is managed by NBank, 

Lower Saxony's investment and development bank. The Fund is open for all business starters but is 

targeted to women and people with migrant background. To support the young entrepreneurs further 

and to ensure continued funding, the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs increased the size of the 

Fund from EUR 35 million to EUR 85 million in 2015. 

Although the microfinance sector in Germany is reasonably established, microfinance products 

are still not widely known and often do not seem to reach the target group of women entrepreneurs 

(Dehoff-Zuch, 2012). Part of the challenge is that there is an awareness issue and business start-up 

support organisations could do more to promote microfinance to women entrepreneurs. Goldrausch 

e.V. interviewed employees at 27 women’s start-up counselling centres. One out of three centres did 

not have any experience with microcredit despite offering consulting and counselling services on start-

up financing (von der Bey, 2012). Another challenge is that microcredit products are largely too rigid 

for the life circumstances of many self-employed women. Interest rates are typically high and 

repayment requirements are inflexible to career breaks due to family responsibilities (von der Bey, 

2012).  

Crowdfunding 

Crowdfunding first appeared in Germany in 2011 and has grown continuously since. 

Crowdfunding was originally used largely for art projects but has recently transformed into a vehicle 

for funding capital-intensive start-ups. There were 31 active platforms in Germany in 2015 (EMN, 

2015). 

One of the largest platforms, Kickstarter, is based in New York and operates worldwide, 

including in Berlin. Research on this platform (globally) has investigated the gender dynamics of 

crowdfunding and found that men seek significantly more capital through crowdfunding than women 

and they raise more funds (Marom et al., 2015). This is likely due to a gender gap among investors; 

i.e., men tend to invest in projects led by men and women tend to invest in projects led by women. 

Thus increasing the representation of women among investors appears to be key to increasing the 

potential of crowdfunding for women entrepreneurs but experiments suggest that it is also important to 

promote projects as women-backed projects so that investors are aware (OECD, 2015). 

Crowdfunding appears to have potential for providing access to start-up financing for women 

entrepreneurs since it helps link women investors with women entrepreneurs. This is an important 

function since there are few female business angels in Germany and in the European Union. Research 

estimates that women account for between 1% and 12% of business angels (Harrison and Mason, 

2007; Mason and Botelho, 2014). However, recent regulatory changes (in July 2015) that aim to 

protect small investors risk dampening the growth of crowdfunding in Germany, despite some 

exemption for the sector, because surveys suggest that investors find the regulations too strict (EMN, 

2015). 

Private sector financing 

Commercial and private banks offer their own credit programmes, but rarely offer tailored 

products for women entrepreneurs (both financial products and related supports such as business 

counselling). However, there are examples of banks using mentoring support as a method of attracting 

women entrepreneurs into mainstream offers. One such example is HVB Branchen. 

 In addition, commercial and private banks play a strong role in advising the public sector in 

designing and implementing public programmes (e.g., ERP, KfW programmes).  
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Assessment and policy recommendations 

Financial support for new, young and established businesses is widely available in Germany. This 

includes a range of financial products and several innovative financing measures. There is no evidence 

that women systematically face discrimination by the financial sector. 

A strong feature of most start-up financing initiatives is that the offers include non-financial 

support to support entrepreneurs with business counselling, mentoring and training. While most of 

these offers are not tailored to the needs of women, there are examples of products that support the 

types of businesses that are more commonly operated by women (e.g. service businesses, part-time 

businesses). Further, some private sector banks such as HVB Branchen are using mentoring offers to 

attract women entrepreneurs, which is effective and also increases the likelihood that clients will 

develop sustainable businesses. 

On the other hand, financing programmes may implicitly discriminate against women 

entrepreneurship when they do not consider the characteristics of women-owned businesses. For 

example, women entrepreneurs are often ineligible for programmes that focus on technology-oriented 

innovations.  

Another challenge in supporting access to finance for women entrepreneurs is that women are 

under-represented in the financing industry itself. There are few women venture capitalists and 

business angels, and women investors are also under-represented in crowdfunding platforms. This, 

however, is not specific to Germany. 

Policy recommendations 

1. Increase confidence of women to seek external funding for their businesses. 

 Offer training for women entrepreneurs on financial literacy and business planning to help 

them design and communicate their business ideas and plans so that they can be more 

successful at accessing the funds needed to start and grow their business.  It is important to 

provide women entrepreneurs information about all of their options when seeking financing, 

and to educate them about the advantages and disadvantages of each. 

2. Include more women in decision-making about lending. 

 Organisations involved in financing female entrepreneurs should take care to include more 

women on committees and advisory boards that advise on which projects to fund. The HVB 

Frauenbeirat illustrates how such a separate advisory board consisting of female 

entrepreneurs can shape a bank’s policies and programmes towards including female 

perspectives and creating greater awareness for female entrepreneurs (Box 8).  

 Women working in the finance industry as venture capitalists and business angels should be 

made more visible and promoted as role models. Organisations such as the Germany-wide 

network of business angels (BAND, http://www.business-angels.de/en/) could assist in this 

regard, for example, when recognising the “Business Angel of the Year”.  
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Box 8. The HVB-Frauenbeirat 

The HVB Frauenbeirat was set up in 2010, with the aim to advise the executive of the bank’s board and to 
act as sounding board. Today, it consists of 30 women from all over Germany, who are experienced 
entrepreneurs and managers. The advisory board has created several initiatives to promote diversity, 
entrepreneurship, and a regional start-up culture. The HVB Gründerinnenmentoring is specifically aimed at 

women entrepreneurs, other initiatives have a broader focus, but all implicitly emphasize entrepreneurship. 
Recently, two regional “Frauenbeiräte” have seen set up: one in Berlin because of its role as creative and 
innovative start-up hub and one in Frankfurt (Hypovereinsbank Frauenbeirat). 

 

The institutional environment for women entrepreneurs 

Regulatory institutions 

Business start-up and self-employment in Germany is supported by a coherent regulatory 

framework. The Global Entrepreneurship Index (GEI) ranks the German regulatory environment for 

start-ups as 4
th
 in the European Union and 11

th
 internationally (Acs et al., 2015). However, the 

business registration process continues to be long despite recent improvements. It takes an average of 

6 working days to register a business, which is double the European Union average (3 days); Germany 

ranked 24
th
 out of 28

 
European Union countries in terms of ease of registering a business (IfM Statistic 

Mittelstand, Gesellschaft, Staat, 2015).   

To assess the business environment for women entrepreneurs (and potential women 

entrepreneurs), the Female Entrepreneurship Index (FEI) was created to complement the GEI. It 

analyses the overall environmental conditions for high-potential female entrepreneurship in 77 

countries, covering the entrepreneurial environment (e.g. equal rights issues, access to education, 

internet and childcare), entrepreneurial eco-system (e.g. burden of regulation, tech absorption, SME 

support and training, market competition and labour force parity between genders) and entrepreneurial 

aspirations (e.g. technology transfer, R&D spending, globalisation, financing). Germany ranked 14
th

 

out of 77 countries in 2015 (Terjesen and Lloyd, 2015).  

Germany is ranked lower in the FEI than in the GEI (Acs et al., 2015; Terjesen and Lloyd, 2015). 

However, Germany scores above average with regards to its regulatory institutions and policies for 

women’s entrepreneurship. One of the primary reasons for this positive outcome is that the legal and 

education systems are essentially gender neutral and the government has created agencies to address 

women’s issues. Germany scores lower on individual-level scores within the FEI, which drags down 

the overall score. This suggests that the regulatory framework is inclusive but that there is room make 

progress in informal institutions (e.g. entrepreneurial culture for women). These are, however, much 

more difficult to influence and change.  

Family policies 

The prevalence and nature of women’s self-employment is often linked to the prevailing 

household income model. When the single-provider household model is prevalent (i.e. men are the 

principal income generator), there tends to be a less developed childcare infrastructure and a higher 

incidence of part-time women’s self-employment. Where dual-income households are the dominant 

model, there tends to be a more developed infrastructure to support families and women entrepreneurs 

tend to work full-time in their businesses (Strohmeyer et al., 2006).  
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Germany is a country where the single-income household model still dominates, but this is 

changing. Germany is generally considered to have advanced family policies relative to other 

European Union countries and several approaches are taken to support the participation of women in 

the labour market, should they choose to do so. These measures include public funding for childcare, 

parental allowances and tax deductions for childcare. These efforts have increased recently with a new 

parental allowance (Elterngerld Plus) and a new partnership bonus (Partnerschaftsbonus). The new 

parental allowance aims to address disadvantages associated with part-time work in the previous 

parental allowance scheme. The new partnership bonus extends the new parental allowance by 4 

months per parent and will be provided when both parents work between 25 and 30 hours per week 

and care for their child together. 

Childcare is another important area of family policy. In Germany, public childcare primarily falls 

under the responsibility of states and municipalities. However, the federal government has increased 

funding to make more spaces available and to improve the quality of care provided. Beginning in 

2015, the federal government will provided an additional EUR 845 million annually on a permanent 

basis. 

Informal institutions 

Media attention to women’s entrepreneurship is increasing and tends to be supportive (Ettl et al., 

2015). However, German society continues to generally view entrepreneurship as a male-dominated 

activity (Achtenhagen and Welter, 2011; Grindel and Lässig, 2007). This is driven by gender 

segregation on the labour market and a lack of highly-visible role models and champions for women’s 

entrepreneurship. Girls tend to cluster in a few occupations and industries despite long-established 

programmes to support a wider occupational choice for girls and young women such as the 

“Kompetenzzentrum Technik-Diversity-Chancengleichheit”. This is also reinforced by the often-held 

notion that entrepreneurship and innovation are driven by technology and STEM fields (Brink et al., 

2014). As a result, women often do not identify with the role of an entrepreneur or innovator, even if 

they are actually self-employed (Welter, 2015).  

Governments have launched a number of initiatives to promote and encourage women’s 

entrepreneurship. Initiatives such as the portraits of female entrepreneurs within the programme 

“FRAUEN unternehmen”, the portrait gallery on the webpage of the bga (bga Gründerinnen-Galerie) 

and the “Digital Gründerinnen” videos, supported by the Advisory Board on Digital Economy of the 

BMWi (BJDW) are a good step towards promoting modern female role models and the diversity of 

women’s entrepreneurship. Ongoing implementation of the federal bill for a women’s quota of 30% 

on supervisory boards of public corporations (BMFSJ) also demonstrates additional progress towards 

gender equality.  

The interplay of regulatory and normative institutions 

Regulatory institutions play a strong role in influencing and reinforcing social attitudes towards 

women’s entrepreneurship. For example, the German tax system favours single-earner households 

through its spousal income-splitting system, which was introduced to benefit married couples with 

children. This tax model reinforces traditional gender roles with men working and women staying at 

home (Holst, 2001). In other words, the system is more beneficial for partners with one primary 

income earner with a high income (traditionally the man) and one (part-time) employed person with a 

lower income (traditionally the woman) who also tends to be responsible for the bulk of unpaid 

household. A recent study shows that the labour market participation of women (including self-

employment) would increase by 2.4 percentage points and that average weekly working hours would 

increase by 7.4 percentage points, if Germany was to tax the individual incomes of married couples 
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(Bach et al., 2011). Sweden changed its tax laws in 1971, favouring a dual-income earning household 

model by taxing individual incomes (Bourne, 2010). Gustafsson (1995) illustrated that if such a tax 

system were implemented in West Germany, the employment rate for women would increase by 10 

percentage points and that if Sweden were to introduce the German spousal splitting system, the 

employment rate for women would decrease by 20 percentage points. 

Family policies are also a good example for the complex interaction of regulatory and normative 

institutions (Pfau-Effinger and Smidt, 2011) and influence labour market activities through their effect 

on societal perceptions and the ability of women to reconcile family obligations with employment, be 

that as employee or entrepreneur. Where “women feel that employment is incompatible with being a 

good mother, they may feel considerable role-conflict and strain” (Sjöberg, 2004). While labour 

market activities (both employment and self-employment) are accepted widely in Germany, the work-

family balance remains a “women-only” topic (Ettl et al., 2015).  

Another area where regulatory institutions influence cultural attitudes is the level of social 

benefits that are accessible to self-employed people. In Germany, the benefits for the self-employed 

are still less comprehensive than those enjoyed by employees and it is much more difficult to access 

them. This is especially the case for family and child care benefits, including family allowances 

parental leave and coverage for parents when children are sick. In this regard, the recent initiative of 

BMWi and BMFSJ is a positive step towards improving the regulatory and – in the longer run – the 

informal institutions for women entrepreneurs. In 2014, both ministries agreed on a joint initiative 

“FRAUEN gründen: Gründerinnen und Unternehmerinnen in Deutschland stärken”, which includes 

several actions related to women’s entrepreneurship, including migrant women’s entrepreneurs, 

women role models and mentoring, on re-entry of the labour market after periods of family care and 

social security for entrepreneurship.  

Assessment and policy recommendations 

Germany can rely on a generally well-established and strong regulatory environment for 

entrepreneurship. However, some areas of economic policies such as tax and family policies still 

contribute to reinforcing traditional gender role models despite the manifold activities outlined above 

to promote female entrepreneurship and female role models. German society continues to ascribe 

housebound and family-related roles to women, thus implicitly rendering entrepreneurship as a less 

desirable career choice for women. Where a society generally admires and respects entrepreneurs, the 

share of female entrepreneurs is higher; and research has shown that women cherish this specific 

normative support for entrepreneurship to set up their own business.  

Policy recommendations 

1. Ensure that an inclusive and gender-aware approach is used in broad entrepreneurship 

promotion activities. 

 A gender-sensitive approach in fostering female entrepreneurship does not necessarily 

require special programmes and offers for (potential) women entrepreneurs, but, especially 

in the longer run, an integration of gender issues into mainstream support offers. Gender-

segregated support reinforces the occupational and entrepreneurial gender segregation 

because it supports the notion of female entrepreneurship as “norm-deviant”. While there are 

good arguments for specifically targeting women (potential) entrepreneurs, especially where 

subgroups such as women migrants or female youth are concerned, separate support offers 

are less sustainable in the longer run and their outreach remains limited. Therefore, support 

agencies and those involved in designing new programmes, should, where possible and 
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feasible, extend and adapt mainstream support offers to integrate respectively or pay 

attention to the specifics of female entrepreneurship. Those researching women’s 

entrepreneurship could offer their insights into women entrepreneurship and its specificities 

and how that could be reflected when designing new policies and programmes to 

governmental actors and support agencies. 

2. Promote and campaign for female entrepreneurship. 

 A more active approach is needed to promote an image of female entrepreneurship that 

captures all its diverse facets: female entrepreneurs own both high-tech and low-tech 

businesses, they operate part-time and full-time, they manage larger businesses in 

manufacturing sector, but also innovative internet-based start-ups and technology-based 

start-ups. Several initiatives to promote a modern image of female entrepreneurship exist, 

but they would benefit from wide-spread promotion beyond the target group “female 

entrepreneurs”. Together with business associations and other stakeholders, the BMWi could 

organise a large-scale national event similar to National Women’s Enterprise Day in Ireland 

(Box 9). 

 Where programmes specifically target female entrepreneurs, business development and 

growth paths of female businesses are an option which currently receives little attention in 

Germany. Box 10 offers a good practice from Canada showing an initiative targeting women 

entrepreneurs that wish to grow and develop their business. Support agencies and those 

ministries involved in supporting female entrepreneurship may consider developing an 

initiative focusing on female business development.  

 Overall, a joined-up approach towards female entrepreneurship could be used across Federal 

ministries. There are a small number of partnerships in this area, including “Perspektive 

Wiedereinstieg” by BMFSFJ and BA; “Aktionsprogramm Zukunft Mittelstand” by the 

BMWi, which was accompanied by intensive discussions with major stakeholders and a joint 

declaration of the ministry and major industry and business associations; and the “High-Tech 

Strategy” which was planned and is now implemented as inter-departmental co-operation 

between 11 German federal ministries (High-Tech-Strategie). A more formal inter-

departmental working group could, together with interested stakeholders (e.g., associations, 

women entrepreneurs), coordinate these activities more systematically and to develop an 

action plan to foster women’s entrepreneurship. 

 Box 11 presents an international good practice where the Scottish government, together with 

private and public stakeholders, developed an action plan. “Women in Enterprise” is a 

master-plan to foster female entrepreneurship and female corporate participation on all 

levels. By holistically fostering skills, access to finance and raising awareness for 

stakeholders and generating academic findings about the topic, the initiative contributes to 

raising awareness of female entrepreneurship and corporate participation within the 

regulatory framework. Furthermore it puts female entrepreneurship into the wider 

perspective of female corporate participation and thus gender equality in the labour market. 

3. Align income tax policies with family policies. 

 Remove disincentives to work in the income tax system so that women are not discouraged 

from working and bring the taxation system in-line with family policies. 
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Box 9. National Women's Enterprise Day, Ireland 

National Women’s Enterprise Day is an annual 2-day event led by the 35 City and Country Enterprise 
Boards (CEBs) and co-financed by the European Social Fund, with support from the Department of Justice and 
Equality. This event started in 2008 and aims to encourage women entrepreneurs and help them build network 
and promote women’s entrepreneurship to society. 

The main element of the event is a conference that showcases role models, promotes public enterprise 
support services, provides networking opportunities and helps entrepreneurs find mentors. The conference seeks 
to provide women with information about setting-up or expanding a business and to motivate them to fully exploit 
their potential as entrepreneurs. The event is paired with a major media campaign to highlight the achievements 
of women entrepreneurs. 

The event is typically attended by more than 250 women entrepreneurs. The media campaigns receive wide 
coverage in newspapers and on the national television station RTE One, It is estimated that the 2013 television 
campaign reached 2 million people between July and October 2013. 

A large part of the success of the event is in its branding, which is easy for the media to communicate. The 
media coverage not only promotes the event but also carries its message to a much wider audience aims to 
positively influence social attitudes towards women’s entrepreneurship. The content of the event also has an 
important role in providing useful and relevant information and support to women entrepreneurs. 

 

Box 10. Fostering business development and growth – The Alberta Entrepreneurs Centre, Canada 

The Centre Alberta Women Entrepreneurs (AWE) in the Province Alberta is part of the Women’s Enterprise 
Initiative (WEI), which consists of non-profit Entrepreneurship Centres funded by Canadian government. WEI 
started in 1995 in 4 western provinces of Canada and spread nationally since 2003. The Centres operate 
independently and target self-employed women and women entrepreneurs in the process of company growth 
which often face competitive disadvantages, e.g. caused by the individual, industry sector company size or equity. 
They provide information services, business guidance, training and consulting, loans and agency for financial 
investors.  

Unlike regular female entrepreneurship support initiatives, AWE focuses on growth-oriented female founded 
enterprises in business-to-business domain because this target group is generally not represented within the 
traditional female entrepreneurship programmes. AWE offers individually tailored services for this target group, 
including coaching, mentoring, consulting, networking, facilitating access to finance and professional support. For 
example, the Grow to Greatness Accelerator Programme by AWE (AWE Grow) provides is a 10 months 
programme for growth-oriented women entrepreneurs in the business-to-business sector, including professional 
executive development training, skill development and mentoring. In order to qualify for the programme, the 
women entrepreneurs need to be in business for at least 2 years, have at least 1 full-time employee and have 
annual revenues of at least CDN 250 000.  

On average, the participants of the last programme cohort had CDN 1.5 Million in annual revenues,  
8.5 employees and were 10 years in business. AWE charges a fee of CDN 5 000 for each participant, the rest is 
funded by WEI. The initiative shows appreciable results: by providing a support system for female entrepreneurs 
and business starters, the count of female entrepreneurs increased by 27% between 1995 and 2011 (Western 
Economic Diversification Canada, 2014). 

  

Box 11. An action plan for women’s employment, Scotland 

Women in Enterprise is a framework and action plan to increase the contribution of women’s enterprise to 
the Scottish economy and generally women’s participation in the corporate area. It is developed and implemented 
by the Scottish Government as part of the "Scotland can do" initiative, a national statement of the ambition 

http://wescotland.co.uk/
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towards becoming a world-leading entrepreneurial and innovative nation where the cabinets are working in a 
collaborative and complementary manner.  

Women in Enterprise includes the following action schedule:  

 Mentoring and networking: In order to foster these activities, an online database was generated 

including previously trained female mentors with diverse business backgrounds and demographics. The 
initiative facilitates their visibility in media as well as speaking engagements on conferences and events 
for different target groups (e.g. stakeholders or schools).  

 Financing: The initiative intends to increase the count of female business angels and other financial 

investors. Furthermore it provides microloans and a "soft loan fund“ for female business starters. 

 Support for awareness: The initiative offers awareness trainings for bank employees regarding 

gender issues in loan negotiations and support for development of gender specific-financial products. 

 Support for skill development: The initiative provides entrepreneurial skill training for female business 

starters as well as an online networking site “women business community” for individual counselling. 

 Academic assistance and evaluation are also part of the action schedule.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Although business creation by women has increased over the last decade in Germany, they 

remain under-represented among the self-employed. Germany has taken significant steps towards 

facilitating and fostering female entrepreneurship in recent years and many results have been achieved. 

Table 1 provides a summary of the strengths and weaknesses of the current support system, as well as 

opportunities for further development and threats that risk undermining recent efforts. 
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Table 1. SWOT analysis of women’s entrepreneurship support in Germany  

Strengths Weaknesses 

 Targeted entrepreneurship training, coaching and 
mentoring and business counselling is widely 
available for women. 

 A number of business associations and women’s 
entrepreneurship networks offer opportunities for 
peer-learning.  

 Start-ups are generally able to access a wide 
variety of financial supports. 

 The regulatory environment is generally 
supportive of entrepreneurship.  

 

 Where entrepreneurship education exists, it 
mainly promotes a classic model of 
entrepreneurship, i.e. full-time self-employment  

 Targeted support for female entrepreneurs is not 
integrated into mainstream support and female life 
circumstances (e.g. family and household 
responsibilities) are not taken into account.  

 The education system does little to encourage 
more female entrepreneurs and gender 
segregation persists when girls and young women 
choose careers and professions. 

 Financing programmes implicitly discriminate 
against female entrepreneurship in those cases 
where the programmes do not consider the 
specific characteristics and needs of women-
owned businesses.  

Opportunities Threats 

 Support for entrepreneurship education (at all 
levels) is growing and as a result, there are many 
EU initiatives and funds available to support 
further development of entrepreneurship 
education. 

 Use ESF funds to organise a large national event 
such as National Women’s Entrepreneurship Day 
to increase the impact of ongoing women’s 
entrepreneurship promotion activities and 
increase their impact. 

 The new initiative FRAUEN unternehmen 
provides an opportunity to increase promotion of 
entrepreneurship among women. It could also be 
used to promote growth-oriented entrepreneurship 
for women. 

 Women are under-represented in the financing 
industry itself, as, for example, venture capitalists 
and business angels. This hinders access to 
finance for women entrepreneurs. 

 Tax policy contributes to reinforcing traditional 
gender roles and undermines many of the positive 
family policies. 

 German society continues to ascribe housebound 
and family-related roles to women, thus implicitly 
rendering entrepreneurship as a less desirable 
career choice for women.  

 The increased attention paid to women’s 
entrepreneurship in recent years in the federal 
government has led to increased actions. 
Improving coordination will ensure that policy 
actions are consistent and reinforce each other. 

 

Entrepreneurship support for women entrepreneurs in Germany is strong overall. There are, 

however, opportunities to make improvements to the support system, especially in the areas of 

promoting women’s entrepreneurship to improve its image in society and to encourage more women 

to pursue growth-oriented entrepreneurship.  

Expanding and strengthening entrepreneurship education at the primary and secondary levels will 

introduce a broad base of students to entrepreneurship. This should help develop an awareness of the 

entrepreneurship and develop an interest in pursuing it in some students. This will clearly reach a large 

number of young women and would be expected to stimulate an interested in entrepreneurship as a 

possible career. Strengthening formal entrepreneurship education should also have a positive influence 
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on social attitudes towards entrepreneurship, and the acceptance of women entrepreneurs more 

specifically. It will be important to use entrepreneurship education to promote an inclusive view of 

entrepreneurship so that no population group (e.g. women, youth, seniors, people with disabilities) 

feels excluded. This can be accomplished through the use of examples, case studies and role models in 

the classroom that demonstrate that all groups can be successful in entrepreneurship.  

To complement this, the ESF could be used to organise an annual, national event to promote 

women’s entrepreneurship through a conference, role models and success stories and a media 

campaign. The goal would be to reach a large audience, much like the example in Ireland (see Box 9). 

Such an event would also help the many smaller initiatives deliver a common message about women’s 

entrepreneurship, increasing its impact. It could also be an effective cross-promotional tool for the 

many training and mentoring activities, i.e. the support activities promote the national event and the 

national event would promote and showcase the support initiatives. 

Finally, the new initiative FRAUEN unternehmen, is building a network of women entrepreneurs 

that can be deployed across the country to promote entrepreneurship to women. This is an effective 

approach that has been used in many countries, notably the “Ambassadors for Women’s 

Entrepreneurship” in Sweden (see OECD/EC, 2014 for more information). Now that this programme 

is established, it could be leveraged to encourage women entrepreneurs (and potential entrepreneurs) 

to pursue growth-oriented businesses. The initiative could be expanded to include small, group 

mentoring sessions that are targeted at women entrepreneurs who are interested in pursuing growth. 

The Going for Growth model from Ireland could serve as inspiration (see Box 7). Alternatively, the 

FRAUEN unternehmen could increase its linkages with higher education institutions to promote 

women’s entrepreneurship through on-campus business incubators and to women students in STEM 

fields. 
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