WEKH.CA
@WEKH_PCFE
DI.WEKH@RYERSON.CA

The Women Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub (WEKH) is a national
network and accessible digital platform for sharing research, resources,
and leading strategies. With ten regional hubs and a network of more than
250 partners, WEKH is designed to address the needs of diverse women
entrepreneurs across regions and across sectors. In response to COVID-19,
WEKH adopted an agitator role connecting women entrepreneurs and
support organizations across the country and led network calls and training
sessions. WEKH’s advanced technology platform, powered by Magnet, will
enhance the capacity of women entrepreneurs and the organizations who
serve them by linking them to resources and best practices from across the
country.
With the support of the Government of Canada, WEKH will spread its
expertise from coast to coast to coast, enabling service providers,
academics, government, and industry to enhance their support for women
entrepreneurs. Ryerson University’s Diversity Institute, in collaboration with
Ryerson’s Brookfield Institute for Innovation + Entrepreneurship and the Ted
Rogers School of Management, is leading a team of researchers, business
support organizations, and key stakeholders to create a more inclusive and
supportive environment to grow women’s entrepreneurship in Canada.

THECIS (The Centre for Innovation Studies) is a not-for-profit organization
devoted to the study and promotion of innovation. Based in Calgary, Alberta,
and incorporated in 2001, it operates through a network of 35–40 THECIS
Fellows. THECIS has three core functions: research, networking and education.

> Research. Creating new knowledge and building insights into how the
innovation system functions and policies that can improve it.
THECIS.CA

> Networking. Providing opportunities for exchange of ideas through
breakfast meetings, workshops, and conferences.
> Education. Dissemination of information through newsletters, events,
and other informal education activities, particularly for graduate students.

For more information on the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) global
reports and on GEM, please contact the GEM Executive Director, Aileen
Ionescu-Somers, at asomers@gemconsortium.org.
The 2020/2021 GEM Global report is available at gemconsortium.org
GEMCONSORTIUM.ORG

Although GEM data were used in the preparation of this report, their interpretation
and use are the sole responsibility of the authors and the GEM Canada team.

Sponsors
The sponsors of this project include the Government of Canada,
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.

Authors
Karen D. Hughes
Department of Sociology & Department of Strategy,
Entrepreneurship and Management,
University of Alberta
Chad Saunders
Haskayne School of Business,
University of Calgary

Date published:
January 2022

Contents
Executive Summary

ii

Introduction : Impacts of
the COVID-19 Pandemic on
Women-Led Businesses in Canada

1

GEM Canada 2020 Survey
and Methodology

3

Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic
for Women in Canada Leading
Early-Stage Firms

6

Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic
for Women Entrepreneurs
in Established Firms in Canada

17

Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic
on Attitudes and Intentions of Women
in Canada Who Are Not Entrepreneurs

27

Conclusions

30

References

34

Executive
Summary
In Canada and around the world, the
COVID-19 pandemic has unleashed an
unprecedented shock to small business
owners and entrepreneurs. Significant
attention and concern have focused on
the impact of the pandemic on women
entrepreneurs in particular, for several
reasons. First, women-led businesses
are typically smaller and younger than
firms led by men (on average), with less
capitalization and other resources to
see them through economic shocks and
downturns. Second, women-led businesses
are heavily concentrated in sectors of the
economy (e.g., personal services, retail stores,
restaurants) that have been most affected
by lockdowns, social distancing, and other
pandemic-related public health measures—
all of which has hampered normal business
operations and the ability to generate
sufficient revenues and profit. Finally, many
women entrepreneurs—like women in
regular wage-and-salary employment—have
been juggling paid work, family caregiving,
and home schooling during the COVID-19
pandemic. Because of this, the closures of
schools and childcare centres has severely
limited the time, energy, and attention
they have available for their businesses.
Together, these factors have sparked
important questions about the experiences
of women entrepreneurs in Canada during
this unprecedented and uniquely challenging
period.
This report provides some of the first
representative empirical information about
the early impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
on women business owners in Canada. It
draws on the 2020 GEM Canada survey,
which compiled data from July 2020. It
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offers insights from a representative sample
of 2,910 individuals in Canada, including
women and men engaged in early-stage
firms (up to 3.5 years old) and established
businesses (more than 3.5 years old). It also
includes individuals in Canada not involved in
entrepreneurship, but who were asked about
their attitudes and perceptions towards
starting and running a business. In addition
to standard GEM Canada questions that
allow year-to-year comparisons (e.g., activity
rates, attitudes, business discontinuance),
the 2020 GEM Canada survey also included
special questions focused on the COVID-19
pandemic. These questions attempted to
gauge the early impacts of the pandemic on
business operations, capturing challenges
and new opportunities identified by
entrepreneurs. Drawing on the standard and
special GEM Canada questions, this report
traces changes in activity rates, business
closures, attitudes, growth expectations,
challenges, and opportunities for women
involved in either early-stage business or
more established firms in Canada. It also
assesses the changing attitudes towards
entrepreneurship in the early months of the
COVID-19 pandemic in Canada.
Key findings include:

Impacts on early-stage
women entrepreneurs
Profile
In 2020, the profile of women involved
in early-stage entrepreneurial activity in
Canada did not change significantly. Women
continued to be highly educated and younger
than women operating established firms,

at an average age of 35 years. Roughly half
of women were in a married or commonlaw relationship, while 4 in 10 were single.
Well over one-third reported caring for
children or elderly family members on a daily
basis. Motivations for launching a business
were varied, as in previous years (e.g., for
financial gain, making a difference, economic
necessity). However, family business
motivations (e.g., taking over and continuing
an existing business) are the least frequently
cited motivator for this group. Overall, women
engaged in early-stage businesses in 2020
continued to be heavily concentrated in
consumer services (with two-thirds engaged
in that sector), making them highly vulnerable
to pandemic-related lockdowns and business
restrictions.

Activity rates
In 2020, there was a notable decline in
women’s early-stage (TEA) activity—
counteracting their steadily increasing
participation in the years since 2013. In July
2020, only 13.9% of women were engaged in
early-stage businesses, compared to 15.1% in
2019 and 17.0% in 2018. Declines in activity
were most marked for women between
the ages of 25 and 54—those most likely to
have faced a triple load of paid work, family
caregiving, and home schooling. In contrast,
activity levels increased for women aged
18 to 24 years, as well as those 55 years of
age and older. Though reduced activity can
occur at any time and for many reasons, it
appears that the COVID-19 pandemic played
a significant role in 2020, as evidenced by the
reasons given for business discontinuance
(see below).

Business discontinuance
Trends in business discontinuance suggest
a strong impact from the pandemic, with
greater proportions of women reporting
they had sold, shut down, discontinued,
or quit a business in 2020, as compared to
2019. Focusing on early-stage activities of

women entrepreneurs, roughly one in five
(22.8%) women business owners reported
discontinuing an early-stage business in
2020, with one-quarter (25%) indicating that
“the coronavirus pandemic” was the main
reason for shutting down their business.
Other reasons included problems with finance
(30.6%)—which may also be associated
with pressures from the pandemic’s early
stages—as well as unprofitability of the
business (11.1%) and “other reasons” (13.9%).
More positively, some of the “other reasons”
included the opportunity to sell the business
(8.3%), a decision to retire (2.8%), or a planned
exit (2.8%).

Attitudes
Data from the 2020 GEM survey shows a
clear drop in perceived opportunities for
women entrepreneurs in Canada. This
is unsurprising given that the data was
gathered in July 2020, around the time of the
initial round of lockdowns and restrictions.
Remarkably, 69.3% of women still perceived
good opportunities in 2020. However, that is
10% lower than the 2019 numbers. Likewise,
the number of women reporting “fear of
failure” increased, with roughly half of the
respondents citing such concerns (a similar
trend was evident among men). From a
historical standpoint, women’s concerns
of failure neared record highs in 2020. Yet,
despite the challenges and uncertainty
brought by the COVID-19 pandemic, most
(75.3%) women entrepreneurs in 2020
continued to view entrepreneurship as a
“good career choice.”

Job growth
Women’s early-stage businesses are typically
smaller than early-stage firms led by men,
but the majority of women owners do expect
to create jobs. In 2019, for instance, over
half of women in early-stage firms expected
to create between one and five jobs in the
next five years. After the early months of
the pandemic, some downshifting in growth
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expectations is clear. Nearly one in five
(19.0%) women expected to create no jobs
at all in the next five years, up from 13% in
2019. No such shifts are evident in the higher
job bands (i.e., the proportion of women
entrepreneurs aspiring to create 20 or more
jobs remained relatively stable in 2020,
compared to 2019).

Challenges of the COVID-19
pandemic
The survey asked specifically about the
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, and over
two-thirds (68.1%) of early-stage women
entrepreneurs reported that it had caused
them to stop some of their core activities.
Just over half (55.7%) of men in early-stage
firms reported such disruptions, which means
that women were relatively more likely to be
strongly impacted in the initial months of
the pandemic. While this gender differential
impact no doubt relates to industry location
and the effects of lockdowns and restrictions,
increased work–family challenges also played
a role for some. The qualitative data collected
through open-ended questions highlighted
several key challenges, including navigating
public health measures, market and
supplier disruptions, fear and uncertainty,
physical and mental health challenges, and
appropriate support.

New opportunities
Despite significant challenges, a
surprising proportion of early-stage
women entrepreneurs reported that the
COVID-19 pandemic had sparked new
opportunities, with over 3 in 10 women
(32.6%) indicating this was the case.
Responses to open-ended questions most
frequently highlighted opportunities such as
new customers and markets, e-commerce,
and business innovation. That said,
over one-third of early-stage women
entrepreneurs strongly disagreed with the
suggestion that the pandemic had sparked
new opportunities at all.

iv

Impacts on women owners
of established businesses
Profile
Women in established businesses are highly
educated and older than early-stage women
entrepreneurs, with a mean age of 44
years. Nearly two-thirds are in a married or
common law relationship, and more than 4
in 10 report caring for children or an elderly
family member in their household. As a group,
they have diverse motivations for engaging
in entrepreneurship. Making a difference is
the most commonly reported motivation,
followed by financial gain, economic
necessity, and continuing a family business.
Women-owned established businesses have
a strong presence in the consumer services
sector (44.6%) but are more diversified than
early-stage women-led firms, with onequarter (24.6%) in business services, 18.5%
in manufacturing, and 12.3% in extractive
sectors such as agriculture and resources.

Activity rates
The year 2020 saw little change in women’s
activity rates in established businesses.
Nearly 6% of women surveyed in Canada
reported such activity, which is the same as
in 2019. This suggests a steady state, at least
during the first few months of the COVID-19
pandemic, though there is some variation by
age. Trends in business discontinuance (see
below) suggest some churning.

Business discontinuance
Roughly 15% of women in established
businesses reported discontinuing their
business at some point in 2020. Although
this could have occurred at any point
during the year, the leading reason given for
discontinuing a business was the pandemic,
with half of established women business
owners indicating this factor. This is higher
than for men’s established businesses
(14.3%), suggesting that the pandemic had a
greater impact on women business owners.

Additional reasons reported by women
include lack of profitability (10%), another job
or opportunity (10%), a planned exit (10%), and
other unspecified reasons (20%).

Attitudes
Established women business owners were
far less likely to perceive good opportunities
in 2020 (54.0%) compared to in 2019 (74.8%).
This drop is much larger than for women
working with early-stage businesses. Equally
notable is a large jump in the reported “fear
of failure” for established women, with just
over half (53.4%) of women entrepreneurs
indicating concerns, up significantly from
23.5% in 2019. However, women and men in
established firms had comparable attitudes
towards failure in 2020, no doubt reflecting
the high levels of uncertainty in the early
months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite
this, women leading established businesses
continued to hold quite favourable views of
entrepreneurship, viewing it both as a good
career choice and as having high status.

Job growth
Indicators for 2020 show small shifts in
growth expectations, with somewhat fewer
women expecting to create no jobs at all
(23.6% in 2020, compared to 25.5% in 2019).
Nearly half (45.5%) expected to create one
to five jobs. What stands out, however, is a
significant drop in expectations to create 20
or more jobs, which fell from 22.3% in 2019
to 7.3% in 2020. Clearly, the uncertainties
created by the pandemic led those with
strong growth orientations to recalibrate
their expectations. This same trend was not
evident for men, who instead saw a slight
increase in the expectation to create 20 or
more jobs, to 26.1% in 2020.

Challenges of the COVID-19
pandemic
Over half (53.2%) of women in established
businesses reported disruptions to their
business as a result of the pandemic,
compared to 59.8% of men. These patterns
are different from those for early-stage
entrepreneurs, where more than two-thirds
of women reported disruptions. These
divergent experiences may reflect, in some
part, the nature of the sectors in which
women-led established businesses operate,
given that they are less concentrated in
highly interactive consumer service areas.
It might also be shaped by their older age
profile, which reduces the likelihood that they
were juggling the care and home schooling
of younger children, for instance, in addition
to running their business. Qualitative data
gathered through short responses to
open-ended questions highlighted several
key challenges, notably managing their
businesses in response to public health
measures, dealing with declining sales
and revenue, and coping with fear, stress,
and uncertainty in the early months of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

New opportunities
While one-quarter of women in established
businesses reported seeing new
opportunities, only 1 in 10 (8.2%) strongly
agreed this was the case. In contrast, the
vast majority (67.2%) of women disagreed
that the COVID-19 pandemic had created new
opportunities for them, with most strongly
disagreeing with this statement. This is a
marked contrast to the views of men leading
established firms, who were more likely to
report new opportunities (39.1%). Women’s
qualitative comments around opportunities
highlighted two key themes: increased
business from new customers, and new ways
of doing business through remote work and
e-commerce.
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Implications for
entrepreneurial attitudes
and aspirations in Canada
Attitudes
It is interesting to note that, among
individuals in Canada not engaged in
entrepreneurship, perceptions of business
ownership remained relatively favourable
in 2020. Roughly 70% of women saw
entrepreneurship as a good career and 78.7%
believed it had high status. In fact, favourable
responses were slightly higher in 2020 than
in 2019, both for women and men, suggesting
consistent positive attitudes towards
entrepreneurship since 2013, as evidenced in
GEM Canada surveys since that time.

Perceptions of opportunities
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a clear
effect on the perception of opportunity
in entrepreneurship. In 2019, nearly twothirds (63.0%) of women who were not
entrepreneurs perceived good opportunities
in business. By July 2020, this had fallen
to 42.7%. The numbers fell for men too,
though less sharply, moving from 67.8% in
2019 to 55.2% in 2020. A greater number of
respondents also expressed a fear of failure
in 2020 than in 2019, reported at a higher rate
for women (56.5%) than for men (51.0%).

Entrepreneurial intentions
The proportion of women planning to start a
business in the next three years took a sharp
downward turn, falling from 16.9% in 2019 to
9.6% in 2020. This marks a dramatic reversal
of a long upward trend over preceding years,
with 2020 showing the lowest levels of
entrepreneurial intention since GEM Canada
began tracking this in 2013.
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Introduction: Impacts of the
COVID-19 Pandemic on WomenLed Businesses in Canada
Since the official declaration of a global
pandemic by the World Health Organization
(WHO) in March 2020, the COVID-19 virus
and related lockdowns have caused an
unprecedented negative shock to economies
around the world. While the full, long-term,
economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the Canadian economy will not be clear for
some time, current analysis and commentary
over the past year have highlighted concerns
about the scope and magnitude of negative
consequences for individuals and their
businesses, and the clear differential and
unequal impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on specific sectors (e.g., health care, personal
services, restaurants) and groups of workers
who are disproportionately located in the
most precarious areas of the economy.1, 2, 3,
4, 5, 6

Given the multifaceted challenges they face,
women entrepreneurs are a group who have
been a source of specific concern. First, while
the number of women-led businesses has
grown dramatically in Canada over the past
two decades, they remain disproportionately
located in sectors of the economy that are
among the most vulnerable to pandemicrelated shocks (e.g., personal services,
retail stores, restaurants, and childcare
services). Lockdowns and requirements for
social distancing significantly hampered
normal business operations and their ability
to generate sufficient sales and revenues.
Second, women-led businesses are, on
average, smaller and have less capitalization
and other resources to absorb unexpected
shocks, placing them at particularly high
risk.7, 8 Finally, women business owners—
similarly to women in regular wage-andsalary employment—typically carry greater

responsibility for children, as well as elderly
and infirm members of the family.9, 10 Indeed,
early research suggests that many working
women are facing a pandemic “triple shift”
of paid work, family caregiving, and home
schooling (due to school and childcare
closures). This has led to concerns about the
immediate and longer term consequences for
labour force participation and career paths
for women.11, 12

Key questions and report
organization
Taken together, these trends raise a number
of important questions about the impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic on women
entrepreneurs. This report offers some of
the first nationally representative empirical
findings in Canada on the early impacts of the
pandemic on women entrepreneurs. Drawing
on the 2020 GEM Canada Adult Population
Survey, it captures the experiences of
entrepreneurs in the early stages of the
COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., the first three to
four months, with survey data gathered in
July 2020). During this time, business owners
were beginning to realize—and attempting
to respond to—a multi-faceted set of new
challenges. This early period is a critical one,
capturing behaviours and attitudes on the
ground as women entrepreneurs, along with
local, provincial, and federal governments,
began to understand the depths of the crisis
and try to respond to it through business
innovation, experimentation, and pivots.
Recognizing the significant heterogeneity
among women entrepreneurs in terms
of the size and stage of their businesses,
this report delves into their experiences
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based on business stage, contrasting
early-stage entrepreneurs with those in
more established businesses. It also briefly
examines changing attitudes and aspirations
towards entrepreneurship among individuals
in Canada during this volatile early period,
and explores the experiences of aspiring
entrepreneurs.
The report is organized as follows:
The next section outlines the GEM Canada
methodology and data, outlining the history
of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
(GEM) project, the umbrella under which
the GEM Canada Adult Population Survey
(APS) operates. It discusses the model of
entrepreneurship informing the GEM Canada
survey and the approach to data collection
during the pandemic.
The third section focuses on the impacts for
early-stage entrepreneurs (TEA) who own
and manage younger businesses ranging
from startup to 3.5 years of age. It examines
some characteristics of early-stage women
business owners, including profiles (e.g., age,
education, caring responsibilities); activity
rates relative to past trends; the level of
business discontinuance in the early stages
of the pandemic; and attitudes, innovation,
and growth aspirations during this time.
It also probes women’s experiences of
challenges and opportunities in the early
stages when the COVID-19 pandemic posed a
novel and unknown risk to their businesses.
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Next, the fourth section shifts to explore
the experiences of and impacts on more
established entrepreneurs—those whose
businesses have successfully operated
for more than 3.5 years. Building from the
profiles of more established entrepreneurs,
the analysis traces activity and business
discontinuance rates during this time for
women, while also comparing trends between
women and men. Issues of attitudes,
innovation, and growth aspirations are also
examined, along with perceived challenges
and opportunities, which differ in some
notable respects from early-stage women
business owners.
Finally, the conclusion turns to consider
much broader questions about the impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the Canadian
population as a whole, exploring selfassessed attitudes and capabilities during
the critical early stages of the pandemic.
Given that Canada has seen rising interest in
and engagement with entrepreneurship over
the past three decades,13 this analysis offers
a valuable window into the potential ripple
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Building
on that, it speaks to future trends we may
expect to see with respect to entrepreneurial
intentions.

GEM Canada 2020 Survey
and Methodology
The GEM Canada survey runs under
the protocols developed by the Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM), launched
in 1999 as a joint project between London
Business School (U.K.) and Babson College
(U.S.). Today, GEM is the longest running and
most comprehensive longitudinal study of
entrepreneurship in the world. Over the past
20 years, it has gathered data from over 100
countries, with the number of participating
countries varying each year. In 2020, 45
countries participated, including Canada.
The primary purpose of GEM is to understand
entrepreneurship in national and global
contexts, focusing on two key dimensions:
the attitudes, activities, and aspirations of
individual entrepreneurs; and the national
context and how it impacts entrepreneurial
activity. While Canada participated
sporadically in the early years of GEM (i.e.,
2003), it has only been a regular participant
since 2013, with the GEM Canada team
gathering data and producing a wide series
of national and regional reports each year
after that.a These reports provide a muchneeded holistic examination of the status
of entrepreneurial activities in Canada.
Though not focusing explicitly on women
entrepreneurs, the national reports highlight
broad gender-based trends along a number
of indicators (e.g., types of entrepreneurial
activity). In addition to the regular GEM
Canada reports, three special reports
have focused on gender-based trends in
a Past GEM Canada reports are available at http://
thecis.ca/index.php/gem/ and http://www.
gemconsortium.org/

entrepreneurship, two of which focused on
national trends, and one of which focused on
Alberta.b

GEM model and
methodology
The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)
defines entrepreneurship as: “Any attempt
at new business or new venture creation,
such as self-employment, a new business
organization, or the expansion of an existing
business, by an individual, a team of
individuals, or an established business.”14
The GEM model is focused on individual
entrepreneurs and their personal aspirations,
capabilities, and opportunities, as well as the
entrepreneurial ecosystem more broadly.
The GEM consortium includes countries
with very different types of economies. To
make useful groupings and comparisons,
GEM currently categorizes countries into
three categories: high income, medium
income, and low income. Previously, GEM
drew on a three-fold typology from the World
Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness
Report.15 Factor-driven economies are the
least developed, with the highest rates of
entrepreneurship, often driven by necessity.
Efficiency-driven economies, in a more
intermediate position, are those where early
innovation and infrastructure are emerging.
Innovation-driven economies—which
included Canada—typically have lower overall
b GEM Canada Women’s Entrepreneurship reports are
available at http://thecis.ca/index.php/gem/

3

rates of entrepreneurship, but are relatively
more likely to be technologically innovative,
knowledge-based, novel, and driven by
opportunity-based (rather than necessitybased) motivations. In this report, we limit
comparisons of Canada to other innovationdriven economies.
Overall, the GEM model views
entrepreneurship as a process with distinct
phases. As depicted in Figure 1, this
entrepreneurship process moves through
four stages: it begins a potential entrepreneur
who has the intention to start a business;
moves to nascent entrepreneur with a
brand-new startup; transitions to an ownermanager of a relatively new business; finally
moving to become an owner-manager of
a more established venture. Following this
process approach, the model also tracks
business exits and discontinuance.
A key measure of GEM is total early-stage
entrepreneurial activity (TEA). This includes
entrepreneurs in early-stage businesses—
those in the process of starting a business
(nascent entrepreneurs) and those running
a young business (3–42 months old)—but
excludes those in the established business

phase (firms older than 42 months). By
exploring these various phases—and
especially the difference between early-stage
(TEA) and established businesses (EB)—the
GEM project offers data not typically available
from standard business statistics or official
government measures. With respect to data
collection, the GEM collects information at
the national level through two main sources:
> Adult Population Survey (APS)
Data for the Adult Population Survey (APS)
is gathered through a telephone (50%) and
online (50%) survey of randomly selected
adults, aged 18 to 79 years, conducted
by an independent polling firm. Using the
standard GEM questionnaire protocol,
the APS covers a variety of questions on
entrepreneurial attitudes, activities, and
aspirations. APS data provides a profile of
representative data, weighted for age and
gender to standard demographic data in
Canada.c
c For the bulk of the analysis in this report, we
focus on the working-age population (18–64 years
old). For some topics, such as attitudes towards
entrepreneurship, we examine trends for the entire
adult population surveyed (18–79 years old).

FIGURE 1
The phases of entrepreneurship
Discontinuation of
Business

TOTAL EARLY-STAGE ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY (TEA)

Potential Entrepreneur:
Opportunities, Knowledge
and Skills

Nascent Entrepreneur:
Involved in
Setting up a Business

Conception

Source: Langford, C., Josty, P., & Saunders, C. (2016)
GEM Canada 2015 Report. The Centre for Innovation Studies
(THECIS). http://thecis.ca/gem-2016/, p. 14.
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Owner-Manager of a
New Business
(up to 3.5 years old)

Firm Birth

Owner-Manager of an
Established Business
(more than 3.5 years old)

Persistence

> National Expert Survey (NES)
Data is also collected through a National
Expert Survey (NES). This survey focuses
on a few specific areas, including finance,
policy, government programs, education
and training, technology transfer, support
infrastructure, and wider sociocultural
norms. The questionnaire presents a series
of statements concerning support for
entrepreneurship, and experts are asked
to assess the degree to which each is true
for Canada. The final section of the NES
solicits open-ended responses.
Analysis for this report draws primarily
on 2020 GEM Canada APS data. For most
indicators, it also includes data from the 2019
GEM Canada APS to benchmark change. In
some cases, where it is helpful to understand
longer-term trends, the report includes
data for 2013–2019. In addition to standard
GEM questions, the analysis also includes
data from special questions added to
capture experiences related to the COVID-19
pandemic. These include several closedresponse questions added by GEM national
teams, as well as select short open-ended
questions specifically designed for the GEM
Canada survey that allowed respondents to
share brief comments on the key challenges
and opportunities brought about by the
pandemic.
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Impacts of the COVID-19
Pandemic for Women in Canada
Leading Early-Stage Firms
Who are early-stage women
entrepreneurs in Canada?
Women involved in early-stage business
activity in Canada (i.e., firms up to 3.5 years of
age) come from all age groups. But they have
a slightly younger age profile than their peers
who are men, with a mean age of 35.2 years
for women, compared to 37.6 years for men.
Over half of women leading young businesses
are less than 35 years old. Just one in ten
early-stage owners (both women and men)
are 55 to 64 years old. In terms of education,
women owners of early-stage businesses
continue to have exceptionally high levels
of formal education and credentials in
2020, in line with numbers indicating strong
participation in post-secondary education
in Canada. Well over half have earned a
college diploma or university degree. Another
17% have a graduate degree (master’s or
doctoral), which is comparable to their peers
who are men (20%).
With respect to family status, just over half
of women running early-stage businesses
are either married or in a common law
relationship, while nearly 4 in 10 are single, in
keeping with the younger age profile overall.
Not surprisingly, women are more likely than
men to report caring for children or an elderly
family member in their household, with more
than one-third (36%) of women reporting
that they do so. By comparison, about 30%
of men report caregiving of some kind. While
these patterns suggest growing parity16
between women and men in caregiving,
it is important to note that the 2020 GEM
Canada survey did not capture time spent
on or share of responsibility for caregiving,
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but only participation in caregiving. Based
on other research, it is reasonable to expect
that women entrepreneurs in Canada will
typically spend considerably more hours on
unpaid caregiving work than their peers who
are men.17, 18
In terms of their motivations for launching
a business, the 2020 GEM Canada survey
asks about four motivations related to: 1)
meaningful work; 2) wealth and income; 3)
family business succession; and 4) economic
necessity. These are of varying importance
for women entrepreneurs involved in earlystage businesses. Most women (69.0%)
are motivated by the desire to make a
difference in the world, slightly more so
than men (64.4%). Many are also motivated
by economic necessity (62.8%), though
somewhat less than men (69.1%). Building
wealth is a motivator for a majority of women
(58.1%), though significantly less so than for
men (69.1%). Continuing a family business is
a comparably less important motivator for
early-stage women (35.1%) than it is for men
(43.2%).
Concerning their business profiles, earlystage women are heavily concentrated
in the consumer service sector, making
them highly vulnerable to the impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic. The impacts of
public health directives related to social
distancing, restricted capacities and hours,
and lockdowns had significant impacts on
businesses in this sector. Well over twothirds of women operate in consumer
services (66.7%), compared to just 4 in 10
men (40.5%). Compared to men, women are
less likely to be in business services (17.6% of
women versus 33.9% of men) and extractive

and transforming sectors (15.7% of women
versus 25.6% of men). Early-stage women
entrepreneurs are also far more likely to be
solo entrepreneurs. Over one-quarter (27.5%)
have no employees (compared to 13.3% of
men). Another 4 in 10 (42.0%) have one to five
employees (compared to 55.6% of men). The
remainder have more than six employees,
about the same as men, although more men
have 20 or more employees (14.5% of women
versus 20.9% of men). In terms of exporting
and having an international orientation, well
over two-thirds of women do not export at
all, though this is also true for 62.0% of men.
One in five (19.6%) women-led early-stage
firms have a strong international orientation,
reporting more than 25% of revenue from
outside the country. This compares to 29.4%
of early-stage firms led by men.

What were the initial impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic
on women’s early-stage
activity?
Given women’s high engagement in these
businesses in Canada over the last decade
or more, an important question concerns the
immediate and longer term impacts of the

COVID-19 pandemic on women’s engagement
in early-stage entrepreneurial activity (TEA).
In the GEM Canada survey, this includes
businesses that are in the very first days and
weeks of starting up, as well as those in their
first years of operation. These are known
as “baby businesses.” Technically, a firm is
considered early-stage when it has been
operating for 3.5 years or less. Businesses
that are older than 3.5 years are considered
established. Research and anecdotal
evidence suggests that young early-stage
businesses are much more vulnerable not
only to the normal day-to-day pressures of
operation but also to economic downturns,
natural disasters, and unexpected events.
This so-called “liability of newness”
reflects the more precarious status of early
endeavours as they test their business
concepts in the market, establish their client
bases, and try to secure additional resources
(e.g., financial, social capital) to meet the high
demands associated with starting up.
Looking at results from the GEM Canada
2020 surveys, we do indeed see a drop in
reported early-stage activity after the first
few months of pandemic, as compared
to the seven previous years in which the
GEM Canada survey has taken place. This
is illustrated in Figure 2, which sets out

FIGURE 2
Rates of total early-stage activity (TEA) by gender, Canada, 2013-2020
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activity rates in historical context. As we
can see, 13.9% of women were involved in
TEA in 2020, a drop from 15.1% in 2019 and
17.0% in 2018, though still higher than 2013
and 2014 rates, which hover around 10%. A
second observation from Figure 2 concerns
the gender gap in participation. This gap
narrowed, with the drop in women’s activity
countered by an even more marked drop for
men. In 2020, there were 1.2 men for every
woman entrepreneur, compared to a ratio of
1.4:1 in 2019.

schooling, these trends are of interest, as
they include the age groups most typically
impacted by competing work and family
demands.

Impacts on business
discontinuance and exits
Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
there has been growing concern that Canada
would see a surge of business failures and
accelerating rates of business distress due to
the ongoing disruptions to normal business
operations created by lockdowns in various
regions and sectors of the country. Even
for relatively strong younger businesses,
there are concerns that preventative public
health measures (e.g., social distancing) will
reduce the ability of businesses to operate
at a scale sufficient to generate the requisite
profitability to stay afloat. This concern is
especially pronounced for service-oriented
businesses, such as restaurants, bars, hotels,
travel service businesses, sports companies,
and event planning enterprises. This raises
important questions about differential
impacts along gender lines, given that
women’s entrepreneurial activity is heavily
concentrated in many of these sectors.

Age and generation appear to be important to
women’s shifting presence in entrepreneurial
activity in 2020. Historically, start-up rates
for women in Canada have been highest for
those 25 to 34 years old. The 2019 data in
Figure 3 illustrates this pattern, which we
also see in earlier years going back to 2013.
In 2020, rates dropped notably for the 25- to
34-year-old group, as well as women aged 35
to 44 and 45 to 54 years old. Indeed, the only
two age groups in which increases occurred
were the youngest (18–24 years old) and the
oldest (55–64 years old) age groups. Given
concerns that the COVID-19 pandemic has
forced many women to juggle a triple load
of paid work, family caregiving, and home

FIGURE 3
Rates of total early-stage activity (TEA) for women by age, Canada, 2019 and 2020
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FIGURE 4
Percentage of individuals in Canada who discontinued a business, 2020
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Comparing 2020 results with past trends for
those discontinuing a business (Figure 4), it
is clear that rates of discontinuance jumped
in 2020. Overall, 5% of women and 6.2% of
men reported that they had sold, shut down,
discontinued, or quit a business. These rates
are much higher than in previous years. It
needs to be kept in mind that figures for 2020
could pertain to business shutdowns that
occurred at any point in the year, including
prior to the declaration of the pandemic. But
the notably higher rates in 2020 do stand out.
Since these figures include all business types,
including early-stage (3.5 years or less) and
more established (more than 3.5 years old)
ventures, we also include Figures 5 and 6 to
assess trends solely among early-stage firms
(TEA).
As noted earlier, existing research would lead
us to expect that early-stage owners faced
difficulties due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Figure 5 confirms that they experienced
high levels of discontinuance in 2020, with
over one in five (22.8%) women business
owners in Canada reporting that they
discontinued an early-stage business. In

2017

2018

2019

2020

Men

some cases, discontinuance means that the
business ceased to exist. In other cases, the
business continued on but with new owners.
Figure 5 also shows that early-stage men
entrepreneurs discontinued their businesses
at an even higher rate, at 29%. This runs
counter to expectations that women-led
businesses might be more significantly
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Whether these trends have continued over
the longer term (throughout the end of 2020
and into 2021 as the pandemic continued) will
be an important question for the 2021 GEM
Canada survey.
While the results shown in Figure 5 do
not allow us to ascribe trends to specific
windows of time (e.g., pre- and postpandemic), questions about the reasons
for discontinuing a business do shed some
light on why women discontinued their
businesses in 2020. Figure 6 shows these
reasons for women entrepreneurs. As we
can see, one-quarter (25.0%) indicated that
“the coronavirus pandemic” was the main
reason for shuttering their businesses. Nearly
one-third (30.6%) identified problems with
9

FIGURE 5
Percentage of early-stage entrepreneurs
who sold, shut down, discontinued, or quit
a business, 2020
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finances (which may also be related to the
pandemic). Almost 1 in 10 (11.1%) indicated
that their business was not profitable. On
the more positive side of the equation, a
relatively small proportion pointed to other
reasons, including an opportunity to sell
(8.3%), decision to retire (2.8%), or a planned
exit (2.8%). Interestingly, family or personal
reasons were rarely identified (this does not

necessarily mean they were not relevant,
only that they were not identified as the main
reason for the discontinuance).
Though not shown in Figure 6, several
gender gaps are apparent in the reasons for
discontinuing a business. The most notable
gaps exist in relation to accessing finance,
mentioned by just under one-third (30%)
of women compared to just over 1 in 10
(12.3%) men. Interestingly, men had more
opportunity-related reasons for exiting their
business, such as the opportunity to sell
(21.0% of men) or offers of other employment
(14.0% of men). Taken together, these two
opportunity-related reasons are mentioned
by approximately one in three men, compared
to just one in seven women. With respect to
other reasons, there are fairly minimal gender
differences. Overall, the reported impact of
the pandemic is fairly similar across gender
lines, though men were somewhat less likely
(21.0%) than women (25.0%) to report this
as their main reason for discontinuing their
business. Little gender difference (0–3%) is
evident with respect to reasons of a planned
exit, family and personal factors, or the
profitability of the business.

FIGURE 6
Reasons for discontinuing a business, women in TEA, Canada, 2020
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Impacts on attitudes and
growth expectations
Current circumstances and the events of
the past year also raise questions about the
potential impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the attitudes, aspirations, and actions of
entrepreneurs. Given the significant stresses
on many businesses and the economy as
a whole, we would expect the outlooks
of women entrepreneurs to have been
negatively affected in the early months of the
COVID-19 pandemic—for instance, resulting
in them no longer seeing entrepreneurship
as a good career opportunity, or seeing very
few good opportunities in their business.
Alternatively, as some “good news” media
stories have shown, some entrepreneurs may
have realized unexpected new opportunities
while responding to the pandemic and
pivoting their business plans.
We can probe these questions by examining
a number of standard GEM Canada questions
about attitudes and capabilities, asked each
year, which allow us to compare responses
from the early months of the COVID-19
pandemic leading up to July 2020 to the

same period in 2019. As Figure 7 shows, we
see a marked dip in perceived opportunities
among women entrepreneurs in 2020, with
roughly 10% fewer women seeing good
opportunities for their businesses. The dip
for men is even steeper, with a 13% decrease.
Likewise, the fear of failure rose for women,
with nearly half of entrepreneurs indicating
concerns. The same trend is evident for
men. From a historical standpoint, women’s
concerns over failure were at the highest
recorded levels of recent years, though not
excessively so, with rates somewhat close to
2019 (43.6%), but much higher than in earlier
years (35.7% in 2013).19
Interestingly, despite new challenges
brought on by the pandemic, most
women entrepreneurs continued to view
entrepreneurship as a good career choice
and as one having a high status. This was the
case for men as well. Concerning perceived
capabilities, women’s self-assessments
actually increased slightly between 2019 and
2020, despite the early challenges of the
pandemic, with 86.9% of women evaluating
their knowledge, skills, and experience
positively. In contrast, men’s sense of their
capabilities declined slightly over the same

FIGURE 7
Attitudes and capabilities, women in TEA, Canada, 2020
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period. Since this indicator is traditionally one
where women lag behind men, it is intriguing
that the gender gap narrowed somewhat.
Of further interest, a somewhat smaller
proportion of women reported knowing other
entrepreneurs in 2020, though the decrease
is small.
Other potential impacts of the early months
of the COVID-19 pandemic can be seen
on key indicators such as expected job
growth. Respondents are asked how many
jobs they expect to create in the next five
years. Traditionally, many early-stage,
women-led firms in Canada are on a smaller
scale—often managed solo or as a microenterprise—although a growing number are
larger and have indicated stronger growth
preferences in recent years. For instance, in
2013, over one-quarter of early-stage women
entrepreneurs expected to create no jobs.
By 2019, growth expectations had shifted
notably, with more women expecting to
create jobs within their businesses. We can
see the baseline figures for 2019 in Figure
8, which show that the majority expected
to create one to five jobs, about one-third
expected to create six or more jobs, and
only 13% expected to create no jobs at all—a
significant reduction from the 25% in 2013

noted earlier. However, in 2020, after the
initial months of the pandemic, we see two
notable changes: first, more women—roughly
one in five—expected no job growth, and
second, fewer women expected job growth in
the 6–19 jobs band. In contrast, expectations
for growth in the 1–5 jobs and 20+ jobs bands
remained fairly stable.

Challenges to ongoing
business operations due to
the COVID-19 pandemic
In the first few months of the COVID-19
pandemic, anecdotal reports and targeted
online surveys of entrepreneurs found
significant disruptions in business operations.
Official statistics also captured dramatic
change. An analysis from Statistics Canada
in May 2020, for instance, reported a loss of
over three million jobs, a 13% unemployment
rate, dramatically reduced working hours, and
a sharp shift to virtual home-based work.20, 21
For instance, 40% of business owners had
been forced to reduce staff or hours, and
one-third reported revenue drops of more
than 40%. Likewise, surveys by the Canadian
Federation of Independent Business (CFIB)
from March to July 2020 found strong

FIGURE 8
Job growth expectations in next five years, TEA, Canada, 2020
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impacts and distress among entrepreneurs,
with many indicating that they had limited
contingency funding to help their businesses
stay afloat.22
The 2020 GEM Canada survey included
special questions to capture some of
the early impacts of the pandemic on
entrepreneurs. Specifically, respondents
were asked about negative impacts—that
is, whether “the coronavirus pandemic has
caused your business to stop some of its
core activities.” They were also asked about
unexpected positive developments—that is,
whether “the coronavirus pandemic provided
new opportunities that you want to pursue
with this business.” In addition to these
closed-ended questions, the survey also
provided an opportunity for short answer
responses concerning the challenges and
opportunities entrepreneurs encountered,
which illuminated a number of factors at play.
Focusing on challenges, the vast majority of
business owners experienced some degree
of disruption, although there are notable
gender differences, as shown in Figure 9.
Women entrepreneurs were far more likely
to report disruptions, with over two-thirds
(68.1%) either agreeing or strongly agreeing

that the COVID-19 pandemic had caused
them to stop core activities. By contrast,
just over half (55.7%) of men reported that
the pandemic had disrupted their business.
These patterns likely reflect industry location,
especially the public facing, service-oriented
sectors impacted by early restrictions and
lockdowns. Trends may also reflect difficulties
maintaining operations while also juggling
home schooling and family care—the socalled “triple shift” discussed in previous
sections.
Supplementing the closed-ended survey
questions, additional comments from women
entrepreneurs about the challenges they
faced highlighted a number of distinct
themes and issues. Women entrepreneurs
in the start-up and early phases of business
perceived numerous challenges directly
related to the threat of the virus and the
public health measures taken to combat
it—with all of these factors decreasing their
customer base and altering the market
around them, making it more difficult to
obtain equipment, supplies, and staff, as
well as delaying processes and interfering
with business relationships. Women’s
comments make clear that these challenges
took place in a broader context of fear,

FIGURE 9
Challenges to normal business operations, TEA, Canada, 2020
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worry, uncertainty, and conflicting attitudes,
with many feeling that their futures or the
existence of their new enterprises were at
risk.
The following were among the challenges
most frequently mentioned by women
entrepreneurs:
> Public health measures: For many women
the “rules of COVID” and “the lack of ability
to meet in person with clients” made
business interactions very difficult. Some
felt that keeping business relationships
going while “maintaining medical advice
and social distancing was going to make
[business] impossible.” Generally, not
being able to meet face-to-face or be in
particular work spaces (offices, stores,
clients’ homes) created significant barriers
for women in early-stage businesses.
Some also mentioned the impact of
travel restrictions in limiting their ability
to develop their businesses and tap into
new markets in other parts of Canada or
internationally.
> Market disruptions and changes: It
was also mentioned by many women
that market disruptions and changes
were an important challenge, as the
needs of customers, suppliers, and other
parties continued to shift in response
to the unfolding pandemic. One woman
entrepreneur involved in beef production
remarked that the “[meat] plants are closed
and behind schedule,” leaving her without a
market for her cattle. Delays in production,
supply and equipment acquisition, and
shipping were common themes in relation
to pandemic-related business challenges.
One woman business owner involved in
manufacturing explained that “access to
supplies, certain supplies to finish your
products […] are really hard to come by.”
Exporting businesses faced problems
getting products to customers: “We are
having difficulty transporting our products
inside and outside Canada because of
14

the new restrictions due to the COVID-19
pandemic.” Another said: “Exports to
[the] USA and Europe have been halted
[and] these were our main buyers.” A final
challenge, in some sectors, lay in finding
skilled workers who were willing to come to
work. In other cases, owners were dealing
with staff reductions and illness, indicating
that they “had to lay off workers, and some
even got sick.”
> Fear, uncertainty, and declines in
consumer spending: Women also
highlighted the ripple effects of shock and
consumer restraint in the initial stages of
the pandemic, as job losses and layoffs
occurred, and the future economic impact
remained unclear. One women business
owner said: “No one is buying anything.
People are afraid for their future. They are
squirreling away their money […] there’s a
lot of uncertainty.” Impacts were felt more
acutely in certain sectors, as consumers
cut out discretionary spending (e.g.,
entertainment, travel) in the initial stages
of the COVID-19 pandemic, with many
observing that “people don’t have the
money to spend on frivolous things” and
they are “reluctant to spend their money if
it’s not a necessity.”
> Financial issues: Financial issues followed
this lack of spending and demand. The
most common themes mentioned by
respondents were related to the financial
sustainability of the business, a lack of
personal income, and constrained or
limited access to capital. Problems with
cash flow were also experienced by some
as customers began having difficulty
paying their bills. A few entrepreneurs
expressed frustration with the economic
response and level of support from the
government.
> Physical and mental health: Physical
and mental health concerns were also
mentioned by a number of women
entrepreneurs. Several commented on

the challenges of doing business during
the pandemic, noting that “people [are]
wondering if they are safe” and that
“no one knows what’s going to happen
tomorrow.” Another noted that “people’s
attitudes” could be challenging. Finding
motivation to continue was also difficult for
some, who reported that “people are not
thinking of business opportunities because
there’s so much else to think about—[the
pandemic has] a mental health aspect
to make people think differently.” Others
expressed how difficult it was to keep
the business afloat. This was profoundly
expressed by one woman who said: “All I
can see is my future is gone.”
> Gaps in support: Respondents also
mentioned gaps in support as challenges.
For instance, some women felt that
“government supports were lacking” and
insufficient to help businesses navigate
through the challenging times. Related to
a lack of support was a sense of struggle
that was clearly expressed by some
women. Several women just in the initial
phases of launching their businesses
wondered how they would be able to build
their businesses and be successful.

New opportunities identified
during the COVID-19
pandemic
Research on entrepreneurship demonstrates
that crises—whether they be economic,
social, political, or environmental (e.g.,
recessions, natural disasters, war and
conflict)—are highly disruptive to businesses,
but may also be a source of innovation
and opportunity as entrepreneurs work
to face threats by experimenting and
pivoting their business models to meet new
challenges.23, 24, 25 Figure 10 speaks to this
issue, measuring entrepreneurs’ agreement
as to whether the COVID-19 pandemic had
generated new opportunities for them.
As we can see, a surprising proportion of
early-stage entrepreneurs indicate that the
coronavirus pandemic did, in fact, spark new
opportunities in the months leading up to
July 2020. Men were far more likely to agree
this was the case, with nearly half (46.9%)
agreeing or strongly agreeing. Women owners
were somewhat less likely to agree, with just
over three in ten (32.6%) indicating this was
the case. Not everyone, however, experienced
such outcomes. In fact, more than one-

FIGURE 10
Opportunities identified during COVID-19 pandemic, TEA, Canada, 2020
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third of women involved in early-stage firms
strongly disagreed that the pandemic was
source of new opportunities.
Responses to the open-ended questions
provide further insights into areas where
opportunities emerged for women
entrepreneurs. However, it should be
noted that there were far fewer comments
from women regarding new opportunities
than there were concerning challenges
stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic.
Overall, three key themes stood out with
respect to unexpected opportunities for their
businesses:
> New customers and markets: A common
theme reported was that businesses were
attracting new kinds of customers during
the pandemic that they had previously
not been able to access. For instance, one
woman observed that the initial months
of the pandemic had created “increased
connections, novel ideas, [and] increased
our marketplace.” For some this was due
to an increased demand for services—
for example, mental health support,
wellness support, and pregnancy care
services. Other entrepreneurs found that
their businesses were attracting “new
demographics of customers” as people
engaged in new activities and hobbies
that they had not tried before. Others were
dealing with “different customers than
[they] typically have […] because of word of
mouth and other opportunities that have
opened up”.
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> Shift to e-commerce: The second
theme with respect to new opportunities
concerned e-commerce. Women business
owners who were already set up for virtual
sales noted that more and more of their
customers were learning to shop online
and that their revenues had shifted notably
to online sales as a result. This was clearly
something sparked by the pandemic, as
customers quickly adjusted their behaviour
to being homebound. While this presented
an opportunity, it also created challenges
for some business owners not set up for
online transactions who tried to adjust to
this reality. As one business owner stated,
“More and more business is moving online
and we need help navigating that new
reality.”
> Business innovation: Other women
commented that the pandemic had
provided a valuable pause and a window
for “growth and time to brainstorm.” For
others, it prompted a shift in how their
businesses operated. Several noted they
had shifted towards more local sourcing
because of disruptions in their supply
chains and a desire to support local
businesses and entrepreneurs in their
communities. Reflecting this, one women
owner noted that “people want to support
smaller businesses for better quality at
better prices.” Another remarked on the
growing interest among her customers in
“sustainable and reusable products using
existing Canadian suppliers.”

Impacts of the COVID-19
Pandemic for Women Entrepreneurs
in Established Firms in Canada
Who are the women
entrepreneurs in established
firms in Canada?
Women involved in established businesses in
Canada (defined as businesses that are more
than 3.5 years old) are typically older than
women involved in early-stage firms. Just
one-quarter are under 35 years old. Over half
are 45 years and older, with nearly one-third
45 to 54 years old (30.1%) and one-quarter
55 to 64 years old (24.7%). Age profiles for
women and men are fairly comparable, with
a mean age of 43.8 years for women and
44.3 years for men. In terms of education,
women owners of established businesses
are highly educated. Seven in ten have some
type of university credential, with almost
half having completed a college diploma or
university degree and another 22% having
a graduate degree (master’s or doctoral). Of
note, education profiles for women and men
are strikingly similar.
With respect to family status, nearly twothirds of women running established
businesses are either married or in a common
law relationship. One in five are single. Again,
family status for women and men is similar,
though women are more likely to be married
than men. We do see a significant difference
in family caregiving participation. Women
leading established businesses are more
likely to report caring for children or an elderly
family member in their household, with more
than four in ten (41.9%) reporting they do
so. By comparison, less than one in three
men (28.8%) who are established business
owners report caregiving of some kind. As

noted earlier, GEM Canada survey does not
gather information on the time spent on, or
responsibility for, family caregiving; simple
participation rates are reported. Based
on other research,26, 27 it is reasonable to
expect that women spend more hours on
unpaid caregiving work, as noted in previous
sections of this report. Overall, the family
caregiving profile is congruent with the older
age profile and later life stages of women
owners in established businesses, relative to
women in early-stage firms.
In terms of their motivations for launching a
business, there are varying motivations for
established business owners. As discussed
previously, the GEM Canada survey asks
about four main motivations: meaningful
work; wealth and income; family business
succession; and economic necessity. As
with early-stage women owners, a strong
majority of established owners (70.3%) are
motivated by the desire to make a difference
in the world, far more than men (45.1%). A
slight majority also noted economic necessity
as a motivator (53.4%), comparable to men
(54.8%). Continuing a family business is
important for one third of women (36.5%),
again similar to established men owners
(36.5%) and early-stage women. Generating
great wealth or a high income is a motivator
for a slight majority of women (52.7%),
somewhat less than men (59.6%).
With respect to sector, established women
owners have a strong presence in consumer
services (44.6%) which has been highly
vulnerable to the impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic. Another one-quarter (24.6%)
are located in business services, with the
17

remainder in transforming sectors such
as manufacturing (18.5%) and extractive
industries such as agriculture and resourcebased activity (12.3%). In comparison, men
are far less likely to be in consumer services
(21.1%), with the bulk of their activity found
in the transforming (30.3%) and business
services sectors (39.5%). As with early-stage
owners, established women business owners
are more likely to be solo operators than their
peers who are men. Just under one-quarter
(24.6%) have no employees, compared to
18.9% of men. Almost half of established
women have 1 to 5 employees (46.1%), about
one in five have 6 to 19 employees (18.5%),
and one in ten have 20 or more employees
(10.8%). Men have larger firms overall, with
one-quarter reporting 20 or more employees.
In terms of exporting and an international
orientation, nearly four in five women in
established businesses do not export at all.
This is higher than for men, although the vast
majority of men do not export either (65.7%).
However, more than one in ten (12.3%) of
women-led established firms have a strong
international orientation, reporting more than
25% of revenue from outside the country.
This compares to 21.2% of established firms
led by men.

What were the initial impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic
on women-led established
businesses?
In comparison to the experiences of earlystage entrepreneurs, it is reasonable to
expect that women who are established
business owners might weather the early
months of the COVID-19 pandemic more
easily, given that they have achieved some
success over time, accumulated resources,
established sound business practices and a
devoted client base, and so on. On the other
hand, while many advantages may accrue
to successful, established, firms, they may
also have many more responsibilities and
demands. For example, there are many
associated operational concerns: taking
care of employees and a payroll; ensuring
the safety of employees, customers and
suppliers; and dealing with complex
geographically distanced operations.
Looking at results from the GEM Canada
2020 surveys, we see relatively little change
in established business activity for women in
the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic.
As Figure 11 shows, the proportion of women

FIGURE 11
Rates of established business (EB), by gender, Canada, 2013-2020
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engaged in more established businesses is
much lower for early-stage activity (13.9%),
with 5.9% of women reporting managing
and owning an established firm in 2020. Of
note, rates of established businesses for
women are nearly identical in 2019 and 2020,
suggesting a steady state of affairs in the
early months of the pandemic, and rates that
are generally in keeping with historical trends
(with the exception of a record high of 7.7% in
2014). In terms of gender gaps, men’s rates
of established business activity remained
higher than women’s in 2020, but dipped a
bit from 2019 levels, narrowing the gender
gap very slightly as a result. Overall, however,
the picture among more established women
entrepreneurs is one of relative stability
compared to the more downward trend for
women running early-stage firms.
When we look at activity rates by age, we
do see some distinct patterns for different
groups, which are likely tied to family and
life stage. On average, women in established
businesses are older than early-stage
owners, as we would expect. We can see this
in Figure 12, where higher activity rates are
evident for 45- to 54-year-olds and 55- to
64-year-olds. Interestingly, comparing 2019

and 2020, we see a slight rise in activity
among 45- to 54-year-old women, from 6.7%
to 7.8% and a slight drop, from 7.4% to 6.5%,
for women 55 to 64 years old. But these shifts
are relatively minor. Among younger women,
there is a great deal of stability between 2019
and 2020 trends. Whether this same level
of activity continued throughout 2020 is an
important question for the GEM Canada 2021
survey.

Impacts on business
discontinuance and exits
We noted in Section 3 that approximately 5%
of women entrepreneurs in Canada reported
discontinuing a business in 2020. This was
up from 3.2% in 2019 and relatively high by
historical standards in recent years—with the
exception of 2018, when rates for women
approached the same level. From a gender
standpoint, however, women’s rates of
discontinuance continued to be lower than
those of men (6.2%)
Focusing specifically on established business
owners, we can see from Figure 13 that just
over 15% of women who led established
businesses reported discontinuing them.

FIGURE 12
Rates of established business (EB), by gender and age, Canada, 2020
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FIGURE 13
Percentage of established business (EB) owners who sold, shut down, discontinued or quit,
by gender, Canada, 2020
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Again, it is important to underscore that this
figure could capture a business closure at
any point during 2020. As such, we cannot
be certain that all discontinuances were
linked to the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring
and summer of 2020. Figure 13 also shows
that men discontinued their businesses at
an even higher rate, with roughly one in five
respondents reporting they had done so.
Here the gender gap, while fairly small, runs
counter to the expectation that women-led
businesses might have been more likely to
shut down. Whether that trend continued
through the next year of the COVID-19
pandemic will be an important question for
the 2021 GEM Canada survey.
In terms of the specific reasons for closing
their businesses, Figure 14 shows the
reasons given by women leading established
businesses. As we can see, the leading
reason given for discontinuing their business
was the “coronavirus pandemic,” with half
choosing this factor. Second in importance,
noted by 20% of women, were “other”
reasons. These were unspecified but may
relate to work or family issues. The other
three reasons provided by smaller proportions
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of women, were that their business may
not be not profitable (10%), another job or
opportunity had emerged (10%), or a planned
exit was taking place (10%).

FIGURE 14
Reasons for discontinuing a business, women
in established businesses (EB), Canada, 2020
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Comparing the reasons given by women and
men, we do see some gender differences
of note. Men were less likely to indicate
that the pandemic had been a factor in
discontinuance, with just 14.3% mentioning
this issue. Most important for men were
a lack of business profitability (23.8%),
problems with getting financing (23.8%),
or other jobs or opportunities that arose
(19.0%). Comparing established to earlystage owners, some gender patterns emerge.
While women and men with early-stage firms
were roughly equally likely to mention the
COVID-19 pandemic as a concern—with 25.0%
women and 21.0% men reporting this to be
the case—for established entrepreneurs,
the pandemic appears to have had a
greater impact on women owners than their
counterparts who are men.

Impacts on attitudes and
growth expectations
What about the general outlook and
attitudes of women who ran established
businesses? How did their attitudes and
growth expectations in the early days of
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 compare to
reported attitudes from 2019? Again, we can

compare standard GEM Canada questions on
key indicators. As Figure 15 shows, patterns
for established women are similar to those
for early-stage women entrepreneurs, with
a marked decline in perceived opportunities
in their business. For established women
entrepreneurs, the decline is more dramatic,
with roughly 20% fewer women seeing good
business opportunities in 2020 compared to
2019. The year-to-year dip for men is lower,
which is a reverse pattern than we see among
men leading early-stage businesses. Equally
notable is the significant jump in the reported
fear of failure for established women, with
just over half of women entrepreneurs
indicating concerns. This is comparable to
men’s levels in 2020, suggesting very high
levels of uncertainty overall. The year to
year change, however, is higher for women,
given relatively low levels of concern over
failure in 2019. Of note, the gender gap for
fear of failure in 2019 is unusual by historical
standards, and it will be interesting to see
what patterns emerge for 2021 and beyond.
It is also notable that despite the uncertainty
in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic,
most established women entrepreneurs
continued to hold very favourable views of

FIGURE 15
Attitudes and capabilities, women in established businesses (EB), Canada, 2020
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entrepreneurship as a good career choice
and as having high status. In fact, both of
these perceptions increased from 2019 to
2020: there was a 12% increase in women
agreeing that entrepreneurship was a good
career choice from 2019 to 2020. Women’s
and men’s assessment of their perceived
capabilities also remained relatively stable.
Both women and men were slightly less
likely to report knowing other entrepreneurs
in 2020 than in 2019, though the decrease
is small. This mirrors the trend with earlystage entrepreneurs, discussed in Section
3, perhaps capturing shrinkage in the
entrepreneurial community and networks in
the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Other early effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
can be seen on key indicators, such as
expected job growth over the next five years.
In 2019, roughly one-quarter of established
women business owners expected not to
create jobs. About four in ten expected to
create 1 to 5 jobs. Another 13.3% expected to
create 6 to 19 jobs, and over 20% expected
to create 20 or more jobs. In 2020, there are
some slight shifts in the lower job categories.
For instance, slightly fewer women expected
to create no jobs, and those hoping to
create one to five jobs moved closer to half

(45.5%). At the higher job levels, there was a
significant jump in those aspiring to create 6
to 19 jobs, with the size of that group nearly
doubling. But at the upper end (20 or more
jobs) there was a notable decline, from 22.3%
in 2019 to 7.3% in 2020. In many ways, the
shifts at the upper end are not surprising.
It may be that in the early months of the
pandemic, the uncertainties created by the
pandemic led those with a strong growth
orientation to recalibrate and reduce their
expectations, seeing the 6 to 19 jobs band as
perhaps more realistic given the unknowns
at that time. From a gender perspective,
what does stand out is that established men
continued to have strong growth orientations
between 2019 and 2020, with the number of
men entrepreneurs expecting to create 20 or
more jobs actually rising to 26.1% in 2020.

Challenges to ongoing
business operations due to
the COVID-19 pandemic
As with early-stage entrepreneurs, the 2020
GEM Canada survey added special questions
to capture the challenges and opportunities
experienced by established business
owners in the early months of the COVID-19

FIGURE 16
Growth expectations in next five years, established business (EB), by gender, Canada, 2020
46.6%
22.0%

7.3%

8.0%

10%

26.1%

22.3%

15.0%

23.6%
13.3%

20%

19.3%

20.2%

23.6%

25.5%

30%

42.9%

40%

45.5%

38.8%

50%

0%
Women
No jobs

Men

Women

Men

1–5 jobs

Men

6–19 jobs
2019

22

Women

2020

Women

Men

20+ jobs

pandemic. Two questions asked respondents
whether “the coronavirus pandemic has
caused your business to stop some of its
core activities” and whether “the coronavirus
pandemic provided new opportunities that
you want to pursue with this business.” In
addition, respondents could also provide
short answer responses elaborating on the
main challenges and opportunities that they
had encountered.

women are located in—given that established
women-led businesses are less concentrated
in highly interactive personal service areas.
It might also be linked to their older age
profile, noted earlier, reducing the likelihood
that their businesses would be impacted
by the need to juggle childcare, eldercare,
or homeschooling with running their
businesses.
To supplement information from closedended survey question about challenges,
we can again draw on additional comments
that were gathered in response to the
open-ended questions on challenges and
opportunities that were added to the 2020
GEM Canada survey. There we find that,
much like women in early-stage businesses,
women leading established businesses spoke
of many challenges associated with the
COVID-19 pandemic. The virus posed a health
and safety threat, and the measures taken
to combat it led to business closures, lack
of customers, and loss of income. For some,
supply acquisition and product distribution
were affected and many expressed concerns
about the future of their business and the
economy.

As we can see in in Figure 17, a majority of
business owners experienced disruptions
to their core business activities. However,
interestingly, established women
entrepreneurs were less likely to report that
this was the case than were their peers who
are men. Just over half (53.2%) of women
agreed or strongly agreed that the COVID-19
pandemic had caused disruptions to their
core activities. A somewhat larger proportion
of men (59.8%) reported business disruptions.
Of note, these patterns are different
from those for early-stage entrepreneurs
(discussed in the previous section), where
more than two-thirds of women experienced
disruptions, compared to just over half of
men. Again, these differing experiences
may reflect the nature of the sectors that

FIGURE 17
Challenges and disruptions to core operations, established businesses (EB),
by gender, Canada
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Among the challenges most frequently
mentioned by women entrepreneurs were the
following:
> Managing public health measures and
safety risks: A majority of established
women business owners specifically
mentioned the health and safety risks
associated with COVID-19 and commented
on the consequent public health
measures used to reduce the spread of
the virus. Because there was a “high risk
for people” of contracting COVID-19, the
need to maintain safe practices with
their business—including “keeping safe
while taking care of customers”—was an
ongoing concern and source of stress.
Several women specifically mentioned the
additional work involved in maintaining the
“health and safety of current employees,
and meeting provincial and federal health
protocols on how we conduct business
(working legally).” Obtaining personal
protective equipment (PPE) was also noted
as a challenge, both in terms of logistics
and securing items but also unexpected
costs. For instance, the “high cost for
buying masks” was a concern. Other
implications of the COVID-19 pandemic
protocols that seemed especially important
for women owners of established
businesses were closed borders and
travel restrictions, as well as the resulting
inability to interact with clients in other
provinces and countries. Disruptions to
supply chains were also mentioned by a
number of women.
> Loss of sales and revenue: Not being
able to conduct business in person meant
that clients could not place orders in
person and see what they were buying,
sign documents in person, or gather for
sales events. Some businesses, such as
restaurants, art sales, and home parties,
were severely curtailed. One respondent
summed it up by stating: “Being closed for
three months, that’s kind of significant!”
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Others recalled how “earlier in the season,
when COVID-19 first hit, everything slowed
down,” and that “I was not allowed to work
for about a six week period.” The inability
to conduct business in the early stages
of the COVID-19 pandemic, or the need to
reduce hours or adapt operations to serve
fewer clients, led to financial pressures for
many, with several owners voicing their
concern about “bringing in enough income
to cover overhead costs.” Declining sales
across various types of businesses were
not just a result of business restrictions
but also of financial distress and worry
among customers. Business owners noted
that “existing clients can’t spend like they
used to” and “don’t have much money to
spend on non-essential things.” Financial
concerns for owners included the stress of
paying rent, meeting payroll, and dealing
with suppliers, while also trying to identify
and secure additional support. Some
women mentioned challenges in trying
to access additional support, expressing
frustration around “having my bank
respond to me.”
> Fear, stress, and uncertainty: Much
like early-stage women entrepreneurs,
women in established businesses also
noted the challenges associated with
trying to plan and carry on with their
business during a period of such extreme
uncertainty. Overall, there was a “general
air of caution with people […] they [were]
hesitant to make decisions and jump into
business opportunities.” Negativity about
the future was also evident, as some felt
that “the outcome of this is not what
people think it will be.” Owners spent time
trying to assuage the fears of employees
and clients, trying to reassure them that
businesses were operating safely, noting
that “we have staff that don’t want to
come out. A lot of nervousness.” In other
cases, “clients are afraid to come in.”

New opportunities
identified during the
COVID-19 pandemic
With respect to opportunities, what stands
out most from Figure 18 below is how strongly
women owners of established businesses
disagree with the idea that the COVID-19
pandemic has created new opportunities.
Over two-thirds (67.2%) strongly disagreed or
disagreed with that statement. While onequarter had identified new opportunities,
fewer than one in ten women strongly
agreed (8.2%) that this was the case in their
experience. Among men, we see a somewhat
different pattern. While a slight majority also
disagreed or strongly disagreed that the
pandemic had created new opportunities
(51.5%), nearly four in ten (39.1%) did report
identifying new opportunities of some kind.
Information from the open-ended
questions on the 2020 GEM Canada survey
provide further insights into the types of
opportunities that emerged for women
leading established businesses. Much like
those engaged in early-stage businesses, far
fewer women offered their comments on new
opportunities compared to those who shared
the downsides and challenges of dealing with

the pandemic. Overall, two common themes
stood out, related to unexpected increases
in new customers and business, as well as
potential benefits with the shift to remote
work and e-commerce:
> Increased business and new customers:
For women with established businesses,
the COVID-19 pandemic brought an
unexpected surge in activity. This occurred
because homebound individuals and
families turned their attention to new
hobbies, interests, and priorities in the
early months of the pandemic. There
were many survey comments about
people’s increased interest in improving
their home environment (e.g., offices and
working spaces, patio areas) or taking
up new hobbies. Related to this was also
a heightened concern with health and
safety issues. One woman who operated
a cleaning company commented that
“people are more focused on cleaning
and being safe, [and] people are seeking
out alternatives than harsh chemicals.”
Others noted the increased interest in
aesthetic improvements. One commercial
artist said: “My paintings are uplifting; they
make people happy, so more people are
buying more prints and cards.” Another
observed that “people are wanting to get to

FIGURE 18
New opportunities identified during the COVID-19 pandemic, established businesses (EB),
by gender, Canada
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projects they haven’t gotten to in previous
years because they aren’t spending time
traveling.” New products were also in
demand, such as “making and selling
masks,” with business owners shifting to
meet that demand. Related to this theme,
the specific timing of business restrictions
(and related decisions around when to
reopen the business) were also mentioned
as being important in attracting new
clientele. One woman noted how timing
had helped her gain new clients “because
we were one of the first to go back to work.”
> Remote work and e-commerce:
Established businesses in specific sectors
also saw new opportunities with the shift
to remote and online work. This allowed
them to change their normal business
practices and expand their reach. One
business owner who had shifted to online
teaching was able to move from a local to
a national market, explaining that “I was
able to start teaching people from across
Canada, other than teaching people in my
city.” Others commented on a range of
new practice areas, including teletherapy,
telemedicine, virtual consultations and
services, remote teaching, and virtual
presentations.
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Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on
Attitudes and Intentions of Women in
Canada Who Are Not Entrepreneurs
Beyond the immediate impact on
those already engaged in early-stage
and established businesses, another
important question concerns the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic on aspiring
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial intentions
in Canada. How were individuals in Canada
viewing entrepreneurship as a potential
career pathway early in the pandemic, and
how did they perceive potential implications
for the economy and small businesses? How
did women’s attitudes and self-assessments
compare with those of their counterparts
who are men in Canada? And to what extent
do we see notable changes in attitudes and
perceptions in 2020 compared to the 2019
pre-pandemic period?
Again, we can shed some light on these
questions by examining responses to several
questions in the GEM Canada survey that
capture attitudes and self-perceptions
towards entrepreneurship for women (as well
as men) within the population as a whole.d
Similarly to early-stage and established
entrepreneurs, respondents who did not own
a business were also asked about their views
on entrepreneurship in terms of its status
and viability as a good career choice; their
suitability for entrepreneurship, in terms of
skills and knowledge; whether they perceived
good business opportunities; whether they
personally know any entrepreneurs; and
whether they feared failure in undertaking an
entrepreneurial endeavour. Other questions
asked about entrepreneurial intention—that
is, plans to open up a business in the future.

d GEM Canada data for the Canadian population
includes all adults 18 to 79 years old.

The impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the attitudes of
non-entrepreneurs
Figure 19 illustrates responses to some
questions related to attitudes in 2020. As we
can see, both women and men continued to
perceive entrepreneurship quite favourably,
noting that it offered a good career choice
and has high status. Indeed, favourable
responses to these attitude-related
questions in 2020 are slightly more common
than they were in 2019, for both women
and men (with men having somewhat more
positive assessments, but not significantly
so). Where we see significant change is
among perceived opportunities, especially
for women. Whereas in 2019, nearly twothirds (63.0%) of women in Canada who were
not entrepreneurs saw good opportunities
in starting a business, this fell to 42.7%
in the early months of 2020. Support for
this position also fell for men, but far less
dramatically, moving from 67.8% in 2019 to
55.2% in 2020.
More individuals in Canada also expressed
a fear of failure in the 2020 survey than the
year prior—not surprisingly—though this
increased more for women than for men. In
2019, women and men were roughly equally
likely to express a fear of failure (48.6% for
women and 46.7% for men). By 2020, this
had risen to 56.5% of women and 51.0% of
men. In terms of perceived capabilities (e.g.,
skills, experience, and knowledge) we do not
see large shifts from 2019 to 2020. But it is
important to note how much lower women’s
self-perceived capabilities are in general,
with under half seeing themselves as suited
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to entrepreneurship, compared to well over
60% of men. With respect to knowing other
entrepreneurs, there is a slight decline for
both women and men, though more notably
for women.

The impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on entrepreneurial
intentions
Beyond attitudes and self-perceptions,
it is useful to know whether and how
entrepreneurial intentions shifted for women
and men in Canada during this early period of
the COVID-19 pandemic. As noted previously,
we have seen increasingly positive attitudes
towards entrepreneurship in Canada in
recent years, with many viewing it as a good
career choice and classifying it as work with
a high status. Related to this, we have seen
important shifts in entrepreneurial intentions,
which the GEM Canada survey measures with
a question asking respondents whether they
have “plans to start a business in the next
three years.”28 It would not be surprising if the

early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic had an
effect on reported entrepreneurial intention
among those not yet involved in any type of
enterprise.
Figure 20 sheds some light on these
questions, tracing rates of entrepreneurial
intention over the years since 2013. As can
be seen, reported rates of entrepreneurial
intention rose overall from 2013 to 2019.
In 2020, however, the reported levels of
entrepreneurial intention took a very sharp
downward turn, falling to 9.6% for women
and 12.7% for men. This marks a dramatic
decline, with 2020 showing the lowest levels
of entrepreneurial intention reported over that
time period. From a gender perspective, it is
interesting to note that while a gender gap
has persisted across the 2013 to 2021 period,
it narrowed significantly in 2020, with men’s
rates of entrepreneurial intention falling to
roughly half those in 2019.

FIGURE 19
Attitudes towards entrepreneurship among non-entrepreneurs by gender, Canada, 2020
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FIGURE 20
Entrepreneurial intentions for non-entrepreneurs by gender, Canada, 2020
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Conclusions
The COVID-19 pandemic has unleashed an
unprecedented shock among small business
owners and entrepreneurs in Canada and
around the world. Significant attention has
focused on the impacts of the pandemic on
women entrepreneurs in particular, given
the smaller size, scale, and resource bases
of their firms; their concentration in sectors
vulnerable to public health measures and
lockdowns (e.g., retail, personal services);
and the greater likelihood that women
entrepreneurs may be juggling heightened
work–family demands (e.g., home schooling).
Responding to this situation, this report
examines several questions: How were
women’s businesses, attitudes, and
aspirations impacted in the early months of
the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada? What
challenges did women business owners
face? Did they identify new opportunities to
keep their businesses afloat? And how were
public attitudes towards entrepreneurship in
Canada—which have been highly positive in
recent years—impacted by the shock of the
COVID-19 pandemic?

This report drew on representative empirical
data from the 2020 GEM Canada survey,
which was collected in July 2020, during
the first early months of the pandemic. Data
from 2,910 individuals in Canada allowed
us to examine the activity, attitudes, and
aspirations of women leading early-stage
firms (up to 3.5 year old) and established
businesses (more than 3.5 years old) during
this period, along with the attitudes of those
not involved in entrepreneurship. In addition
to standard GEM Canada questions that
allow year-to-year comparisons, the 2020
GEM Canada survey also included special
questions that asked about challenges and
new opportunities related to the COVID-19
pandemic.
Key findings include:

Impacts on early-stage
women entrepreneurs
In 2020, we saw little change in the
profile of women entrepreneurs in earlystage businesses in Canada. Overall, they
continued to be younger than women leading
established firms, highly educated, with
roughly half in a married or common law
relationship and 4 in 10 single. One-third of
women juggled their business with providing
care to children or elderly family members.
However, there were also some important
shifts from 2019 to 2020:
> Activity rates: Rates of women’s earlystage activity dropped notably in 2020,
falling to 13.9% from 17.0% two years prior.
Certainly, the continued concentration
of women’s early-stage businesses in
consumer services (two-third operate

30

in that sector) may have played a key
role in this decline, with such sectors
especially vulnerable to pandemic-related
restrictions. Work and family issues may
also be at play, as activity rates for younger
women (18-24) and older women did not
trend downwards in the same way as they
did for women aged 25 to 54 years.
> Business discontinuance: Of those
discontinuing a business, a full one-quarter
(25%) indicated that “the coronavirus
pandemic” was the main reason for doing
so in 2020. Other reasons were at play,
including finances and lack of profitability.
Positive reasons were also reported, such
as opportunities to sell, a decision to
retire, or a planned exit. Overall, one in five
(22.8%) women business owners reported
discontinuing their early-stage business
in 2020—higher than for women-led
established firms—confirming the greater
vulnerability of firms in the start-up stage.
> Attitudes: Despite the initial economic
and psychological shock of the COVID-19
pandemic, the attitudes of early-stage
women remained surprisingly positive.
Roughly 7 in 10 still reported seeing
good opportunities in 2020, even in
the early months when the full impacts
of the pandemic were not yet clear.
Likewise, most women continued to see
entrepreneurship as a good career choice.
And while there was a marked increase in
the fear of failure (roughly half of women),
this was also the case for men engaged
in early-stage firms, reducing any gender
gap.
> Job growth: It is clear that the COVID-19
pandemic sparked downshifting in growth
expectations. Roughly one in five women
in 2020 expected to create no jobs at all,
higher than in 2019. Notably, however,
there was no downwards shift for women
leading growth-oriented firms, with the
proportion of those aspiring to create 20
or more jobs remaining stable from 2019 to
2020.

> Challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic:
With the public health restrictions
across Canada in the early stages of the
pandemic, over two-thirds of women
operating early-stage businesses
experiencing some stoppages in their
core activities. But women’s rates of
disruption in early-stage businesses were
much higher than those for men in earlystage businesses (55.7%) and for women
leading established firms (53.2%). This
points to the important role of industry
location. Open-ended responses from
women highlighted this, along with the key
challenges they faced: navigating public
health measures, market and supplier
disruptions, fear and uncertainty, physical
and mental health challenges, and finding
appropriate support.
> New opportunities: Despite challenges, a
significant group of early-stage women—
one-third—also reported that the COVID-19
pandemic had sparked new opportunities.
Open-ended responses most frequently
highlighted opportunities from new
customers and markets, e-commerce,
and business innovation. Meanwhile,
one-quarter of women strongly disagreed
that the pandemic had created any new
opportunities at all.

Impacts on established
business owners
In 2020, women entrepreneurs leading
established firms remained somewhat older
than their counterparts leading early-stage
businesses (44 years of age on average)
and were highly educated. Four in ten
reported caring for children or elderly family
members, and two-thirds were in married
or common law relationships. Compared to
women working in early-stage businesses,
their operations were more diversified. Less
than half (44.6%) were in consumer services,
with business services (24.6%) increasingly
represented. They also had a good presence
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in manufacturing (18.5%) and the extractive
sectors (12.3%). Viewed through this lens, the
following trends stand out:
> Activity rates: There was significant
stability in activity rates for established
women in 2020, suggesting a steady state
of affairs in the first few months of the
COVID-19 pandemic. This contrasts notably
with the downward trends for women
working in early-stage businesses, as
discussed earlier.

strong growth orientations to recalibrate
their goals. However, this same trend is
not evident for men in established firms,
for whom growth expectations remained
stable. Work and family demands may have
played a role in putting growth plans on
pause.

> Business discontinuance: Despite this
stability, some churning and turnover
was evident, with roughly 15% of women
in established businesses reporting
discontinuing their business at some
point in 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic
appears to have played a much greater role
here than in early-stage firms, with half
of established women business owners
indicating they closed their business
for this reason. This is also much higher
than rates for established men (21.4%),
suggesting a marked gender gap in this
regard.

> Challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic:
Over half (53.2%) of women in established
businesses reported disruptions to their
businesses as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic, comparable to patterns for
men in established businesses. But these
rates of disruption were lower than those
for women in early-stage businesses—
possibly a result of their industry profiles,
given that more established women
operate in business services where a
great deal of work could more easily be
virtually mediated. Responses to openended questions highlighted several key
challenges: responding to public health
measures; dealing with declining sales
and revenue; and coping with fear, stress
and uncertainty in the early months of the
pandemic.

> Attitudes: Compared to women-led earlystage businesses, there was a stronger
downward trend in women’s attitudes
in established businesses in 2020. Just
over half (54.0%) continued to see good
opportunities in 2020, compared to 74.8%
in 2019. Equally notable is a large jump in
the reported fear of failure, with just over
half of established women entrepreneurs
indicating concerns, up significantly
from 23.5% in 2019. Despite this, women
continued to hold quite favourable views of
entrepreneurship as a good career choice
and as having high status.

> New opportunities: One-quarter of
women in established businesses reported
seeing new opportunities. But the vast
majority (67.2%) of women disagreed
that the COVID-19 pandemic had created
new opportunities at all. This is a marked
contrast to the views of men leading
established firms, who were more likely
to report new opportunities of some kind
(39.1%). Women’s qualitative comments
around opportunities highlighted two key
themes: increased business from new
customers and new ways of doing business
through remote work and e-commerce.

> Job growth: In 2020, there was a
significant drop in growth expectations
in the high job creation bands, with just
7.3% of established women expecting to
create 20 or more jobs compared to 22.3%
in 2019. Clearly, the uncertainties brought
about by the pandemic led women with
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Implications for
entrepreneurial attitudes
and aspirations in Canada
The 2020 GEM Canada survey also offers a
valuable window into the attitudes of the
general public (those not involved in business
ownership) towards entrepreneurship during
the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Compared to highly positive attitudes found
in past GEM Canada surveys (2013–2019), the
following trends stand out:
> Attitudes: Despite the early shocks of
the COVID-19 pandemic, perceptions
of business ownership were even more
favourable in 2020 than in 2019, both for
women and men. Roughly 70% of women
continued to see entrepreneurship as
a good career choice, and nearly 80%
believed it had high status.
> Perceptions of opportunities: Despite
this, the COVID-19 pandemic clearly had
an effect on perception of opportunities,
with a marked dive in the proportion of
women reporting they perceived good
opportunities, from two-thirds in 2019 to
just 4 in 10 (42.7%) at the time of the survey
in July 2020. Agreement on this issue fell
for men too, but less sharply, from 67.8% in
2019 to 55.2% in 2020.

Taken together, the results from the 2020
GEM Canada survey suggest challenges but
also significant resilience among Canada’s
women entrepreneurs, and surprisingly
positive views of business ownership in
the population at large, considering the
significant turmoil of the early months of the
COVID-19 pandemic. This is not to disregard
the negative impacts on women that are
very evident in the data—for instance,
the reduced activity rates for early-stage
owners and closures due to the pandemic for
established businesses. However, positive
trends are evident—notably the sustained
growth orientations among early-stage
women owners and the identification of new
opportunities by some women leading earlystage and established businesses. How these
trends continue to unfold over the longer
term (2021 and onwards) is a critical question
both for women’s ongoing success in the
entrepreneurial sector and for an inclusive
recovery. The 2021 GEM Canada survey,
which will again include special pandemicrelated questions, promises to provide a
valuable window into understanding the
pandemic’s longer term impacts and the ways
in which women entrepreneurs continue to
navigate this unprecedented challenge.

> Entrepreneurial intentions: Perhaps the
strongest indicator of changing attitudes
is found in entrepreneurial intentions, the
proportion of individuals planning to start
a business in the next three years. After
a long upward trend in entrepreneurial
intention from 2013 to 2019, in 2020
we see a sharp downward turn in
entrepreneurial intention for women,
with a record low of just 9.6% indicating
such intentions, down from 16.9% in
2019. Entrepreneurial intention for men
also dropped dramatically, narrowing the
gender gap as a result.
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