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Abstract: 
In the era of equal opportunities policy, the road to business success is still more time-consuming 
and labour-intensive for women than it is for men. Numerous studies indicate that women are faced 
with specific requirements concerning the enhancement of their role in management. However, 
despite the existing procedural and legal solutions, women's access to leadership positions is still 
difficult. Analysing the situation in Poland, a change in the situation of women in the labour market 
after the accession to the European Union is practically imperceptible or insignificant, despite such 
strongly emphasised equal opportunities policy, especially in projects co-financed by the Structural 
Funds. The paper aims to answer the following questions: (1) what factors hinder women's entre-
preneurial activity?, and (2) does the phenomenon of discrimination against women in the labour 
market still exist despite the strongly emphasised, especially after 2004, principle of equal oppor-
tunities? The provision of answers to thus formulated questions was preceded by an analysis of 
secondary sources and a CAWI study conducted on a sample of 353 randomly selected companies 
from Lodz representing various sectors. The respondents in the study were women-entrepreneurs 
or women occupying managerial/executive positions. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the era of equal opportunities policy, the road to business success is still more 
time-consuming and labour-intensive for women than it is for men. As shown by 
numerous studies, women are faced with specific requirements concerning the en-
hancement of their role in management. However, despite the existing procedural 
and legal solutions, women's access to leadership positions is still difficult.  

Research hypotheses assumed in this article are as follows: 

H1: Women's entrepreneurial activity is limited primarily by external factors. 
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H2: In the era of the principle of equal opportunities, there is still a phenomenon 
of discrimination against women-entrepreneurs. 

H3: The implementation of the principle of equal opportunities in projects co-fi-
nanced by the ESF and the ERDF in 2004-2013 contributed little to the im-
provement of the situation of women in business. 

The main objective of the study was to examine the situation of women – 
managers and entrepreneurs – and to identify the factors of their professional suc-
cess. The study was divided into two phases. In the first phase, an analysis of sec-
ondary sources – studies on the situation of women in business – was carried out, 
clearly indicating that women's entrepreneurial potential is not fully exploited due 
primarily to: (1) the existing external barriers hindering women's managerial ca-
reers; (2) a low impact of the equal opportunities policy on the improvement of the 
situation of women in management/business and; (3) virtually no change in the sit-
uation of women (a lack of improvement in the situation of women in manage-
ment/business) as a result of the implementation in Poland since 2004 projects co-
financed by the ESF and the ERDF in which the principle of equal opportunities is 
crucial. In the second phase, the CAWI was carried out on a sample of 353 ran-
domly selected enterprises from Lodz representing various sectors. 

In order to conduct the study, a questionnaire containing 37 questions divided 
into 6 thematic blocks and a personal profile form containing 11 questions encom-
passing socio-demographic data characterising the respondents were prepared. In 
addition, a scenario of individual in-depth interview containing 6 questions was 
developed. 21 women participated in the in-depth interviews. The material obtained 
from the interviews was used to develop recommendations for the activation of 
women aimed at starting entrepreneurial activity and to provide the description of 
"good practices". The paper contains the analysis related to 6 questions within the 
following thematic blocks: 2 - determinants of professional success; 4: barriers to 
managerial advancement and possible solutions, and 6: self-employment. State-
ments on stimulating entrepreneurial activity among young women made by the 
respondents during the individual interviews were used. 

The respondents in the study were women-entrepreneurs or women in mana-
gerial/executive positions. The aim of the survey was to: (1) indicate stimulants and 
barriers to conducting business activities and management of the enterprise/organ-
isational unit by women; (2) identify the path to professional success of women; 
and (3) determine the impact of the principle of equal opportunities on the situation 
of women in business. The study results confirmed the findings of the analysis of 
existing sources indicating the inhibition of women's entrepreneurial activity by the 
environment and its prevailing stereotypes. Attempts to improve the situation of 
women in business, by means of educational programmes, informational and pro-
motional campaigns, as well as legislative solutions, etc., should therefore be con-
tinued. 
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2. FACTORS LIMITING WOMEN'S ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY  
IN THE LIGHT OF INTERNATIONAL AND DOMESTIC RESEARCH  

In the light of international studies, factors determining women's decision to start 
their own business can be divided into two groups (Jennings & Brush, 2013): 

1. pull factors (independence, self-realisation, an increase in income); 
2. push factors (dissatisfaction with work, flexibility and family reasons, insuf-

ficient earnings). 

Regrettably, in the case of women, push factors are more likely to influence 
the decision about starting their own company rather than the perception of market 
opportunities and opportunities for personal growth (Fransson, 2011). 

In many countries, women face particular difficulties in obtaining capital to 
operate their business activity, e.g.: by additional requirements for securing loans 
(Avolio Alecchi & Radović-Marković, 2012). At the same time, funding problems 
are more often a reason for termination of business activity than in the case of men. 
Moreover, women are more likely than men to feel the fear of failure in terms of 
founding a company. It is common in all regions of the world. In addition, women 
assess their skills and capabilities in business more negatively than men do. In many 
countries, it is harder for women to start a business due to their lack of education – 
the level of illiteracy is greater among women. In the group of people running their 
own companies, women are more likely than men to have difficulty with the devel-
opment of their businesses (Kelley, Brush, Greene & Litovsky, 2012). 

The situation of women in developing countries with low GDP per capita 
should be also noted. The following factors constitute the main barriers for women 
from these countries in making the decision to start their own business (Wube, 
2010): 

1. Difficulties in establishing and running businesses by women due to culture, 
religion and traditions. 

2. Difficulties experienced by women in obtaining funds to run their own busi-
nesses in the form of bank loans and informal loans. Financial institutions re-
quire women to provide a higher collateral or the affiliation of loan agreements 
also by a man. As a result, when setting up a company, women are more likely 
to use savings than loans (which excludes from the market the women that do 
not have savings). In addition, investors are less interested in supporting com-
panies run by women. 

3. Women have less business experience than men. This is mainly due to the 
limited access of women to training in this field. 

4. Women have fewer business contacts, they do not know how to deal with gov-
ernment bureaucracy and have less bargaining power, which limits their de-
velopment (the problem with access to new markets due to the lack of contacts 
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and knowledge). Thus, they work on a smaller scale and rarely enter into net-
work relations (which are mostly dominated by men and difficult to access by 
women). 

5. A lack of or limited access to technology due to a lack of funds. Public places 
with the Internet access are not friendly to women because of the hours of 
work and an environment not favourable to women. Hence they do not feel at 
ease using modern technologies. 

6. Legal and institutional barriers. Women have little access to decision-makers 
(experiencing problems with communication with public administration and 
not receiving reliable information). Legal conditions reduce the possibility of 
having resources or obtaining an inheritance by women. 

7. Difficulties in reconciling business commitments and family obligations as 
well as lower mobility of women. 

Moreover, in developing countries, women's entrepreneurial activity is very 
often a result of necessity (no other options to support their households). 
The following factors prompt Polish women to run their own businesses 
(Balcerzak-Paradowska et al., 2011; Kupczyk, 2009): 
1. striving for independence and self-reliance (to decide their own fate); 
2. striving to achieve higher income and financial independence; 
3. opportunity for professional development; 
4. negative experiences from paid employment; 
5. favourable market conditions; 
6. the threat of unemployment. 

Other factors – stimulants of entrepreneurial activity of Polish women – in-
clude: 

1. economic factors associated with an increase in the level of wealth of the so-
ciety, contributing to the development of services which constitute space for 
women's entrepreneurship; 

2. cultural factors associated with the perception of women as entrepreneurs; 
3. institutional and demographic factors, such as a fertility rate. 

The barriers – de-stimulating entrepreneurial activity of Polish women – in-
clude: 

1. barriers in access to financing; 
2. a lack of entrepreneurial skills; 
3. cultural barriers: lower self-esteem, less faith in success, a greater fear of fail-

ure, a lack of self-confidence and faith in the effectiveness of the objectives 
of the organisation; 

4. educational barriers (a lack of information and knowledge on how to start, run 
and successfully develop one's own company); 

5. traditional socialisation (strengthening the traditional division of social roles 
by gender), the difficulty of reconciling work and the role of the wife/mother; 

6. institutional barriers, such as poor access to childcare. 
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Thus, comparing the results of analyses of national and international research 
on stimulants and destimulants of women's entrepreneurial activity, one can con-
clude that depending on the level of economic development, their decisions are 
guided either by pull or push factors. Hence, in developing countries with lower 
GDP per capita, push factors dominate and additionally there is a lack of other al-
ternatives for women to provide the minimum subsistence level for themselves and 
their families. In developing countries with higher GDP per capita, one can talk 
about the combination of these two groups with a predominance of pull factors. In 
developed countries pull factors dominate. 

According to a study carried out in 2015 on a group of 353 respondents from 
Lodz1, the main determinants of setting up one's own business included: striving 
for independence – independence in decision-making (23% of the respondents) as 
well as the desire to achieve higher income/financial independence (18% of the 
respondents). Unfortunately, the factor associated with the ease of obtaining financ-
ing for new and growing businesses was identified by respondents as marginal (2% 
of the respondents) (Figure 1). Such a distribution of responses may be due to either 
ignorance of the available programmes for new and growing businesses (a lack of 
interest on the part of the respondents or a wrong method of information provision 
and promotion used by institutions that provide this kind of support) or complicated 
procedures for obtaining support for new or developing businesses run/managed by 
women. 

The barrier to making the decision about taking up entrepreneurial activity 
most frequently mentioned by the respondents was the lack of self-confidence/the 
fear of failure (24.07% of the respondents) and the lack of their own financial re-
sources (18.17% of the respondents). Other destimulants of women's entrepreneur-
ship included, among others: the tax system, strong competition in the market and 
difficulties in finding customers. Importantly, sporadically the respondents indi-
cated a lack of support from family as a factor that constituted a barrier to making 
the decision to start their own business (Figure 2). 

In terms of barriers that the respondents had to overcome on the way to their 
present professional positions, the following held the first three positions in the 
ranking: difficulties in reconciling work and family life (30% of the respondents), 
the lack of self-confidence/the fear of taking risks (18% of the respondents) and the 
stereotype indicating that men are better managers (13% of the respondents). In the 
minority were the respondents who pointed to a reluctant attitude to motherhood 
on the part of their superiors (only 3% of the respondents), or the lack of support 
from family and the blocking of opportunities for promotion by men/women occu-
pying senior positions (4% of the respondents) as barriers to their professional de-
velopment (Figure 3). 

                                                      
1 The study was conducted in 2015 in the framework of the project entitled “Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na 
łódzkim rynku pracy” (“A woman In business. Women’s success in the Lódź labour market“) coordinated by the 
Regional Labour Office in Lodz in cooperation with the Centre of Excellence for Teacher Training and Vocational 
Education as well as Agency for Economic and Statistical Analysis “Anstat”. 
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Figure 1. Factors encouraging women to become entrepreneurs 
Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 

“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 

Figure 2. Factors inhibiting women's decision to undertake economic activity 
Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 

“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 
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Figure 3. Barriers to women's professional career 
Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 

“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 
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the use of resources under the ESF for the expansion of services offering childcare 
and care for dependent adults. 

Other good practices in the framework of the policy of equalisation of oppor-
tunities for professional development in the context of gender in the European Un-
ion can be divided into three types of initiatives (Beltran & Ursa, 2006; Kupczyk, 
2009): 

1. Legislative – regulations on the equalisation of opportunities for women in the
labour market (quotas).

2. Institutional – centres/committees supporting professional activity of women
and supervising the observance of the principle of equal opportunities in the
labour market.

3. Information and training – integrated educational and information systems ad-
dressed to women and supporting their entrepreneurship.

The good practices indicated in the framework of the policy for the equalisa-
tion of opportunities for professional development in the context of gender are at 
the same time the demands listed by the surveyed Polish women who indicated the 
following solutions which might help in the development of entrepreneurship 
among women (Balcerzak-Paradowska et al., 2011): 

1. Lower taxes and contributions (labour costs).
2. Increased access to capital (an effective system of obtaining assistance for the

development of enterprises, expanding a network of consultation centres).
3. The development of care for young children and better access to technical in-

frastructure (increased employers' interest in the development of the network
of care providers as well as providers of educational, recreational and sports
services for children and adolescents).

4. Simplified procedures (easier and shorter).
5. A better social image of women-entrepreneurs (actions taken to change stere-

otypes about perceiving the roles of men and women and the development of
partnership relations in the family, promoting the partnership-based model of
the family).

6. The promotion of research and development.
7. Customised support for women-entrepreneurs (coaching, mentoring) and in-

dividualised school education for women (developing characteristics and
forming appropriate attitudes favourable to women's entrepreneurship).

According to the study conducted, the opinions of the respondents on the man-
ifestations of unequal treatment of women in the workplace were divided. Thus, 
34% of the respondents answered that they had not heard of such cases, while 32% 
indicated that they had personally not experienced it but had heard of such cases 
from their friends. However, the analysis of the total value of the responses regard-
ing the lack of this phenomenon or its occurrence, whether directly experienced or 
encountered in the environment, indicates that the majority, i.e. 60% of the respond-
ents, have encountered personally or not manifestations of unequal treatment of 
women in the workplace. This was primarily manifested in lower wages of women 
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compared with men (20% of the respondents), voicing the views of referring to 
gender stereotypes (14% of the respondents) and passing women over for promo-
tions (11% of the respondents) (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Unequal treatment of women in the workplace manifested 
Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 

“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 

The surveyed women also voiced their opinions on the methods of the equal-
isation of opportunities for professional development in the context of gender that 
companies and the government could introduce. 

Among the demands concerning the actions that companies should take in 
terms of the equalisation of opportunities for professional development in the con-
text of gender, the most frequently mentioned by the respondents was the demand 
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Figure 5. Means of the equalisation of opportunities for professional development in the 
context of gender recommended to companies 

Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 
“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 

Figure 6. Recommended solutions for the support of the equal opportunities policy for 
professional development in Poland in the context of gender 

Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 
“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 
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women; launching assistance programmes for mothers returning to the labour mar-
ket; promoting positive examples of women's professional activity and profiles of 
successful women – the so-called good practices (17% of the respondents in each 
case) (Figure 6). 

4. SUPPORT IN THE FRAMEWORK OF THE EU FUNDS
AND THE SITUATION OF WOMEN IN THE LABOUR MARKET 

According to studies carried out at the EU level, still fewer women than men benefit 
from support under the Structural Funds, especially in terms of support for estab-
lishing and developing economic activities (Beltran & Ursa, 2006). 

National studies indicate that women's opinions (n = 400) concerning the im-
provement of the situation in the context of the use of EU funds are divided. Thus, 
26% of the respondents noticed a significant improvement in the situation of 
women in management, and another 22% said that the situation had improved only 
slightly. On the other hand, 25% of the respondents felt that “women continue to 
be discriminated against, and their access to positions is more difficult, they earn 
less and are promoted more slowly. Women at the medium levels of management 
feel most strongly discriminated against. The largest group of women who perceive 
some improvement in the situation are company owners/co-owners” (Kupczyk 
2009, pp. 81-82). 

Figure 7. The percentage of businesses run by women benefiting from the support of the 
European Union funds 

Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 
“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 
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indicated the use of that assistance after 2006). Therefore, it can be concluded that 
awareness of the opportunities associated with the support provided by the EU 
funds is increasing (this may be partly due to the appropriate promotional and in-
formational campaign), and the ability of the respondents to use this kind of support 
is growing (which can be a result of appropriate training and consulting pro-
grammes). 

Due to the nature of the support from which the respondents benefited, both 
in 2004-2006 and in 2007-2013, most of the responses were related to the assistance 
for the purchase of tangible assets (35.94% of the respondents and 36.26% of the 
respondents respectively). The women surveyed indicated training next in the rank-
ing. In this case, the share of the respondents benefiting from this form of assistance 
in 2007-2013 fell compared to the first programming period 2004-2006 (from 
34.38% to 28.57% of the responses). However, the share in the use of the support 
for the implementation of innovations increased (from 10.94% to 13.19% of the 
responses) (Figure 8). That result may be due to a change of emphasis in terms of 
the areas covered by the assistance, i.e. the transition from the support focused on 
basic company operations to the support for innovativeness of companies. 

Figure 8. The forms of the EU support used by companies managed by women since 
2004 

Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 
“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 
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implemented may have on the situation of women, low awareness of the main ob-
jectives of the principle of equal opportunities in the context of gender and oppor-
tunities for conducting activities in accordance with the equality principle among 
project designers and institutions responsible for the implementation of these pro-
grammes. 

Figure 9. Changes in the situation of women in the labour market, including management, 
through the use of the European Union funds available since 2004 

Source: own compilation based on the study carried out in the framework of the project entitled 
“Kobieta w biznesie. Sukces kobiet na łódzkim rynku pracy” (n=353). 
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in the indicated area, organising appropriate training programmes and infor-
mation campaigns to strengthen the role of women in management/running 
their own business). In order to encourage and motivate women (graduates of 
various types of schools) to start business activity, schools should introduce 
workshops/trainings (at the stage of early childhood education) which would 
help women overcome their own weaknesses and believe that they are able to 
run their own businesses in the future. Workshops and seminars on building 
women's confidence about their own self-worth, not lower than men's, in re-
lation to taking on managerial roles should be organised. 

2. Developing by the state in collaboration with business companies the care and
educational system, as well as recreational and sports services for children and 
adolescents. In addition, school classes providing demonstrations (e.g.: in 
a form of workshops) in the area of partnership-based family planning or the 
division of responsibilities in order to reconcile family and professional life 
should be introduced. 

3. Creating possibilities for shortened/flexible working time or remote work for
women. Among flexible forms of work organisation, teleworking can play 
a significant role in professional activation of women. This is mainly due to 
the possibility of performing this work in the recently rapidly developing oc-
cupations related to the IT, financial, commercial, legal and human resources 
areas. Studies show that women are increasingly better educated and often 
work in the indicated areas. 

In addition, due to the fact that the current 2014-2020 programming perspec-
tive (especially the Regional Operational Programmes) provides an opportunity to 
implement solutions that were requested by the women participating in the study 
(e.g.: increased access to childcare and educational infrastructure; capital for busi-
ness start-ups, training and consulting services dedicated to women), all possible 
dissemination, training and consulting actions should be taken to fully exploit the 
existing opportunities (to increase the proportion of female applicants successfully 
applying for the assistance from the new perspective programme 2014-2020). 
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