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ABSTRACT

This PhD explores women’s move from employment to self-employment, examining their
experiences and perceptions of this transition.

In particular, it focuses on the following five central research questions:

1. How does the move from employment to self-employment fit in with a woman’s
career pattern more generally?

2. How can a woman’s decision to leave her organisation be understood theoretically?

. Why did the women in the study choose to embark on self-employment and what
were their expectations in doing so?

4. What factors most influenced a woman’s experience of self-employment?

. To what extent did the women in the study identify themselves as entrepreneurs and
what factors impacted on this identification?
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Implicit in the first question is an assumption that a woman’s career transition can not be
understood as a discrete moment or an isolated event; rather, it must be examined within
the context of her developing career. The analysis illustrates that the move involves
more than a “simple” change between career forms; rather, it is a much more complex
transition, involving the balancing of often incompatible career discourses. In seeking to
understand women’s career transition and development, the analysis emphasizes the
importance of occupational identity, the focus of question 5 above.

~ As regards the second question, in seeking to understand respondents’ decisions to leave
their organisations, it is necessary to examine both personal and organisational factors,
not as a dichotomy, but as integrally related. Notably, gender emerges as significantly
impacting on these decisions: in particular the implications of the ideology of the family
for women’s perceived roles and responsibilities.

Turning to question 3, while for some the move to self-employment was experienced as a
single decision, for others it was seen as two distinct, though related choices. Central to
this analysis is the significance of family background, and gender. As regard women’s
fears and expectations, the analysis explores the notion of “risk” , and examines the ways
in which women’s understandings of concepts such as “freedom” and “control” changed
through their experience of self-employment.

Considering question 4, those factors which respondents identified as having a significant
impact on their experiences of self~employment, their previous organisational experience
was seen as central. Also highly relevant were women’s social networks: not only
professional relationships and business partners, but also the important role played by
husbands and families.

Finally, permeating this analysis is the importance of both structural and agentic
dimensions of experience in women’s career transition. These dimensions, however,
must not be seen as a dualism, but as a “duality” (Giddens, 1976, 1979, 1984; Bhaskar,
1975,1979,-1983). The thesis thus proposes a theoretical model for understanding
women’s move from employment to self-employment based on this dynamic interplay
between structure and agency. Central to this model is the construction of occupational
identity.
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Chapter one

INTRODUCTION

This study explores two worlds: the world of the organisation and the world of the small
business owner/manager. Focusing on women who have left middle and senior positions
within organisations and set up their own businesses, the study seeks to examine the
complex relationship between organisational life and self-employment, and how the

transition from one to the other is experienced and perceived.

In recent years there has been an increasing fascination with entrepreneursawho start up
small businesses and facilitate their growth and development. It has been argued
(Inkson, 1995, Rifkin, 1995, Bridges, 1995) that due to the macro-economic situation
and organisations' rééponse, the focus of business in the 1990's is changing from a
corporate orientation to an emphasis on the individual. Researchers have thus observed
a steady dismantling of bureaucratic structures. Career growth is no longer synonymous
with "climbing up" the hierarchy, but "hopping" from one organisation to another
(Kanter, 1989), with many managers opting out of corporate life altogether and going
into business for themgelves (Hakim, 1989; Rosin and Korabik, 1992).

In the case of women more specifically, literature on gender and organisations reveals a
growing awareness of the gendered nature of organisations (Mills, 1988, 1989, 1992,
Acker, 1992; Cassell and Walsh, 1994; Davies, 1992, 1995). Women's participation in
the workforce is increasing, yet organisations remain segregated, both vertically and
horizontally (Arber and Gilbert, 1992; Rees, 1992). Although the route to the top
appears to be clear and obvious, the path is barred by almost imperceptible obstacles;
women can see where they want to be, but can not get there. The result, frequently, is

frustration and disillusionment (Morrison, 1987; Davidson and Cooper, 1992).

Some women, confounded in their attempts to grow and progress within their
organisations, make the decision to leave corporate life altogether and set up businesses

of their own (Simpson, 1991, Still, 1993; Rees, 1992). Contrary to popular myths which

1



lead us to believe that women are leaving their organisational positions for family
reasons, it has been suggested that the reality is more complex, often resulting from

organisational factors (Rosin and Korabik, 1992; Marshall, 1991, 1994, 1995).

Female self-employment has increased dramatically in recent years, with women now
representing over one-quarter of the self-employed population (Carter and Cannon,
1992; Marlow and Strange, 1993). Women owner/managers have thus become a
significant economic force. However, despite the growing number of women
entrepreneurs, there is a dearth of qualitative, in-depth literature on the subject, resulting
in a lack of theoretical understanding of the experiences of such women: their
motivations, problems, successes and aspirations (Moore, 1990). Whilst there is a
burgeoning literature on entrepreneurship generally, many of these studies-have a
distinctly male bias (Lee-Gosselin and Grise, 1990; Allen and Truman, 1993). Indeed,
the term "entrepreneur” itself conveys meanings which are often at odds with the

experiences of many women (Stevenson, 1990).

Two important studies have identified as a distinct group those women who have set up
their own businesses after leaving positions within organisations (Goffee and Scase,
1985; Carter and Cannon, 1992). However, in spite of its said importance, research into
this area remains limited. Focusing on women who have moved from employment to
self-employment, this thesis thus seeks to develop existing understandings of this under-
researched group. In particular, it aims to contribute fresh insights into women's
experiences of organisational life, their decisions to leave their organisations and to
embark on their own business ventures, their experiences and perceptions of self-
employment, and their visions of the future. At the same time, exploring this career
transition from the vantage point of self-employment, it seeks to provide a new

perspective on women’s working lives more generally.



The broad aims of the research are therefore as follows:
e First, to contribute original empirical data to a previously under-researched area;

¢ Second, to develop a theoretical understanding of the experiences and perceptions of
women who leave their positions within organisations and set up their own

businesses.
1.1 Overview of the Thesis

This quélitative study is based on data gathered in semi-structured interviews with
twenty-four women who left positions within organisations and set up their own
businesses. Participants in the study were involved in a variety of employment sectors,
and all lived and wo;ked in the Sheflield area. During the course of their interviews,
which typically lasted between one-and-a-half and two hours, women described their
career experiences, focusing in particular on their transition from employment to self-

employment. All of the interviews were tape-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.

Turning to the structure of the thesis, Chapter 2 reviews the literature relevant to this
study. The focus of this thesis - the lifeworlds of women who have moved from
employment to self-employment - does not easily lend itself to a unidisciplinary
perspective. Instead, an approach which seeks to work across discipline boundaries and
provide insights from a variety of social science perspectives will contribute to the
development of more coherent and adequate frameworks for understanding. Central to
this study are the following (interdisciplinary) literatures: the culture of enterprise;
women in the labour market; women and career theory; "corporate flight" of women
managers; gender and organisations; and entrepreneurship. Chapter 2 reviews these in
turn, examining in particular the extent to which they provide understandings into the
experiences of women who have moved from employment to self-employment. At the
same time, the chapter outlines ways in which this thesis will contribute to these

developing literatures.



Chapter 3 focuses on methodology, outlining the importance of a qualitative approach,
and arguing the case for applying a feminist perspective. It then turns to the more
practical issue of research design, detailing the processes of recruiting participants, data
collection and analysis. In conclusion, the chapter identifies the research questions to be

addressed in the analysis.

Chapters 4 through 8 present the research findings. Chapter 4 examines respondents'
move from employment to self-employment generally, focusing on emerging patterns
which facilitate our understanding of the transition in terms of women's developing
careers. Chapter 5 considers more specifically women's decisions to leave their
organisations, while the decision to become self-employed is detailed in Chapter 6.
Chapter 7 and 8 investigate the experience of self-employment. Chapter 7.examines
respondents' fears and expectations as they embarked on their new business ventures,
and the extent to which these were realised in practice. Chapter 8 examines those factors
which respondents i&entiﬁed as having significantly impacted on their experiences of self-

employment.

Finally, Chapter 9 presents a discussion of these findings, while Chapter 10 outlines

possible directions for future research, and concludes the thesis.



Chapter two

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter reviews the literature relevant to this study of women who have left
their positions within organisations and set up their own businesses. Section 2.1
considers self-employment and the culture.of enterprise, looking specifically at the
relevance of this literature for women in business. Section 2.2 focuses on the
literature on women's position in the labour market, and the implications of the
move to self-employment. Section 2.3 examines the careers literature, and
considers its adequacy both for women, and for individuals whose careers fall
outside of traditional, bureaucratic structures. Section 2.4 reviews the developing
literature on women's decisions to leave their organisations, situating-this "flight"
within current research into gender and organisations more generally. Section 2.5
focuses on the literature of entrepreneurship, examining the adequacy of
traditional perspectives and considering the developing literature on women
entrepreneurs. Each of these sections concludes with a summary of the main
points and an outline of the ways in which this study will contribute to the
particular literature at hand. Finally, section 2.6 considers important
methodological issues emerging from these reviews which will serve to inform this
study, outlines the broad aim of the research, and identifies key themes to be
explored in the empirical work which follows.

2.1 Self-Employment and the Culture of Enterprise
2.1.1 Introduction

"The discourse of the enterprise culture has become one of the major articulating

principles of the age" (Burrows, 1991, p. 1).

The 1980's was heralded as a time in which old, collectivist ideas were replaced by an
emphasis on individualism, wealth creation and freedom (Ritchie, 1991; DuGay, 1991,
Hobbs, 1991). In the UK, self-employment and small business activity were actively
promoted as the cornerstones of enterprise, and as such were encouraged to thrive.
While to right-wing commentators the notion of enterprise signified economic

regeneration through the development of small businesses, those on the left saw the



emphasis on small business growth, more cynicaily, as a way of reducing unemployment
(Cross and Payne, 1991; Brown and Scase, 1991; Stanworth et al., 1989). This section
briefly reviews the literature on the culture of enterprise, focusing on both its material

and ideological dimensions, and the extent to which it addresses the experiences of self-

employed women.

Self-employment is an ambiguous and often misleading concept. In the first section, the
various ways in which the term is defined and theorised are reviewed. Moving on, the
chapter considers the increase in self-employment in the 1980's, examining the various
ways in which this increase has been explained. The 1980's has been seen as a decade of
economic, political and social change. The next section explores the cultu‘r,allideological
dimension of the change: in particular it considers the emergence of the discourse of
enterprise, its significance, and its durability. Finally, the review focuses on the
implications of the enterprise culture for women, noting in particular the ways in which

this study can contribute to our understanding of this issue.
2.1.2 Making Sense of Self-employment

The term self-employment, far from describing a discrete work situation, is a multi-
faceted term connoting a whole range of employment possibilities and contexts, and
including both objective criteria and subjective assessment. Before attempting to explaln
changes in patterns of self-employment and their 1deologlcal implications, it is 1mportant
to consider the term itself, how it is understood by theorists, researchers and

practitioners.

In his analysis of the Labour Force Survey, Daly (1991) suggests that the concept of self-
employment is complex because there are many groups of workers whose employment
status is unclear: from labour-only sub-contractors to company directors and people
with second jobs in self-employment. Rather than limiting the meaning of self-
employment to any one of these contexts, thereby excluding the others, the LFS relies on
self-definition. Only if a respondent expresses doubt about their classification are they

guided further; at this point an individual's tax status is used to determine whether or not



they can be considered self-employed. "In principle, then, the conceptual definition
underlying the regular self-employment estimates is aligned to tax status; but in practice
the measurement depends mainly on individual's perceptions of their employment status"
(Daly, 1991, p. 131). Daly explains that in other circumstances legal definitions,
whereby the courts decide whether or not an individual has a "contract of service", can

be used to ascertain self-employed status.

Allen et. al. (1991) suggest that in relation to women working at home, classification is
particularly difficult. Home-based work includes a whole range of activities: casualised
labourers, supplied with work from one or a few suppliers, independent artisans, and
entrepreneurs producing their own goods and services. Theoretically, they argue that
what differentiates the self-employed from the homeworkers is the extent ':o which the
latter are economically subordinated to providers of work (Allen et. al., 1991, p. 130).
Thus alongside self-perception, classification based on tax, and legal definitions,
relationships with larger organisations - economic subordination versus economic
independence adds yet another dimension to how the concept of self-employment can be
understood. Given these diverse possibilities, it has been suggested that self-employment
is best understood "as a continuum of positions ranging from the genuinely independent
small business through to other forms which are virtually indistinguishable from
employment” (Stanworth and Stanworth, 1995, p. 222). Clearly, the criteria used to
classify an individual as self-employed have enormous implications for research findings,

and it is essential that such findings are interpreted in the light of these central definitions.
2.1.3 Small Business Growth and Theories of Economic Change

As suggested above, small business activity burgeoned in the 1980's, in Britain as well as
in other Western industrial societies (Hakim, 1988; Mayes and Moir, 1990, Daly, 1991).
Between 1981 and 1989, the number of self-employed people grew by fifty-seven
percent, from just over two million to nearly three-and-a-half million (Daly, 1991, p.
109). Although the problematic nature of the concept of self-employment necessitates a
certain caution in interpreting such statistics, commentators writing from a variety of

perspectives agree that the increase in activity in the small business sector during that



decade merits serious academic attention (Rees, 1992; Allen and Truman, 1992; Brown
and Scase, 1991).

Burrows and Curran (1991), seeking to account for the growth in "petty capitalist
activities" explore the contributions of two important theoretical approaches: post-
Fordism and neo-Fordism. Post-Fordism, they suggest, describes a radical break from
the economy of the past, and the emergence of new kinds of capitalism, in which small
business plays a central role (see for example, Brusco and Sabel, 1981; Goodman et al.,
1988; Piore and Sabel, 1984). Within such a framework, "the design, production, and
distribution of products become the subject of a new division of labour between firms
and establishments (with an emphasis on small units) who form locally based networks"
(Burrows and Curran, 1991, p. 14). In these firms, craft traditions, suppo:ted by new
technologies, flourish, with work roles being more flexible, committed to quality and
oriented towards thé need of the market. Furthermore, although post-Fordist operations
are regional in their orientation, (Sabel, 1989), their distribution networks are
international. This framework does not conceptualise large firms as redundant, but

suggests that they play a substantially different role within the economy.

The post-Fordist model has been criticised on several counts, most notably for its lack of
empirical evidence (Amin, 1989; Weiss, 1988), particularly in the British context, and for
its almost utopian outlook (Storey and Johnson, 1987; Murray, 1988):

"In Britain... sharp increases in the numbers of small enterprises in the 1980's is
interpreted not as a symptom of regeneration but as a recession-induced response to
decline. In other words, it marks the continuation of a 'Fordist crisis’...rather than the

beginning of a new economic regime" (Burrows and Curran, 1991, pp. 14-15).

In conti‘asf to a post-Fordist analysis which sees small business growth as a s'rgh of the
emergence of a whole new economic regime, neo-Fordists theorists link such growth
with tlfe need for manufacturers to cater more-effectively to an increasingly differefitiated
marketéﬁﬁssey, 1984; Williams et al., 1987): In this case,



"large firms replace older technologies with programmable technologies which
frequently operate profitably in small units serving local as well as international
markets. The numbers of independently owned small firms may also rise because of an
increasingly fashionable strategy for large firms to contract out” (Burrows and Curran,

1991, p. 15).

Whereas within a post-Fordist model the small firm can be seen as the linchpin around
which the economy is structured, for neo-Fordists the economy is still dominated by the
activities of large firms. What is different, according to such analyses, is that small
businesses now play a crucial supporting role.

Neo-Fordist approaches, like their more radical counterparts, have been cilallenged for
their inability to substantiate their claims (Pollert, 1988). In addition, it has been
suggested that the core/peripheral (dominant large firm/dependent small firm) analysis
fails to account for "leading edge" sectors, like high technology, in which small
businesses are the real forces for change and innovation (Rothwell, 1986), "while the
seemingly leading 'core' firms have often turned out to be economic 'dinosaurs' struggling

to survive and sometimes failing spectacularly" (Burrows and Curran, 1991, p. 16).

Finally, in reference to both restructuring theories, Burrows and Curran take issue with
an over-emphasis on manufacturing industries, to the exclusion of the burgeoning service
and knowledge-based professional sectors. In the case of this study, in which only one
out of twenty-four respondents works in the manufacturing sector, this criticism has

particular resonance.

At the same time, it has been suggested that whereas restructuring theories tend to focus
on small scale businesses only in relation to larger firms, it is important that such
businesses are examined in their own right (Burrows and Curran, 1991). I would
support such a direction. However, in my view re-structuring theories nonetheless merit
consideration. Although they may be problematic, for the reasons noted above, the ideas
embedded within such theories, ideas about large-scale economic change, relationships

between small and large firms, and the increasing importance of the small business



sector, have become part of the public consciousness. They have acquired significant
ideological currency. On the level of material reality their explanatory value is
questionable. However, they are intrinsic to "the discourse of enterprise" which, it has
been argued, is a "central cultural motif of the present period" (Burrows and Curran,
1991, p. 10). Just as it is important to consider the material context in which this study
is taking place, so too an understanding of the cultural background against which the
respondents' move from employment to self-employment occurred provides insights into

their perceptions and experiences.

2.1.4 Understanding the Enterprise Culture

Restructuring theories, such as those introduced above, seek to explain sm:lll business
growth within the context of changing economic, political and social structures. At the
same time, a considération of culture, as both constitutive and illustrative of such
changes, is essential. Theorists exploring the emergence of "the culture of enterprise"
use the concept to link material, structural change with changing perceptions and sense-
making processes (Du Gay, 1991; Salaman and Du Gay, 1992; Ritchie, 1991). Such
aﬁproaches are typically characterised by constructivist notions that reality is construéted
through social interaction (Berger and Luckmann, 1966) and the centrality of language in
these processes (Kress and Hodge, 1985).

The concept of discourse

Fundamental to much of the literature on the enterprise culture is the concept of
discourse (Ritchie, 1991; Burrows and Curran, 1991; Du Gay, 1991, Salaman and Du
Gay, 1992). However, in spite of its manifest importance, the term itself is rarely
explored within this literature. Rather, in my view, it tends to be used quite uncritically.
It is therefore appropriate at this point to explain how the concept of discourse is applied

in this chapter (and in the thesis generally).

My use of the term “discourse” is based on the idea that language is not random, that

institutions and social groups articulate their meanings and values systematically.
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Grounded in the work of Foucault (1976, 1980), Kress and Hodge suggest that a

discourse

“provides a set of statements about a given area, and organises and gives structure to

' the manner in which a particular topic, object, process is to be talked about. In that it
provides descriptions, rules, permissions and prohibitions of social and individual
actions... A discourse colonises the social world imperialistically, from the point of view
of one institution... Discourses do not exist in isolation, but within a larger system of
sometimes opposing, contradictory, contending, or merely different discourses. Given
that each discourse tends towards the colonisatioh of larger areas, there are dynamic
relations between these which ensure continuous shifts and movement, progression or

-

withdrawal in certain areas"” (Kress and Hodge, 1985, pp. 6-7).

As suggested above, discourses do not simply represent reality, as experienced by a
particular social group or institution. They are also dynamic, serving to construct
versions of reality. Central to this notion of discourse is ideology, a concept which is
itself polysemic, used in a variety of (sometimes ambiguous) ways. The concept of
ideology which is.being used in this thesis is based on Alvesson’s (1991) definition. In

this view, ideology can be understood as:

"as a relatively coherent set of assumptions, beliefs and values about a demarcated part
of social reality, being illuminated in a selective and legitimising way, restricting
autonomous critical reflection and sometimes favouring sectional interests" (Alvesson,
1991, p. 209).

Discourse, in this sense, can be seen as the embodiment and articulation of ideology.

Discourse, ideology and enterprise

The discourse of enterprise can thus be understood as ideological, a meaning system
emanating from and inextricably linked to Thatcher's Britain in the 1980's, against a
background of increasing globalisation (Du Gay and Salaman, 1992). During that
period of transformation, turbulence and instability, the enterprise discourse emerged as
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a justificatory system, working to create a sense of coherence and order in a rapidly
changing world. This is not to suggest, however, that the concept is monolithic. As
Kress and Hodge point out, discourses are dynamic and evolving, sites of potential
struggle. So too the discourse of enterprise: writers examine its ubiquitousness - its
impact on both the private and public sectors, on organisations and well as on individuals
(Ritchie, 1991; Kelly, 1991). While those on the right tend to focus on individual
agency, and the emergence of freedom, industriousness and autonomy, on the left it is
more generally perceived in structural terms, as a new form of exploitation. In a similar
vein, policy-makers, managers and shop-floor workers interpret the enterprise culture in
ways that make sense in terms of their particular circumstances and experiences (Cross
and Payne, 1991; Du Gay, 1991; Du Gay and Salaman, 1992; Ritchie, 199_1; Musson and
Cohen, 1995). Furthermore, Ritchie (1991) points out that not only do m'eanings vary

between different individuals and contexts, but also within them.

Central to the workings of ideology is the process of hegemony, whereby one
(dominant) social grouping exerts its power and influence over others through
negotiation and the winning of consent (Simon, 1982). The idea that different groups
construct their own understandings of enterprise and use the concept in a variety of ways
does not undermine the significance of the enterprise discourse. On the contrary, the
way in which such groups are able to appropriate and find relevance in the discourse
strengthens its hegemonic potential. Indeed, as regards the cynical interpretations of the
enterprise culture, described above as being characteristic of left-wing commentators, Du
Gay and Salaman (1992) argue that an ideology does not have to be universally loved to
work hegemonically; rather, "it is merely necessary that it have no serious rivals" (Leys,
1990, p. 127) - and as Simon (1982) insists, it must exist both at the level ideas and at
the level of the everyday, /ived culture. Du Gay and Salaman maintain that this is so in
the case of the enterprise discourse: "even if people do not take [it] seriously, even if
they keep a certain cynical distance from its claims, they are still reproducing it through

their involvement in the everyday practices in which enterprise is inscribed" (p. 630).

Du Gay and Salaman (1992) observe a strong link between the discourse of enterprise

and everyday practices within organisations and, on a more general level, governments
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and societies at large. They suggest that this continuity between abstract ideas and
material reality will ensure survival of the enterprise culture. On the contrary, Burrows
and Curran (1991) note a distinct contradiction between the discourse of enterprise and
the real work of the small business sector. In their study they found that "those directly
involved in small scale economic activities do not utilise such cultural sets to interpret
their experiences or guide their behaviour to any marked extent" (p. 20). In contrast to
Du Gay and Salaman, they see the discourse of enterprise as being a response to a
particular historical moment, with only the most tenuous links with lived reality. Thus
they predict that the enterprise culture is a short-term phenomenon, as a justificatory
system, its survival is ultimately doomed.

This study, exploring the experiences of women who have moved from employment to
self-employment, will further this debate. In particular, the ways in which they make
sense of the concept of "enterprise", and the extent to which they identify with it, will

provide insights into our understandings of the enterprise culture more generally.
2.1.5 Women and the Culture of Enterprise

Given the increase in women's self-employment in the 1980's, the questions arise: "To
what extent does (could) the enterprise culture act as an agent forcing change in the
existing patterns of gender relations in the labour market, and at home?" In addition,
"Does governmental support for the enterprise culture work to challenge such
divisions?" (Rees, 1992) This section considers how women have been represented
within much of the literature on the enterprise culture; and on the extent to which
government support for enterprise has taken into account women's experiences and

needs.

Allen and Truman (1992) consider the current interest in the culture of enterprise: as a
predominantly cultural (as opposed to an empirical) phenomenon, they suggest that "one
of the most remarkable dimensions is the adoption of language, either explicitly male or
apparently gender neutral, which in reality reflects the actual or assumed lifestyles of

men. Almost without exception research and discussion on small firms and self-
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employment has taken it for granted that businesses are started by men" (p. 165). This
androcentric focus has important implications for how we conceptualise and theorise
self-employment, and on a more practical level, for how small businesses are nurtured

and supported.

The difficulties in attempting to define self-employment were described above; in
particular the extent to which legal, financial and theoretical frameworks for classifying
self-employment yield diverse findings and offer diverse explanations as to what self-
employment is and how it is experienced. Rees (1992) argues that this issue is
particularly salient for many women homeworkers who do not enjoy the autonomy that
self-employment connotes, and yet appear in the official statistics. In contrast, the
'micro-business', the firm with fewer than ten employees, sometimes includ?ng one person
businesses without employees (Stanworth and Gray, 1991), is a particularly common
form of self-employment for women (Stanworth and Stanworth, 1995), and is often
excluded from official statistics and, until recently, from the small business literature.
For the purposes of this study, where seventeen out of twenty-four women could be
described as running micro-businesses, the exclusion of this category of self-employment
is significant. Finally, as explained above, restructuring debates on the whole tend to
focus on the manufacturing sector. While this is problematic for men, it is even more so
for women because of their particularly high rates of participation in the service sector.
Hakim (1988) suggests women are further eclipsed by such debates which often assume
that while restructuring leads to self-employment for men, for women it results in
employment on a part-time basis. Thus, in their tendency to apply gender stereotypes,
and to over-simplify self-employment as a conceptual category, official figures and the
mainstream literature ultimately serve to disguise the deeply ingrained gender divisions

within self-employment as a whole.

Rees (1992) argues that in the United Kingdom, the government has expressed its
commitment to enterprise; a great deal of governmental effort has gone into fostering an
enterprise culture, in terms of rhetoric, but also in terms of supporting small business
growth and development. In considering whether such measures could work to break

down the reproduction of inequality in the labour market, Rees maintains that in the
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British context this question is unanswerable, because there exists no structure of
support mechanisms to foster women's entrepreneurialism (it should be noted, however,
that in Scotland there are well-developed initiatives aimed at promoting women's
entrepreneurship; see for example Richardson and Hartshorn, 1993; 1995). In spite of
the fact that women have so much to gain from setting up their own businesses, support
initiatives have had a restricted impact on women. Given their lack of visibility within
the discourse of enterprise, discussed above, this failure to address the needs of self-

employed women is clearly no surprise.

Feminist critics maintain that underpinning the enterprise culture, the policies which are
supposed to encourage it, and the labour market from which it has emerge_(i, is the
persistent ideology of the family (Rees, 1992; Truman and Allen, 1993). If is argued that
this ideology, based on the assumption that domestic labour is primarily the responsibility
of women, and the conflicting relationship between paid and unpaid work, ensures
women's disadvantage. This issue will be explored further in the section on women and
the labour market which follows. For the purpose of this section on women and the
culture of enterprise, though, the key point is that running parallel to the discourse of
entérprise is an equally dynamic, and even more enduring, discourse about the family,
and women's roles and responsibilities within it. Because these discourses are
fundamentally contradictory; it seems to me that the task for would-be self-employed
women is to find a way of negotiating between them, a way of making sense of their
inherent incompatibility. Rees, and others (see for example Truman and Allen, 1993;
Richardson and Hartshorn, 1993; Kaur and Hayden, 1993) argue that support initiatives
which take this dilemma as their starting point, go some way to bridging the gap.

2.1.6 Summary

This section has examined the literature on the culture of enterprise, and the centrality of
self~employment and the small business sector within it. After a discussion of the
ambiguity of the concept of self-employment itself, the section moved on to a
consideration of the ways in which increases in self-employment have been incorporated

into theories of economic re-structuring. “‘While such theories can be studied on a
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material level, they also have significant cultural implications. The next section thus
considered the ways in which we make sense of enterprise, with particular reference to
the (related) concepts of discourse and ideology. It was argued that the discourse of
enterprise, like any other discourse, must be seen as a site of struggle. The final section
considered the relevance of the discourse of enterprise for self-employed women, both in

terms of their visibility in the literature, and in policy initiatives.

This study will contribute to our existing understandings of the culture of enterprise in
two important ways. First, an examination of the reasons why respondents chose to
leave their organisations will shed light on the usefulness of restructuring theories in
explaining significant increases in self-employment among women in the 1 980's. Second,
exploring how women who moved from employment to self-employment in the 1980's
and-early 1990's make sense of the discourse of enterprise, and the extent to which they

identify with it, will provide insights into the relevance of this discourse for women.
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2.2 Self-employment and Women in the Labour Market
2.2.1 Introduction

As discussed in the previous section, the volatile economic (and cultural) context of the
1980's stimulated academic interest in the field of enterprise and small business activity.
However, for the most part this research failed to consider the reality(ies) of women's
experiences in business. In seeking to understand the process of female
entrepreneurship, it is not enough to simply add women to the existing literature .
Instead, what is needed is a reformulation of this literature, which takes as its starting
point the notion of gender as a central factor in a woman's life experiences.”Such an
approach, it has been argued (Allen and Truman, 1992) must look not only to the
existing literature on entrepreneurship and small business, but should be situated within
the literature on wonién and the labour market, and the domestic division of labour more
generally. This literature is examined in the following sections, starting with a description
of women's position in the labour market, and moving on to examine how this position
has been explained theoretically. The review then turns to the issue of self-employment,
in particular exploring the extent to which it can be seen as a way of challenging
traditional labour market structures which ultimately serve to disadvantage women.
Finally, the contribution of this study to our understandings of self-employment and

women's position in the labour market will be considered.
2.2.2 Observing Women's Participation in the Labour Market

In the introduction to their book on women and work, Arber and Gilbert (1992) insist
that work on women in the labour market must take as its starting point the notion of
diversity - that important differences between women: a woman's social class, her
ethnicity, whether or not she is a mother, for example, "are not those suggested by the
conventional measures of husband's class, but stem from women's own positions in the
labour market" (p.1). They describe this position in terms of four key factors. First, they
report a dramatic increase in women's participation in the labour market since 1960 in all

Western countries. Second, they suggest that in the UK, in contrast to other Western
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countries, growth in participation rates has primarily been in part-time work by married
women, Third, Arber and Gilbert emphasise the significance of motherhood for women's
participation in the labour market. They maintain that in Britain childbearing seems to be
associated with women leaving the labour market, returning to lower status and lower
paid occupaﬁons, most often on a part-time basis. Echoing this finding, Marlow and
Strange (1994) suggest that the "period of ‘family formation' leads women to undergo
severe downward occupational mobility with an extremely limited opportunity for

recovery" (p. 175).

Finally, an examination of the labour market, not only in terms of women's rafes of
participation, but also in terms of the nature of their participation, reveals a persistent
gender segregation - and women's persistent disadvantage. Such segregation has been
described as both horizontal and vertical (see also Rees, 1992). As regards the former
which, it is suggested, has been prevalent throughout history (Hakim, 1979, Bradley,
1989), the labour market is divided into typically women's jobs and typically men's. In
the case of both manual and non-manual occupations, it has been observed that relative
status increases as proportions of part-timers and women decreases. Horizontal
segregation of the labour market thus has significant implications for remuneration, with
men typically enjoying far greater earning potential than women - a gap which tends to
be widest amongst clerjqal and manual workers, becoming narrower amongst higher
professionals. Vertical segregation, on the other hand, refers to the way in which one
gender is more likely to be restricted to the lower rungs of an occupational grouping than
the other. Such segregation is endemic throughout the labour market, and represents a

significant source of disadvantage for women.

Arber and Gilbert maintain that women's rates of participation in the labour force and the
nature of this participation are interconnected, and that together these factors serve to

limit women's occupational achievement (1992, p. 6).

Feminist scholars agree that the persistence of gender segregation, and gender inequality,
in the labour market is not simply a function of economic circumstances; rather,
underpinning women's involvement in the labour force is an enduring ideology of the

family (Arber and Gilbert, 1992; Morris, 1991; Rees, 1992). Central to such an ideology
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is the domestic division of labour, the ideology of motherhood and the assumption that
women take primary responsibility for children and the home. Women's position in the
labour market, as suggested by the features highlighted above, is thus inextricably linked
with their roles as wives and mothers. As such, their employment patterns can, in most

cases, be sharply differentiated from their male counterparts:

"Adult men are expected to engage in full-time, regular work until retirement...A
commitment to paid work to provide for their own and their dependants' material
existence is part of the normative definition of being adult and male. In contrast, adult
women, specifically those who are married or living with a male partner, are expected
to give priority to the servicing of husband, partner, children, and the sick, handicapped
and elderly. Their paid work is seen as secondary and contingent and they are assumed

to be economically dependent" (Allen and Truman, 1992, p. 166).

It was argued above ‘;hat the "family formation period" leads to severely restricted
employment opportunities for women. It could be, then, that one way for women to
achieve economic parity with men is to work full-time during child-bearing/rearing years.
Morris suggests that, in contrast, high levels of participation will not automatically lead
to such parity. Instead, given the current situation, far from being liberating, waged
work "may simply increase [women's] burden and severely curtail or eliminate any

"

'unobligated time" (1991, p. 7). In her view, unless women's status at home improves,
unless existing patterns in the domestic division of labour are overturned (which means
ideological as well as material transformation), women's participation in the labour force

will continue to be restricted and disadvantaged.
2.2.3 Theorising Women in the Labour Market

Scholars have sought to explain women's participation in the labour market through a
variety of theoretical frameworks. Human capital theories are based on economic
concepts of supply and demand, and functionalist ideas about the sexual division of
labour within the family. Such theories suggest that there is a reciprocal relationship
between the labour market and the family, arguing that whereas men should concentrate

on acquiring the skills necessary to make them marketable in the labour force, "foregoing
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the market-oriented human capital of mothers is part of the price for acquiring human
capital in children, and more generally a price exacted by family life" (Mincer and’
Polachek, 1980, p. 203). In this view, social organisation is dictated by the needs of the
market: domestic labour is "normal" for women - "functional" in so far as they are
rearing the next generation of workers; women's rights as wage labourers are therefore
expendable. Human capital theories have been widely criticised - for their stereotypical

assumptions as well as their lack of empirical evidence.

In contrast, feminist perspectives focus on gender as a determining factor in a person's
position in the labour market, looking not only at the relationship between the family and
other institutions, but also at the structures and relationships within the family itself.
Rees (1992) outlines three central feminist approaches to women in the labour market.
Liberal feminists, she suggests, seek to explain inequality through the identification of
barriers to women's participation in the labour force. Rees maintains that far from
challenging unequal ﬁower structures and relations, such approaches focus on the issue

of access, aiming to integrate greater numbers of women into existing structures.

Rees (1992) argues that Marxist feminists, on the other hand, seek to synthesise Marxism
with feminism. As such, they see patriarchy, the oppression of women by men, as linked
to a capitalist mode of production. Their "dual labour market theory" (Doeringer and
Piore, 1971) is based on the notion that a capitalist economy has two levels, a primary
and a secondary sector. The second, referred to as the "reserve army of labour", is
expendable, and as such, is typically characterised by low wages and benefits, poor
working conditions, little job security, and limited prospects of training and promotion.
Women, maintain Marlow and Strange (1994), make up a sizeable proportion of the

secondary labour market

"because of the need to accommodate waged work with domestic labour, which restricts
choices in employment. For those women without families or domestic responsibilities,
Jfor whom this accommodation is not necessary, the expectation is that they will
eventually conform to the stereotypical image of women, which prioritises the domestic

sphere"” (p. 177).
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Brown and Scase (1991) cite recent changes in work and employment patterns, in
particular the increasing use of part time female workers, and the expansion of self-
employment and those on short-term contracts, as examples of the "reserve army of
labour". Such changes, they suggest, provide evidence which supports the argument that
the labour market can be divided into those "core" workers with secure and high waged
jobs, and "peripheral" workers in insecure and low waged work (see also Dex, 1985;
Allen and Massey, 1988). On the other hand, it has been argued that the dual market
theory is overly reductionist, that the labour market is far too complex to be
dichotomised in such a way (Craig et al 1982): "It is argued that rather than distinct
sectoral division, there is a continuum of conditions from primary to secondary labour
markets, with areas of overlap constantly fluctuating according to labour market

conditions... " (Marlow and Strange, p.176). ' -

In contrast to Marxi§t feminists who seek to integrate feminism within a class analysis,
radical feminists base their analyses on the concept of patriarchy as the central
determining structure in a woman's experience of life; they see patriarchy as "trans-
historical and unchanging: man's need to oppress women is primary, therefore
patn'archal relations are fundamental" (Rees, 1992, p. 31). Whereas for Marxist
feminists the central relationship is between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, for the
latter, it is men and women. Radical feminists see the family as the site of ideological

and material oppression and struggle; it is thus pivotal in their theoretical analyses.

Radical feminist approaches have been criticised on several counts. First, doubts have
been raised about the ability of such approaches to account for both ideological and
material changes in women's circumstances (Rees, 1992). Second, the tendency amongst
radical analyses to homogenise women's experiences, and thus neglect differences
between women, has been called into question (Weedon, 1987). Finally, radical
explanations have been challenged for their reductionism, their total reliance on
patriarchy as a determining factor, to the exclusion of all other variables (Segal, 1987,
Walby, 1990).

Finally, Rees (1992) explores women's participation in the labour market from a dual

systems approach. She explains that within all societies two separate systems interact:
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an economic system and a sex-gender system; in Western society, these are represented
by capitalism and patriarchy. While the precise nature of the relationship between these
two systems is subject to debate (Eisenstein, 1979; Cockburn, 1983; Hartman, 1979,
Walby, 1986), common to all positions is the oppression of women and, in contrast to
radical feminist approaches outlined above, the notion of change as a fundamental aspect

of these systems, and of social life.

In response to dual systems theory, and other current theoretical approaches, Morris
(1991) expresses her dissatisfaction with what she describes as an over-emphasis on "the
characteristics and/or conditions of labour supply, that is on the women themselves, and
insufficiently on the nature of the demand for their labour" (p. 85). In addition to
exploring women's roles, responsibilities and circumstances, she argues that it is equally
necessary to focus on "employers' attitudes and perceptions of women workers, on
gendered processes of selection and recruitment, and on the very construction of the jobs
to be filled" (p. 86) In Morris' view, what would be more fruitful is an approach which
combined supply and demand perspectives, which synthesised the experiences and sense-
making processes of women workers with the perceptions of the workplace, and society

generally:

"The emerging perspective is one which examines the interaction between women's
domestic circumstances, their ideological underpinnings, the social construction of

employment and the statutory framework in which this operates..." (p. 86).

Central to this approach is an insistence on the mutuality of structural and agentic
dimensions of experience. In contrast to the predominantly structural theories outlined
above, she focuses on both the individual and her context. Morris' emphasis on the
significance of ideology, and on the notion of employment as a social construction,
provides a very useful starting point for this study into women who have left jobs in
organisations and set up their own businesses. However, like the other theoretical
approaches reviewed above, her scope is very broad - seeking to understanding women's
participation in the labour market generally, rather than focusing specifically on the

issue of self-employment. The section that follows looks at how self-employment has
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been explained by labour market theorists, and considers the contribution of this study to

the debate.
2.2.4 Opting for Self-employment: liberation or a subordination response?

It has been suggested that for women, continuously constrained in their choices in the
labour market and marginalised from primary sector employment by their domestic
responsibilities, self-employment can be a very useful alternative (Marlow and Strange,
1994).

"If the existing evidence from the female entrepreneurship studies is informed by the
extensive analysis offered by the labour market theorists, it is a coherent zonclusion
that the position and role of women within society currently and historically predisposes
them to a set of reasons for pursuing self-employment which is unique to their sex" (p.

179).

For women, then, self-employment can be understood as a way of avoiding gender
discrimination in employment. This is not to suggest, however, that the decision to
become self-employed is simply a "subordination response" (Stanworth et al, 1989). On
the contrary, it has been argued that in many cases women have very positive reasons for
choosing self-employment (Cannon et. al., 1988, Carter and Cannon, 1992). Broadly
speaking, academic work into the move to self-employment emerges from several
distinct perspectives: an entrepreneurial perspective (see for example Cooper, 1981;
Birley, 1989), a gender perspective (see for example Watkins and Watkins, 1984; Goffee
and Scase, 1985; Cannon et. al, 1989; Carter and Cannon, 1992) and a labour market
perspective (Hakim, 1989; Bogenhold and Staber, 1991; Stanworth and Stanworth,
1995; Granger et. al., 1995). The first focuses on business start-up in so far as it
represents the first step in the entrepreneurial process, while the second examines the
move in the context of women's lives in particular. These perspectives are included in
the review of the entrepreneurship literature. The third examines the move to self-
employment as an alternative to organisational employment, exploring the individual's
move to and experience of self-employment in terms of their participation in the labour

force more generally. This perspective is discussed below.
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Did she jump or was she pushed?

Section 2.1.3 referred to the economic, social and political changes in the 1980's and to
the resulting large-scale organisational restructuring. In a review of self-employment
patterns in the 1980's, Hakim (1989) notes that growth in self-employment during that
decade was paralleled with a rise in all other "alternatives" to traditional, organisational
employment. Labour market statistics reveal that while for women the greatest increéses
were in self-employment, and in part-time work, either on a temporary or permanent
basis, for men self-employment was the most common alternative to conventional
employee positions (Department of Employment, 1989, cited in Hakim, 1989, p. 287).
Hakim's quantitative study focuses on the experiences of self-employed men and women
with no more than five employees. In particular she is interested in respondents'
motivations for emb-érking on self-employment, their aspirations at the time of start-up,
the problems they experienced, and their sources of help and advice. Hakim explains the
move to self-employment in terms of push and pull factors, with unemployment,
redundancy and the increasing insecurity of organisational employment cited as the most
common push factors, and notions of "independence", "flexibility", "choice" and

"freedom" the principle pulls.

Hakim emphasises the extent to which, in her study, "pull factors clearly outweigh the
push factors" (p. 290). First, she argues that in spite of the popular conception that the
increase in self-employment can be understood as a direct result of large scale
redundancy programmes, this group actually constitutes the smallest entry route to self-
employment. Far more significant, according to Hakim, are those who opt for self-
employment from the outset, or those who choose to leave their organisational positions
to become self-employed. Hakim maintains that only one-quarter of her total sample
could be described as "involuntarily" self-employed. Instead, she found that many of
those who became self-employed as a result of redundancy regarded themselves as
"voluntary", spurred on by the opportunities afforded by their new situations. Intrinsic to
Hakim's analysis is an "ideology of self~employment", central to which is the attraction of

"being your own boss" (p. 289). She suggests that this motivation, particularly strong
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amongst young people and women, helps to explain the recent growth in self-

employment amongst these groups.

Like Hakim, Bogenhold and Staber (1991) set out to challenge what they see as a
misleading popular image of self~employment. But interestingly, whereas Hakim
characterises this image as one of gloom and pessimism, the picture that Bogenhold and
Staber seek to dispel sees self-employment as "the cure-all for social problems" (p. 224)
- a vivid illustration of the amorphousness of the culture of enterprise! In sharp contrast
to Hakim's rosy outlook, Bogenhold and Staber argue that increases in self-employment,
far from being a sign of economic health and individual prosperity, is instead "a
symptom of labour market deficiencies" (p. 224). Far from attributing the growth in self-
employment amongst women and young people to an embracing of an ideslogy of

enterprise, to Bogenhold and Staber such increases are a signal of economic failure.

Bogenhold and Stal;ér identify two opposing “logics” of self-employment: “a logic
based on autonomy and a logic based on necessity" (Bogenhold and Staber, 1991, p.
226). The former describes individuals who worked as professionals, or held middle or
senior positions within organisations before opting for self-émployment. Such people,
they suggest, are motivated by "a desire for self-direction in the labour market" (p. 226) -
very similar to the ideology behind Hakim's pull factors. On the other hand, the logic of
necessity describes individuals whose chances for success as employees are limited, and
whose decision to become self-employed is triggered by economic necessity -
reminiscent of the push factors identified by Hakim. However, unlike Hakim who
argued that many of those in her sample who were pushed into self-employment actually
welcomed the change, for Bogenhold and Staber, such individuals invariably found
themselves in industries "where profit opportunities are limited and failure rates are high"
(p. 224); in these cases, self-employment offers neither autonomy nor independence -

rather, it appears to function more like a casualised form of employment.

The move to self-employment: an analysis of "career types"

The view that recent increases in self-employment must be understood in the context of

organisational restructuring and economic recession is supported by Granger et. al.
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(1995). Like Bogenhold and Staber, they take issue with an image of small business as
an economic panacea. They argue that growth in self~employment can not be seen as a
sign of economic regeneration, and maintain that government policies aimed at
supporting small business initiative must be aware of the "limited 'entrepreneurial
ambitions' of the entrants"(p. 500). However, while they recognise the value of
Bogenhold and Staber's theoretical framework which combines an analysis of labour
market movements with a "push/pull motivational theory", Granger et. al. maintain that
without a more qualitative and longitudinal perspective, such an analysis remains too

rigid, and too simplistic.

In their study of the self-employed with no employees, Granger, Stanworth and
Stanworth (Granger et. al., 1995; Stanworth and Stanworth, 1995) focus specifically on
employees in the book publishing industry who became self-employed, and were working
free-lance at the time of interview. Their analysis is based on four self-employed "career
types": the reﬂlgees.;‘ the missionaries, the trade-offs, and the converts. Briefly, the
refugees were the most obvious examples of the "unemployment push" factor, identified
by Hakim, and Bogenhold and Staber. These respondents, who constituted the largest
sub-samplve in the study, expressed a strong attachment to their employed positions, and
became self-employed, involuntarily, as a direct result of redundancy and unemployment.
Given the chance, these refugees would return to organisational employment.
Missionaries, in contrast were pulled to entrepreneurship. They typically fell into one of
two groups. First, there were those who were pre-disposed to entrepreneurship
(possibly resulting from a prior experience of self-employment, or family background),
and who made the move to self-employment when the opportunity arose. Second, there
were respondents, exemplifying Bogenhold and Staber's "logic of autonomy", whose
move to self-employment was motivated by the lack of autonomy afforded to them as
employees, and a desire for greater "self-direction in the labour process" (Granger et. al.,
1995, p. 507). Although ideologically very different, refugees and missionaries were
both oriented to paid work; that is, individuals falling into these two categories organised
their lives around their involvement in economic activity. On the other hand, a further
self-employed career type, the frade-offs, saw their lives as involving periods of self-
employment, arranged to fit in with other "non-work" factors. For trade-offs, then, self-

employment offers a way of accommodating paid work with other priorities (the needs of
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a young family or a dependent relative, for example); such individuals thus exchange job
security for greater flexibility "in terms of the spatial and temporal organisation of work"
(p. 509). Trade-offs were the second largest sub-group in the study, a sub-group in
which women were over-represented. The final self-employed career type, the converts,
embarked on self-employment as refugees, but developed an attachment to self-
employment, opting for self-employment even when the opportunity for returning to
organisational employment arose. In these cases, Granger et. al. observed an ideological

shift, where "'unemployment push' becomes 'ideological pull" (p. 510).

In contrast to a simple push/pull analysis which restricts its gaze to specific triggers to
self-employment and considers only those factors directly related to an individual's
employment activity, Granger et. al. take a more holistic perspective, explering the move
to self-employment as emerging from both personal and professional factors, in the

context of the individual's career pattern more generally.

"Our findings ... suggest that research designs which simply focus on the moment of
transition from one labour market state to another, without exploring background
career histories, are unlikely fo grasp the real dynamics of self-employment career
changes... Situational and personal factors always interact, and it is the resulting
congruency or incongruency of these factors which determines labour market

behaviour"” (p. 514).

The self-employed with no employees

The study upon which the above analysis is based focuses on the experiences of self-
employed individuals with no employees. Department of Employment statistics reveal
that approximately two-thirds of the new businesses created in the 1980's were one-
person enterprises (1992, cited in Stanworth and Stanworth, 1995, p. 221). In the
period from 1981-1991, the proportion of one-person businesses within the self-
employed population generally increased from 61% in 1981 to 69% in 1990. For women
the figure is even higher, with 72% of self-employed women working without

employees. In spite of the increasing importance of one-person enterprises, Stanworth

and Stanworth argue that it remains a relatively under-researched area.
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As suggested above, the ideology of self-employment involves notions of independence,
autonomy, freedom and flexibility (although interestingly these concepts are rarely
explored in any depth in the literature): "the ideal-typical model of self-employment,
where there is ownership of the means of production and a high degree of self-direction
and autonomy in the process of work, has tended to dominate the literature" (Stanworth
and Stanworth, 1995, p. 221). In contrast, Hakim (1985) sees the assumption of a direct
link between independence and self-employment as problematic. As suggested in section
2.1.1, in Hakim's view, self-employment is best understood as a continuum: while at one
end of this continuum are those businesses which are fully independent, at the other are
those which she maintains are almost indistinguishable from employment. Such
businesses typically have very few - or no - employees, and Stanworth and-Stanworth
suggest that these enterprises, far from providing autonomy and independence, can be

more like casualised forms of employment, involving irregular, insecure work.

In contrast to Hakim who found that the majority of respondents in her study were
"voluntary" recruits to self-employment, the data generated in the study conducted by
Granger, Stanworth and Stanworth suggests that the "push factor" proved to be more
significant; indeed, as outlined above, the refugee category emerged as the largest single
group in their sample zGranger et. al., 1995; Stanworth and Stanworth, 1995). Rather
than establishing new businesses which were autonomous and independent, they maintain
that in the majority of cases, respondents had simply "substituted commercial contracts
for employment contracts" (Stanworth and Stanworth, 1995) - and these new

arrangements were almost always less remunerative, and less secure.

Particularly significant is the ideological dimension of Stanworth and Stanworth's
argument. They maintain that although their respondents felt that as freelancers they had
more autonomy, this sense of increased independence was actually illusory: "in reality
their independence of action was very limited... It would appear that they had adopted
the 'ideology of enterprise' without most of its accepted trappings" (p. 224). While I
accept that structurally the move to self-employment may not have provided increased

autonomy , I take issue with Stanworth and Stanworth's apparent willingness to dismiss
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respondents' feelings of greater autonomy and independence. It was argued in section
2.1 that our understanding of the culture of enterprise is based on an appreciation of both
material reality (in terms of organisational and wider social and economic structures),
and cultural sense-making - a dialectic between structure and agency. Given this
perspective, we must seriously consider respondents' claims, and explore them in the
context in which they were expressed. However, it is also important to recognise that
concepts such as autonomy, independence and freedom must themselves be seen as
problematic, and polysemic. As Carter and Cannon explain: "A single notion of
independence... masks the complexities of the issue. Women at different stages of their
lives cited the need for independence from a variety of different circumstances" (1992, p.
22).

Their gloomy conclusions notwithstanding, the analytical framework proposed by
Granger, Stanworth and Stanworth appears to have a great deal to offer: it is based on a
recognition of their fespondents' diversity, and an appreciation of context - and clearly
allows for alternative interpretations. On the level of content, it is the first study I have
come across that specifically focuses on the move from empioyment to self—employmeht.
More theoretically, I am interested in its emphasis on the significance of prior
employment experience, its attempt to synthesise structural with agentic perspectives,
and its focus on ideology. However, in my opinion the gender dimension needs to be
more fully developed. Granger et. al. are clearly aware of the significance of gender in
an individual's decision to embark on self-employment: they quite rightly highlight the
recent increase in self-employment amongst women and briefly touch on possible reasons
for this change, and they note the disproportionate number of women identified as fitting
into the trade-off category. However, while Granger et. al. signal the importance of
these issues, they do not explore them in any detail, or attempt to account for them

theoretically.

The central question for scholars interested in exploring self-employment and women's
participation in the labour market is whether indeed self-employment can "provide an
alternative set of life chances for people disadvantaged by the rigid sets of structures and
processes that determine the allocation of opportunities and rewards in the traditional

labour market" (Allen and Truman, 1992, p. 179). Thus far, research findings suggest
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otherwise. In addition to the study cited above, Curran and Burrows' (1988) analysis of
the General Household Survey found the same patterns of horizontal segregation
amongst the self-employed that exist amongst the employed population at large, with
women's businesses generally confined to traditional, lower status, less remunerative
sectors. A study by Hakim (1987) reported similar findings - discrimination against self-
employed women, with women's enterprises typically concentrated in the secondary
market. Marlow and Strange (1994) speculate that unless there are radical changes in
the domestic division of labour, self-employment is unlikely to represent any real
liberation for women. On the contrary, self-employed women may find themselves

increasingly burdened by the competing demands of business and domestic life.

In spite of these rather bleak forecasts, theoretical frameworks for understanding the
position of self~employed women in the labour market remain limited. Allan and Truman

stress the need for further academic work in this area:

"The extent to which self-employment among women is influenced by their position in
the labour market raises important conceptual issues about what is meant by women's
work and the relationship between paid and unpaid work. Detailed research is required
to explore these concepts, both in terms of what being self-employed means to women
and how women's self-employment fits into our understanding of the labour market”

(Allen and Truman, 1992, p. 174).
2.2.5 Summary

This section has focused on the literature on women in the labour market, considering
women's disadvantaged position within the labour market, and theoretical frameworks
for understanding this disadvantage. Emphasis was made on the importance of
considering not only structural factors which impact on a woman's experience of work,
but the (dynamic and inextricable) relationship between such factors and individuals'
ability to act. Moving on, the move to self-employment was discussed, in particular the
"push/pull" debate central to this emerging literature, and the importance of developing

holistic perspectives.

30



This study provides a unique vantage point from which to explore women's participation
in the labour market. In particular, it will contribute insights into the extent to which for
women self-employment can be seen as an agent for social change, providing an

alternative to traditional employment patterns.
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2.3 Understanding Women's Careers
2.3.1 Introduction

As suggested above, a woman's move from employment within an organisation to self-
employment must be explored against the backdrop of women's position in the labour
market generally. Moving closer to the individual, such a move must also be investigated
within the context of a woman's developing career. An appreciation of the careers
literature, the position of this study within it, and a consideration of the ways in which
this thesis can contribute to career theory are therefore essential. In the next section I
will briefly review the literature on career theory, focusing in particular orrthe extent to
which existing work sheds light on the experiences of women who have moved from

employment to self-employment.

In what follows, I will first consider the key contributions of traditional psychological
and sociological perspectives, seen by many as the cornerstones of careef theory.
Moving on, I will turn to more recent theories which aim to synthesise earlier
unidisciplinary approaches and create more adequate, holistic frameworks for
understanding. Such approaches, while useful in linking organisational and individual
perspectives, have been criticised by feminist scholars who claim that the careers
literature in general reflects a male perspective which is of limited relevance to the lives
of many women. In the next section, the contributions of such scholars are explored.
This study of women who have left organisations and set up their own businesses will
necessarily represent a departure from traditional, bureaucratic thinking about careers.
The final section of this review thus considers recent debates on new career forms, and

outlines the ways in which this study can contribute to these debates.
2.3.2 The Individual and the Organisation

Traditional studies tended to approach careers from the perspective of a single discipline:
psychology or sociology. Although such approaches have been criticised as being

blinkered or fragmented (Arthur et. al., 1989; Betz et. al., 1989), it is important to
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include them in a review such as this, in so far as they provided initial frameworks upon

which more holistic models have been constructed.

Traditional sociological approaches see the career as something which is
organisationally based, planned and orderly, progressive, and enacted by the rational
individual (Inkson, 1995; Evetts, 1992). This literature typically explores careers as
social roles, career paths and occupational streams, and career stages within
organisations (Bray, 1982; Miller, 1984). Such perspectives, which developed alongside
the notion of bureaucracy itself (Gowler and Legge, 1989), are based on a concept of the
career as objective, external to the individual. "Individuals are portrayed as if they join
the organisation practically as lumps of clay, ready to be shaped by all those around
them... As mainly receivers of information, individuals attempt to 'learn the ropes' in the
organisation" (Bell and Staw, 1989, pp. 232). This dominant view, privileging structure
over individual, agentic considerations, serves to reify the notion of "the career". In this

sense, careers are seen as something that exists, real and external to the individual.

In contrast, early psychological work on career theory focused on the individual as the
main unit of analysis, and on the notion of career as subjective. This literature is
concerned with such issues as persohality traits and their implications for occupational
choice, and the importance of person-environment "fit" for occupational stability (see for
example Roe, 1956; Strong, 1943; Holland, 1973). These approaches were influenced
by trends in developmental psychology. Consistent with current views on human
development which saw adulthood as a period of relative stability, such studies tend to
view "career" as synonymous with "occupational choice" (Gutek and Larwood, 1987).
However, influenced by a growing interest in adult change and development generally
(Hall, 1976; Levinson, 1978), more recent theorists see careers as encompassing the
whole adult lifespan, and focus on the process of career development (Cytrynbaum and

Crites, 1989; Dalton, 1989).

It has been argued that this fragmentation, the prevailing tendency to conceptualise the
career as either external or internal, either sociological or psychological, resulted in
theories which were static, creating images of rational, decision-making individuals

against a backdrop of order and progression (Inkson, 1995). In contrast interactionist
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sociologists from the Chicago School posed a challenge to what they saw as artificial and
unhelpful dichotomies. Their work on careers sought to fuse structural and agentic
perspectives. This view of career extended beyond "sequences of jobs, formally
organised contexts, and movement up and down a hierarchy" (Barley, 1989, p. 47), and
included studies into "the careers" of heroin users, tubercular patients and inmates of
psychiatric hospitals. According to this perspective, the concept of career was
interesting, not as isolated phenomena, but as a way of illuminating social processes and

institutions generally.

The complex relationship between the organisation and the individual is central to much
recent career theory. This developing literature re-visits traditional areas of interest from
more eclectic, interdisciplinary perspectives: (Barley, 1989; Betz et al, 1989 Dalton,
1989; Cytrynbaum and Crites, 1989) At the same time, it explores hitherto neglected
aspects of organisational/occupational life, such as power and politics (Barney and
Lawrence, 1989), o-i)portunity structures (Astin, 1984), career transition (Nicholson and
West, 1988 and 1989 - see below), and the influence of such factors as gender and
ethnicity (Gutek and Larwood, 1987 and Thomas and Alderfer, 1989). Such approaches
represent a challenge to dominant careers perspeétives. Underpinning much of this work
is a rejection of the traditional dichotomy of structure and agency, an emphasis on the
mutuality and inextricability of these two dimensions, and an interpretive view of reality

as socially constructed (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Thus:

both the internal and external careers can be considered psychological constructs and
social typifications. While the external career is said to represent objective work
realities, it is highly subjective in that it is influenced by our own perceptions of

ambiguous, complex and fast-changing phenomena (Derr and Laurent, 1989, p. 456)

Unlike earlier studies which, as suggested above, were typically based on notions of
linearity, order and rationality, these interdisciplinary approaches are more able to
accommodate messier, more varied and complex career patterns and orientations. In
particular, Driver's work on career logics (1982), and Schein's research into career
anchors (1978 and 1982) are worthy of note. Central to both is a recognition of the

diverse ways in which individuals make sense of and enact their careers.

34



2.3.3 Career Transition

It has been suggested that research into career transition enhances our understanding of
careers more generally: "However we conceive of and study careers, it is essential that
we understand their punctuation: the pauses and turning points that shape their course"
(Nicholson and West, 1989, p. 195). This emerging literature on career transition has
particular relevance for this study of women who have left their jobs in organisations and
have set up their own businesses. Most notably, Nicholson and West's work into
managerial job transition (1988, 1989; West, Nicholson and Arnold, 1991) provides

insights into respondents' experiences.

Nicholson and West.take as their starting point the mutuality of structure gnd agency. In
their view, it is at transitions that this complex relationship is most visibly played out:
"transitions are critical incidents in the nexus between self-consciousness and social
structure" (1988, p.“195). Their "transition cycle", exploring the relationship between
these dimensions, and incorporating a range of disciplinary perspectives, provides a

framework for understanding managerial job change.

The model has four stages: preparation, encounter, adjustment and stabilisation. Briefly,
the preparation stage is primarily concerned with psychological readiness, addressing
such issues as motivéfion, personality characteristics, and occupational choice. ¥roma
sociological perspective, it involves the process of socialisation, structural inequality, and
structures of opportunity. The encounter phases, focusing on the first few weeks of the
job, is explained partly in cognitive terms - how people make sense of their new
situation. Equally important, though, is the individual's emotional response, and the use
of coping strategies. Adjustment, the third phase, begins once a person begins to settle
down; here the task is about "fitting in", and here again, a central theme is the process of
socialisation. Finally the stabilisation phase focuses on issues such as leadership,
management control and job satisfaction. For many, this stage may not represent
stabilisation as such, but preparation for the next transition. Permeating the model are
issues concerning career identity, in particular the simultaneous processes of personal

and role development.
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As far as this study into women's move from employment to self-employment is
concerned, Nicholson and West's transition cycle is illuminating, highlighting key themes,
providing insights into highly complex, often ambiguous experiences, processes, and
incorporating a range of theoretical perspectives. However, given its focus on
managerial job change, it does not seem to be wholly applicable to the women in this
study. For example, the preparation and encounter phases concern the interface between
one's expectations of the new job and the reality of that position. Whereas for the
manager moving to another management position the future is, to some extent, concrete
and visible, for the person starting up a new business it is all in the making. One can
aspire to and plan for a certain type of venture, but it is the entrepreneur herself who
constructs that reality. Similarly, the adjustment phase, during which the new recruit
becomes socialised into her "new occupational community" (p. 11) must have a different

meaning for the self-employed.

More generally, although Nicholson and West do incorporate sociological perspectives
into their transition cycle, the model appears to be decontextualised from its wider social,
economic, cultural context - it does not seem to take account of the importance of
structural factors, external to the employment context, which impact on an individual's
experience of career transition. Notwithstanding these limitations, however, the
transition cycle provides an extremely useful frame of reference against which to develop
a theoretical model which is more immediately relevant to the move from employment to
self-employment. Its insistence on the significance of transitions in individuals' career
experiences more generally, its integration of perspectives and incorporation of structural
and individual dimensions of experience, and its iterative approach - intrinsic to which is

an emphasis on the processes of change and continuity, are partcularly promising.
2.3.4 Women's Careers and Men's Theories

Although the more recent careers literature offers potential in terms of achieving holistic
theoretical understandings, in general the literature remains androcentric, failing to take
into account the significance of gender on an individual's career development. The

adequacy of this literature - for men as well as women - therefore remains limited. In the
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section that follows, I will review several key contributions to the debate on women and
career theory, assessing their relevance, both to my study on women's move from

employment to self-employment, and to career theory more generally.

Consistent with traditional approaches, studies into women and their careers draw largely
on sociological and psychological approaches. Empirical work focuses on such issues

as: women's career aspirations (Martin et al, 1987), networks and referencé groups
(Zanna et al, 1987); the significance of family and educational background (Boardman et
al, 1987); family roles and responsibilities (Valdez and Gutek, 1987; Sekaran and Hall,
1989; White, 1995; Lambert, 1990; Howard, 1992), and women's careers in management
(Marshall, 1984; Marshall, 1995; Davidson and Cooper, 1992; Cassell and Walsh, 1994).
While such studies offer illuminating insights, what is most useful for the purposes of this
review is a more macro perspective. In what follows I will consider a central question
within the literature on women and career theory: should there be a separate career
theory for women, c;} should women's experiences be incorporated into men's theories? 1
will then examine the relevance of this literature for this study into women's move from
employment to self-employment, with particular reference to recent work on emerging

career forms.

Should there be separate theories for women's career development?

This question comes up time again as scholars seek to reconcile the reality of women's
career experiences with existing mainstream theory (Fitzgerald and Crites, 1980;
Osipow, 1983, 1975, Astin, 1984; Diamond, 1987, Larwood and Gutek, 1987, Gallos,
1989; Marshall, 1989). Indeed, the need for a separate women's social science is a highly
controversial issue at the very heart of much theoretical (and political) writing on
feminist theory generally (see for example Harding, 1987, Stanley and Wise, 1993).
Apart from a few early studies which suggested that the career development process is
essentially the same for women and men (Fitzgerald and Crites, 1980), there is a general
consensus that women's lives are fundamentally different to men's, and that they
construct their careers in very different ways. Theoretically, as previously discussed,
these differences are explained from both psychological and sociological perspectives.

Feminist psychologists take issue with theories of adult development based on the male
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experience (Levinson, 1978; Vaillant, 1977), arguing that their androcentric focus "has
distorted our views of women and their lives..."(Gallos, 1989, p. 112). These writers
have therefore constructed different theoretical frameworks for women, typically
emphasising the link between development and relationships with others, and the role of
relationships in identity formation (Gilligan, 1982; Chodorow, 1974; Josselson, 1987,
Marshall, 1989). Sociologists, on the other hand, have identified gender as a key
structuring factor in an individual's experience of life. In particular, the process of early
sex-role socialisation, in the contexts of the family, school, and social life more generally,
lead to different career aspirations and choices (Hennig and Jardim, 1978; Valdez and
Gutek, 1987; Marshall, 1989; Rees, 1992). Yet in spite of this consensus about the need
for career theory to address women's experiences, opinion remains divided as whether

such theory must be separate. -

Incorporating women into existing models

Larwood and Gutek (1987) argue that the need for a new theory depends on three
factors: "A theory must apply to a significant population; a theory must be useful to both
research and practice; and there must be some reason for believing that the prior thinking
cannot be conveniently stretched to ehcompass the particular population" (p. 170). Their
view is that existing career theory is not sufficiently robust to accommodate women’s
lives, and thus make a case for separate research into women's career experiences and the
construction of new theoretical frameworks for understanding these experiences. Their
theory (which they insist must be understood as just the "bare bones" (p. 180)) seeks to
incorporate women’s situations into existing developmental models of career
development. As I see it, this approach does little to challenge the ideological
assumptions at the heart of such models; instead, it serves to illustrate how and why
women fail. Although Gutek and Larwood’s aim is to challenge and reform, it could be

argued that their proposed theory actually serves to reinforce existing understandings.

Re-thinking "career success"

In a more recent study, White (1995) investigated the career development of "successful"

women, exploring the interaction between domestic and professional spheres. White's
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findings were consistent with stereotypical notions of career success. Typically, the
women in their sample exhibited "high career centrality" (p. 13), working continuously
and full-time, and organising family responsibilities around work commitments - or
choosing not to have children. However, whereas Larwood and Gutek (1987) appear to
accept the status quo, White is critical of these findings. She makes a plea for a change
in attitudes which would allow women more flexibility, and which take greater account

of women’s responsibilities:

"These findings suggest that if we are to achieve [equality] then change is required in
the prevailing stereotype of a successful career... Careers should be accommodated
around the reality of women's lives allowing them to make a meaningful investment in

both occupational aid family roles” (p. 14). -

Writing from a developmental psychological perspective, Gallos (1989), too, calls for a
separate theory of v;omen's career development. Although her work does not culminate
in a theoretical model, she argues that any reconceptualisation must involve an analysis
of accepted definitions and deep-seated assumptions. In her view, despite increasing
attention to women's careers, traditional understandings of careers persist, connoting
images of linearity, rationality and steady advancement - any deviation from such a path
is interpreted, not as an alternative way of constructing one's career, but as "opting out",

as failing:

"Women who limit work time to parent children or refuse to prove themselves during
early career years by assuming the standard workaholic stance easily look less
committed to their careers. Women who find it hard to define clearly their professional
goals or plan a long-term career strategy because of unsureness of what relationships
and home demands may bring certainly can look unfocused. Women without an inner
drive to aim singularly for the top at all costs can seem unmotivated as their male
counterparts zoom ahead, traditional blinders in place. Women who leave successful
organisational positions and clearly defined career tracks to gain more control over

their lives can look foolish and misdirected” (Gallos, p. 124).
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Gallos acknowledges the work of theorists such as Schein (1982), Driver (1982) and
Derr (1986) who sought to integrate internal and external perspectives and explored
notions of career directions, patterns and orientations within the context of a person's life
(and lifestyle) more generally. However, notwithstanding these valuable contributions,
like White (1995) she insists that more holistic definitions are needed that can

accommodate women's diverse experiences and choices.

Women's careers and structures of opportunity

Astin (1984), like the feminist writers noted above, insists on the centrality of gender as a
structuring determinant in an individual's career choice and work behaviour. However,
in her view, this recognition is as important for men as it is for women - fa# from being
considered separately, gender must be included as a central feature of all career theory.
Astin takes as her starting point the notion that while the nature of the work that women
and men do differs, :iheir reasons for working are essentially the same. A psychologist,
she felt that psychological models, in isolation, were unable to explain the differences in
men's and women's career behaviour, arguing for the need to look to wider social and
environmental variables. Her "socio-psychological" model, informed by existing
theoretical work, empirical findings and her own personal experiences, "incorporates the
influence of the social context on the person, [as] work behaviour is a social behaviour"

(p. 117).

Astin's model incorporates foﬁr constructs: motivation, sex-role socialisation, structure
of opportunity and expectations. While motivation is seen as the same for men and
women, Astin argues that the process of sex-role socialisation is very different, and that
this process has serious implications for an individual's career expectations. Importantly,
Astin notes that such processes are not static, and that as the role of women in society
changes, so too does the process of early sex-role socialisation. The notion of social
change, and within that, career change, is central to Astin's theory. She argues that
alongside the socialisation process, which on its own would lead to a stagnant,
unchanging model, is the structure of opportunity in the world of work, and that the two

are "interactive" and mutually dependant. Taken together, Astin maintains that these
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two forces can help to explain existing differences in career expectations of men and

women, and also the changing nature of these expectations.

The inadequacy of existing theory - for women and men

Although Marshall's "feminist invitation to re-visit the career concept" (1989) does not
explicitly address the question of a separate career theory for women, her call for radical
re-thinking of existing theory is based on her view that, as it stands, such (patriarchal)
theory is inadequate for women and men. She sees her ideas for reform as being equally
applicable to both: "[the ideas of this chapter] should be taken into research, working
with women and men on their individual and joint processes of career and life creation"
(p. 289). Marshall is critical of developments in women's career theory which have
simply "modified its basic arrow design"; now, she argues, "we need to re-create it at the
core" (p. 282). Such a re-creation necessarily involves challenging the most basic
assumptions upon vs;hich current theory has been constructed. Marshall takes as her
starting point Bakan's (1966) dichotomy between his concepts of "agency" and
"communion”. In Marshall's view, traditional career theory is based on male, agentic
principles - with an emphasis on control, individualism, and action oriented towards the
achievement of personal goals. Fundamental to the change process is, first, an awareness
of this orientation. This awareness must then be followed by a recognition on the value
of the female principle of communion, with its emphasis on union, co-operation and

integration.

In her article, Marshall explores the implications of this conceptual shift for career
theory. In particular, she focuses on five (related) aspects: career movement; the
individual and the organisation; career forms and patterns; career within the context of
the whole life; and career planning, exploring how notions of communion can be
integrated into existing agentic discourses. In addition to “re-visioning” the contents of
career theory, Marshall insists that equally important are its structures and methods. As
regards the former, she challenges the concept of hierarchy which, she maintains, serve
as frameworks which structure much of our thinking about careers. In terms of methods,

such re-visioning involves a change in focus, from the organisation to the individual.
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2.3.5 Career Theory and Bureaucratic Ideologies

The holistic concept of career, encompassing aspects of both professional and personal
life, incorporating notions of balance, co-operation and integration, and recognising the
significance of gender and other structural determinants, clearly represents a departure
from traditional career theory. At the same time, Marshall (1989), Gallos (1989) and
other feminist scholars recognise the need to critically examine the bureaucratic
orientation which persists at the heart of much career theory, and which continues to

limit our thinking about the career concept.

"We must move away from hierarchical thinking... Hierarchies are framevorks for
order; established through agentic processes of projection, they become standards
outside ourselves... This involves moving away from organisations and society judging
the individual from rt‘he outside using socially defined criteria for success and towards

self-assessment...” (Marshall, 1989, p. 289).

"Identity and self-esteem do not necessarily come from attaching oneself to a

prestigious organisation” (Gallos, 1989, p. 126).

However, in spite of these calls for greater flexibility and diversity, what such flexibility
and diversity actually looks like in practice, and how it might be conceptualised
theoretically is largely unexplored. Passing references are made to other career
possibilities (i.e. entrepreneurship) (Gallos, p. 126), but for the most part, such
alternatives remain undeveloped within the literature on women's career development.
Indeed, Carroll and Mosakowski (1987) maintain that within the career literature more
generally, the possibility of self-employment as an alternative career form has been
largely ignored - an omission which is particularly relevant given the subject of this

thesis.

Gowler and Legge (1989) take as their starting point the bureaucratic ideology which
they see as permeating much traditional career theory. Working from a socio-linguistic

perspective, they are interested in the relationship between language and ideology, and in

42



particular the role of language in both reflecting and constructing ideology. Meaning,
according to this perspective, is not fixed, rather, it is dynamic, constructed and re-
constructed through interaction. Likewise, in their view, careers must be seen as social

constructions.

"Just as language is both constituted by human agency yet at the same time is the
medium of this constitution, so people construct careers through language, by assigning
meanings to their actions, and use these constructs to interpret, and express the

experiences that provide the stimulus for such constructions” (p. 439).

The metaphors frequently used to describe career and career development include images
of ladders, tracks, paths and races, connoting notions of progress, linearity-and
movement - metaphors typically associated with the concept of bureaucracy. Gowler and
Legge highlight the pervasiveness of bureaucratic ideology in contemporary western
thought, an ideolog§ resulting from the emergence of bureaucratic forms of
social/political/economic organisation. Their study focuses on "the ways in which
rhetorical language constructs careers that reflect and reproduce the ideology of |
bureaucratic organisation in British and American society" (p. 439). They argue that not
only is this ideology central to our corhmonsense thinking about careers, but is embedded

within career theory.

As regards this study into women who move from employment to self-employment, I
find Gowler and Legge's analysis particularly insightful, elucidating the inadequacies of
much career theory and recognising the need to account for career patterns which fall

outside of the bureaucratic norm.

Gowler and Legge maintain that, while persistent, this ideology is not inevitable. First,
individuals need not accept "preferred readings", the dominant ideologies on offer;
instead, they can "read against the grain", they can resist: "For every individual who
perceives and celebrates career as a race to be won... there is another who disdains or
fears the competing 'rats' that run in the race, and longs to have a career doing his or her
own thing" (p. 450). Second, on a structural level, changing organisational forms and

structures (Kanter, 1989b; Pollert, 1991) will result in changing metaphors, and new
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ways of thinking and talking about careers: "if bureaucracy is being challenged as the
dominant organisa;tional form then the progressive career structure... is itself threatened"
(Mallon, 1995, p. 8). Indeed, several recent studies illustrate that the notion of the
bureaucratic career is beginning to falter (Leach and Chakiris, 1988; Mirvis and Hall;
1994; Inkson, 1995). Central to such views is the dynamic and complex relationship

between individuals and their social contexts.

The "boundaryless" career, and the recognition of alternative career forms

Given this turbulent environment, Mirvis and Hall (1994) argue that the boundaries
between work and other aspects of people's lives are changing, as are basic definitions of
work, non-work and career. Their study is based on the concept of the "beundaryless
organisation" and within it, the "boundaryless career”. Such a model, they argue, is
based on cyclical, rather than linear patterns of movement, of periods of re-skilling , of
lateral rather than u;;ward movement, and of job change, company change, and
occupation changeb. Like Marshall (1989), Mirvis and Hall suggest that careers are no .
longer defined within organisations, but within individuals. Identity is no longer
organisationally determined, but is constructed through "cumulative work experiences
and career achievement, [and] also through "work" as a spouse, parent and community
member" (p. 387). Their notion of the emerging, boundaryless career thereby links new
career structures with the kind of holistic understandings of the career concept
introduced by Marshall (1989) and Gallos (1989).

The recognition of changing career forms, and the shift in focus from the organisation to
the individual as the context in which careers develop, have resonance in terms of this
study into the move from employment to self-employment. The question then arises:
where bureaucratic notions of career are rejected, or found to be irrelevant, are there

other (new) conceptualisations which are emerging to fill the void?
Kanter, in a challenge to the persistent bureaucratic orientation of much career theory,

describes "three principal forms of opportunity from which career patterns derive:

bureaucratic, professional, and entrepreneurial" (Kanter, 1989, p. 508).
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Kanter suggests that bureaucratic careers are defined by:

"the logic of advancement. The bureaucratic career pattern involves a sequence of
positions in a formally defined hierarchy of other positions. 'Growth'is equated with
promotion to a position of higher rank that brings with it higher benefits; 'progress’
means advancement within the hierarchy. Thus, a ‘career’ consists of formal movement
from job to job... In the typical bureaucratic career, all of the elements of career
opportunity - responsibilities, challenges, influence, formal training and development,
compensation - are all closely tied to rank in an organisation... This pattern best
describes administrative/managerial careers in very large oligopolistic corporations

and the civil service in the mid-twentieth century” (p. 509). >

Professional careers, on the other hand, are characterised by:

"craft or skill, with monapolisation of socially valued knowledge the key determinant of

occupational status, and ‘reputation’ the key resource for the individual.

Career 'growth’ for professionals does not necessarily consist of moving from job to
Job, as it does for bureaucrats, and ‘advancement’ does not have the same meaning.
Instead, those on professional career tracks may keep the same 'title' and the same

nominal 'job’ over a long period of time.

Opportunity in the professional form, then, involves the chance to take on evermore
demanding or challenging or important or rewarding assignments that involve greater
exercise of the skills that define the professional's stock-in trade. 'Upward mobility' in
the professional career involves the reputation for greater skill" (pp. 510-511).

Finally, Kanter defines the entrepreneurial career as:

"one in which growth occurs through the creation of new value or new organisational

capacity. If the key resource in a bureaucratic career is hierarchical position, and the

45



key resource in a professional career is knowledge and reputation, then the key

resource in an entrepreneurial career is the capacity to create valued outputs...

Instead of moving UP, those in entrepreneurial careers see progress when the territory

- grows BELOW them - and when they 'own’ a share of the returns from the growth...

Freedom, independence, and control over not only one's tasks (as the professional
supposedly has) but also one's organisational surroundings, are associated with the

entrepreneurial career” (pp. 515-516).

Kanter applies a macro-perspective to the study of careers, exploring the implications of
this model at both organisational and societal levels. It is my view that it=could also
provide a very useful starting point for understanding changing career patterns at the
level of the individual: for the purposes of this study, for understanding the transition
from employment within an organisation to self-employment. In so far as she takes a
macro view, Kanter does not examine the micro-processes through which these career
patterns are constructed. She does not grapple with questions about ideology and sense-
making, she does not look problematically at how we are to understand these career
forms, or how individuals come to identify with one or another of them - and she does
not consider the implications of gender for an individual's understanding of or
identification with a particular career pattern. However, what she offers is a framework

within which such processes can be more fully explored.
2.3.6 Summary

This section has considered the literature on career theory, focusing on the extent to
which particular contributions serve to reinforce existing patterns, both theoretical and
practical, and those which seek to reform. Moving from early unidisciplinary studies into
career theory, to later work which sought to construct less fragmented, more holistic
understandings, the review then turns to feminist approaches which challenged male
discourses embedded within the careers literature generally, and called for a
reconceptualisation of career theory. Finally, more recent studies are considered which

focus on the notion of career as socially constructed, and take issue with the bureaucratic
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ideology implicit in our understandings of the career concept. Such approaches, central
to which are issues about identity and sense-making, emphasise the need to find
alternative ways of thinking which are more consistent with today's changing and

unstable work environments.

This study will contribute to the literature on career theory in two important ways. First,
in focusing on women who have moved from employment to self-employment it will
further develop existing understandings of career transition. Second, although the recent
literature on emerging career structures is compelling, much of it is not empirically
grounded. This study will thus provide new data on how women construct and make
sense of their careers, in particular shedding light on the experiences of women working

outside of traditional bureaucracies. -
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2.4 Women 's Decisions to Leave their Organisations
2.4.1 Introduction

Women's growing involvement in the labour market in the last twenty years (Rees, 1992;
Davidson and Cooper, 1992; Offerman and Gowing, 1990) has led to a burgeoning of
interest in their experiences, both in the academic literature as well as the popular press.
Much of this work has focused on women managers; indeed, there is now a rich, diverse
(and growing) literature on women managers' lives within organisations (Marshall, 1984;
Legge, 1987, Hearn et. al., 1989; Long and Kahn, 1993; Green and Cassell, 1996). In
recent years it has been suggested that in response to increasing disillusiofiment and
dissatisfaction with what organisations have to offer, many women have taken the
decision to leave (Maynard, 1988; Schwartz, 1989; Brett and Stroh, 1994). Attempts to
explain this phenoménon have taken both individual and organisational perspectives:
whereas the former tend to focus on the particular needs and circumstances of women
managers, the latter typically look to the organisations themselves, their structures and
cultures, and the exfent to which they provide an environment within which women can
thrive. Sections 2.4.2 and 2.4.3 below detail the contributions of two important studies
into "corporate flight" (Rosin and Korabik, 1992): Rosin and Korabik's large,
quantitative investigation (1992, 1995), and Marshall's in-depth, qualitative study (1991,
1994,1995). Highlighted by both is the significance of gendered organisational cultures
in women's decisions to leave. Sections 2.4.4 and 2.4.5 explore this concept, and in
particular its implications for "fitting in" and "getting on" in organisations. Finally,
section 2.4.6 considers the contribution of this study into women's move from

employment to self-employment to our understanding of the phenomenon of corporate
flight.

2.4.2 "Corporate Flight of Women Managers"

In response to accounts which suggest that women managers are leaving their
organisations in order to become mothers, and which portray women managers as

generally less committed to their work than their male counterparts, Rosin and Korabik's
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“ large, quantitative study (1992; 1995) sought to "acquire a more accurate picture of the
scope and dynamics of the problem" (1992, p. 31). Their survey of one thousand four
hundred male and female MBA's considered a range of variables, including: personal and
organisational attributes, work and positional attributes, affective reactions, marital and
family characteristics and reasons for leaving employment (1992, p. 31). A multivariate
statistical analysis of their data revealed significant misconceptions in how women
managers are generally perceived, misconceptions which, they maintain, "are particularly
damaging because they serve to justify and perpetuate the barriers which constitute the
'glass ceiling' (Morrison et al, 1987) faced by women in management" (1992, p. 32).

Rosin and Korabik thus use their findings to dispel four common misperceptions about
women managers. Specifically, that -

1. large numbers of women are dropping out;

2. women are leaving their organisations in favour of motherhood,

3. more women than men managers are leaving organisations, and

4. women who are mothers are less committed to their organisations and careers than

are their male counterparts.

First, Rosin and Korabik found that a far smaller number of women managers had opted
out than had been suggested anecdotally: of their sample, less than ten percent had left
the workforce entirely, and for most this situation was seen as temporary. In contrast to
the suggestion that women opt out in order to become mothers, their study revealed that
a far greater number of women with small children had remained in their jobs.
Furthermore, amongst those who had left, there was a significant group of women who
had done so in order to set up their own businesses. As regards the claim that more
female than male managers are leaving, Rosin and Korabik found that equal numbers of
men and women are opting out of their organisations, but for different reasons. Whereas
all the men in their sample had left in order to become self-employed, this was the case
for less than ten percent of the women. Women, on the other hand, were more likely to
cite parental responsibilities as a reason for leaving than were the men. Finally, contrary
to the suggestion that mothers are less committed to their work than women managers
who are not mothers, the study found that there was no significant different in ambition,

loyalty or commitment between these two groups of managers. In spite of their manifest
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inaccuracy, Rosin and Korabik (1992} empbhasise the persistence and insidiousness of
these "fictions", and most importantly their damaging effects on the careers of women

managers.

In my view what is particularly significant about Rosin and Korabik's study is not the
number of women who had actually left their organisations, but the very strong
propensity to leave amongst women managers in general, a finding echoed by Hakim
(1989). Four factors in particular appear to contribute to this inclination: the specific
characteristics of the job; the extent to which one's expectations were being met; office
politics; and being in a male-dominated environment. Contrary to stereotypical
assumptions that women managers' decisions to leave result from their domestic
responsibilities, here the reasons emerge as firmly rooted within the organiSation itself.
In response to the individual/organisational debate highlighted above, Rosin and Korabik
conclude that: "although it may be more comfortable for organisations to assume that
women managers leave due to family, our results suggest that workplace and gender-

related reasons are the catalyst for their dissatisfaction" (1992, p. 35).

Rosin and Korabik's study is a very useful starting point in seeking to understand the
phenomenon of corporate flight. In providing a more accurate picture of the scope of
the "problem" than anecdotal accounts previously afforded, it serves to define the
parameters within which key issues can be explored. Theoretically, in raising important
issues to do with organisational practices and processes, it shifts the focus from an
individual to an organisational perspective, a focus which will ultimately afford richer,

more complex and adequate understandings.
2.4.3 “Women Managers Moving On”

Whereas Rosin and Korabik's quantitative study aims to provide an overview of the
incidence and character of women managers' corporate attrition, Marshall (1991,
1994;1995) offers deeper, qualitative insights. Although her approach is very different, |
like Rosin and Korabik, Marshall's aim is to break down limiting, reductionist stereotypes
which serve to shape organisational policies and practices, and which ultimately

discriminate against women.
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Consistent with Rosin and Korabik's findings, Marshall's starting point is that whereas in
everyday discourse explanations for corporate flight tend to lie within the individual,
equally (if not more) important are organisational factors. She takes issues with
approaches that focus on motherhood as women managers' primary reason for leaving
their organisations, and which insist that it is women who must be flexible, who must
accommodate the needs of their organisations (see for example Schwartz, 1989).
Marshall's study, in contrast to that of Rosin and Korabik, does not aim for statistical
significance or generalisability. Instead, it is about interpretation, an exploration of the
stories of sixteen (originally seventeen but one dropped out of the study) women at
middle and senior management positions who have left their jobs. Her intentions are
threefold: it is "an exploration in sense-making"; it "seeks to tell quite full stories about
the women's experiences"; and within the study "contentious aspects of organisational
life are brought to thta fore" (1995, p. 10).

Marshall categorises her respondents' reasons for leaving their organisations into seven

broad areas.

1. Wanting different lifestyles, more consistent with their developing self-image. The
women in this category, all of whom worked in personnel departments, felt that they
had lost touch with their own needs. One wanted a child, while others were looking
for different sorts of changes, including moving into consultancy.

2. Wanting a more balanced life, which would more easily accommodate the demands
of young children. There was only one example in this category.

3. Leaving change management roles which had become untenable. The respondents
in this group had all been involved in change initiatives within their organisations;,
their decisions to leave were largely due to the pressures resulting from these roles.

4. Blocked promotion prospects, involving issues to do with gendered organisational
cultures and the difficulties of fitting in.

5. No longer wanting to battle. Closely related to the previous category, this group
includes women who felt worn out by the struggle to establish themselves within
male-dominated organisations. Their decisions had to do with trying to regain lost

energy and enthusiasm.
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6. Fighting for legitimacy. This category concerns the story of one woman, a lesbian
trying to establish an acceptable identity within her organisation. After her initial
interview, this woman withdrew the full version of her story; what remains is
therefore sketchier and more general than the others.

7. Being forced or pressured to leave. As members of the "old regime", the two
women in this category, having already decided to resign, were put under intense
pressure to do so earlier than they had intended. Marshall explains that several other

women, grouped elsewhere, had similar experiences.

Marshall outlines the rigorous process through which she arrived at the stories presented
in her book: a process involving in-depth discussions with interviewees, consultation and
feedback on preliminary drafts, and generally immersing herself in the data. Her detailed
accounts effectively illustrate the variety within each of the categories outlined above,
and the extent to w}iich they overlap and intersect. From these sfories, Marshall
identifies a number of recurring themes, which she explores in her concluding chapter.

Amongst these, gender emerges as a

"possible frame of analysis... This involves interrogating different levels of possible
operation, from overt interactions to the potential gender patterning involved in

foundational assumptions of organisational life" (1995, p. 99).

Marshall insists that her focus on gender does not mean thdt women's experiences within
organisations are entirely different from men's, nor does it suggest that men can not be

marginalised or bullied. However, she argues that

“in this symbolic world of conformity it seems important to acknowledge that women are
usually more different from idealised norms than are many of their male colleagues -
and are more readily identified as such. People of colour may be seen as more

different still" (1995, p. 101).

At issue here is the notion of organisational fit, and in particular the ways in which

women experience/make sense of/cope with life within organisational cultures which are
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constructed around male definitions and male realities. These are explored in the section

which follows.
2.4.4 The Gendering of Organisations

The notion of the labour market as gendered, segregated both vertically and horizontally,
was discussed in section 2.2.2 above. On a more micro-level, these patterns are repeated
within organisations themselves. Reporting on a study into gender discrimination in a
local authority, Itzin (1995) describes the extent of women's disadvantage in
organisations generally, citing both external and internal explanations for this
disadvantage. As regards the former, citing Clegg's inclusion of gender in the "category
of extra-organisational rules" that govern behaviour within organisations (Clegg, 1981),
she suggests that women's domestic responsibilities are the category most often used to
explain women's "inferior" positions in organisations. "This study has certainly shown
how 'shopping, c’ooléing, cleaning and childcare' do pose real restrictions on women's
ability to work full-time and participate fully in organisational life" (Itzin, 1995, p. 45).
Such rules operate ideologically, too. Indeed, it has been argued that because women
are viewed as having a primary commitment to domestic life outside of their
organisations, they are frequently peréeived as lacking in organisational commitment, and

thus their status as organisational members is cast in doubt (Itzin, 1995, p. 46).

At the same time, though, Itzin (1995) acknowledges that such explanations alone are
insufficient, that internal factors, too, must be considered in seeking to explain women's
disadvantage within organisations. Morgan (1986) suggests that organisations are
dominated by male values which result in gender segregation, and ensure that men are
better placed to achieve more powerful, higher status positions. Likewise, Mills (1988)
insists on gender as a key factor in determining an individual's experience of
organisational life, "'permeating not only extra-organisational rules, but each and every
area of rule bound behaviour' (Mills, 1989, p. 33). Mills uses issues such as restricted
access to important networks, lack of mentorship and male-oriented language as
illustrative of the wide range of organisational practices that "signal to females that they

are not regarded as full organisational members" (Mills, 1989, p. 39).
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The concept of organisational culture has been used to explain the phenomenon of
gender discrimination in the workplace, both within the academic literature (Marshall,
1995; Green and Cassell, 1995; Davies, 1995; Itzin, 1995; Davidson and Cooper, 1992)
and in more practitioner-oriented publications (Maddock and Parkin, 1993). Indeed,
Mills (1988) argues that:

"Sexual discrimination is not only evidenced in a number of OVERT organisational
practices but, more significantly, is embedded in the cultural values that permeate both

organisations and the concept of organisation itself” (p. 352).

Similarly, Davies (1995) sees gender as deeply embedded in the very heart of
organisational life. "Regarding gender as an active and continuing process in this way is
often signalled by a shift from using gender as a noun to using gender as a verb. Thus it
becomes possible to speak of the 'gendering' of organisations" (p. 34). Davies argues
that an analysis of ééndered organisational cultures must work at two levels: on the one
hand, it must address the visible, everyday manifestations of gender in organisations; at
the same time, it must look beneath the surface, to the very design of organisations

themselves.

As regards the visible, surface level, Davies looks to patterns of sex segregation in
organisations, and seeks to explain how these are understood by the people working in
them. Her starting point is the notion that gender is constructed through everyday
interaction, "and this process of doing gender both creates and normalises differences
between men and women" (Davies, p. 35). Her analysis focuses on organisational
structures, and organisational "rules" (both explicit and implicit), as well as such

phenomena as dress codes, speech and the presentation of self.

Itzin (1995) agrees with much of the current literature which portrays organisational
culture as "gendered and discrimination based on gender as embedded in organisational
culture" (p. 48), yet suggests that in general this literature fails to adequately
conceptualise organisations' gender cultures, in particular in terms of understanding the
power relationships upon which they are based. Itzin identifies several features

characteristic of "the gender culture", suggesting that it is typically:‘ hierarchical and
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patriarchal; sex segregated; sex-stereotyped; sex-discriminatory; a sexualised
environment; misogynist, resistant to change, and characterised by sexual harassment
and gendered power relations (pp. 50-51). Itzin argues that while this particular
constellation of factors may in some ways be unique to the local authority on which her
study is based, gender cultures in other organisations are likely to include all of these

features in some form.

Maddock and Parkin (1995) look beyond the gender culture generally and construct a
typology of male-dominated organisational cultures which they found operating in public
sector organisations. Whereas the gentleman'’s club is typically paternalistic and
overprotective, those in powerful positions within the barrack yard culture bully their
subordinates into submission, rather than listening to them. Women are aetively
excluded from the locker room, a staunchly heterosexual culture in which conversation
revolves around sports, sex and "girls". The gender blind culture denies difference
altogether, be it to do with gender, ethnicity or able-bodiedness Here the reality of
women's experience is ignored - thus creating an illusion that everyone is white, able-
bodied and male. On the other hand, "new men" within feminist pretender cultures pay
lip service to equal opportunities issues, and then learn to manoeuvre around them for
personal advantage. Finally, the smart macho culture stresses performance and
competition - those who fail to keep the pace are frequently sacked, demoted or simply
ignored. While not explicitly excluding them, like the gentleman's club, the barrack yard
and the locker room above, women experience such cultures as discouraging and

demoralising.

Similarly, Mills (1992) emphasises the masculine values underpinning many
organisations' cultures; like Maddock and Parkin, these are articulated in a variety of
ways, depending on the particular context. He cites studies of manual labourers which
demonstrate the way in which men see the dangerous and difficult conditions in which
they work as a celebration of maleness. Such cultures are typically articulated through
crude and aggressive images of sexuality, exemplified by particular sorts of language, and
artefacts (pin-ups, trade calendars, etc.). On the other hand, the world of business (and
politics) is frequently characterised by the language of military adventures, with targets,

strategies, victory and defeat. In such contexts business leaders and entrepreneurs are
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seen as cultural heroes. Common to both Mills' and Maddock and Parkin's analyses is
the idea that masculine discourses are played out within organisations, and thus serve to
construct organisational realities whose rules are defined by men, and in which women

play certain designated roles.

Davies (1995) and Green and Cassell (1995) argue that male-dominated organisational
cultures do not always result in the exclusion of women, but they do "impact on
definitions of appfopriate behaviour for both men and women" (Green and Cassell,
1995), and serve to define which skills and competencies are seen as valuable, which

behaviours are recognised and rewarded.
Davies (1995) thus concludes that: -

"The question of gender and organisation...is not only a matter of describing the
patterns of sex segfégation in the workplace, it is also a matter of seeing how people
infuse them with meaning, interact in ways that call on gender codes and confirm
gendered identities through their lives in the workplace. Both the cultural and the
interaction approaches draw attention to this and to the ways in which it enacts power
relations that secure the superiority of men. It is now clear that gender is a key part of

the 'interactional scaffolding’ that holds organisations together"” (p. 37).

What is intriguing about the "interactional scaffolding" metaphor is its essential
contradiction. On the one hand scaffolding, made of steel and used to hold up an
unstable building, is absolutely solid and secure. On the other hand, "interactional"
connotes a picture of fluidity and change. Gender, therefore, is seen as something which
is at once stable and supporting, and elusive and dynamic. This ambiguity is perhaps best
illustrated by the concept of "gendered processes" (Davies, 1994; Acker, 1992), which
Green and Cassell refer to as "an integral part of organisational power and the
maintenance of the traditional status quo in organisations" (p. 17). They cite Acker's
model of gendered organisations which incorporates four sets of organisational
processes: the first set involves the production of gender divisions, including the
practices which produce gendered jobs, wages and hierarchies. Managers, unions and

workers are involved in such processes, which vary over time. Second, Acker identifies
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the creation of organisational symbols, images and forms of consciousness which explain,
and sometimes oppose gender divisions. The third and fourth sets of processes include
interaction and subjective interpretations - "the interactions occurring between
individuals to create social forms which enact hierarchical relationships involving
alliances and exclusions in the workplace" (Acker, 1992, p. 18). Gendered
organisations, thus, are constructed through social interaction - such interaction,

maintains Acker, constitutes an important part of the concrete 'work' of the organisation.

As suggested above, in addition to these processes which are infernal to the

organisation, Davies (1995) argues that there is

"yet another deeper level where we can find the gendering of organisatioys, one that
draws attention not so much to the daily process of recreating organisations as
gendered, but to gender as embedded in the design of organisations and the logic of
their functioning” GD 37).

Here, Davies draws on the work of Acker (1989, 1990, 1992) who critically examines
our basic understandings of concepts like "job" and "hierérchy'f. Acker's starting point is
that these concepts, though appearing to be abstract and neutral, are in fact gendered,
based on certain assumptions about work, men's and women's lives, and the separation of
the public and private spheres. Just as "the concept of a job assumes a particular
gendered organisation of domestic life and social production" (Acker, 1990, p. 179), so
too is the notion of "hierarchy" better suited to the typical patterns of men's life
experiences. Thus Davies concludes that not only does the daily work of organisations
.serve to reinforce their gendered structures and cultures, but at the same time the logic
underpinning our understandings and constructions of organisations is based on a

masculine vision of reality.

This discussion is reminiscent of Gowler and Legge's (1989) notion of the
bureaucratisation of the career concept, considered in section 2.3.7. Just as Gowler and
Legge called into question theoretical positions based on the notion of career as neutral
and unproblematic, so too does Davies seek to "make strange" our assumptions about

organisations, and explore the male, bureaucratic ideologies in which they are grounded.
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"Organisations now begin to emerge not only as arenas to which we bring and act out
our gendered identities, but ones whose prior logic is a masculine one. Jobs,
hierarchies and associated careers are generic features of organisations that are built

on a masculine vision of how work is to be structured” (Davies, 1995, p. 40).

2.4.5 Gendered Cultures and the Concept of Organisational Fit

The questions of how women respond to being pai't of an essentially "alien" culture, and
the impact that such marginality has on their behaviour have been raised by Cassell and
Walsh (1994). Their study of women professionals reveals that women experienced
considerable discomfort about how they fitted into their organisations. This appeared to
result from how they perceived their organisations' dominant cultures, and how they saw
themselves vis-z‘x-vis-;chis culture. In general respondents felt constrained by what they
saw as a limited range of appropriate behaviours and careers available to women.
Cassell and Walsh conclude that: "in such male-dominated cultures women, as a result
of stereotypical ekpectations of their role and their own psychological make-up, develop
strategies to compensate for the negétive experience associated with not 'fitting in" (p.
5). Their model of "organisational fit" thus "outlines the processes by which women

attempt to fit into 'alien' organisational cultures" (p. 5).

Most relevant to this study is, first, the sense of discomfort felt by women in attempting
to fit into a culture in which they do not really belong. This discomfort leads to a form
of cognitive dissonance (see Festinger, 1957) which individuals then respond to at either
an internal or an external level. Whereas an internal attribution leads to strategies
associated with changing the self, an external attribution focuses on changing the

organisation.

As regards the level of the individual, Cassell and Walsh identify two main strategies:
- lowering career expectations or using gender specific organisational roles. At the
organisational level, a woman can attempt to change her organisation, can try to generate

support for her own position, or can leave the organisation altogether. Marshall's study
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(1995), considered above, provides rich and detailed examples of both internal and
external attributions and their associated coping strategies, and echoes Cassell and

Walsh's finding that each has significant psychological (and in some cases physical) costs.

"The bottom line", for Cassell and Walsh "is always exit from the organisation." (p. 9).
Within their framework, leaving is thus a response laced with despair. Powerful though
this model is, however, it must be remembered that lack of fit is not the only reason why
women choose to leave their organisations. On the contrary, as Marshall (1991, 1994
1995), and Rosin and Korabik's (1992, 1995) studies demoﬁstrate, such choices are
based on a whole range of factors, some hopeful, some tinged with feelings of failure
and regret - most often in a complex and tangled web.

Similarly, it is important to recognise that while gender, and particularly the notion of
gendered organisations and organisational cultures must be central to an analysis of why
women leave their é}ganisations, there are other factors - both structural and situational -
which must also be taken into account. Indeed, Cassell and Walsh highlight the |
applicability of their models for "other groups who perceive themselves to be different as
a result of ethnicity, age, sexuality or any other dimension along which people are

stereotypically assessed" (p. 10).
2.4.6 Summary

This section reviewed, first, the emerging literature on the "corporate flight" of women
managers, emphasising in particular organisational factors which contribute to these
decisions, and thus taking issue with stereotypical explanations. Moving on, it explored
recent work into gender and organisations, specifically considering the concept of
gendered organisational cultures and the processes through which these are both
represented and constituted. Finally, a framework for understanding the issue of
"organisational fit" was introduced. Here, a woman's decision to leave was linked to a
lack of fit between herself and her organisation. While acknowledging that this may be
only one in a constellation of variables which can result in a woman's departure, the
model serves to elucidate the significance of organisational factors in that decision, and

in particular the damaging effects of marginalisation.
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The emerging literature on corporate flight, and the more extensive literature on ge‘nder
and organisations which informs these developing perspectives, are clearly central to this
study of women who leave their organisations and set up their own businesses. I see the
study as making a significant contribution to this literature. Whereas Marshall's study
(1991, 1994, 1995) focused on women at the transition, this study explores the next
stage - women who are making a go of self-employment and are looking back, reflecting
on their experiences within their organisations, and their reasons for leaving. This
perspective will thus contribute new data to what is currently known about how women

make sense of their experiences of organisations and the phenomenon of "corporate

flight".
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2.5 Women Entrepreneurs: a contradiction in terms?
2.5.1 Introduction

Since the mid 1970's there has been an increasing fascination with entrepreneurs who
start up small businesses and facilitate their growth and development. Entrepreneurs are
commonly seen as the self-made business people of today, creating their own wealth
rather than inheriting it. Small businesses are regarded as playing a vital role in
regenerating the economy, in Britain as well as in other Western and, more recently,
Eastern European countries. The popular press, as well as more serious academic and
business publications, frequently contain articles describing exceptionally successful
entrepreneurs who are revered as the role models which aspiring business people should
seek to emulate. Furthermore, the act of entrepreneurship is portrayed as an economic
necessity within a modern economy, promoting structural balance, employment choice,

economic growth and national and personal prosperity.

Many new enterprises are founded, owned and/or managed by women. Female self-
employment increased by eighty-one percent between 1981 and 1989, whereas male self-
employment increased by only 51% in the same period (Daly, 1991). Women now
represent over one-quarter of the total self-employed population in the UK, and have
thus become a significant economic force. Yet, despite the increasing number of women
entrepreneurs, there is a dearth of in-depth, qualitative literature on the subject, resulting
in a lack of theoretical understanding of the experiences of such women: their
motivations, problems, successes and aspirations (Moore, 1990). Whilst there is a
burgeoning literature on entrepreneurship generally, many of these studies have a
distinctly male bias, not only in terms of examples and case studies, but also ideologically
(Lee-Gosselin and Grise, 1990; Goffee and Scase, 1985, Stevenson, 1990). Simpson
(1991) points out that even where female samples have been used, they are frequently
grafted onto male models and set against male standards, thus serving to reinforce
stereotypes and myths about women in business. Indeed, the term "entrepreneur" itself
conveys meanings which are often at odds with the experiences of many women (Lee-

Gosselin and Grise, 1990, Stevenson, 1990).
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Just as the concept of self-employment was described in section 2.1.2 as problematic, so
too the question of how to define "entrepreneur” reveals ambiguities and a lack of
consensus in the way in which this term is understood by academics working in the field,
the general public, and "entrepreneurs” themselves. The first section of this review
grapples with this vexing question, stressing its centrality in the construction of useful
frameworks for understanding. Second, key theoretical approaches to the study of
entrepreneurship will be reviewed and evaluated as to the extent to which they address
and in turn shed light on women owner/managers' perceptions and circumstances. Third,
the growing literature on women entrepreneurs will be considered, highlighting in
particular the importance of feminist perspectives. Finally, the review turns to the
growing literature on women entrepreneurs, outlining in particular the importance of a
perspective which sees gender as a major determining factor in a person's experience of

self-employment.
2.5.2 The Problem of Meaning

The term "entrepreneur" conjures up images of people like Henry Ford, Anita Roddick
and Richard Branson - and notions of individualism and independence, charisma, risk-
taking, creativity and innovation, and profit-seeking. Yet does this term really only apply
to these mythical, somewhat eccentric and rare individuals, or can it be used more
generally to describe anyone who sets out to create a new business venture? Would a
women setting up her own consultancy firm consider herself (or be considered) an
entrepreneur? To academics working in the field of entrepreneurship, the term remains
elusive and problematic: "There seem to be as many definitions of entrepreneurship as

there are pundits or practitioners of the art" (Kao, 1989, p. 91).

Although our understandings of the term "entrepreneur" depend partly on our personal
circumstances and experiences, they are also embedded in a cultural context. Kao
describes entrepreneurs as "the new cultural heroes" (p. 92), remarking that
entrepreneurship is "increasingly synonymous with 'good" (p. 92). However, the term
can equally be seen as "bad" - e;xcessively individualistic at the expense of the collective

good, aggressively profit-oriented, working to bolster a system which is essentially
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oppressive. This "positive"/"negative" dichotomy serves to highlight the limitations of

the myth of the entrepreneur and its narrow, stereotypical applications.

Traditional understandings

As suggested above, there is a growing literature on entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship.
Scholars have sought to construct definitions that reflect their particular theoretical
approaches. Schumpeter (1934), in attempting to differentiate entrepreneurs from
business owners and managers maintained that it was innovation, the creation of new
combinations of means of production, that distinguished the entrepreneur. Schumpeter's
model was economic; he approached the entrepreneur from a functionalist perspective -

as having a key role to play in the development of the economy. -

Carland et. al. (1984) take Schumpeter as a starting point, but focus, not on the function
of the entrepreneur as regards the economic system, but on 2is (sic) character and
behaviour. They examine the difference between the entrepreneur and the small business
owner, characterising the entrepreneur as innovative, oriented towards profit and
growth. An alternative view but complementary definition is provided by Stanworth and
Curran (1976) who distinguish three- types of small business activist: the activist who
seeks intrinsic satisfaction from business activity; the manager who seeks recognition for
managerial excellence in business; and the classic entrepreneur who seeks to maximise
profits. McClelland (1961), too, considers the character and function of the
entrepreneur, suggesting that risk-bearing is central to both, and emphasising the

entrepreneur's need for achievement.

The image of the entrepreneur as a risk-bearer is criticised by Stevenson (1989), who
maintains that most entrepreneurs would prefer to play safe wherever possible.
Stevenson rejects approaches which focus on the personality and character of the
entrepreneur, as well as those which concentrate on their economic function. Instead, he
defines the entrepreneur as one who takes a particular approach to management,
suggesting that it is the pursuit of opportunity without regard to currently available

resources that defines the entrepreneur.
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What the above examples illustrate is the myriad of ambiguous, often contradictory
definitions abounding in the entrepreneurship literature. Each reflects a particular
theoretical perspective, yet taken together the picture lacks coherence. Moore (1990)
maintains that such fragmentation makes comparisons between studies and the building
of theory particularly problematic. From her feminist perspective, it appears that some of
the above examples fail to challenge existing myths about entrepreneurs, and thus serve
to reinforce stereotypes. Far from being applicable to the experiences of real women and
men, the term remains excessively narrow and biased.

As regards the emphasis on innovation, highlighted by many definitions, Lee-Gosselin
and Grise (1990) suggest that research into women owner/manager - who by virtue of
making atypical career choices are clearly innovators, regardless of the actual nature of
the businesses they establish - forces us to review our understanding of this concept.
New meanings are constructed when considering the contexts in which many business
women operate. E(iually, the notion of the entrepreneur as a risk-bearer has different
(possibly more pérsonal) connotations when applied to a woman establishing herself in

business.

The concept of the entrepreneur as "founder" is central to some definitions, a concept
rendered useless when one considers how in reality both men and women set themselves
up in business: in partnerships; through buying or inheriting existing companies; in
collectives. Arguing for a "flexible interpretation" of the term, Carter and Cannon
(1992) included in their study women working in a wide variety of economic sectors,

with different structures of ownership and a range of personal experiences.

As regards the aims of entrepreneurial activity, feminist scholars challenge the view that
identifies profit and growth as essential to the very definition of entrepreneur (Lee-
Gosselin and Grise,1990; Marlow and Strange, 1994). Instead they found that many
women in business had quite different criteria for success - aiming to establish small,
stable organisations. Once again, a consideration of the experiences of women

owner/managers reveals the inadequacy of existing definitions.
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With the incidence of female entrepreneurship on the increase, what the above illustrates
is the need for new ways of thinking about the entrepreneur, for new meanings which
more accurately reflect real life. Such a reconceptualisation is vital in the development of

useful frameworks for understanding.
2.5.3 Theoretical Approaches to Entrepreneurship

As the diversity of interpretations of the term "entrepreneur" aptly illustrate, the
literature on entrepreneurship is wide-ranging, encompassing a number of different
disciplinary perspectives and theoretical orientations. In summarising current research,
Stanworth and Gray (1991) suggest that analyses can be broadly classified into three
principal categories: individual factors; situational or contextual factors; and socio-
economic background factors. In the section that follows, these categories will be
explored, with reference to key examples of each. In particular, the review will focus on
the extent to which guch perspectives facilitate an understanding of the experiences of

women entrepreneurs.

Individual factors

A number of conceptual frameworks have been developed which focus, in different
ways, on aspects of the entrepreneur's personality. Such approaches have gained wide
(popular) acceptance; indeed they are the basis upon which everyday myths and
stereotypes are constructed. Three approaches in particular will be examined: the
personality traits approach, which seeks to identify the essential personal traits that
distinguish the entrepreneur from other social groups; the psychodynamic approach,
which examines the entrepreneurial personality from a psychoanalytic perspective; and a
social psychological perspective which looks, not only at the entrepreneur's personality,

but also at the social context in which the individual operates.
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A traits approach

Significant research attention has been devoted to identifying key features of the
entrepreneur's personality (for a review see Brockhaus, 1982). Among these "core"
traits are:

o a strong need for achievement;

o leadership qualities;

o opportunity and goal orientation;

o risk-seeking and risk-taking;

o creativity and innovativeness; and

o aninternal locus of control. -

This approach, consistent with traits approaches to leadership more generally (Steinberg
and Shapiro, 1982)~has been widely criticised - for its lack of empirical evidence as well
as its underlying assumptions. As regards the former, Brockhaus and Horwitz (1986)
consider this approach, but find little to differentiate the successful entrepreneur from the
successful business manager. They emphasise the dynamism of entrepreneurial
processes, suggesting that as a business venture develops, the personal qualities needed
to make this venture successful change. In their view, those traits identified as central to

the successful entrepreneur must not be seen as fixed or static.

In terms of its underlying assumptions, Kao (1989) point to gender and cultural biases
which render the approach over-general and stereotypical. Also, he takes issue with the
"positive" nature of all the traits identified, and the tendency to portray the entrepreneur

" as "good". Likewise Chell (1985) raises questions about the concept of traits in relation
to entrepreneurship. To what extent are these so-called traits learned or innate? At what
point in time should they be measured? How enduring are they? How consistent are
individuals in expressing these traits in a variety of situations? She suggests such an
approach is "equivocal and inconclusive" (p. 47), and challenges the claim that there is

any correlation between the assessment of the trait and actual behaviour.
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A feminist perspective would take issue with the traits approach, both with the specific
characteristics identified, and the approach more generally. First, as stated above, the
theory is implicitly male-oriented - based on male examples and idealised images of
successful men. In her critique of early theories of entrepreneurship, Stevenson (1990)
cites a study which suggested that "entrepreneurship was a way of demonstrating
maleness" (p. 440). Several important questions thus emerge. First, to what extent do
these traits describe women business owner/managers? Second, if these are the
characteristics of successful entrepreneurs, does it follow that if women do not embody
these traits they will not be successful? Third, to what extent do women entrepreneurs
themselves identify with the core traits identified by this approach? Finally, are those
traits traditionally considered to be "female" irrelevant to the entrepreneur, as is

suggested by their absence in this literature? -

The above criticisms relate to the specific "constellation of traits" (Chell, 1985, p. 46)
typically described as being characteristic of entrepreneurs. However, it is not only the
traits themselves that feminists would find problematic, but also the approach more
generally. Carter and Cannon (1988, 1992) highlight the futility of atterﬁpting to extract
an individual from their social world; rather, they suggest that the two are inextricably
linked. Many of the women in their 1988 study spoke of the relationship between their
roles as wives, mothers and entrepreneurs. Furthermore, links with their local business
communities proved vital to their experiences, and to the success of their ventures. On a
more structural level, feminist theorists such as Harding (1987) maintain that in order to
understand an individual's experiences, they must be situated within a wider context of
gender, class and ethnicity. It is my view, therefore, that while a consideration of an
entrepreneur's psychological traits may be illuminating, on its own, this approach is
insufficient. Instead, to provide real insights into a woman's experience of
entrepreneurship, these traits must be examined within the dynamic context of her social

world.
A psychodynamic approach

A further psychological perspective to be considered is the psychodynamic approach.

Here, early childhood experiences are said to mould adult personalities and patterns of
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behaviour; thus the entrepreneurial personality is studied as the product of a particular
kind of family background. Kets de Vries, a leading proponent of this perspective, sees
the entrepreneur's family background as "more often than not filled with images of
endured hardships" (1977, p. 45). These experiences leave the individual scarred, with
"problems of self-esteem, insecurity and lack of confidence", and with "repressed
aggressive wishes towards persons in control" (p. 46). According to Kets de Vries
(1977; 1989), these problems are manifest in occupational settings, where the
entrepreneur is unable to submit to figures of authority (an important distinction between
the entrepreneur and the manager), and becomes rebellious and non-conformist. As a

last resort, these troubled individuals strike out on their own.

Kets de Vries describes the entrepreneur as a social deviant, an individual-svho, because
of a difficult past, fails to function in society's mainstream. Interestingly, in contrast to
traits researchers who characteristically see the entrepreneur in glowing terms, the
psychodynamic thec;rist paints an image of the entrepreneur as "aggressive and
impulsive" (Chell, p. 44); as regards their business ventures, the entrepreneur is
potentially destructive. What is apparent here is the value judgement implicit in both
approaches; one perspective constructs the entrepreneur as positive, and the other as
negative. Such dichotomies are used persistently as a way of making sense, of imposing
some sort of order on a particular phenomenon (Stanley and Wise, 1993). I see the
tendency to categorise and dichotomise in this way as particular unhelpful and limiting,

contributing to the construction of stereotypical meanings.

The analysis of the entrepreneur as a social misfit has been widely criticised. Aldrich and
Zimmer (1986) maintain that such models are without a sound empirical basis, and that
they exaggerate the extent to which entrepreneurs differ from "normal" people.
Furthermore, Chell (1987) suggests that what Kets de Vries describes as the
entrepreneurial personality might well be applicable to a whole range of unfortunate

people with troubled pasts.

In a study of successful women entrepreneurs in Canada, Belcourt (1990) introduces a
gender dimension to Kets de Vries’ analysis. She, like Kets de Vries, highlights

confusing relationships with authority figures, a general distrust of the outside world, and
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the entrepreneur's subsequent need to construct her own environment. In addition,
Belcourt identifies the experience of an "unreliable male figure in childhood [usually an
entrepreneurial father] as one which the female entrepreneur takes with her into the
worlds of marriage and work" (p. 437). In the male world of the corporation, she does
not fit in; she thus seeks business ownership as a way of dealing with her subordinate,
outsider status. In her analysis, Belcourt situates a psychodynamic approach within a
gender perspective, identifying patriarchy as a key structuring factor in a woman's

experience, and locating her psychological analysis within this structure.
Psychological approaches in context

In response to psychological approaches of entrepreneurship which she fiads partial and
inadequate, Chell's (1987) takes as her starting point Mischel’s concept of “person
variables”, ““the products of each individual's total history...that in turn regulate how
new experiences affect him or her”” (Mischel, 1981, p. 345, cited in Chell, 1987, p. 48).
Included in Chell's model are competencies, encoding strategies and personal
constructs, and expectancies, and she illustrates how these can be applied to the
entrepreneurial context. For example, as regards encoding strategies and personal
constructs, she considers how the entrepreneur perceives their unique situation, and how
this perception impacts on behaviour. Chell maintains that these person variables are

crucial in understanding "how each person generates distinctive complex behaviour

patterns in interaction with the conditions of his or her life" (p. 48-49).

As regards the adequacy of Chell's approach in shedding light on the experiences of
women entrepreneurs, aithough she does not specifically address the question of gender
(or other structural determinants), aspects of her context-based model could be ﬁseful.
Her "person;variables" are based on diversity rather than homogeneity, and allow for
wide variation, and she recognises the multi-faceted and ever-changing nature of
entrepreneurial activity. Central to Chell's analysis is the concept of roles; it would be
interesting to examine the ways in which women entrepreneurs negotiate their various
roles, and how the assumption of particular roles enables them to make sense of the

diverse situations which they invariably encounter.
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Contextual and demographic factors

Although the psychological approaches outlined above have been most influential in
terms of our commonsense understandings of the phenomenon, there are other important
perspectives on entrepreneurship which merit attention. In particular, in addition to
psychological approaches, Stanworth and Gray (1991) identify those studies which focus
on a) the socio-economic background of the entrepreneur; and b) situational and

contextual factors.
Socio-economic variables

Studies which focus on the entrepreneur's socio-economic background examine the
propensity for an individual to become self-employed, looking in particular at structural
factors such as gender, age, social class, ethniéity, marital status and education, and
seeking to construct-‘typologies of those most likely to establish their own businesses (see
for example Meager, 1989, Curran and Burrows, 1988; Birley and Norburn, 1986).
While Stanworth and Gray argue that the complexity of these factors make it impossible
to make hard-and-fast predictions, the literature does suggest that certain factors do

increase the likelihood of business ownership:

"that they are male; that they are either middle-aged or beyond formal retirement age;
that they come from a family background within which either their mother or their
father (and preferably both) were engaged in some sort of small business activity; that
they are married; that they have carried out some sort of apprenticeship; and finally,
that they have an ethnicity which originally derives from either the Indian sub-continent

or the Mediterranean" (p. 17).

In my view, these approaches are problematic. My first criticism is methodological, and
relates to the lack of consensus in the actual definition of self-employment, and the
subsequent difficulty in amassing statistics and making claims about this diverse and
ambiguous group of individuals, a problem discussed in section 2.1. The second
criticism is more theoretical, and asks what value such typologies actually serve. In

terms of the actual factors identified as important, such studies fall short of explaining
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why this is so. For example, while the Labour Force Survey provides us with statistics
about the rate of self-employment amongst widowed men (Meager, 1989, p. 13), it does
- not offer any insights into why widowhood seems to have this impact. As far as women
are concerned, quite apart from the methodological questions about women's
representation in such studies, my concern is that the typologies yielded offer powerful
(negative) messages about women and self-employment, and could potentially serve to

limit women's participation as owner/managers in the small firm sector.
Situation and context

In general, the psychological perspectives on entrepreneurship considered above
(excluding Chell's model of person variables outlined above) tend to consider the issue of
context only in so far as it impacts on the entrepreneurial personality. In contrast,
Stanworth and Gray (1991) identify as a distinct group those studies which focus on the
importance of situat}onal and contextual factors in the experience of éntrepreneurship.
These perspectives typically seek to explore the ways in which issues such as; the socio-
economic structure of a particular area; the influence of wider socio-economic issues on
that area; and the dominant culture of the locality, impact on small business start-up and
development (Birley, 1989; for a review see Goss, 1991). Hobbs' work on entrepreneurs
in London's East End (1988; 1991) aptly illustrates the relationship between these three
contextual dimensions, focusing in particular on the significance of the local culture in
entrepreneurial processes, identities, and experiences. Whilst fascinating, both
methodologically and empirically, Hobbs explores a very male, very macho world, and in
terms of providing us with insights into the lifeworlds of East End businesswomen, it has

significant limitations.

Aldrich and Zimmer (1986) focus on the issue of context from a network perspective,
outlining three key dimensions to such networks: density, reachability and centrality.
Looking in particular at the experiences of ethnic minority groups in the United States,
they argue, first, that entrepreneurial activity will be encouraged through the
development of extensive social ties and links. Second, they claim that increased
accessibility between people will facilitate the dissemination of vital information and

resources. Finally, they stress the importance of 'weak ties', a range of diverse
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acquaintances, with access to people in powerful positions (rather than a closely-knit .
group of friends) in establishing the most useful social networks. Although they fail to
look specifically at the issue of gender, Aldrich and Zimmer's work begins to address key
issues concerning culture and cultural fit, issues central to the experiences of women
(Cassell and Walsh, 1994), and could therefore be an interesting dimension from which

to explore the experiences of women entrepreneurs.

Integrated approaches

In addition to the studies outlined above which highlight a particular factor, issue, or
perspective, there are theoretical frameworks which take a more integrated approach.
Central to such positions is the view that although unitary perspectives previde certain
insights into the phenomenon of entrepreneurship, in isolation their explanatory value
remains limited. Instead, approaches are needed which seek to understand the subtle and
complex ways in wﬁich these perspectives interact and, together, impact on the

entrepreneurial experience.

Three examples in particular aptly illustrate this more integrated approach. Cooper
(1981), seeks to explain the factors which contributed to an individual's decision to set
up in business. First, antecedent influences relate to the personality and character of the
entrepreneur, and include psychological traits as well socio-economic factors; family
influences; educational choices; and previous career experiences. Second, Cooper
highlights the importance of the incubator organisation. Here the entrepreneurial
decision is considered as a product of existing situational factors, in particular, the
organisation in which the entrepreneur had previously worked: its geographical location;
the skills and knowledge acquired during the period of employment; the extent to which

- it provided entrepreneurial opportunities; and reasons for leaving. Finally, environmental
Jactors focus on factors external to the individual and his or her organisation. The move
to self-employment is thus seen as resulting from a particular social/economic/cultural

context, both in terms of the immediate environment and more generally.
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Likewise Carsud et. al. (1986) lament the fragmented nature of much of the work into
entrepreneurship, and the tendency to group "entrepreneurs into broad, over-generalised
categories" (p. 369). Their proposed "research paradigm" attempts to synthesise a
hitherto disparate and somewhat incoherent literature. Their model starts with four
"primary causal factors": psychological variables; personal/demographic variables;
organisational/sociological variables; and situational/environmental variables. It is
suggested that these broad groups of variables have a significant impact on "secondary
predictor variables", such as the stage and nature of the business under examination.
Together, these primary and secondary factors "have both a direct and indirect influence
on various outcome measures of success" (p. 375). Significantly, unlike earlier, more
unitary perspectives, Carsud et al do not define "success"; rather its meaning emerges as

the outcome of the interaction between this broad spectrum of variables. -

These approaches have considerable potential. Both attempt to synthesise key structural
determinants with individual circumstances. In particular, Cooper's emphasis on the
importance of the "incubator organisation", in combination with a range of other
influences, has cléar relevance to this study. ‘Second, both offer the poséibility for
diversity without being bland and over-general. Finally, these approaches are dynamic.
Rather than building on hackneyed stereotypes, they seek to construct new, more
relevant understandings. However, it is notable that neither Cooper nor Carsud et. al.
mentions gender specifically, although it is a factor that quite clearly cuts across both
models. Here again, the significance of gender as a key factor in the experience of the

entrepreneur and entrepreneurial processes is unrecognised.

A further limitation is that although both approaches consider the phenomenon of
entrepreneurship in terms of a number of intersecting factors, they do not attempt to
examine an individual's experience as an entrepreneur within the context of their life
more generally. Finally, in common with the entrepreneurship literature generally, these
approaches fail to consider the subjective, interpretive dimension of experience. This
issue will be discussed more fully in chapter 3 which follows. However, the key point

here is that in its pursuit of an objective reality, this largely quantitative literature fails to
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account for how entrepreneurs make sense of their experiences, and why. What is
needed, therefore, is more qualitative research which provides insights into

entrepreneurs' perceptions of their working lives.

Scase and Goffee’s (1980) research into the lives of real small business owners poses an
interesting contrast to the two studies noted above. Scase and Goffee sought to
understand, not how entrepreneurs should behave, or what business start-up should be
like, but how people who had actually started their own businesses experienced that
process. Their study focuses on such issues as: motivation (and in particular its
relationship with taxation); coping with the market; management in the small firm;
business growth; and significantly, the role of the family and relationship between
business owners’ personal and professional lives. Goffee and Scase’s work thus provides
important insights into the lifeworlds of small business owner/managers. However, like
those studies outline'd above, it focuses on the experiences of men. It is significant that
five years later, With their research into women entrepreneurs (1985) Goffee and Scase

sought to redress this imbalance. This work is discussed below.
2.5.4 Studying Women Entrepreneurs

A critical examination of traditional definitions and theories of entrepreneurship reveals a
persistent male bias from which the experiences of women are largely excluded. (A
stereotypical notion of) male experience is taken as the norm; not only are women
frequently absent from examples and case studies, but they are also
marginalised/subordinated ideologically. This, in combination with a significant increase
in the numbers of women embarking on entrepreneurial ventures, has drawn feminist

scholars' attention to the subject.

The 1980's saw the emergence of several important studies into women entrepreneurs.
Simpson (1991) suggests that, broadly speaking, such work can be examined in terms of
three categories: (1) motivations to go into business (Watkins and Watkins;, 1984;
Hisrich, 1986; Cannon et. al., 1988; Carter and Cannon, 1992; Cromie and Hayes, 1988,
Lee-Gosselin and Grise, 1990) (2) problems/barriers faced by women, at the start -up
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and later on (Hisrich and Brush, 1983; Hisrich, 1986; Watkins and Watkins, 1984; Lee-
Gosselin and Grise, 1990)); and (3) typologies of female entrepreneurship (Goffee and
Scase, 1985; Cromie and Hayes, 1988; Cannon et. al., 1988; Carter and Cannon, 1992).
The section that follows considers the findings of three noteworthy British studies, and
reviews the development of the literature in the 1990's. Finally, it focuses on this study,

outlining the ways in which it might contribute to the development of this literature.

A 'woman's business'

Comparing and contrasting the backgrounds and experiences of fifty-eight female and
forty-three male entrepreneurs, Watkins and Watkins (1984) found that the women in
their sample differed widely from their male counterparts in terms of marital status,
educational background and work experience. They argue in particular that a general
lack of relevant work experience tends to constrain women's "business-choice decision”,
possibly forcing ther;l into "stereotypically female businesses". Whereas the men in their
study were typically well-prepared for the move from employment to self-employment,
“little or nothing in [the women's] educational and professional backgrounds had
prepared the women interviewed for running an independent business" (p. 286). Watkins
and Watkins identified a certain disjuncture between women's strong desire for what they
perceived as the autenomy and independence of small business ownership, and the extent
to which their prior training and experience had prepared them for such a venture. They
suggest that this tension may have led women to seek out business sectors where
requirements for entry are low, and where managerial requirements are not immediately
essential, ie. "female-type"; businesses: "thus the choice of business can be seen in terms
of high motivation to immediate independence tempered by economic rationality rather
than a conscious desire to operate a 'female-type' business" (p. 286). Watkins and
Watkins concluded that as a consequence, women entrepreneurs take greater risks than

their male counterparts.

A typology of entrepreneurs

Goffee and Scase (1985), noted in the previous section, gathered qualitative data from

fifty-four respondents from which they developed a typology of women entrepreneurs,
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based on two factors: (a) their relative attachment to entrepreneurial ideals (concepts of
independence and individualism) and (b) the extent to which the women were willing to
accept conventional gender roles. Using this as a framework, from their data they
identified four types of women entrepreneurs. The conventionals were predominantly
working-class women with fragmented employment histories who were forced into self-
employment by virtue of economic necessity. Such women were committed both to
entrepreneurial ideals and conventional gender roles. The innovators, believing strongly
in entrepreneurial ideals but much less so in conventional gender roles, were largely
professional women, who had achieved some career success but had chosen self-
employment as a reaction against (or solution to) what they saw as restricted prospects.
With little attachment to entrepreneurial ideals, but adhering to conventional gender
roles, domestic entrepreneurs prioritised their domestic responsibilities, fitting their
business in around these duties when possible. Finally, radical entrepreneurs, frequently
involved in collective ventures, political in nature and aiming to promote women's
interests, held little attachment to either entrepreneurial ideals or conventional gender

roles.

This typology has been criticised on several counts. Allen and Truman (1988) question
their theoretical framework. First they take issue with the concept of "attachment to
entrepreneurial ideals", as this notion presupposes a choice that in reality is not available
to a large number of women. Secondly, Allen and Truman argue that implicit in the
notion of "attachment to conventional gender roles" is an assumption that women's
experience of subordination is uniform, thus failing to account for the diversity of women

as a social group.

Heterogeneity and change

Canno et. al. (1988) and Carter and Cannon (1992) question the way in which Goffee
and Scase's typology represents small business ownership, and indeed the small business
owners themselves, as static and unchanging. "The sector is inherently turbulent.
Ventures are started, grow, decline, face change and develop. This ferment calls for
many and varying behaviours and attitudes among entrepreneurs". (Carter and Cannon,

1992, p. 10). Their theoretical framework, based on a wide-ranging study of sixty
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business owners in London, Nottingham and Glasgow, takes as its starting point the
notions of heterogeneity and change. They identified five "ideal types" of women
entrepreneurs. Drifters were typically young women, opting for self-employment as a
response to unemployment. Young achievers were aspiring, generally well-educated
women who used training as a way of making up for their limited experience. The
achievers, similar to the young achievers in attitudes and values, were somewhat older
and had considerable relevant work experience. While some achievers had children,
others had no intention of having a family. In contrast, the returners were seen as those
“women who chose self-employment as a route back into economic activity after a career
break. Although their businesses tended to be organised around domestic
responsibilities, Carter and Cannon found that most of these women were keen to see
their businesses develop and grow. Lastly, traditionalists were typically older (forty-five
plus) women who had always worked in family owned and managed businesses. Coming
from families where self-employment was the norm, such women had limited, if any,
experience of emplo;'ment. What Carter and Cannon stress, however, is the flexibility of

these categories, and the essential dynamism and variety of small business ownership.

In the British context, these three exploratory studies set a broad agenda for further
research into the lives of women entrepreneurs. Although in general, academic work
into this area still remains sparse and fragmented, several recent feminist contributions
deserve mention. In one very interesting collection of essays (Allen and Truman, 1993a),
topics as wide-ranging as women entrepreneurs in rural areas (Jones, 1993);
businesswomen in developing countries (Epstein, 1993); EEC initiatives on women's
enterprise (Turner, 1993) and business training and advice (Richardson and Hartshorn,
1993; Truman, 1993) are examined. What emerges is a picture characterised by both
diversity and commonality, fundamental to which is the notion of gender as a key factor
in the experiences of women entrepreneurs. Several important themes recur throughout
this collection, including women's position in the labour market, sex role socialisation,
family background and educational experience. In addition, more immediate questions
about, for example, domestic roles and relationships, the role of social and professional
networks, obstacles to setting up on one's own and women's experiences of support
agencies and training initiatives are explored. This collection builds on Marlow and

Strange's article (1994) which considers "business success" and what constitutes such
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success for women entrepreneurs. This discussion is set within the context of debates on
women and the labour market, arguing that it is women's particular (disadvantaged)

position which leads them into self-employment.
2.5.5 Summary

This section of the literature review examined the literature on entrepreneurship. Taking
as its starting point the ambiguity of the term entrepreneur itself, it examined the various
ways in which it is has been defined and the adequacy of such definitions. Next, it
considered existing perspectives on entrepreneurship, looking first at traditional, unitary
approaches, and moving on to more integrated, interdisciplinary frameworks for
understanding. Notwithstanding the value of these emerging approaches, it was argued
that the entrepreneurship literature remained largely androcentric, failing to account for
the experiences of women (and, no doubt, of many men). At the same time, it was
suggested that the lirerature would be further enhanced by more qualitative research into

how entrepreneurs themselves experience and make sense of their working lives.

This qualitative study of women who have left middle/senior positions within
organisations and set up their own businesses will contribute to what is currently known
about women entrepreneurs, and provide insights into developing feminist perspectives.
The perspective of women with previous organisational experience provides a new lens
through which to examine women's experiences of self-employment, thus enriching our
understandings of the phenomenon. At the same time, considering the experience of
entrepreneurship in the context of women's lives more generally, examining the
relationship between women's personal and professional lives, and between structural and
agentic levels of experience, the study will further enhance emerging holistic

perspectives.
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2.6 Conclusion

This review has examined five separate, but related literatures: women in the labour
market; the culture of enterprise; career theory; "corporate flight" and entrepreneurship.
As well as outlining the major contributions and considering recent developments in
each, the review considered the extent to which the respective literatures serve to

illuminate the experiences of women in their move from employment to self-employment.

In addition to the specific issues raised in the previous sections, a number of

methodological points emerge as relevant to this study. In particular:

1. The importance of a qualitative approach. As suggested above, our understanding
of self-employment and the small business sector depends not only on an appreciation
of economic and organisational structures, but also how these structures are
experienced and perceived by the individuals working in and around them.

However, in so far as this interpretive perspective is lacking in much of the existing
work on entrepreneurship in particular, an emphasis on how women make sense of
their move from employment to self-employment will make an important

contribution.

2. An emphasis on the mutuality of structure and agency. In contrast to perspectives
which serve to dichotomise structure and agency, the theoretical frameworks which
were described as most useful and relevant to this study examine the interaction
between wider organisational, social and economic structures and individual thought
and action. For example, Granger et. al.'s model for classifying career types (1995),
and Nicholson and West's transition cycle (1988) were seen as particularly promising.
This study will seek to develop theoretical understandings based on the relationship

between these two dimensions of experience.

3. The importance of a holistic approach. Such an approach will involve both an
interdisciplinary perspective, and a consideration of women's careers in the context of

their lives more generally. As regards the first point, the review argued that
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unidisciplinary research, while providing deep insights into certain aspects of
experience, in general fail to account for the complexity of social life. Thus, in
seeking to construct more useful theory, this study will draw on a range of
disciplinary perspectives. At the same time, an individual's professional life does not
exist in isolation, but in a dynamic social context. A consideration of the complex
(and sometimes conflictual) relationship between a woman's professional and
personal lives will be central to an understanding of her move from employment to

self-employment.

4. A consideration of gender as a key factor in a women's career experience.
Underpinning this review is an emphasis on the centrality of gender in a woman's
experience of work. Indeed, a major criticism of much of the literature on
entrepreneurship and careers in particular is the extent to which it has rendered
women invisible. In challenging the stereotypical assumptions upon which traditional
theories are baséd, and in focusing on the issue of gender as problematic, this study
aims to construct new understandings which are not only more relevant to women's

lives, but also to the lives of many men.

These issues will be addressed and more fully developed in the methodology chapter

which follows.

2.6.1 Research Aims and Emerging Themes

To summarise, the aims of the résearch are:

1. First, to contribute new empirical data to a previously under-researched area;

2. Second, to develop a theoretical understanding of the experiences and perceptions of

women who leave their positions within organisations and set up their own

businesses.
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Having considered the literature, the following broad themes can be identified as central

to this study:

o Respondents' organisational experiences and their decisions to leave,
o The decision to become self-employed,

o The experience of self-employment;

o The significance of families and other social networks;

o The extent to which respondents see themselves as entrepreneurs.

The research methodology, designed to facilitate the investigation of these themes, is

detailed in the following chapter. >
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Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY

Section 3.1 provides a brief overview of the qualitative, interpretive approach
taken in this study. Section 3.2 outlines the relevance of a feminist perspective,
detailing the typical aspects of such a perspective, and signalling key debates
within feminist theory which serve to inform this study. Section 3.3 considers
qualitative interviewing as a research approach, while section 3.4 focuses on the
specific processes of sampling, data collection and data analysis. Section 3.5
summarises the methodology, while section 3.6 introduces the research questions to
be addressed in the analysis which follows.

-

3.1 Taking a Qualitative Approach

This study will be exploratory in nature. In addition to "mapping the field", and setting
up a broad agenda for research into women entrepreneurs, I aim to focus specifically on
the experiences and perceptions of women who leave positions within organisations and
set up their own businesses. I am interested in examining the ways in which such women
explain and make sense of their transition from employment to self-employment. In so far
as my goal is discovery, my primary interest is not quantification or hypothesis-testing - I
am not aiming to uncover some objective reality. Instead, I intend to collect rich,
detailed data from a selected number of individuals which, taken together, will be the
foundation upon which theoretical frameworks for understanding can be constructed. In
this sense, theory development will be grounded in and inseparable from the data from

which it emerges.

Most broadly, my methodology can be described as qualitative. In contrast to the
traditional scientific view that there exists an objective reality which positivist methods,
rigorously applied, can reveal, a qualitative approach is based on the interpretive notion
that "social life emerges from the shared creativity of individuals" (Cassell and Symon,
1994, p. 4), seeking explanations "within the realm of individual consciousness and
subjectivity, within the frame of reference of the participant as opposed to the observer

of action" (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 28). Thus qualitative researchers are
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"characteristically concerned in their research with attempting to accurately describe,
decode and interpret the precise meanings to persons of phenomena occurring in their

normal social contexts" (Fryer, 1991, p. 3).

Several important points emerge here. First is the issue of subjectivity. Whereas a
positivist perspective, aiming for objectivity, sees subjective research as tainted and
lacking in rigour, the elucidation of subjective meanings is at the very heart of qualitative
research (Cassell and Symon, 1994; Reason and Rowen, 1981; Burrell and Morgan,
1979). This subjectivity is ﬁlndamental, not only on the level of epistemology, but
methodologically at every stage of the research process, from the identification of the
research questions, to the processes of data collection and analysis, and finally to

dissemination (Hagan, 1986). _ -

Second, central to this focus on interpretation is the process of sense-making (Garfinkel,
1967, Starbuck and Milliken, 1988; Weiék, 1995): an interest in how individuals
"construct what they construct, why, and with what effects" (Weick, 1995, p. 4). This
process, argues Weick, is grounded in the construction of identity, and is at once
individual, and social. It is also based on retrospection, oﬁ the notion that "people can
know that they are doing after they have done it" (p. 24). Thus, research into sense-
making does not aim to reveal the nature of "truth", but to provide insights into the
conceptual frameworks that people construct which enable them "to comprehend,
understand, explain, attribute, extrapolate and predict" (Weick, 1995, p. 4). In short, it
seeks to provide insights into the ways in which people, over time, construct their

realities.

Third, unlike an objectivist stance which sees "truth" as single and unseamed, apparently
existing above and beyond its context, qualitative research sees social life and its context,
agency and structure, as inextricably linked: "the production and reproduction of social
institutions across time and space is accomplished through the 'essential recursiveness of
social life, as constituted in social practices' (Giddens, 1979, p. 5). In this sense, the
social (political/economic/cultural) worlds in which an individual is located must be

recognised not merely as aspects of context (important but tangential), but as central and
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fundamental to that individual's "lifeworld" (Giorgi, 1970). This focus on holistic

understanding is central to a qualitative perspective.

Fourth, the emphasis placed by qualitative research on subjectivity and its interest in
uncovering and understanding people's subjective meanings leads to relationships
between the researcher, the respondent and the project, based not on neutrality and
rigidly demarcated roles, but on participation, co-operation and a recognition of the
essential "human-ness" of the research process: "the idea of a balanced, non-involved
encounter with another person is based on a false conception of what human interaction
is like" (Hagan, 1986, p. 352). Thus within a qualitative framework the respondent, far
from being "objectified", is seen as active and involved. This point will be further

developed in the section on feminist research. -

Finally, in so far as the social world, the subject of social research, is understood as
"active" and "dynaniic", what is needed is an approach that can accommodate movement
and change. Cassell and Symon maintain that qualitative methods allow such flexibility:
"Thus the responsiveness to the individual's... conceptualisations of themselves is also
related to a willingness to formulate new hypotheses and alter the old ones as the
research progresses, in the light of erherging insights' (Cassell and Symon, 1994, p. 7).
Here Hammersley and Atkinson's notion of "progressive focusing", and their "funnel"

metaphor are particularly illuminating:

"ethnographic research should have a characteristic 'funnel’ structure, being
progressively focused over its course. QOver time the research problem needs to be
developed or transformed, and eventually its scope is clarified and delimited, and its
internal structure explored. In this sense, it is frequently well into the process of inquiry
that one discovers what the research is really about; and not uncommonly it turns out to
be about something rather different from the initial foreshadowed problems" (1983, p.
206).

This has certainly proved to be the case in this study, and will be discussed in greater

detail in sections 3.4.3 and 3.4.4.
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Broadly speaking, it could be argued that my approach is inductive, and involves
"moving from the 'plane' of observation of the empirical world to the construction of
explanations and theories about what has been observed" (Gill and Johnson, 1991, p.
33). However, in spite of neatly delineated textbook definitions of "induction" and
"deduction", at times it can be difficult to disentangle the two processes. Indeed the
contradiction raised by Glaser and Strauss in their intrbduction to grounded theory, that
"the researcher does not approach reality as a tabula rasa" (1967, p. 3) has particular
resonance. As regards my research, I see the processes of induction and deduction as
working in concert: whereas in the early stages I "map" the field in a searching, open
way, as the project develops I become progressively focused, "testing" emerging
theoretical insights, probing for inconsistency and exploring ambiguity, in order to

produce rigorous and useful theoretical frameworks for understanding. .,
3.2 The Case for a Feminist Perspective

Because the world of the entrepreneur is defined very much in male terms, both on the
level of commonsense and in the academic literature, I feel that adopting a broadly
feminist approach is particularly appropriate. What this perspective should provide is a)
access to and analyses of the lifeworlds of women entrepreneurs which have been largely
ignored thus far, and b) a critique of the male biases in many existing accounts of

entrepreneurship.
3.2.1 What is Feminist Research?

The question “What is feminist research?” has generated fascinating, often passionate,
debate. In attempting to answer this question, it is important at the outset to stress that
the term “feminist” should not be understood as monolithic. Just as the category
“woman” encompasses a vast array of experiences and lifeworlds, so too the term
“feminist” conceals wide variations and, frequently, contradictions, both theoretical and,
on a more concrete level, in terms of actual research method and techniques (Reinharz,
1992). This, clearly, makes it very difficult to categorise feminist research in any kind of
simple or concise way. In this section I will consider a formulation of feminism which I

feel will be most useful in providing a framework for understanding the main
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characteristics of my research process, and for action. This will include both aspects

which are uniquely feminist, and those which feminists share with other social scientists.
Following this focus on epistemological and methodological issues I will address, more
concretely, the question of method - on how precisely I plan to gather my data, and my

approach to data analysis.

Gender: A key explanatory variable

A focus on gender as a key explanatory variable in a person's life experience is a central
feature of feminist research. Such a perspective takes as its starting point the notion that
social relations and an individual's experiences in the world are structured by their social
position, in particular, by their relationship to power. Society, in this view, is patriarchal
- defined in male terms and structured around the experiences, interests and goals of

men. In this view, women are oppressed, both materially and ideologically.

The centrality of gender within feminist research has been challenged by social scientists
sceptical of the whole idea of feminist methodology. Hammersley (1992) argues that in
many cases other factors, such as ethnicity and class, may be equally, if not more
significant, and suggests that the privileging of gender may obscure other important
issues. Although within this chapter I am not able to consider this debate in detail, it is
important to mention, first, that feminist research does not claim that gender is the most
or the only important variable, nor does it claim that gender exists in some sort of
vacuum, isolated from all other factors in a person's life experience. Indeed, it is the
diverse ways in which these factors interact with and are mediated by one another that is

at the very heart of feminist inquiry (Gelsthorpe, 1992).

In addition, I would argue that social research is never "gender-neutral”, that research
which does not consider gender will ultimately reflect patriarchal beliefs and values.
Patai (1984) stresses the importance of acknowledging the gendered nature of social
science research, urging us to "start to treat the many areas of research that involve men
and men's activities in terms of men's gender identity... We must cease to accept the male

as the human norm" (p.184).
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If we accept the case for the consideration of gender as a key determining variable, then
the question we must address is: "What does it mean to consider gender in this way?" A
central focus on gender has several important implications for the research process,

raising issues about:

. who produces feminist research, about what and whom;
. the role of the researcher;
. the relationship between the researcher and her subject matter;

. the purpose of the research.

Who produces feminist research?

Questions about who carries out feminist research, who and what feminist, research is
about and who it is for are vigorously debated within the literature on feminist
methodology. At the centre of this debate are basic epistemological problems about
where knowledge comes from and who can be a knower. On the one hand, feminist
standpoint theorists argue that because of their different and unequal social positions,
men and women do not have access to the same knowledge - that men's structural and
ideological dominance prevents them from producing "reliable knowledge claims"
(Harding, 1987, p. 183). Located at the fringes and subordinated to pervasive male
cultures, this view maintains that women have access to two worlds, and are in a unique

position to understand the implications of both.

On the other hand, Ramazanoglu (1992) maintains that the issue is not that only women
can honestly claim knowledge, but that knowledge can be produced from different
perspectives, and that feminist methodologies have given us ways of "accessing these
voices", of making them apparent. In this view, what is important is an understanding of
gender and an awareness of the material and ideological filters through which one is

looking and speaking.

The debate on how we can justify claims to knowledge has informed feminist thinking on
the questions identified above. As regards the first, 'Who can do feminist research?’, the
answer clearly depends in part on where you stand in this debate: if you support the

view that women have a "truer understanding of reality" than men, this will obviously
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have implications for who you think should be doing feminist research (or any research,
for that matter!). In contrast, others maintain that men can and do make important
contributions to feminist research: In this view what is important is that the gender of the
researcher, and its implications, must be acknowledged as an important factor in the

research process, and must be made explicit.

The subject matter of feminist research

A consideration of the researcher leads to a focus on her subject matter. Here again, the
feminist focus on gender has implications for the questions feminist researchers ask and
the contexts they study. Feminists take issue with social science research whose subject
matter reflects male interests and perspectives. In contrast, feminist approaches start with

issues that are relevant to women, with women's definitions and experiences.

The role of the researcher

I have already noted the need to consider the gender of the researcher and its
implications as a central feature of feminist practice. This issue raises questions about
the role of the researcher and the nature of the relationship between the researcher and
her project. In contrast to traditional, positivist approaches to social research which
strive for a sort of objective neutrality, feminists (together with some other social
scientists working qualitatively - see for example Reason and Rowan, 1981; Cassell and

Symon, 1994) place a great emphasis on participation and personal investment.

The concept of "reflexive research”, a consideration of the position of the self vis-a-vis
the phenomenon under investigation, and an appreciation of the effects of the researcher
on their research, is crucial to many social science perspectives (see for example Cassell
and Symon (1994), Gill and Johnson (1991), Reason (1988) , Hagan ( 1986)), and to
feminism (see Harding (1987), Stanley and Wise (1993), Reinharz (1992), Roberts
(1980)). Some writers, including many feminists, suggest that not only is reflexive
research about making the role of the researcher explicit, but it also is based on the

researcher's identification with her subject matter. Reason (1988) argues that in so far
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as the researcher is an inextricable part of the research, failure to acknowledge this

relationship results in approaches which are piecemeal, fragmented and inadequate.

Relationships in the research process

The concept of reflexive research and a view of the research process as subjective lead to
a consideration of the relationship between the researcher and the respondent. Ideas
about this fundamental relationship are central to feminist research processes. These
ideas are based on feminism's commitment to equality and challenge to exploitation and
oppression, and on its insistence on participation.” A focus on this relationship is not
unique to feminism - here again, other social science approaches also see this relationship
as critical (see for example Hagan, 1986). However, what is different aboyt feminism is

its particular interest in the gender dimension of this relationship.

Feminist research challenges rigid dichotomies between the "researcher" and the

"researched", and sees the "'objects' of research as 'subjects' in their own right as much as
researchers are subjects of theirs" (Stanley and Wise, 1993, p. 200). An attempt to
establish relationships based on equality is fundamental to feminist approaches. Equality
within the research relationship raises issues about agenda setting. Unlike structured
interviews, the "guided discussions" preferred by many feminist researchers give the
respondent the opportunity to "tell her story"; indeed, these stories in which women
reveal their "lifeworlds" are often at the very heart of feminist research. This is not to
suggest that feminists achieve total equality in the research relationship - what is
important is their recognition of the problematic issues of power and control within the

research relationship, and their commitment to grapple with the contradictions that such

issues raise.

A discussion of what equality means in the research relationship also raises questions
about who does the asking and who does the telling. Oakley (1981) considers whether a
researcher should ever answer questions, and the issue of researcher self-disclosure.
Oakley stresses the moral imperative in answering respondents' questions. Furthermore,
on a practical level, she maintains that a relationship between a researcher and

respondent which is based on mutual respect and trust, and in which a respondent feels

89



able to ask questions as well as answer them, will ultimately yield the richest insights (see
also Reinharz, 1992).

Similarly, in her studies of playgroup mothers and clergy wives Finch (1984) established
close, trusting relationships with her respondents. While on one hand Finch firmly
believes in the value of such relationships, both on ideological and practical grounds, she
also recognises the ethical dilemmas they pose. Although it could be argued that the
reflexive interview is more acceptable morally than traditional approaches, in so far as it

transcends conventional boundaries, it is potentially vulnerable to corruption and misuse.

Feminist research and the transformation of gender relations

o

A central focus on gender concerns issues of oppression and exploitation; in exploring
and explaining such issues, feminist research aims to "'challenge and ultimately overturn
traditional views of women, men and human society along with the social structures that
both legitimise and perpetuate these views." (Patai, 1984, p177.) This section considers

the idea of research as a political activity.

Social research, seeking to understand, explain and change human society and social
relations is essentially a political activity; oriented towards the needs and interests of
particular social groups, it is nevef value-neutral (Finch, 1981). Ramazanoglu (1992)
maintains that "there is no alternative to political commitment in feminist or any other
ways of knowing. Since knowing is a political process, so knowledge is intrinsically
political." (p 210). What feminist research does, unlike many other approaches, is to

make its political aims explicit.

The goal of social change, of challenging explditation and promoting emancipation
informs and influences feminist research at every step: from the generation of an idea
and articulation of research questions, to the reading of the literature, the consideration
of methodology, the processes of data collection, analysis and, finally, dissemination. As
regards my own research on women entrepreneurs, I intend to re-examine and re-
conceptualise traditional approaches to entrepreneurship in light of women's experiences,

taking issue with the view that such approaches are "gender-free" and highlighting the
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implicit and insidious androcentricity of such approaches. Ultimately, I intend to make
the lifeworlds of women entrepreneurs more visible, and on a theoretical level to provide
more adequate frameworks for understanding these worlds. Seeking to raise the profile

of a shadowy group and to challenge the status quo, I see these aims as political.
3.2.2 Feminism and Post-modernism

Although a detailed analysis of the range of feminist perspectives is clearly beyond the
scope of this chapter, the debate between feminism and post-modernism is worthy of
note: first, because it is currently a topic of vigorous debate, and thus is central to the
theoretical context in which this study was undertaken; and second, because it raises
important epistemological issues which in my mind serve to elucidate certain key aspects

of feminist methodology.

Just as there are many different "feminisms", so too theorists make sense of and theorise

postmodernism in a variety of (sometimes contradictory) ways.

"Just as postmodernism can be summarised or even 'uniﬁed’ as assault on unity (Power,
1990), so quite understandably there can be no one postmodernism. At the very least
there is the tension between post-modernism and postmodern-ism. The term is used in
a plurality of ways, often drawing on and citing one or more of the several 'key
figures'/male heroes', usually from the shortlist... of Foucault, Lyotard, Baudrillard,
Derrida, Eco"” (Hearn and Parkin, 1993, pp. 151-152)

Clearly, then, deciphering the relationship between postmodernism and feminism is no
easy task! The debate typically focuses on the extent to which postmodernism and
feminism can be seen as compatible. After briefly outlining the key positions in relation

to this issue, I will consider the significance of the debate generally for this study.

It has been argued that, indeed, the two movements have a great deal in common.
Hekman (1990) maintains that in so far as both are radical movements which call into
question the fundamental principles of modernism, they should be seen as allies. In

particular, she points to the rejection, implicit in both postmodernism and feminism, of
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Enlightenment epistemology, and its principles of dualism. At the same time, both take
issue with a hierarchical view of knowledge which privileges a scientific paradigm,

promoting instead a view of knowledge as diverse, and socially constructed.

In Hekman's view, the strength of postmodernism is its challenge to the "metanarratives"
of modernism, to absolutism and structural determinism. Where standard feminist
accounts have been criticised for being "quasi-essentialist" and "quasi-universalist" in
their approach (McLennan, 1995, p. 398), for their failure to acknowledge the category
"woman" as itself diverse and multi-faceted, postmodernism's emphasis on difference and
interpretation is potentially very powerful. Likewise, Wearing (1994) suggests that it is
only through such an approach that we can begin to deconstruct the categories of
"woman" and "man", "in order to resist, subvert and transform inferiorised subjectivities"
(p. 1). However the relationship between feminism and postmodernism must not be seen
as "one-way", but as mutually enriching. While Hekman supports the postmodernism's
critique of Enlightefiment dualisms, she argues that feminism "can complete this critique

[of postmodernism] by defining those dualisms as gendered" (p. 8).

Other theorists, however, have questioned the compatibility of feminism and
postmodernism. It has been suggested that although postmodernism, and in particular
Foucault's analysis of power, knowledge and resistance, could provide a very useful
perspective for understanding gender and oppression, it is frequently not used in that
way. Instead, postmodernism has been used to justify theoretical neglect of such issues.

Indeed, Hearn and Parkin (1993) argue that:

"The debates around the move from modernism to the postmodernist view... seem to be
an epistemological leap over issues such as those around feminism and other
oppressions, still not accommodated and analysed within the grand narratives of
modernism. 1t is as if the small amount of progress made can now be leapt over by
stating we are in a postfeminist, poststructuralist, postmodernist era which can assume
that theorising and political change has been accomplished for and by various
categories of people suffering oppression. A further dimension of power over oppressed
groups is the power to control theory. If the abolition of structural analyses leads to the

apparent abolition of categories of people it also de-politicises issues which have not
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yet been fully politicised The danger is in assuming these issues of oppression have

been dealt with rather than ignored or leapt over as theory moves on."” (p. 161).

Oppression, in this sense, is associated with modernism; having arrived in a
postmodernist era, inequality and gender have slipped down, or off the agenda (see also
Hartsock, 1990 and Holmwood, 1995).

Other theorists question what is left for feminism if it relinquishes its structural analysis,
if it "gives up on a hierarchy of theory" (McLennan, 1995, p. 393). In this sense,

McLennan argues that perhaps feminism is indeed an essentially modernist project, that
its dispersal into multiple realities and competing discourses will result in its failure as a

political movement: -

"epistemological issues and aspirations to cross-contextual objectivity prove to be
obdurate matters which can not be dismissively consigned to a boring modernist past.
This is because matters of action, knowledge, and subjecthood remain indispensable to

all politically-inspired theories” (p. 401).

Likewise, Walby maintains that postmodernism has "gone too far" in fragmenting the
concepts of sex, "race", gender and class, and dismissing meta-theories of capitalism and
patriarchy (1992). While she recognises the problems that such grand theories have in
dealing with diversity and change, she insists that such structures should not be
categorically abandoned. Instead, she suggests that such problems can be solved by
more complex theorising, which takes into account diversity, change, and a multiplicity
of causal factors. Walby maintains that the "ability to theorise different forms of
patriarchy is absolutely necessary to avoid the problems of simple reductionism and of

essentialism" (p. 36).

At the heart of this debate on the relationship between feminism and postmodernism are
problems about how to adequately theorise power, and about feminism's political agenda.
While some theorists argue that it is within a postmodernist framework that such issues
can be most powerfully addressed, others maintain that such a framework will only result

in their fragmentation, and ultimate disappearance. While I find this debate fascinating, it
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is not within the scope of this thesis to explore it further, nor do I see it as within my
remit to commit myself to a particular position within it. As far as this study is
concerned, however, the debate raises important questions about the relationship
between the individual and her wider social context: her family, her organisation, her
occupational sector, and the society in which she lives more generally. In sections 2.6
and 3.11 briefly referred to the relationship between structural and agentic dimensions
of experience, an issue which re-emerges in this discussion of feminism and post-

modernism.

"It is frequently argued that inequalities may be masked by ideologies which,
internalised by actors, serve the reproduction of their disadvantage. Thus, a central
argument of critical social theory... is that an adequate social science must combine an
emphasis upon the 'internal’, subjective meanings of actors with an 'external’
appreciation of the operation of large-scale social processes, in terms other than those

of actors'meanings-' "(Holmwood, 1995, p. 420).

"All women may currently occupy the position 'women'... but they do not occupy it in the

same way" (Wearing, p. 6).

Implicit in this relationship between structure and agency are issues concerning poWer,
resistance, and about the potential for political action and change. I am interested in
exploring how these issues are articulated in the (diverse) accounts of the women in this

study.
3.3 The Qualitative Research Interview

"[Qualitative interviews] provide the opportunity for the researcher to probe deeply, to
uncover new clues, to open up new dimensions of a problem and to secure vivid,
accurate, inclusive accounts... that are based on personal experience."” (Whyte, 1982, p.

107).

Whereas the previous section focused on methodological and epistemological issues, this

section, more practically, concerns questions of method. The principal method used in
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this study is the qualitative interview. Following a brief discussion of its typical
characteristics, its appropriateness for feminist research, and the issues of reliability and
validity, the section will turn to this study, focusing specifically on the processes of

sampling, data collection and data analysis.

Qualitative interviews, also known as "depth", "exploratory", "semi-structured" and
"unstructured” interviews (King, 1994, p. 14) are used to explore the ways in which
particular events, situations and processes are experienced and perceived by the
individuals involved. Their purpose, according to Kvale, "is to gather descriptions of the
lifeworld of the interviewee with respect to the meaning of the described phenomena"
(Kvale, 1983, p. 174). In their focus on exploring subjective meanings, rather than
uncovering some objective "reality", and their use of an "interview guide" zather than a
"schedule", they can be differentiated from other types of research interviews, such as
structured interviews (typically used in survey research), and structured, open-response
interviews (using a ééhedule, but less rigidly and with more "open" questions) (King,

1994, pp. 15-16); At the same time, in so far as they can stand alone, not always used in

conjunction with observation, they can be differentiated from traditional ethnography.

Qualitative interviews often vary widely in terms of both their foci, and practical
considerations such as location, timing and recording techniques (King, 1994; Reinharz,
1992). However, notwithstanding these significant differences, King identifies a number
of characteristics which qualitative interviews share. First, they have a relatively low
degree of structure, with a high proportion of open, searching questions. Second, they
tend to explore particular situations which are relevant to the respondent, rather than
dealing in-the world of abstractions and generalisations. Finally, central to the qualitative
interview are issues concerning the relationship between the interviewer and the
respondents. As suggested in sections 3.1 and 3.2 above, whereas in survey research the
individual respondent is often seen as a "subject", something from which to extract
information, and the interviewer as neutral and uninvolved, within the'qual'rtative
interview the relationship between the researcher and the respondent is considered a vital
part of the process:: -
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3.3.1 Qualitative Interviewing and Feminist Approaches

As suggested in section 3.2, the reciprocity described above is central to feminist
approaches. Indeed, the qualitative interview has been described as "the principal means
by which feminists have sought to achieve the active involvement of their respondents in

the construction of data about their lives" (Graham, 1984, p. 112).

Contrasting the difference between survey research and more qualitative techniques,

Sexton maintains that:

"Unfortunately, the abundance of statistics and generalisations about 'work and its
discontents' gives us little real understanding of how women lead their daily work lives,
experience their jobs, or perceive work-related issues. Personal documents are needed,
individual and group portraits of workers, slices of real working life, statements by the

women themselves - the handwoven Jabric of their daily work lives" (Sexton, 1982, p. 5).

Feminists, argues Reinharz (1992) find such techniques valuable in so far as they provide
insights into respondents' perspectives, and give respondents the opportunity to speak in
their own words. This is particularly relevant in the case of women entrepreneurs who,
as suggested in the literature review, have been largely silenced or ignored, in both
theoretical debates as well as more popular fora. Linked with this is the issue of control,
described above, and the extent to which the qualitative interview challenges traditional
power relationships in the interview process, constructing the respondent as an active-
meaning maker, rather than as a subject of study. At the same time feminists (and no
doubt other social researchers) appreciate the flexibility afforded by the qualitative
interview. This has been particularly important in this study, where the method has given
me the freedom to introduce new questions and to follow up important issues as they
emerge. Far from masking diversity, the qualitative interview has provided me with a

way of elucidating the richness and complexity of the sample.
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3.3.2 Reliability and Validity

Central to debates on quantitative methods are issues concerning reliability and validity;
while such issues are equally important in the qualitative context, the precise ways in

which reliability and validity are assessed differ from one research context to the other.

Reliability

" As regards reliability, King (1994) argues that unlike quantitative research which seeks

to ensure that the measures used by one researcher will produce similar results when
administered by a different researcher, in qualitative research "the interviewer's sensitivity
to 'subjective’ aspects of his or her relationship with the interviewee is an essential part of

the research process" (p. 31).

Reliability, in the qualitative context, concerns the researcher’s interpretation of the data,
and the extent to which this interpretation reflects what it was that the respondent was
trying to say. King suggests that reliability can be assured, first, if researchers explicitly
acknowledge their prejudices and assumptions, and "make a conscious effort to set these
aside. They should allow themselves to be surprised by the findings" (p. 31).
Furthermore, during the coding stage, inter-rater comparisons can be used to avoid
idiosyncratic responses. Likewise Fisher et. al. (1986) extol the virtues of co-research in
ensuring reliability in qualitative research. I certainly see the value of collaborative
research, but am unsure of its suitability for PhD research, which is by its very nature a
solitary activity. As a PhD student I find discussion and consultation with supervisors as
well as other colleagues extremely useful, and seek it wherever possible. However, more
formalised collaboration with colleagues, in the sense described by King, and others, is

more difficult.

On the other hand, what is possible is to check on the accuracy of one's understandings
with the respondents themselves. I would argue that during the interview itself it is
important that the researcher explore key concepts and ideas to avoid making incorrect
assumptions about the respondent's meanings. For example, as will be explained in

subsequent chapters, respondents in this study made frequent reference to the terms
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