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Women-Owned Businesses: Surging Forward

by Julia Paulus

Over the past 20 years, more and more
women have taken the leap into entrepre-
neurship.

They’ve also been growing their busi-
nesses more quickly than their male counter-
parts. According to the Center for Women’s
Business Research, in the past two decades,
women-owned businesses have grown at
about two times the rate of all businesses
(42% as opposed to 24%).

“Whether it is a business that can fit
around their lifestyle or that they plan on
growing into a larger company, more women
are becoming entrepreneurs,” says Karen
Hoffman, owner of St. Peters-based The
IDEA Coach, a consulting business focused
on increasing profits and career fulfillment.
“l have many more women clients than |
used to. Women have more role models
today than they used to and more permis-
sion to go into business. | think there is also
less fear of becoming an entrepreneur today
because job security is not a sure thing.”

Galen Gondolfi, who has helped women
start businesses for six years with Justine
Petersen, a nonprofit organization, micro-
lender and community development finan-
cial institution, says his clients are attracted
to entreprencurship because it is flexible and
liberating.

“Being a business owner is empowering
for women with families,” says Gondolfi.
“They can be the head of a business and the
head of a household. It is amazing for us
because we work with women from very
economically depressed areas, and we are
able to see them become entrepreneurs.”

Gondolfi says he believes some women
become empowered as homeowners and
decide the next step is to start their own
businesses.

He has seen the demand for loans grow
at Justine Petersen. As a micro-lender, the
organization can give women who would
not likely be candidates for a traditional loan
access to capital.

Both Gondolfi and Hoffman point out
that accessing capital is necessary not only
to start a business but also to accelerate
growth.

“Women will grow their businesses by
borrowing more money,” says Hoffman. “I
remember reading 10 years ago that women
were more reluctant to borrow than men.
Now women seem more willing to leverage
themselves and look for capital to grow their
businesses.”

Gondolfi also emphasizes the importance
of accessing affordable capital to grow a
business, but he warns that borrowing too
much money too quickly can cause prob-
lems.

“l always tell my clients less is more when
they are starting out in terms of the size of
the operation and how much they want to
borrow,” says Gondolfi. “I say this because
I have seen businesses take on too much ini-
tially and fail. Biting off too much too soon
can derail the growth of a business. | think
about women starting in-home businesses.
This is often positive because it allows them
to build and expand their businesses; save
money; and then, when the time is right,
move out of their homes.”

In addition, Hoffman says women often
structure their businesses differently than
men, focusing on the relationships they have
developed.

“Women are more collaborative in their
business models, which facilitates the
growth of their businesses and others,” says
Hoffman. “Women look more closely at
building relationships and realize that what
goes around comes around.”

She says it’s important for women to
continually learn about their businesses and
their industries.

“Continuing to be learners will accelerate
growth, whether it is through reading, work-
shops or mentors,” says Hoffman. “Think-
ing you have all the answers will derail
growth. You need to have trust in yourself
as well as others.”

Gondolfi agrees that learning is a must for
a business owner.

“Having some degree of training is neces-
sary in order to grow your business and
move from being a cottage company to an
autonomous business,” he says.

He also emphasizes the need to perform
adequate market research. “You really need
to assess the demand for your service or
product and exercise scrutiny.”

This should also involve knowing how
much a product or service is worth. “I’ve
seen women give things away or price them-
selves unfairly,” says Hoffman. “Women
often feel like they need to be nice and not
charge as much, especially when it comes to
their friends, but that is not the right thing
to do.”
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