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Women Business Owners and their Enterprises 
 
The number of women-owned businesses continues to grow at twice the rate of all U.S. firms and these businesses’ economic influence is increasi
speeds exceeding the national average. Furthermore, women-owned firms are becoming increasingly diverse—in terms of race, industry and size. 
Women of color now own one in five women-owned firms and women of all colors are expanding into non-traditional industries, such as constru
manufacturing, agriculture, and transportation. Growth rates are higher than average among women-owned firms with $1 million or more in sa
and 100 or more employees, yet, most women-owned firms are very small—with no or fewer than ten employees.  Women-owned firms continue
challenges, including access to capital, access to markets, and access to training and technical assistance.  This Fact Sheet summarizes the key fa
and figures about women business owners and their enterprises.

 

Number of Women-Owned Firms 
• In 2004, women accounted for more than 51 percent 

of the United States population and 47 percent of the 
American labor force.1   

• As of 2006, there are an estimated 10.4 million 
privately-held businesses in which a woman or women 
owns at least 50 percent of the company. Among 
them, 7.7 million are majority-owned.2  

• The 10.4 million women- and equally-owned firms 
employ 12.8 million people and generate $1.9 trillion 
in sales. Majority women-owned firms employ 7.1 
million workers and generate $1.1 trillion in sales.3 

• Majority-owned, privately-held women-owned firms 
account for 30.4 percent of all privately held firms in 
the country. Equally-owned firms represent 18 percent 
of all privately-held firms. Thus, nearly half (48%) of 
all privately-held U.S. firms are at least 50 percent 
owned by women.4 

• According to the Census Bureau, in 2002 women-
owned firms constituted 6.5 percent of the total 
employment in United States firms and 4.2 percent of 
total receipts.5  

• Based on number of owner estimates for all multi-
owner firms—majority-women-owned firms, equally-
owned firms, and majority-men-owned firms—there 
were an estimated 15.6 million women business 
owners in the U.S. in 2002.6  

• An estimated one in five (21%) women-owned 
businesses is owned by a woman or women of color. 
As of 2006, there are an estimated 2.1 million 
privately-held firms that are majority-owned by 
women of color. These firms employ nearly 1.1 million 
people and generate more than $161 billion in 
revenues.7  

• The largest share of privately-held majority wom
owned firms is in the service sector, with more th
two-thirds (69%) of women-owned firms in serv
An additional 14.4 percent of firms are in retail tr
and 7.7 percent are in rental, leasing, or real estat

Growth of Women-Owned Firms 
• Despite differing race or ethnic background, the 

majority of women business owners consider gro
as a primary goal (86% African-American, 71% A
80% Caucasian, 84% Latina).9  

• Between 1997 and 2006, the number of majority 
or more) women-owned firms grew by nearly tw
times the rate of all U.S. privately-held firms.  Th
number of majority-owned, privately-held wome
owned businesses grew by 13.9 percent, employm
increased (0.4% vs. -1.2%) and revenues rose (4.4
-1.0 %).10  

• Between 1997 and 2002, an average of 424 new 
women-owned firms were started every day, 
translating into nearly 775,000 start-ups per year 
accounting for fully 55 percent of new firm start-

• As strong as the growth of women-owned firms 
overall, the growth of firms owned by women of
is even stronger. The number of women of color
majority owned (51% or more) firms increased b
estimated 119.7 percent between 1997 and 2006.
the same time, employment increased by 38.4 per
and sales by 49 percent.12  

• It is estimated that between 1997 and 2006, the 
number of firms that were owned by African-
American women grew 147 percent. In addition,
firms increased their number of employees by 20
percent and sales by 70 percent. The two million
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businesses owned by women of color employ more 
than one million workers and generate over $161 
billion in sales.13  

• In an analysis of self-employment rates, women and 
minorities are seen to be entering into self-
employment at greater than average rates. Between 
1979 and 2003, self-employment rose by 33 percent 
among women compared to 2.5 percent among men. 
It increased 37 percent among African Americans and 
15 percent among Latinos compared to 10 percent 
among Whites.14  

• Female-owned sole proprietorships grew much faster 
than their male-owned counterparts in terms of 
number of businesses, gross receipts, and net income.  
Nearly two thirds of female sole proprietors were in 
the services industry. The highest growth for female 
businesses was in transportation, communications, and 
utilities; for male businesses it was in agricultural 
services, forestry, and fishing.15  

• Women-owned firms continue to diversify across 
industries, with the greatest growth rates seen in “non-
traditional industries,” including wholesale trade (a 
283.4% increase in the number of privately-held 
majority women-owned firms between 1997 and 
2006); healthcare and social assistance services (130% 
growth); arts, entertainment, and recreation services 
(116.8% growth); and professional, scientific, and 
technical services (82.7% growth).16  

• Between 1997 and 2002, women-owned firms 
increased their employment by 70,000; whereas, firms 
owned by men lost 1 million employees. Jointly owned 
firms lost 2.6 million employees and publicly held and 
those firms not identified by gender of ownership 
increased their employment by 10.9 million.17  

Women-Owned Employer Firms 
• Between 1997 and 2002, women-owned firms 

increased by 19.8 percent and women-owned 
employer firms increased by 8.3 percent.18  

• Women-owned businesses exhibited the same tenacity 
and survival rates as the average U.S. employer firms, 
with more than two-thirds (68.5%) of women-owned 
employer business locations in existence in 1997 still in 
operation four years later. Among all employer 
establishments, 69.8 percent remained in business in 
2001.19  

• Between 1997 and 2001, women-owned employer 
establishments proved to be more resilient than 
employer firms overall during the period, with a 9.3 
percent decline in employment among those firms in 
business in 1997—compared to a 10.9 percent decline 
among all establishments.20  

• An estimated $546 billion is spent annually on salaries 
and benefits by women-owned businesses21.  

• Women-owned businesses expend billions on benefits 
for their employees. Health benefits comprise the 
largest share of benefit expenditures, with 2004 
spending estimated at $38 billion. Estimated spending 
on retirement benefits, life insurance, and disability 
insurance comprise more than $16 billion, for a total 
of $54 billion in benefit expenditures.22  

Key Issues for Women Business Owners 
• In a 2004 membership survey, members of the 

National Association of Women Business Owners 
(NAWBO) cited as their top business concerns: 
business marketing; business growth and expansion; 
cash flow and capital; client budget constraints; and 
time management.23  

• NAWBO listed their members’ public policy priorities 
for 2007 as the following: access to affordable 
healthcare insurance; increased federal procurement 
opportunities for women entrepreneurs; fair and 
equitable tax treatment for small business; retirement 
benefits; access to capital; business technology; and 
education and the workforce. 24 

• In 2007, according to a Women Impacting Public 
Policy (WIPP) survey of their members’ top policy 
concerns, 69% stated that health care was by far the 
most important issue compared to 73% in 2006 and 
71% in 2005. Energy remained in second place with 
52% of WIPP’s members declaring it a top issue in 
2007, compared to 61% in 2006 and 50% in 2005.  
Tax reform and reducing the federal deficit tied for 
third place among WIPP members.  Members also 
listed access to capital, estate tax, procurement, tort 
reform, and telecommunications as issues of primary 
concern.25 

• According to a study released in 2007, security and 
safety were considered among the top technology 
concerns of women business owners.  The study also 
stated that over three-quarters of women business 
owners are searching for technology solutions which 
are reliable and that can help them increase the 
efficiencies in their businesses.  Some of their concerns 
included: the security of Internet transactions, the 
impact of disasters on technology, general system 
failure, computer viruses, and the accuracy of online 
information.  Surprisingly enough, less than a quarter 
(23%) had a plan in place to deal with these matters 
despite their concerns.26  

Access to Capital 
• Research has found that nine out of 10 women 

business owners want to expand their businesses.  
Also, four in 10 women entrepreneurs want their 
businesses to become as large as possible and 83 
percent want to increase their firm’s profitability;  
however, only three percent of all privately-held 

http://www.nawbo.org/content_914.cfm
http://www.nawbo.org/content_914.cfm
http://www.nawbo.org/content_916.cfm
http://www.nawbo.org/content_916.cfm
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women-owned businesses generate $1 million or more 
in annual revenues, compared to six percent for men-
owned businesses.27   

• According to research, the attributes of women-owned 
businesses that reach $1 million or more in revenues 
include:  planning for growth, setting goals, selling to 
other businesses, constant upgrading of their skills, 
and bringing in business partners. Women business 
owners success strategies for obtaining capital include:  
consulting with professional business advisers; 
establishing ongoing relationships with their banks; 
and utilizing financial records to measure their status 
on a regular basis. 28  

• In FY 2006, the SBA made 16,721 loans and equity 
investments in women-owned businesses, an increase 
of 134% from FY 2001.  These loans and investments 
totaled $2.4 billion in FY 2006, an increase of 70% 
from FY 2001.29 

• In 2003, women headed 4.5 percent of all venture-
funded firms, and received 4.2 percent of the $19 
billion in venture capital invested that year. The 
majority of these funds backed women-led firms in  
health-care-related businesses, and over one-third were 
located in or near San Francisco.30  

• Women represent less than 10 percent of decision-
makers in venture capital firms, and are leaving the 
industry at a faster rate than their male counterparts.31  

Access to Markets 
• Federal law mandates a 5 percent government-wide 

procurement goal for women-owned small businesses; 
however, just 3.3 percent of Federal contract dollars 
went to women-owned firms in FY 2005. In addition, 
only 34 out of 81 federal departments, agencies and 
commissions recorded by the FPDS met or exceeded 
the goal in FY 2005.32  

• Women-owned businesses with $1 million or more in 
revenue are more likely than their smaller counterparts 
to have large corporations (34% vs. 12%) and 
government (31% vs. 8%) as their primary clients.33  

• Fifteen percent of women-owned businesses with $1 
million or more in revenue say their primary market is 
international.34  

• Large corporations are also a vital market for women’s 
business enterprises. In a 2002 survey of women’s 
business enterprises, more than seven in ten (72%) 
respondents earned revenues from business with large 
corporations. On average, nearly half of the total 
revenues of the respondents came from this market.35  

• Despite their increasing economic impact and clout, 
women-owned businesses still face major challenges in 
accessing corporate markets. While nearly 60 percent 
of Fortune 1000 companies who responded to a 2003 
survey spent $1 billion or more annually with outside 

suppliers, women-owned businesses account for only 
4% of the market share.36  

Access to Training and Technical Assistance 
• The budget for the Small Business Administration’s 

Women’s Business Center program has grown from $4 
million in FY 1997 to $24 million in FY 2007. Since 
1997, the number of funded centers has risen from 27 
to 99, and the number of clients served has increased 
from 8,000 to over 144,000. Thus, with a six-fold 
increase in the budget over this ten-year period, the 
number of centers funded has increased nearly four-
fold, and the program serves now more than 18 times 
the number of clients.37  

• An analysis of the impact of the women’s business 
center program from FY 2001 to FY 2003 has shown 
that, for a program investment of $37.5 million over 
the three-year period, an estimated $500 million in 
gross business receipts have been generated, with 
$51.4 million in profits.38 

• During the FY 2001 to FY 2003 period, while funding 
for the program remained essentially flat ($12 million 
in 2001 and $12.5 million in 2003), the program saw a 
91% increase in the number of clients served and a 
376% increase in the number of new businesses 
created – thus indicating that the program is gaining 
momentum and reaching its stride.  For every 25 
clients served, one new business is created, and for 
every 14 clients served, one new job is created.39 

• In a study of mentoring programs for women business 
owners, it was found that at given points of a business’ 
maturity, a business owner is best served by a 
particular type of mentoring program. In particular: 
 If their businesses are pre-start-up or start-up, 

business owners would appear to benefit most 
from entrepreneurial training. 

 If their businesses are start-up or second-stage, 
business owners would appear to benefit most 
from a mentor-protégé program. 

 If their businesses are second-stage or established, 
business owners would appear to benefit most 
from peer-to-peer networking.40 

Gender Differences 
• The workforces of women-owned firms show more 

gender equity—women-business owners overall 
employ a roughly balanced workforce (52% women, 
48% men), while men business owners employ 38 
percent women and 62 percent men, on average.41 

• While women-owned family businesses (WOFBs) are 
somewhat smaller in size compared with the average 
annual revenues of their male-owned counterparts 
($26.4 million vs. $30.4 million), they generate their 
sales with fewer median employees, employing 26 
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individuals compared with 50 at male-owned family 
firms. This means that female-owned family businesses 
are 1.7 times more productive than male-owned family 
firms. WOFBs also exhibit greater family loyalty to the 
business, with higher levels of agreement with business 
goals and a 40 percent lower rate of family member 
attrition.42 

 
The National Women’s Business Council is a bi-partisan federal 
government council created to serve as an independent source 
of advice and counsel to the President, Congress, and the U.S. 
Small Business Administration on economic issues of 
importance to women business owners. Members of the Council 
are prominent women business owners and leaders of women’s 
business organizations.  
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