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Abstract

Research regarding women and self employment has often highlighted gender-based differences in the performance of these firms compared to those owned by men. Research studies have generally treated self employed women as an undifferentiated group, failing to recognise the growing number of women entering self-employment from professional careers with potential to mobilise substantial business capital. This paper explores the influence of gender in the work and career experiences of women and investigates whether professional status and experience compensates for gender disadvantage within self-employment. Results of an exploratory study of male-owned and female-owned accountants in independent practice suggest that gender disadvantage persists, even within the context of professional practice.  
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Introduction

A consistent finding of research investigating women and self employment indicates that the performance and growth of women-owned firms in terms of turnover, profit realisation and job creation is weaker than that found in male-owned enterprises (Rosa et al. 1996). Research indicates a bimodal profile of male-owned and women-owned businesses, with women-owned firms being younger, smaller and achieving a lower level of performance across a range of direct, indirect and proxy measures. Under-performance has been both conceptually and empirically linked to the initial under-capitalisation of women-owned firms (Brush, 1992; Boden and Nucci, 2000). The capitalisation of a new enterprise is not only dependent on access to finance, but also includes human and social capital such as previous managerial and sectoral experience and access to appropriate professional and personal networks. The under-capitalisation of women-owned firms has been associated with their experiences of gender disadvantage within waged work and the labour market. Gendered occupational segregation guides many women towards low skill, poorly paid work (Bradley, 1999). This has negative connotations for future self employment as evidence indicates those creating new enterprises utilise waged work based skills and experience to inform and support careers in of self-employment. However, a growing number of women are breaking through traditional gender-based occupational and sectoral confines by entering the professions.  According to recent data from the Equal Opportunities Commission in the UK, 40 per cent of women are now working in professional occupations (EOC, 2002). Although a gender gap persists, it is closer than in executive managerial posts for example, where fewer than 10 per cent of company directors are women and 77 percent of the Financial Times Stock Exchange (FTSE) 100 highest performing companies have no women employed in executive  roles (EOC, 2002). 

The shift towards greater participation of women in professional employment has a number of implications for their experience of self employment. Given that the professions demand higher levels of skills and offer better opportunities in terms of training, experience and remuneration, professional women who subsequently become self-employed should be better prepared to overcome the problems of under-capitalisation stemming from the disadvantages concerning the influence of feminised waged work upon self-employment. This paper adds to this discussion with an examination of the experience of a specific group of women entrepreneurs, those of professional self-employed accountants in the UK. 

Women Owned Businesses and Under-Capitalisation

The importance of women as a largely untapped pool of entrepreneurial talent has been widely recognised by economic development agencies in most western economies (OECD, 1998). Yet the popular perception of growth in the number of female entrepreneurs in the UK, a view perhaps influenced by the range of public policy initiatives designed to increase female self-employment, contrasts starkly with the statistical evidence. Over the past decade, the number of self-employed women declined from 857,000 in 1990 to 824,000 in 1999 while the female share of self-employment (26%) has remained static (Carter et al. 2001). 

Female self employment in the UK is not merely differentiated by low levels of start-up allied to high levels of sectoral concentration, however. Research investigating female entrepreneurship suggests that women’s experience of business ownership differ substantially from that of men (Carter et al. 2001). An individual’s experience of business ownership is intricately related to their abilities in mobilising the appropriate resources or capital. The type of capital required to start and sustain a successful business includes not only finance, but also human capital derived from training and business related experience and social capital in the form of access to relevant professional and social networks. When access to economic and social capital is achieved primarily through waged work, women face a range of barriers associated with their gender to gaining such resources. 

It is well documented that the majority of those engaging with self-employment develop enterprises based around skills gained in previous waged work (Wynarczyk et al. 1993). Accordingly, if self-employment reflects prior employment, women will be disadvantaged in that where prior waged work was low paid, low skilled and of poor status, this becomes translated into low profit, insecure self-employment. Low paid, low skilled work constrains opportunities to amass the financial and human capital necessary to place new firms on a secure footing. Hence, the individual is restricted to areas that do not require substantial levels of initial investment and subsequently, business development is constrained by low levels of investment and knowledge. If this is then added to a disadvantageous location within crowded parts of the service sector, female owned firms are likely to struggle to survive, experience poorer growth and to be higher risks for external funding agencies. 

Segregation theorists (Hakim, 1979; Halford and Leonard, 2000) have also demonstrated that as well as being located in feminine ghettos of employment, when women do gain access to work with higher levels of remuneration and status they are concentrated within the lowest levels of the hierarchy. Overall, the manner in which women are segregated and subordinated in waged labour underpins their position in self-employment. Issues such as sectoral concentration, credibility gaps, access to finance and networks, and hence firm performance, are directly related to their subordination within prevailing gender systems and is then reinforced by their positioning in waged and domestic labour. Clearly, accruing various forms of capital is crucial for business success, yet access to capital is determined by social structures that are deep rooted and gender based (Breitenbach, 1999). 

Further to experiencing gender related challenges in accruing social and financial capital from waged work, research has also indicated that women face particular challenges when seeking funding to establish and then grow their businesses. Limited access to high pay sectors of waged labour both restricts women’s opportunities to generate any substantial level of personal savings to invest in new enterprise and places limitations upon their ability to generate credit histories and so, they present a greater risk to formal lenders (Carter and Kolvereid, 1997). The combination of these factors constrains funding opportunities and contributes to women having a propensity to establish firms in poorly performing segments of the service sector. These sectors are cheap to enter but are ones in which they struggle to survive, so reinforcing the negative image of women in self-employment (Carter, Williams and Reynolds, 1997). Indeed, women use only one third of the starting capital that men do, irrespective of sector; are more likely to rely on limited personal savings and are rarely given access to venture funding (Green et al. 2000; Marlow and Patton, 2003). This issue is of critical importance as studies have indicated that the long-term growth performance of firms is strongly affected by the resources mobilised at start-up (Rosa et al. 1996; Carter and Rosa, 1998). So, not only is it arguably more difficult for women to start in business, but their growth rates tend not to match those of equivalent male owned firms. 

Gender, Work and Self-employment

Over recent years, a growing body of literature has begun to emerge which suggests that women’s experience of business ownership will be influenced and shaped by gender. To date, however, whilst a rich analytical tradition has been established in sociological theory and related disciplines regarding the notion of 'gender', within the study of self employment and firm ownership, this has not been so evident. While there certainly is a general recognition that gender will intrude into the experience of self-employment, little consideration has been afforded to what is actually meant by the term. Bem (1993), for example, used the term ‘lenses of gender’ to describe the hidden assumptions that produce and reproduce the meaning and salience of gender in society. There are three hidden assumptions: essentialism, androcentrism and gender polarisation. Essentialism is the assumption that basic differences in orientation and personality between men and women are rooted in biology and nature. Androcentrism is male centredness, the belief that males are more valuable than females and that male experience is both gender neutral and the norm for all people. Assuming that work is full-time, life-long and contains no breaks for family commitments, or when ‘he’ is used to mean he or she, is an androcentric position. Gender polarisation is the assumption that not only are women and men different, but this difference is superimposed in so many ways that a link is forged between sex and virtually every aspect of human experience, for example, modes of dress, social roles, ways of expressing emotion. The means to justify androcentrism or essentialism is through gender polarisation. 

However, despite the implications of gender inequality relative to the volume of academic research which has been undertaken on the small firm sector, the female entrepreneur has been seriously ‘neglected’ by both the mass media and the academic community (Baker et al. 1997: 221). For some, the lack of attention paid to women’s experience of self employment is evidence of a wider problem of gender effects being omitted from mainstream research studies into social phenomena. Carter (1993: 151), for example, notes that “historically women have been left off the small business research agenda or made invisible by research practices or in other ways written out of the analysis of self-employment”. Concepts of entrepreneurship are traditionally assumed to be gender neutral, but as Berg (1997: 261) points out: “rely in fact on notions of humanity and rationality that are masculinist”. Shakeshaft and Nowell (1984: 187-88) conclude that this results in the “elevation of the masculine to the level of the universal and the ideal, it is the honoring of men and the male principle above women and the female. This perception creates a belief in male superiority and a value system in which female values, experiences and behaviours are viewed as inferior”.

As a consequence of gender ascription it appears that women are characterised as a devalued group and the social and economic activities with which they engage reflect this valuation. However, the picture is not one of unremitting gloom and has not gone totally unchallenged. Feminist pressure groups, since the suffrage movement in the early twentieth century, have worked to draw attention to gender inequality and in the latter part of the last century, governments in advanced economies introduced a raft of legislation and regulation to address gender based discrimination. Undoubtedly, however, the regulation route to challenging inequality has met with limited success in the UK. For example, nearly 30 years after the enactment of the Sex Discrimination Act (1975), British women still only earn 80 per cent of the male wage and occupations remain clearly segregated on the basis of gender (EOC, 2002).  

Yet, one area where the gender balance has changed quite notably and incited popular debate within the UK, is that of secondary education. Girls now outperform boys at school in examination attainment; this is impacting upon university entry with more young women now gaining appropriate qualifications to enter high status, highly remunerated professions. This raises the question whether the attainment of professional status might be able to negate the effects of occupational segregation and accompanying subordination. This discussion now considers this argument with regard to the accountancy profession in the UK where currently, more than half of undergraduate students studying finance and accountancy related subjects are female.  Regarding the manner in which this impacts upon self employment, the Association of Chartered and Certified Accountants (ACCA) found that in 2001, 38 per cent of independent practitioner members were female (compared to national rates overall of 12 per cent) and the expectation is that this figure will rise. 

To be recognised as a member of the accountancy profession, an individual must possess specific objective, credited and benchmarked qualifications to indicate the attainment of the necessary skills and competencies to practise. As members of an esteemed profession, accountants have the potential to receive high levels of remuneration in terms of salaries and status. Consequently, it may be supposed that entry into such a profession might be one avenue available to women to address waged labour subordination as access to the necessary qualifications are not gender specific, but dependent upon the attainment of objective entry criteria. 

However, such an avenue of escape is by no means assured, the professions are part of the wider social and economic environment of work which is shaped by subjective discrimination based upon social characteristics. As has been argued above, gender will critically affect a person’s access to, and progress within, waged labour in ways that disadvantage women. Empirical evidence would indicate that the accountancy profession reflects this trend such that women experience gender based discrimination within their work in terms of location in hierarchies and segregation (Lehman, 1992). Drawing upon evidence from an empirical study of gendered differences in accountancy careers, Pierce-Brown and Richardson (1995: 18) found women to be disadvantaged, commenting that “the most notable differences were found in the distribution of the sexes between employment sectors, the position in management hierarchies, levels of remuneration, the motivation behind career moves and the perceived (negative) influence of gender and family circumstances upon career progression”.

This is not to suggest that the accountancy profession, in particular, can be singled out as overly prejudicial but rather that it is shaped and influenced by the wider economic and social pressures which inter-relate to generate female subordination in all spheres. Hence, it remains debatable that by virtue of profession, women might be able to refute such disadvantage in their career paths.  

However, it may be that by transferring their professional skills into independent practice, female accountants may be able to avoid career-based discrimination and develop skills and talents in a manner that supports sustainable businesses. Such firms, owned by accredited and qualified professional women should have the potential to grow and certainly should perform equitably with those of male colleagues with comparable qualifications. This paper will consider this argument in more detail using evidence from an exploratory survey of both men and women in independent practice. The survey explores the size and performance of businesses and the type of clients served and services that are undertaken. The data is disaggregated by gender so enables some preliminary findings to be outlined regarding the differing experiences of men and women who chose to engage with self-employment within the profession. 

Gender and Professional Self-employment: The Case of Accountancy

The research reported here was part of a broader project that aimed to develop a profile of independent accountancy practices belonging to the Association of Chartered and Certified Accountants (ACCA) (Ram and Carter, 2003). ACCA is one of the largest international accountancy bodies and has over 250,000 members and students in 160 countries. A postal questionnaire was administered to all ACCA members based in the UK with small-scale independent practices (3,913). In total, 1567 usable responses were received, equating to a usable response rate of 40%. Female responses (173) constituted only 11% of the effective sample.

The results of the survey reflect the recent historical developments of women in the accountancy profession, but also show some surprising parallels with women who have entered self-employment in non-professional capacities. Table 1, for example, presents details of the age of both male and female self-employed accountants in the sample. While the majority of male respondents were aged over forty, female respondents were significantly more likely to be aged between thirty and 39 (X2 50.414, df 5, p.000). Table 2 shows a significant relationship between gender and years in independent practice, with women more likely to have been a partner in their current practice for less than three years (X2 51.018, df 6, p.000). The relative youthfulness of women business owners and the younger average age of their businesses has been noted and it is suggested that these factors are indicative of a general trend towards an increased participation of women in entrepreneurial activities as a by-product of their increased participation in the labour market as a whole (Brooksbank, 2000). Goffee and Scase (1985), however, predicted that an overall rise in female entrepreneurship would occur, at least partially as a result of individualised responses to the experience of labour market discrimination or the ‘glass ceiling’ effect. Within the context of accountancy profession, the lower average age of self-employed women may, perhaps, be explained by both factors. A rise in the number of women entering the profession, particularly in recent years, may have led to an overall and concomitant increase in the number of younger self-employed female accountants. However, following the work of Pierce-Brown and Richardson (1995) and Barker and Monks (1998), it may be equally true that dissatisfaction with career progress and flexibility within the large accountancy firms has led a disproportionate number of younger female accountants into professional self-employment. Not surprisingly, given the lower average age of the female respondents, self-employed women were also more likely to have entered into business more recently than were self-employed men. 

Table 1: Age of Respondents

	Age Range
	Men
	
	Women
	

	
	No.
	%
	No.
	%

	Under 25
	1
	-
	1
	-

	25 – 29 
	14
	1.0
	4
	2.3

	30 – 39
	272
	19.5
	66
	38.1

	40 – 49
	541
	38.8
	69
	39.8

	50 – 59
	423
	30.3
	29
	16.7

	Over 60
	143
	10.2
	4
	2.3

	TOTAL
	1394
	99.8
	173
	99.2


Table 2: Years as Partner in Present Practice by Sex of Respondent

	Years as Partner
	Men
	
	Women
	

	
	No.
	%
	No.
	%

	0 – 3 years
	256
	18.3
	58
	33.5

	4 – 5 years
	150
	10.7
	27
	15.6

	6 – 10 years
	276
	19.7
	46
	26.5

	11 – 20 years
	494
	35.4
	37
	21.3

	21 – 30 years
	139
	9.9
	4
	2.3

	More than 31 years
	59
	4.2
	1
	-

	TOTAL
	1394
	98.2
	173
	99.2


Given that many previous research studies have found the performance of women owned businesses to lag behind those owned by men, an important element of the study was to investigate in broad terms the comparative size and performance of practices owned by male and female respondents. The two main indicators of performance used in the study were annual turnover and employment size. Table 3 presents details of the financial scale of businesses in the sample as measured by annual turnover. The largest proportion of male owned practices (38%) reported an annual turnover of between £100 000 and £500 000, although 40% reported a lower turnover and 18% reported a turnover of between £500 000 and over £5 million. By contrast, female owned practices reported significantly lower levels of annual turnover (X2 29.83, df 7, p.000). The largest proportion of women (40%) reported a turnover in the lowest band (less than £50 000 per annum), while only 14% reported a turnover in the higher bands (over £500 000).

Table 3: Business Turnover (Year 2000) in Male and Female Owned Practices

	Turnover Range
	Male Owned
	
	Female Owned
	

	
	No.
	%
	No.
	%

	1. Less than £50,000
	327
	23.4
	70
	40.4

	2. £50,000 - £100,000
	252
	18.0
	19
	10.9

	3. £100,000 - £500,000
	529
	37.9
	56
	32.3

	4. £500,000 - £1 million
	119
	8.6
	18
	10.4

	5. £1 million - £3 million
	97
	6.9
	7
	4.0

	6. £3 million - £5 million
	15
	1.0
	-
	-

	7. More than £5 million
	15
	1.0
	1
	-

	TOTAL
	1394
	96.8
	173
	98.0


It may be argued that the lower average annual turnover reported by women owned practices is a reflection of their relative youth, in order to try to capture the data that might reveal whether this trend was occurring, respondents were asked to give details of annual turnover over the previous three years. If the performance of women-owned firms showed a steady improvement as their businesses became more established, this might be evidence to suggest that female under-performance was less a function of structural gender disadvantage and more a reflection of their relative inexperience as business owners. Table 4 presents details of mean annual turnover for three years from 1998, measured in the same bands used in Table 3. Women-owned practices reported significantly lower levels of annual turnover than male-owned practices in each of the three years investigated however, rather than the mean difference narrowing in the second year, as women became more experienced as business owners, the mean difference remained the same. The third year’s data did show a narrowing but the change was only marginal (0.31). Collectively, the three years’ data on business turnover is neither indicative of a systematic narrowing of the turnover gap, nor does it provide any support that the performance of women-owned firms improves as a result of longer experience of business ownership. 




Table 4: Turnover 1998 – 20000 in Male and Female Owned Practices: Independent Samples t-test

	Turnover level

Banded (1-7)
	Group
	Mean
	St.dev.
	t-test
	Sig.

(2-tailed)

	Turnover 2000
	Men
	2.56
	1.35
	2.861
	0.004

	
	Women
	2.25
	1.28
	
	

	Turnover 1999
	Men
	2.47
	1.37
	2.984
	0.003

	
	Women
	2.14
	1.32
	
	

	Turnover 1998
	Men
	2.39
	1.38
	2.958
	0.003

	
	Women
	2.06
	1.33
	
	


Notes: 1. 95% confidence intervals, 2. Turnover bands as in Table 3

A further measure of business size and scale lies in the number of partners and employees within the respondents’ practices. Across the whole sample, the majority of practices employed fewer than four full-time people in each of five different job categories. The average number of partners within each practice was 2.12, while each practice also employed on average 1.29 qualified accountants and 2.27 part-qualified accountants. Continuous variable responses were re-coded into six standard SME employment bands (0, 1-4, 5-9, 10-49, 50-99, and 100+) prior to analysis. Table 5 shows that mean employment in women-owned practices was lower than that in male-owned practices across all five different job categories. These differences were statistically significant within three of the job categories: partners, part-qualified accountants and clerical/secretarial staff. 

Table 5: Full-time Employment Size by Sex of Respondent: Independent Samples t-test

	Employment Category
	Group
	Mean
	St.dev.
	t-test
	Sig.

(2-tailed)

	Partners
	Men
	0.96
	0.57
	3.035
	.002

	
	Women
	0.82
	0.51
	
	

	Qualified accountants
	Men
	0.49
	0.70
	1.679
	-

	
	Women
	0.39
	0.61
	
	

	Part-qualified accountants
	Men
	0.66
	0.87
	2.065
	.039

	
	Women
	0.51
	0.74
	
	

	Finance Assistants
	Men
	0.48
	0.75
	1.126
	-

	
	Women
	0.41
	0.67
	
	

	Clerical / secretarial
	Men
	0.65
	0.75
	2.688
	.007

	
	Women
	0.49
	0.63
	
	


Notes: 1. 95% confidence intervals, 2. Mean calculated in employment bands 1-6 (0, 1-4, 5-9, 10-49, 50-99, 100+ employees)

Within the context of professional services, more revealing insights into gender derived differences may lie in the type of client base served by the practice and the content of the work that is routinely undertaken on the clients’ behalf. In order to investigate the first issue, respondents were asked to describe their typical client base in terms of employment size, turnover and sector. Table 6 shows that male-owned and female-owned practices reported a very similar client size profile, with most depending on micro- and small-sized firms, however women-owned practices were significantly more likely to report more clients within the smallest turnover category (less than £50 000). More than a quarter of women-owned practices, compared with 18% of male-owned practices, reported that their clients mainly had an annual turnover of less than £50 000, and over half of women-owned practices, compared with less than 40% of male-owned practices reported that their clients’ turnover was less than £100 000. 

Table 6: Profile of Business Clients by Sex of Respondent

	Client Profile
	Men No
	%
	Women No
	%

	Size of business clients is mainly:
	
	
	
	

	Micro-small firms (0-9 employees)
	1059
	75.9
	124
	71.6

	Small-medium firms (10-49)
	313
	22.4
	44
	25.4

	Medium-large firms (50-249)
	7
	0.5
	3
	1.7

	Large firms (250 +)
	-
	
	-
	

	(X2 4.64, df 3, p.200)
	
	
	
	

	Turnover of clients is mainly:
	
	
	
	

	Up to £50,000
	247
	17.7
	45
	26.0

	£50,000 - £100,000
	306
	21.9
	44
	25.4

	£100,000 - £250,000
	332
	23.8
	32
	18.4

	£250,000 - £500,000
	233
	16.7
	17
	9.8

	£500,000 - £1 million
	161
	11.5
	21
	12.1

	£1 million - £5 million
	61
	4.3
	6
	3.4

	Over £5 million
	7
	0.5
	4
	2.3

	(X2 21.02, df 7, p.004)
	
	
	
	

	Sector of clients is mainly:
	
	
	
	

	Services
	432
	30.9
	58
	33.5

	Retail, wholesale and repairs
	123
	8.8
	11
	6.3

	Pubs, hotels and restaurants
	26
	1.8
	2
	1.1

	Manufacturing
	25
	1.8
	4
	2.3

	Technology based firms
	10
	0.7
	2
	1.1

	Public and voluntary organisations
	3
	0.2
	1
	0.5

	A mix of all sectors
	737
	52.8
	94
	54.3

	(X2 6.16, df 7, p.521)
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	1394
	
	173
	


In order to investigate job content, the work that is routinely undertaken on behalf of clients, respondents were asked to report the contribution towards overall fee income derived from different types of service work. Again, great similarities were found in both the types of work undertaken and their relative contribution to overall fee income in male-owned and female-owned accountancy practices. However, a more nuanced insight into job content can be seen from comparing the means reported in Table 7. Male respondents were slightly more likely to report that management consultancy, business advice, representing clients, auditing and VAT returns made a higher contribution towards overall fee income. Given that the client base of male-owned practices was composed of firms with a significantly higher annual turnover, it is unsurprising that the nature of the work undertaken by male-owned practices emphasised this type of service. Female respondents, conversely, were significantly more likely to derive a higher proportion of fee income from personal taxation work. 

Table 7: Contribution of Services to Fee Income (Job Content): Independent Samples t-test

	Services contributing to fee income
	Group
	Mean
	St.dev.
	t-test
	Sig.

(2-tailed)

	Preparing accounts
	Men
	0.93
	0.26
	-1.366
	-

	
	Women
	0.95
	0.21
	
	

	Auditing
	Men
	0.96
	0.56
	1.540
	-

	
	Women
	0.89
	0.60
	
	

	Corporate taxation
	Men
	0.75
	0.46
	-0.188
	-

	
	Women
	0.76
	0.44
	
	

	VAT returns
	Men
	0.78
	0.46
	1.753
	-

	
	Women
	0.72
	0.45
	
	

	Personal taxation
	Men
	1.02
	0.53
	-2.174
	0.03

	
	Women
	1.11
	0.61
	
	

	Representing clients
	Men
	0.42
	0.50
	1.956
	-

	
	Women
	0.35
	0.48
	
	

	Business advice
	Men
	0.51
	0.53
	1.145
	-

	
	Women
	0.46
	0.51
	
	

	Management consultancy
	Men
	0.31
	0.51
	0.890
	-

	
	Women
	0.27
	0.54
	
	

	Other services
	Men
	0.25
	0.54
	-0.252
	-

	
	Women
	0.26
	0.63
	
	


Notes:

1. 95% confidence intervals, 2. Mean calculated in bands 1-4 (0, 1=1-25%, 2=26-50%, 3=51-75%, 4=76-100%)

Conclusions

Although, historically, women’s experience of the labour market has been largely confined to low wage sectors and occupations, a growing number of women are engaging in high wage, professional careers. Waged work provides an important source of human, social and financial capital for individuals subsequently moving into self-employment. One explanation for the apparent under-performance of women-owned businesses lies in the lower value of their personal capital derived from waged work, which can be subsequently transferred into business ownership. Previous studies of female entrepreneurship have rarely differentiated between women on the basis of their occupational and professional experience. At the outset of this study, it was postulated that women moving into self-employment from professional work careers may have the ability to circumvent many of the under-capitalisation issues faced by women without the benefit of professional backgrounds. Not only does access to professional employment depend on the acquisition of higher educational and skill levels, the rewards gleaned from professional employment, in the form of knowledge, finance and networks, constitute important business resources for potential entrepreneurs. 

The results of this exploratory study of male-owned and female-owned accountancy practices, however, reveal some surprising similarities to the results of previous, gender-based studies of non-professional entrepreneurs. Not only are female accountants in independent practice younger than their male counterparts, their businesses are also newer. Both of these results mirror the findings of studies that have used more generalised samples. This study also revealed female-owned accountancy practices to be smaller than their male-owned counterparts, both in terms of annual turnover and employment size. As both these measures of firm size are often regarded as primary performance indicators, these results are particularly interesting and also mirror those found in previous gender-based studies. Importantly, while some studies have suggested that the performance gap between male-owned and female-owned businesses will close as women gain more experience of business ownership, these results suggest otherwise. The performance gap in terms of annual turnover remained constant over a three-year period, and the study found no evidence of steadily enhanced performance occurring over the period measured. While it is surprising that the performance gap between male-owned and female-owned firms is so starkly apparent even within professional firms, previous studies of the accountancy sector may explain these gender-based differences. As Pierce-Brown and Richardson (1995) and Barker and Monks (1998) found, gender-based differences in employment, remuneration, hierarchy and network access within the accountancy profession, not only result in female disadvantage in terms of career experience they also restrict the level and value of personal capital that they can mobilise. 

If female accountants moving into independent practice are disadvantaged in their ability to mobilise capital for business start-up, these disadvantages may be compounded within business ownership by client profile and job content. Previous studies of professional practice (Ram and Carter, 2003) suggest that accountants and their clients share similar characteristics: small, independent practices typically serve small, local companies and ethnic minority practices typically serve ethnic minority clients. If practitioner-client similarities also operate along a gender dimension, female-owned accountancy practices may be disadvantaged in as much as they serve similarly small, low-turnover clients. While the gender of clients was not investigated, it is relevant to note that female-owned accountancy practices were more likely to engage in routine, lower value services. Thus, even within the context of professional services, gender-based differences are apparent in the experience of business ownership. 
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