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ABSTRACT

This paper sets the scene for proposed research that is to take place for a PhD thesis. The research will examine whether a higher education influences the propensity for a woman to move into entrepreneurship and the subsequent impact upon women’s enterprise in the UK. The research is set within the context of increased emphasis on women’s enterprise in the United Kingdom as the Government strives to raise the number of female owned enterprises, recognising them as a source of entrepreneurial potential. Consequently, many universities are too placing emphasis on programmes and policies designed to support women into business.

In order to explore this issue, a conceptual framework has been adopted based upon the thinking of Bourdieu, relating to how habitus, or ‘socially conferred values’, and the value of certain types of capital may have an influence upon a woman’s ability to succeed or even enter the field of enterprise. The way in which Bourdieu links objective structures to subjective experience can also offer insights into whether women can accumulate capital through a higher education and thus shape the field of enterprise.

The methodological approach adopted will be one that elicits stories from a sample of ten women about their experience of HE as mature students and considers those experiences relationally within the wider context such as school, family, employment history, and so on. The data will be analysed locating common themes thus identifying notions and concepts that weave through the stories.

This paper introduces proposed research into the current state of women’s enterprise in the United Kingdom, with specific emphasis on the way in which developments resulting from Government interventions within the Higher Education sector, may impact on potential female entrepreneurs’ attitudes to business start up and the subsequent direction of women’s enterprise. As a consequence, the findings could offer an insight into the way in which funding from the Government should be channelled as well as the way in which Higher Education might more effectively use the funding. 
INTRODUCTION
Research (Mirchandani, 1999, Winn, 2004) has identified a number of barriers that have prevented the development of enterprise amongst women, many of which are associated with gender, resulting in a predomination of male run businesses in the UK (Carter and Shaw, 2006).The potential for an increase in women’s enterprise to have a positive impact on the economy has been recognised by the Government and there have been a number of initiatives put in place in an attempt to increase the number of women owned businesses. As a result of these initiatives, universities have seen an increased level of funding in order to target potential female entrepreneurs and provide relevant and appropriate education intended to increase the number of women owned businesses. Yet there has been little analysis of the way in which the attempts made by universities to ‘reach’ women have impacted on women and thus their inclination towards business start up. There is evidence that universities have added both accredited and non-accredited programmes to their portfolio that target women specifically indicating that the issues go beyond the acquisition of the appropriate skills and knowledge and must in some way be related to gender. Therefore to address these issues the response from the university has been to deliver such programmes in an environment and with a content that is designed to meet the needs of women more adequately. Presumably the result would be an increase in the amount of women who start up in small business over and above the number that would have started up regardless of the targeted input. But in adopting these ‘solutions’ that are designed to appeal to women the university may be offering too simplistic a response to the issues relating to gender. There is evidence that the problems run deeper than the more commonly accepted issues such as learning styles, business skills, comparison of male and female businesses, or childcare issues, or confidence levels and many of the other recognised barriers to female entrepreneurship (Shaw, 2006). It could be then, that there are other aspects relating to gender that go beyond the more obvious issues, that require further exploration and as such may demand a different response to that currently being offered by universities. 
FOCUS OF THESIS

As a backdrop to this there are two developing trends that are considered. Firstly  the increased emphasis by universities on targeting nascent female entrepreneurs, fuelled by Government policy and funding initiatives. Secondly developments in research that have moved beyond gender and the more obvious barriers (such as childcare and access to finance) that women may face, towards the consideration of whether there are more complex issues at play when considering business start up for women such as economic, structural and cultural barriers.  This thesis therefore attempts to draw together these two developing trends and identify the gaps that emerge, that could benefit from further exploration. So the research attempts to identify the social, cultural and economic barriers that women may face when starting a business and how the nature of these barriers may differ to those facing men. The Government has identified the opportunities for economic and regional development should the dormant potential amongst women be tapped into, and has funded Higher Education, amongst other initiatives, accordingly. And yet has the mediating role of Higher Education addressed those barriers that the research (undertaken by Higher Education institutions) has identified. And indeed, does Higher Education play its own part beyond the transfer of knowledge and skills, in changing the shape of female entrepreneurship? It is unlikely that a woman will experience a higher education and remain unchanged as a result of it. But it could it be that the role that Higher Education plays in society actually perpetuates the position of women. Priola’s work (2004) discovers how gender identities in higher education are reproduced and so too are gender related expectations of managerial behaviour. Therefore it could be that universities themselves hold masculine values that dominate and so the traditions continue to be male, and are reinforced accordingly. Consequently, if the role of Higher Education is not fully understood, then initiatives that universities develop may be inappropriate and not serve the purpose for which they were designed.

In order to investigate this, a Bourdieusian framework has been adopted that allows for the consideration of the problematic aspects of encouraging business start up not just in the context of gender alone, but also as it intersects with the socio-economic and cultural  issues that have been identified as facing women. The consideration of  Bourdieu’s concepts as a lens to analyse barriers to women in business start up is not new, but the role that higher education may play within this context adds a further unexplored dimension and so the question of whether higher education acts as an empowering and transforming influence or indeed whether universities serve to reproduce the commonly accepted values within the context of women starting up in business is considered in the proposed research. Consequently the research question and the aims of the research are as follows.  
THE PROBLEM: RESEARCH QUESTION AND AIMS 

The aim of the research will be to explore whether the role of higher education in facilitating female entrepreneurship is one of social transformation or one of social reproduction. 
In order to explore this, there are a number of aims as follows:
1. To understand how a woman’s experience of business ownership is influenced by social, cultural and economic issues.
This aim will be addressed by examining the barriers that may impact on women’s experience of business ownership, and exploring the influence of various forms of capital on business ownership amongst women, using Bourdieusian concepts. To do this a review of previous research will be conducted in relation to the barriers facing women considering business start up and also by considering women’s experiences in the context of their own life history as it is located in the wider socio-economic and cultural context.   

2. To establish to what degree women pursue a higher education as a strategy by which to accumulate non-financial capital. 
This aim will be addressed by exploring through women’s narratives the reason why women have enrolled onto a university programme exploring their expectations of such a programme.
3. To explore whether the predominating structures that hinder female entrepreneurship can be broken down as a result of such strategising and reflexivity thus bringing about social change with the ‘shaping’ of the entrepreneurial field, or whether the practices of agents reproduce the social system of the field in question. 
This aim will be addressed by:
a. Interpreting the Bourdieusian notion of strategising and reflexivity within the context of female entrepreneurship

b. Exploring with women through life histories and narrative whether a higher education has encouraged them into business ownership and whether the ‘lack of fit’ they may experience with the traditional areas of enterprise encourages reflexivity.
c. Assessing the impact that such reflexivity may have on the field of enterprise and whether this could bring about social transformation or social reproduction.
OPERATIONALISING WOMEN ENTERPRISE AND ITS LINK TO HIGHER EDUCATION
Definitions of women’s enterprise vary, but the definition that is applied in the UK for a woman owned business is one that is majority owned by one or more women. Whilst this definition simplifies matters for measurement purposes it does not recognise the actual participation of women in the vast majority of British Enterprises. In the United States, women-owned businesses are defined by the (Census, 2002) as “firms in which women own 51% or more of the interest or stock of the business.” However, for the purposes of the research that will take place, it is essentially the position of women’s enterprise in the United Kingdom that is to be considered, although there will be a certain amount of comparison with other countries in order to set the UK in context. 

In the United Kingdom, between 12.3% - 16.5% businesses are either wholly or majority female owned (Carter and Shaw, 2006) compared with a figure of 53% of businesses that are wholly or majority male-owned. However, many businesses (between 34% - 42%) are co-owned by males and females. (Carter and Shaw, 2006) identify that approximately 7.6% of women in employment are self employed (i.e. 1,013,000 women) whereas 17.4% of men in employment (i.e. 2,706,000 men) are self employed. The share of women in self employment has remained fairly stable over the last twenty years although there has been substantial growth in the total self employed population (Center for Women's Business Research, 2005). These figures are not dissimilar to other countries in Northern Europe although lower than countries in Southern Europe. However the UK appears to compare unfavourably with the United States where 28% of all businesses are majority owned (51% or more of the interest or stock in the business) by women. This equates to 6.5million businesses (Center for Women's Business Research, 2005). However, Carter and Shaw point out that the US is peculiar in its own right due to particular cultural, economic and historical factors. Consequently self employment is relatively low in the US but women’s share of self employment is high. 

A further interesting point relating to women-owned businesses in the UK is that women are more likely than men to undertake both part time self employment as well as part time employment. Around 500,000 women operate on a full time self employed basis and around 513,000 women operate on a part time self employed basis (ONS Labour Force Survey Apr-Jun 2006).

There is also evidence that suggests that the rate of business exit is higher for women than for men. This evidence is gleaned from two developments. Firstly there has been a growth in the number of self employed women, and yet the share of self employed females has remained static. It is likely therefore that the rate of exit amongst female self employed is high. Furthermore, there is evidence that newer businesses are more likely to be owned by women which would appear to depict an increase in time of women owned businesses. However, that has not been the case, and there is a lack of older women-owned businesses which would imply a high drop out rate, an indication of poor sustainability on the part of women owned businesses. 

The low number of women owned businesses compared with not only male owned businesses in the UK but also with women owned businesses in the US has been significant as it has driven the UK Government to increasingly, over the last twenty years, focus upon business start up amongst women. Before this, the approach to women’s enterprise tended to emanate from local and regional initiatives with little or no input from Government or mainstream business support agencies. However, moving into the new millennium, the formation of the Small Business Service and the development of Women’s Unit initiatives has begun to draw attention to this area of under developed potential (Brierton, 2008).

Such initiatives have led to increased funding from various sources as well as an increased level of promotion and awareness raising. These developments have also prompted an increase in research exploring the reasons behind the limited growth and sustainability of women owned businesses and an attempt to develop an understanding of the range of issues relating to women’s entrepreneurship. Despite this being a key area of investment for the Government, as well as a pool of untapped potential in entrepreneurial and economic terms, there has been very little attention paid to the impact that this funding has had, and how this knowledge could impact upon the direction of future funding. Although research in this area has been funded, and although universities have put in place programmes targeted at this particular market segment, there has been little consideration of how or whether this investment has impacted upon those barriers that prevent female start up and that also hinder the growth of women owned businesses. 
LITERATURE REVIEW

The most recent and most influential study of the literature relating to women’s entrepreneurship is that of Carter and Shaw (2006)  which was commissioned by the Small Business Service and builds upon their work with Anderson in 2001. They claim that the research had up until 2001 been relatively extensive, but had been under developed. However, in the intervening years, the women’s enterprise research literature had seen a number of developments which had resulted in a more sophisticated body of literature. Carter and Shaw (2006) name these developments as being firstly a development in the methodological sophistication of the work, as authors have attempted to develop a deeper understanding of the issues at play. As these issues are developed and interrogated, then they become more specialised and focused, which in turn draws in other disciplines such as a sociological analysis that will shed light on some of the issues. They explain how such developments have taken the debate about women’s entrepreneurship away from exploratory and descriptive studies towards an approach that considers experiences and more complex issues, thus moving away from the questions that ask if gender makes a difference to those that ask how it makes a difference. 

Previous research (Brindley, 2005, Carter and Shaw, 2006, Greer and Greene, 2003, Mirchandani, 1999) has considered that women may face particular gender related barriers when starting a business, which may be the reason why fewer women start their own business than men. Some of the issues identified that may impact upon a woman’s propensity to start up in business, related to entrepreneurial behaviour and risk (Ritchie and Marshall, 1993). Previous studies have considered whether attitudes towards risk are gender based and whether personal, political and social factors can have an impact on the perception of risk that women hold in relation to small business development (Brindley, 2005, Brush, 1998). The reasons why women start their own business have also been considered (Hewlett, 2002, Winn, 2004) as well as an understanding of what a woman expects from her business, which could differ from the expectations of men. Indeed, growth could be seen as a barrier and a risk as it can threaten the stability of family life and personal relationships (Brindley, 2005).

The issues of drive, confidence and support needs (Brindley, 2005, Ljunggren and Kolvereid, 1996, Moore et al., 2005) have also been perceived as potential barriers to business success for women. The research indicates that other barriers such as skills needs, lack of experience and lack of expertise could have an impact on the confidence of women considering starting a new business (Brindley, 2005, Mirchandani, 1999, Winn, 2004). There has also been the growing recognition that the nature of women’s enterprise cannot be understood without being considered within a wider socio-economic context, recognising the roles that women have within society and perhaps more specifically within the labour market (Marlow, 2002). Any barriers experienced through these roles are bound to have an impact upon their roles as business owners, as well as how they are perceived by others as business owners. These barriers could include work life balance, impact of childcare or elderly dependents, employment history, and so on.  

Access to finance has also become a key area for research as women are less likely to be able to access finance as they more traditionally move into sectors that are low growth (Carter et al., 2001). They also traditionally have less collateral and so they represent a higher risk than men. Growth is a further area for research as women do not necessarily operate within high growth sectors, neither do they set objectives for substantial growth. In relation to this point, it appears that although female controlled businesses had significantly lower income and profit to male controlled businesses, there are no performance based differences between male and female controlled businesses as women used significantly fewer resources, and (Marlow and Patton, 2005) point out that there are complex links between initial under capitalisation and subsequent business performance. Hence the apparent poor level of business sustainability amongst women owned businesses. 

An important finding has been that many of the barriers and issues are derived from comparisons between male and female entrepreneurship, and male skills versus female skills (Mirchandani, 1999, Woodd., 1999). The research is beginning to uncover that it is important to challenge the dominant discourse regarding what entrepreneurship is. Targets for growth are set by masculine norms and it appears that women can only succeed if they mirror the dominant discourse.  Carter and Shaw (2006) however, claim that the debate is not purely related to issues of gender within the enterprise context but rather the ‘gender processes’ (p9) and their impact on the experience of business ownership. Marlow (2002) points out that even when women are active in the labour market they are still more likely to undertake caring and domestic responsibilities. Consequently such gender differences would have an important effect on experiences of entrepreneurship for both male and female business owners. 

Carter and Shaw (2006) have identified that there are a number of gaps in the literature which offer areas for future research developments, such as sustainability, differences in management style, risk avoidance, regional variations, and finance related developments.  There has, however been no specific discussion regarding the influence of education as having a bearing on the propensity for a woman to move into entrepreneurship and the development of female entrepreneurship. It is on the basis of this gap in the previous research that the research will attempt to turn the sociological lens upon some of these issues relating to female entrepreneurship, both in methodological terms as well as in respect of the issue to be explored. 

GOVERNMENT INTERVENTIONS

The need to focus on such an area is relevant because the issues raised by the research especially the findings regarding the measurement of women owned enterprises, the comparisons with the USA and with male owned businesses have prompted the Government to take an increased interest in the state of women owned enterprises, and Government interventions have increased.

The most significant development has been the launch of the UK Strategic Framework for Women’s Enterprise by the former Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) in May (2003), now the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform, which was the UK Government’s first strategy for Women’s Enterprise. This document set out the vision, objectives and aims for creating an environment and culture that would encourage more women to start and grow businesses. The overall objective was to increase significantly the numbers of women starting and growing businesses in the UK, and to proportionately match or exceed the level achieved in the USA. The Framework also sought to ensure improved support for existing women-owned businesses, especially those seeking to grow. The framework also sets out ways in which these objectives may be achieved, mainly through passing on responsibility for leadership and partnership to the Regional Development Agencies and the Business Link Organisations and also by setting a series of action plans that proposed outcomes and targets. More recently (2007) the Government (initiated in 2005 by the then Chancellor Gordon Brown) has established a task force made up of women entrepreneurs, academics, venture capitalists, Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) and Prowess (Promoting Women’s Enterprise Support), the aim being to encourage an increase in the quantity and scalability of women’s enterprise. The Government’s Enterprise Strategy of 2008 sees women’s enterprise mainstreamed across the strategy although it has recognised and identified that women’s enterprise is a key factor in the development of national growth and productivity.

In relation to these developments there have been a number of Government initiatives related to Higher Education policy over recent years that have turned universities’ attention towards female entrepreneurship. The Lambert Review (2003) www.lambertreview.org.uk. in particular has been an important driver in transforming the focus of the university, and illustrates how policy making is encouraging linkages at industry, regional and national levels. This reflects how the university is increasingly expected to play a role in regional development and economic growth which can result in joint projects and funding, development of new ventures and other activities that are geared to improving the economic attractiveness of a region. Such an advantage becomes all the more important as public funding of the university is now inextricably linked with the ability of the university to make a direct contribution to the economy. The potential economic impact of increasing the number of women owned businesses is therefore an opportunity that universities can tap into in order to meet these goals. As Slaughter and Leslie (2001)  point out, the reduction of research funding, and the changes to student funding have meant that universities have had to actively seek out other means of funding or income generation. So this driver coupled with the need to make a contribution to the economy points many universities into the direction of encouraging women into business. 

Tied in with this is the  further significant development of ‘massification’ of the university (McNay, 2006) with more and more students entering into Higher Education from different backgrounds and cultures. The move to Widening Participation has also had an impact on recruitment targets and universities are encouraged to recruit from less advantaged sectors. So too are changes evident with the marketisation of universities as many struggle to meet recruitment targets and so begin to promote themselves heavily. This move is reinforced by the Leitch Review of Skills (Leitch, 2006) which stresses the importance of raising aspiration and awareness of the importance and benefits of learning, particularly among those that have missed out in the past. It also emphasises the commitment to exceed 40 per cent of the adult population to be qualified to Level 4 or above which has fuelled the need for universities to look beyond traditional full time undergraduate recruitment.

This begins to set women, and especially nascent entrepreneurs, as a particular market segment for recruitment, and although women are well represented in Higher Education, government funding in order to reach a particular niche market becomes attractive to universities, given the need to increase recruitment in under represented areas. Although there is an increasing trend in enterprise education this is not necessarily reflecting the gender related issues that have been highlighted as a result of the research over the last five to ten years. 

So although the scene is set to facilitate the move of women into business and Government interventions appear to be attempting to address this issue, it is as yet unclear whether these interventions are indeed having an impact on the number of women starting up their own business. It could be claimed that such interventions should be reflected in a significant increase in numbers of female business owners and yet that does not appear to be the case. So then, are the barriers really being addressed by these interventions, or is the status quo being perpetuated with funding having little or no impact?

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In order to begin to explore the issue of the role of education, it is useful to continue to build on the development of previous research which has begun to draw on other disciplines. In particular, research has been developed  through the sociological field, and connections are already being made with Bourdieu’s thinking using his concepts of habitus and capital (Carter and Shaw, 2006). 

Bourdieu (1984) considers that habitus or the classed environment of an individual gives rise to values that are ‘socially conferred’ and is something that is “internalized and converted into dispositions that generate meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions” (p.170). Consequently habitus will determine how people construct the world and in turn are constructed by it, so that their behaviour becomes embedded in processes that they may not be entirely conscious of. The influence of ‘capital’ could have a bearing on why women may or may not choose to start up in business. Bourdieu (1984) proposes that material wealth (or what he calls economic capital), connections and networks (social capital) and values (cultural capital) are personal resources that an individual draws upon to make their place in society. However, they only have legitimacy (what Bourdieu calls symbolic capital) if they are recognised as having a particular worth in a particular ‘field’ or part of society. These concepts are relevant in the context of small businesses because as discussed earlier, wealth and collateral (economic capital)  make it easier to obtain further financial resources, so aiding business start up. So too social capital in the form of business connections can facilitate start-up and growth. The concept of capital and its relevance to business enterprise has also been developed (Firkin, 2003) with the notion of ‘entrepreneurial capital’ which is “the total capital that an individual possesses” (p65).

Studies relating to the consideration of social and human capital as concepts to assist understanding of the complex relationship between business ownership and gender are limited and the impact of these capitals on business ownership is unclear. Consequently, one of the aims of this research is to consider what this impact might be, and whether the benefits gained from a Higher Education contribute to a woman’s total capital and thus her propensity to start up in business. 

However, although there has already been consideration of Bourdieu’s concepts of capital and habitus and their usefulness in providing a framework on which to build the discussion around female entrepreneurship, there are further aspects of Bourdieu’s work that could be developed to make connections between the role of Higher Education and female entrepreneurship. 

His thinking can offer to this debate an insight into other complex issues in particular the way in which he links objective structures to subjective experience. 

Bourdieu indicates that an individual’s actions are an integral part of their habitus, insofar as the habitus disposes actors to do certain things and provides a basis for the generation of practices (Jenkins, 2002). The habitus however, operates within specific fields, such as the entrepreneurial field which can overlap with other fields for example the economic field. It is these fields that set limits on practices but on the other hand Bourdieu proposes that actions of agents or individuals can shape the habitus of the field and so, presumably the field itself. This ‘shaping’ reflects the strategies that individuals adopt which are the “ongoing result of the interaction between the dispositions of the habitus and the constraints and possibilities which are the reality of any given social field” (Jenkins, 2002);in this case, perhaps, the entrepreneurial field?

Such ‘strategising’ implies a certain ‘reflexivity’ (Adkins 2004, p195) which ‘entails ……. understanding of unthought categories and shared meanings’. Bourdieu’s thinking tends to focus on social reproduction rather than social change, and he appears to limit the actor’s (woman’s) capacity for reflexivity, which would imply (in Bourdieu’s thinking) that social transformation is unlikely. This contrasts with some feminist thinking (Fowler, 2004) that would suggest that the future does not simply happen as a result of the habitus of the individual but that reflexivity and increased individualisation can bring about social change.

This is in contrast to Bourdieu’s notion of practice, which he suggests is the result of habitus and represents competencies, perceptions etc and is both unconscious and pre-reflexive. The question that is of interest for the research that will be undertaken then is whether fields are perpetuated through the unconscious actions of agents, or whether reflexivity and strategising can indeed bring about social change. This is particularly relevant to  women as they move into non-traditional areas where there appears to be a lack of fit – enterprise being an example of just such a non-traditional area (McNay, 2004). McNay suggests that it is this lack of fit between ‘gendered habitus and field’ which can ultimately lead to an undoing (and rethinking?) of certain rules and habits in relation to gender. Placing these questions within the context of this thesis, are women strategising and attempting to accumulate the necessary capital through Higher Education to enter the field of enterprise which will nonetheless remain unchanged? It has been argued (Ahl, 2002) that any forms of entrepreneurship that do not conform to the masculine notion of entrepreneurship are seen to be inferior, and masculine norms continue to predominate. Consequently the male experience is reproduced and is seen to be the yardstick against which female attempts at business enterprise is measured. Alternatively, can higher education play a role that encourages more women into entrepreneurship which places a spotlight on the lack of fit as described by McNay (1999)? If so, how far then, will this lack of fit between the traditional masculine values and a female approach to entrepreneurship, cause rethinking and reflexivity?  Can there then be an adjustment between the subjective and the objective such that the structures are broken and social transformation can take place? Or as McNay (1999) puts it do the ‘conflicts and tensions, of social forces operating within fields (enterprise) provoke a critical reflexivity as a subsequently transforming and detraditionalising practice’ (cited in Adkins, 2004, p200)? Or in the context of the proposed research can the predominating structures that hinder female entrepreneurship be broken down as a result of strategising and reflexivity, and how does a Higher Education contribute to such reflexivity? As research into female entrepreneurship develops, the lens begins to focus on specific areas of female entrepreneurship. For the purposes of the research that will be carried out the specific area is the impact of Higher Education on female entrepreneurship and the lens to be used is that of Bourdieu’s conceptual framework. Using this framework as a lens allows us to focus on women and enterprise in the light of the concepts of habitus, capital and field, considering whether women are a product of their habitus to such an extent that their actions are determined and they are forever destined to conform to the field of enterprise or whether women can acquire the capital necessary to make their place in the field of enterprise? A particular interesting question is raised by Bourdieu’s apparent inconsistency in relation to his linking of objective structures to subjective experience. This contradiction raises the question of whether social change is possible, or whether social reproduction is inevitable. Such a question is useful in the context of this research in provoking debate relating to the role of Higher Education and whether it is a contributor to social transformation or to social change. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In attempting to address those questions detailed above, it is necessary to be aware of the nature of this research. Traditionally research into small business ownership has considered women’s experiences in relation to the experiences of men. Much research has been comparative and researchers have used ‘matched pair methodologies’ where samples of female entrepreneurs are matched to a male ‘pair’. However, this approach may only compare by gender and not thoroughly explore what could be the socialisation processes impacting upon women considering business start up. Therefore, this study endeavours to consider women’s own experiences in the context of their own life history as it is located in the wider socio-economic and cultural context.   

This approach resonates with Bourdieu’s own phenomenological approach which considers that the social law is not an external set of rules which the subject has to follow and will adhere to, but rather that the social is incorporated within the subject. This then gives rise to a definition by Bourdieu of social phenomenology as being relational which addresses both the subjective and the objective with the subject being in the world and undertaking actions that are often unconscious. It is important then to analyse the representations that the subjects or actors (or women) have of the world and the way these inform their actions and interactions. 

In considering the relational, rather than relying on ‘experience’ (referring to feelings, the personal, personality), there is the move away from accepting a woman’s experience, as a subjective truth which can then imply that experience is the basis for knowledge (McNay, 2004). What Bourdieu is saying is that it is not experience itself that makes up the social being, but when that experience is located in the broader context, then that being becomes known. To do this, links must be made between the subjective experience and the more abstract power relations, and it is to this methodological approach that we now turn.

The approach adopted in the thesis will be one that elicits stories from a sample of women about their experience of HE and but considers those experiences relationally within the wider context such as school, family, employment history, and so on. There will be an exploration of ideas expressed about the nature and purposes of higher education, and reports of work and life beyond the university and their role as business owners. The focus is therefore on the women and how they view the way in which their life experience, including the influence of HE, has impacted on their experience of business start up. However, the research would take the view that the respondents, as women learners sit within a complex amalgam of internal and external factors. It is not possible to extricate one from the other and their perspective of these factors will influence their experience of education.

The research proposed in this paper does not intend to say something new about the social world, or make any predictions but rather it aims to develop thinking about a particular phenomenon so that a social explanation may be developed to the intellectual puzzles posed, using Bourdieusian concepts.

RESEARCH METHODS

Sample

The research is based on in-depth interviews with ten women who have come through higher education as mature students as a means to facilitate their move into self employment. The sample is purposive as the women selected have studied at a particular University that has run a programme designed for women who are considering starting up in business or who have just started up in business. The research could be criticised for having too narrow a focus, featuring a single programme in a single university, but it provides the opportunity for further research that may compare findings amongst women from another university, that operates a similar programme or, women who are on a programme that is not gender specific.

Data collection

The research would take the view that the respondents, as women learners, have connections with a wide range of internal and external factors that make up their habitus and thus they bring with them ‘capital’. It is not possible to extricate one from the other as they become embedded within the individuals and will influence almost subconsciously their experience of education in relation to their aspirations. 

These studies will therefore use ‘depth’ interviews where in this case the meaning of ‘depth’ is “to get a sense of how the apparently straight forward is actually more complicated, and how the ‘surface appearances’ may be quite misleading about ‘depth realities” (Wengraf, 2001 p4). This approach is appropriate to this research as following Bourdieu’s arguments, social practice (Marlow and Patton, 2005, Skeggs, 2004) can be embedded and unconscious and taken for granted. There is the need to move beyond the taken for granted in an effort to identify and locate instances of ‘reflexivity’.

In an effort to achieve this, an approach to interviewing that moves beyond the traditional question and answer interview will be adopted, namely the narrative approach, whereby data are in the form of storied narratives (Amos Hatch and Wisniewski, 1995, Hollway and Jefferson, 2000). Consequently, stories will be elicited that will allow students to provide accounts that take the form of a narrative telling of their experience in a sequenced way, where the events are relevant to this research issue and, of course, to the student (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996, Hollway and Jefferson, 2000).  Therefore the story will be elicited by asking the subject to explain how something happened, rather than asking specific, narrow questions which may suppress the subjects responses (Polkinghorne, 1995).

It is important that narratives cover accounts of their life history in relation to their background, their schooling, their family life whilst growing up, their life now, their employment history and so on. Their experience of university life will also be explored and how this experience may have impacted on their aspirations as business women. The ‘interviews’ will therefore be non-standardised (Saunders et al, 2003), and will be taped, with permission gained from the interviewee in advance of the interview. The verbally told stories will then be transcribed and transformed  into written text for analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995).

Other methods of data collection, would not adequately explore experiences and diverse events and happenings, or develop a picture of the values, and perceptions that might influence a career choice. The richness of data required to achieve this would be lacking in other techniques. However, in order to support the narrative, biographies of each of the women will be asked for (Robson, 2002). 
The research does not intend to put forward an interpretation, but rather a narrative that builds explanations. However, considering the proposed approach and the need to link subjective experience within the wider social context there needs, therefore to be an understanding of the complexity, detail and context in order to fully understand the ‘what is.’ Therefore, the methods of data collection should be flexible and sensitive to the social context, so as to allow the subject’s story to develop naturally rather than impose rigid structures that will shape the story and remove it from real life. 

Data analysis

In order to analyse the data collected from the stories the approach discussed by Polkinghorne (1998) would be adopted. He describes analysis of narratives as ‘studies whose data consists of narratives or stories, but whose analysis produces paradigmatic typologies or categories’ (p.5). Paradigmatic analysis of narratives attempts to locate common themes amongst the stories that have been collected, and as such the stories will be studied to identify notions and concepts that may appear across them. In this instance, the concepts would be derived from (Bourdieu, 1984) as previously discussed, and would be applied to the data in a way that attempts to answer the questions posed in this thesis. 

There are however, concerns with ‘categorising’ personal stories, as the imposition by the researcher of such categories can change the story of the individual. This is why Hollway and Jefferson (2000) stress the importance of keeping the whole in mind i.e. the context of their story, and not reduce elements of the story into categories that might distort that voice. 

CONCLUSION
Research into female entrepreneurship has grown significantly over the last 20 years as comparisons have been made with the United States, and the UK government has seen the prospect of encouraging women into self employment as a potential for the achievement of economic objectives. However as research has developed and begun to consider sociological perspectives, then questions are raised as to the efficacy of the Government’s initiatives. The concepts of Bourdieu have been drawn upon albeit superficially in the past, as being relevant to an understanding of women’s enterprise, and his concept of capital has been developed within this context. However, although the acquisition of a higher education could be linked with the accumulation of capital, there has been no such research that draws upon Bourdieu’s concepts relating to the linking of subjective experience and objective structures, and the notion of reflexivity as a way of examining (and potentially changing) a held position. Feminist research regarding gender transformation can also be influenced by Bourdieu’s debate regarding social transformation which in turn can shed light on the development of female entrepreneurship 

Such questioning is particularly important if there continues to be the drive from the Government for an increase in female entrepreneurship. If the structures and power relations in place remain inherently masculine, then there needs to be an understanding of how, or whether these structures can adapt to what might be the conflict caused by the entry of women entrepreneurs into the field of entrepreneurship. Can a higher education therefore, not only enhance a woman’s capital but also create that conflict or that lack of fit between the habitus and the field, as more women move into enterprise and so break down objective and subjective structures? Does this breaking down of structures encourage individuals to be released from the constraints of gender and provoke reflexivity, detraditionalisation and social change? Or instead does Higher Education as a field perpetuate those values,  and so reproduce the status quo, thus confirming that the habitus of gender can only ever be reproductive?
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