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This publication was produced within the transnational project “Supporting Opportunities for Family-
friendly Initiatives in Employment - S.O.F.I.E.”, financed through the Equal community initiative.

The project was carried out in three European countries: Italy (Regione Piemonte)
France (Département du Finistère)
Ireland (Longford County)

In Italy, the activities are coordinated by the Langhe Monferrato Roero consortium, a local development
agency stemming from the union of 70 public and private associations which came together to devise and
apply, through projects, actions and services, an effective strategy aimed at the development and at the eco-
nomic and social renewal of Piemonte regional territory.
Langhe Monferrato Roero is a synthesis of past and future, tradition and innovation, it is an instrument and
a point of reference for public bodies and private subjects operating for local promotion and development.
The consortium acts as a planning, coordination and initiative promotion body, which aims at encouraging
local growth.

In particular, the operational area “EMPLOYMENT POLICIES AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES”, which
coordinates the project activities, supports the qualification of human resources at the local level by setting
up equal opportunities policies and aiming at the targets set within the European Employment Strategy:

helping people to attain adequate competencies (Employability);
developing new, flexible employment forms, in a rapidly evolving world (Adaptability); 
facilitating the starting and creation of new entrepreneurial activities (Entrepreneurship);
creating the conditions for an equal access to jobs and for an equal professional treatment (Equal
Opportunities).

Langhe Monferrato Roero suggests public and private subjects innovative ideas for the promotion of policies
aimed at improving women’s access and participation to the labour market, including vocational develop-
ment and the access to new professional opportunities and to entrepreneurship, at reducing vertical and
horizontal gender-based discrimination and at introducing new kinds of flexibility (telework, job-sharing,
vertical part-time) for the harmonization of the professional and family dimensions.

Società Consortile Langhe Monferrato Roero

Agenzia di sviluppo del territorio

via Emilia 13 - Acqui Terme - tel. 0144 321897 - fax 0144 356974 - acqui@lamoro.it
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This work is the product of the beliefs, knowledge
and experience of...

all the women of the three countries who have benefited from
supporting initiatives and...

IN FRANCE

Isabelle Gueguen Chargée du partenariat de développe-
ment au conseil général du Finistère

Dominique Laouenan Coordinatrice des mentors 
en France

CFPPA de Kerliver

François Rivoal Chargé d’étude à l’ADEUPa

Thierry Jarosz Consultant en ressources humaines
mentor

Marie-Noëlle Chalaye Chercheuse
Responsable du comité scientifique

Jean Jacques Gaudiche mentor

Isabelle Le Masson mentor

Dominique Ysnel mentor

Armelle Le Guillou mentor

IN ITALY

Umberto Fava Direttore della S.C.LaMoRo

Sonia Abluton Responsabile del settore politiche 
del lavoro e pari opportunità 

della S.C. LaMoRo

Stefania Barbiero Coordinatrice del progetto 
“Tenere il Tempo” 

Iniziativa Comunitaria Equal

Emanuela Vassallo Responsabile del Centro Servizi
Imprese della S.C. LaMoRo

Ezio Porello mentore 

Laura Gavuzzo mentore 

Roberta Olivieri Collaboratrice progetto 
“Tenere il Tempo” 

Iniziativa Comunitaria Equal

Chiara Tornato Responsabile Carrefour Piemonte
Collaboratrice, progetto “Tenere il Tempo” 

Iniziativa Comunitaria Equal
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Tess Murphy Manager, Longford Women’s Link, 
Coordinator Longford Equal Project 

Lorne Patterson Longford Equal Support Worker

Shelley Cagney Financial Administrator, 
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Mickaël Nevin Chief Executive Officer, 
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Catherine Kane Enterprise Officer, 
Longford County Enterprise Board

Lily Gilchrist Trainer/Mentor, Longford Equal Project

Fiona Jannick Longford Community Resources
Enterprise Officer

Monica O’Malley Manager, 
Longford Community Resources

Josephine O’Donnell Chief Executive Officer, 
County Longford Vocational 

Education Committee 

Mary Farrell Adult Education Officer, 
County Longford Vocational 

Education Committee

Mary Farrell Guidance Officer, 
County Longford Guidance Service

Laura Heneghan Development Officer, 
Longford County Development Board

Frank Sheridan Director of Community 
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Equal opportunities of men and women are one of the funda-
mental principles of the European Union.

All European institutions are aimed at ensuring that the
equality of genres is taken into account in all political
decisions:1 this principle is determined by the concept of
gender mainstreaming.

The need for fully exploiting the European potential
manpower is one of the vital preconditions to achieve
the long-lasting growth and development goals set
in Lisbon and Göteborg, including the task of making 
“an economy based on knowledge the most competitive and
dynamic economy world-wide, providing more job opportuni-
ties and ensuring greater social cohesion”.2

Today meaningful differences still exist between the two
genres - in terms of wages, professional careers and fun-
ding to create an enterprise – and the positive trends
which have recently emerged must be constantly suppor-
ted to become part of a long-lasting process. 
“Progress is too slow and doubling the efforts is necessary to
achieve the strategic goals set in Lisbon”.3 In particular, the
European council wishes to achieve a 60% women’s
employment rate, whereas today it still amounts to a
mere 55.6%.

The creation or resumption of a business activity
entails an undeniable economic interest. 

In a national or regional European economy, supporting
women’s entrepreneurship leads to remarkable advanta-
ges and justifies the development of a new supporting
approach aimed at helping women who wish to imple-
ment their projects. 

On the labour market, women are increasingly qualified;
they build a social class for whom creating an enterprise
means proceeding in their careers. 
The most enterprising decide to create an enterprise to
escape the invisible barrier still present in firms, the glass
ceiling preventing them from evolving in professional
terms. 
Helping those women creating their own enterprises
means increasing competitive human capital within the
European society. 
It also means removing the obstacles to the access to the
business world experienced today by groups of women
who are marginalised owing to cultural or social reasons
(one-parent families, immigrants, coming from rural
areas, etc.) and extend the entrepreneurial solution to a
share of the population who so far has hardly considered
such a prospect. 

OREWORDF

1 Report L’Europe une chance pour la femme, Pascal Joannin.
2 Lisbon Strategies, 2000.
3 Report dated 19 February 2004 on the equality between men and 

women.4



THE OUTCOME
OF A EUROPEAN EXPERIENCE

The present initiative is part of the framework of the
Equal European programme4 (2000-2006) aimed at
fighting against discrimination in the professional sphere
and it specifically addresses the issue of equality between
men and women in the professional environment. 

The transnational project called Supporting
Opportunities for Family-Friendly Initiatives in
Employment (S.O.F.I.E.) is being implemented in three
countries:

Italy (Piedmont Region) 
France (Finistère Department)
Ireland (County Longford)

A common problem:
women experience many difficulties in accessing
credit, transports, positions of responsibility, and

managing their individual and family lives...
which excludes them from economic activities.

In their respective reference territories, the transnational
partners monitored the presence of common problems
connected to the relation between women and labour. In
particular, they identified a discriminating background
situation which, owing especially to cultural reasons,
prevents women living in rural areas from finding quali-

fied jobs, accessing credit and starting independent busi-
nesses. 
This conclusion is the origin of joint activities aimed at
identifying common approaches and/or exchanging
procedures and comparing and contrasting the results
achieved.

The socio-economic environment of those regions differs;
however, a real and successful transnational exchange
(research projects, transnational conferences, etc.) allo-
wed to highlight the common needs voiced by women
who are endeavouring to create an enterprise across bor-
ders and cultures.

On the occasion of the “NOW”5 European programme
(envisaging the participation in the development of
instruments facilitating the creation of enterprises by
women), many Italian, French and Irish agencies cur-
rently involved in this experience could find out that
women faced specific problems calling for specific
solutions, by implementing a procedure capable of
taking into account the genre dimension. 
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NTRODUCTIONI

4 The community’s political will earmarked remarkable funds in 
the tune of 2.8 billion euro over seven years to achieve its goals 
related to equality between men and women in the professional 
field. Equal is an initiative of the European Social Fund.

5 The NOW, New Opportunities for Women, programme was aimed 
at fostering equal opportunities between men and women in the 
1990s (funded by the ESF). It ended in July 2001 and was resumed 
through the Equal initiative.



The new Equal European programme provided the
opportunity to develop a partnership aimed at finding a
comprehensive solution to the complex needs of women
who wish to start their own business, fostering a
synergy among the various actors involved (training
centres, counselling agency, local political institution)
and encouraging on line work. 

The method illustrated in the present publication is
addressed to mentors or supporting professionals. 

It has been confirmed by the experiences and comments
of those who have tested it, developing a new approach
to help women creating their own enterprises. 

The starting point is based on the very questions asked
by women:

What does creating an enterprise mean to me?
Am I competent enough to found my enterprise?

Will I be supported?
How will I manage my time 
between family and work?

The questions asked by women are often different
from those asked by men and operators suppor-
ting them in the implementation of their project
must bear this difference in mind. 

To date, the genre dimension has never been considered
by the services helping prospective or new entrepreneurs;
however, the studies conducted in the three countries
show that women conceive their projects to create an
enterprise differently from men and expect customised
support. 

THE RESPECT FOR DIFFERENCES

Equality does not mean being identical: women should
not turn into men.6 To date, the socio-economic world
has not taken into account genre as a variable and has
provided a rather male-centred vision7 which was consi-
dered universal. Women have had to adjust to such male-
centred organisations and have been unable to contribu-
te to the development of the professional environment
through their differences in the field of support.

THE GENRE DIMENSION

Accounting for the genre dimension is a way to observe
reality through a new filter, from a different perspective.8

Genre is a variable providing more information than
social phenomena relating to the situation of men and
women.

6 Isabelle Gueguen.
7 To the point that businesswomen actually became caricatures of 

men.
8 Isabelle Gueguen.

PRACTICAL AND INNOVATIVE METHOD
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This supporting method is a practical and innovative
instrument addressing would-be women entrepreneurs. 

It leaves room for the personal dimension (women then
to develop a strongly identitarian project)9 and gives
great importance to dreams, i.e. energy carriers
which allow overcoming one’s limits; however, just
like training, it allows would-be women entrepre-
neurs to face the economy, the market and competi-
tion. It makes them familiar with administrative and,
above all, financial needs. It supplies them with the
instruments to face the difficulties that will emerge, e.g.
convincing bankers.

Against this background, training plays a very important
role, because becoming entrepreneurs is not an adventure
that will last a few months: time and awareness are
necessary. 
Today, too many projects fail within the first two years
from their beginning, and the present supporting initiati-
ve is aimed at reducing bankruptcies caused by lack of
training. 

The main issued envisaged include the following: 

Identifying a supporting approach addressing
an individual project in a comprehensive way;

Paying attention to the genre dimension;

Caring for the need for reconciling daily timeta-
bles; women often have to manage their family
lives and business projects at the same time;

Taking into account the problems related to
equal opportunities between men and women,
while being aware that the starting point is ack-
nowledging differences rather than ignoring
them. (As regards this item, supporters must be
specifically trained).

It is not just a matter of supporting women expe-
riencing difficulties but also following the develop-
ment of a project bearing in mind genre-specific
aspects to facilitate the creation of an enterprise
that needs to be accessible to both men and women.
The latter often have to face the problem of coming
to terms with a busy agenda and an inequality con-
text in the professional field.

A qualitative study conducted in France in February 2003
on the obstacles faced by women during the creation of
an enterprise in Finistère highlighted numerous factors
that also emerge in Italy and Ireland. 

7
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9 The main stake of the project is self-fulfilment. The will for self-
realisation, developing a project to be oneself, sometimes often 
risks preventing the analysis of the economic reality.



The goal was a better understanding of the causes for the
low rate of enterprises being started by women, and pro-
pose improvements.

“There are women who possess all the necessary knowledge
to start their own projects, which are feasible both from the
economic and the practical viewpoints; nevertheless, they do
not implement them. This is often due to the lack of self-
esteem and difficulties in reconciling family and professio-
nal timetables”.10

In Italy, women enterprises are growing as said by the
Unioncamere Report about the women entrepreneurship
situation (20th June 2003): what is evident by this report
is that our reality is dynamic, as shown by the high birth
rate. The real problem is the consolidation of the enter-
prises which have an higher dead rate.
Mentors support, according to the Equal experimenta-
tion objectives, is a sort of remedy to the structural fragi-
lity of women enterprises throughout a more organised
and really useful tutoring process, according to the bene-
ficiaries exigencies.

The reasons behind a business project are often related
to its identitarian dimension: “having the job one likes”
and “being autonomous”; the affective dimension beco-
mes as important as the economic dimension. 

Possibility to have the job one likes;

Search for autonomy and rejection of the
employee’s status;

Will for professional affirmation;

Less important, but always present: reconciling
different timetables.

The most commonly mentioned hindrances are “start-
up investments” and “network deficit”. 

Lack of self-esteem;

Lack of entrepreneurial knowledge;

Professional isolation and network deficit.

The difficulties they face usually belong to two groups:

Economic dimension: 
remarkable start-up investments and difficult
access to credit;
insufficient knowledge of the market;
fear of an insufficient return from the business
(charges and taxes are often remarkable).

8

10 Comments by supporters during the meeting on 07/07/04. As 
regards isolation, Marie-Noëlle Chalaye, co-author of the studies 
which highlighted the various obstacles, points out that the 
majority of women find themselves more at ease in a collective 
environment. Jean-Jacques Gaudiche defines solitude as “a great 
problem for entrepreneurs” in general.



Personal dimension:
professional network deficit, isolation;
lack of self-esteem.

According to Lily Gilchrist and Fiona Janine “the lack of self-
esteem, the fear of failure and incurring debts are the main
difficulties faced by women; first of all, it is necessary to
increase their self-esteem: many, if they are not encouraged,
dare not starting specific training”.

According to Laura Gavuzzo and Ezio Porello ideas, “the big-
gest difficulty the beneficiaries meet is the financial problem. In
facts the Institutions don’t like to sponsor financial opportuni-
ties that can help women to take contact with the entrepreneu-
rial world. For this reason, ignoring the instruments that can
lead to the success, most of the entrepreneurial ideas dead
almost at the beginning. Only a specific information can give
trust to these women to realize new really effective projects.”

The specific expectations they voice include the follo-
wing: 

Being supported individually;

Receiving technical and financial counselling;

Being guided through available structures;

Being helped in re-organising their personal and
professional timetables;

The protagonist of the approach is always the individual
pursuing a project, who is supported by a mentor. 

The term “mentor” derives from Greek mythology: it
appeared for the first time in the “Odyssey”, the work by
Homer, the Greek poet.
The origin of the word is totally appropriate: at the time
of Ulysses’ voyage, the goddess Athena offered
Telemachus an aid called Mentor. 

Moreover, the term is equally understandable and used in the
three working languages: mentore (IT), mentor (FR-EN).

Today the mentor is an experienced leader or con-
sultant we can count on because he or she has
already made the voyage we are about to begin and
can guide and help us in our personal conquest.

Mentors are no technical consultants.
They approach individuals by developing personal
relationships and taking into account their general
life project.

Although some mentors may be consultants, their trai-
ning is not the same. 
A mentor is something in between a coach and an aid, a
confidant and a consultant.

9
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Such roles are mutually complementary: a mentor guides
a would-be woman entrepreneur11 to an expert consul-
tant when she encounters a specific technical problem,
and guides her to help her organising her personal and
professional project. 

In its classic sense, a consultant is an expert providing
technical counselling, conveying his or her knowledge. No per-
sonal relationship to the client is developed, and gender diffe-
rences are not taken into account; reference is made to a neu-
tral or male-centred world. The relation to the consultant is
justified by a technical problem that needs solving (a proce-
dure, a regulation, documents to be drafted, etc.) and covers a
small portion of the project.

3.1 THE ROLE

FOSTERING AUTONOMY

The goal is making a would-be woman entrepreneur
autonomous (her autonomy is to be tested at the begin-
ning and at the end of the supporting period). The men-
tor asks her to develop strong relations to other actors,
such as bankers, accountants and consultants who can-
not be replaced by the mentor. 

FOSTERING ACCESS TO INFORMATION

A mentor should supply all the necessary information on
the implementation of one’s own professional and perso-
nal project, suggest specific institutions (consultant, trai-

ning, funding institution, etc.) and be able to answer all
questions, even those which may sound banal. 
Lily Gilchrist sees herself as the “first stop” for women
who wish to find information.

MAKING THE PROJECT CONSISTENT

A would-be woman entrepreneur is helped achieving a
more detailed definition of her project and planning her
actions (creating a business plan). The mentor has a deta-
ched vision favouring consistency and possibly revealing
new strategic prospects to evolve. 
The would-be woman entrepreneur is helped familiari-
sing with the business environment. 
The mentor’s role is aimed at protecting the would-be
woman entrepreneur and helping her focusing on her
goals.

DEVELOPING SELF-ESTEEM

Women lack self-esteem.
One of the mentor’s tasks is allowing them to assess
their knowledge and reassure them during the creative
process. Enhancing and encouraging them is important. 
They must not be intimidated because they feel ignorant. 
One of the French supporters stated she felt more at ease
because she was not forced to deal with somebody “en
costar cravate” (“suit and tie”) and that a specific
approach focussed on women allowed her to solve the
difficulties she had to face more easily. 

10

11 In this text the term creator is used in order to identify the woman 
who is going to start up her own enterprise and to distinguish her 
from the woman entrepreneur who is already at the head of her 
business. This distinction derives from the transnational debate.
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3.2 SKILLS

The supporting activity calls for numerous skills
both in the technical field and in the field of com-
municative skills aimed at making a person overcome
his or her limits.12

RIGOUR

A project needs a clear and organised vision as regards
both the identification of its goals and one’s personal
organisation. 
One needs to be active and focused to be able to analyse
the person and the project and identify unfeasible pro-
jects at bank level.
Lily insists on the development of a very professional
approach combining empathy and rigour and the need
for not being excessively involved from the emotional
viewpoint. The personal relationship which is established
often leads to deep attachment.

Laura and Ezio, after their experience, realized that it is
very difficult that beneficiaries give them confidence.
Once they trust them, one of the biggest step towards
the right management of the project and the developing
of their entrepreneurial ideas is done.

ADAPTABILITY

Every woman and every project are different: different
personalities and reaction schemes exist. The mentor
needs to be able to adjust to each case. 

GOOD COMMUNICATIVE SKILLS

There is a need to show good listening and understanding
capacity, particularly as regards the difficulties business
women have to face in general.
The mentor should be competent but at the same time
prove accessible. 
The mentor must be a good observer. 
The mentor must be able to identify entrepreneurial
skills in the women being supported. Lily Gilchrist: “I let
them speak about their lives to discover their skills and
entrepreneurial capacities”. 
Lily (a mentor who has already created her own enterpri-
se) first of all takes into account the personal problems of
would-be women entrepreneurs, then the project: 
“I encourage people to undergo a training period because
greater knowledge means grater self-esteem. The mentor
needs to be able to develop relations, make people feel at ease
and understand when they are ready to be guided towards
somebody else, for example an expert”.

Ezio: “it is better they began exposing their doubts and the
difficulties they found; when the problem is understood, it will
be easier to give the right answers to their principal questions.
To be competent and precise will help to let us know and to
win people’s trust.”

12 In terms of employment, criteria could be used to assess the 
candidate considering what is termed “emotional intelligence”.



TECHNICAL SKILLS

The mentor needs to be able to carry out individual inter-
views, supply information, answer all a would-be
woman entrepreneur’s questions.
The mentor needs to master general (commercial, finan-
cial, fiscal, social, juridical issues) and specific knowledge
on the world of enterprises and business start-up. 
The mentor needs to be able to assess the project and pro-
pose concrete solutions to make it viable. 
The mentor should help developing a business plan to
create the file addressing investors and bankers. 

Emanuela Vassallo, Responsible of Centro Servizi Lamoro
said: “Mentors’ training included the most different topics,
from specific courses about finance to training meetings. 
It appears effective because, after these experiences, Mentors
are able to manage interviews with beneficiaries being effi-
cient on techniques and interpersonal relationships.”

All mentors must undergo specific training aimed at beco-
ming aware of the genre dimension in the professional field
and the field of equal opportunities; moreover they need to
supply data on inequality between men and women in the
professional sector (wages, careers, types of contract, etc.) fol-
lowed by the organisation of a debate. 

4.1 STAGES

First of all, the supporting process is aimed at teaching
women that having collaborators is a pleasant and
useful experience and that one should profit from the
know-how of others.

“During the supporting activity and the relation to the
mentor, a would-be woman entrepreneur gets used to
searching for external support and know-how. Thus, we
hope that in the future entrepreneurs will not hesitate to
turn to consultants and other external operators”.13

Time and places to implement the supporting
activity must be identified bearing in mind the
needs for reconciliation of both mentors and

clients.14

The analysis of common experiences allows the identifi-
cation of many stages of the supporting process: they are
reference points within the framework of instrumental
and conceptualised exchanges. 

0. Welcoming the applicant
The first interview with the candidate deals with her
project and allows deciding whether she can be admitted
to the supporting process. 

12

HE SUPPORTING STAGEST

13 Isabelle Gueguen.
14 Stefania Barbiero.
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1. Analysis of the client’s situation 
A would-be woman entrepreneur’s expectations and
goals are pooled. The supporting process is explained.
The goal of the interview is clarifying the would-be
woman entrepreneur’s expectations and redefining the
mentor’s task.

2. Solution proposals, possible guidance
A first diagnosis of the situation (project feasibility) is
proposed, a possible action plan is proposed by the men-
tor (short, medium and long term timetable). 

3. Reaction to questions
Other meetings are aimed at fostering the would-be
woman entrepreneur’s creativeness. It is an exchange
period during which the mentor reacts to the would-be
woman entrepreneur’s questions. During this stage, the
stakes is everything connected to context and personality. 

4. End of the supporting process 
Mickaël mentions that the process towards autonomy
envisages the end of the relation between the mentor and
the would-be woman entrepreneur: at a precise moment
the mentor cannot help her in any way. Therefore the
client should be warned at the beginning of the relation. 

4.2 THE RELATION BETWEEN MENTOR
AND CLIENT

It should be mentioned that creating is a source of stress.

The mentor must always be ready to help, by disclosing
his or her e-mail address, telephone number, etc.; meeting
the client in a place encouraging concentration and
discretion (indoor office, in the supporting facility or at
the would-be woman entrepreneur’s house). 

Ezio and Laura needed to meet most of the beneficiaries
in more easy reachable places.
Most of them, in facts, couldn’t grant the custody of
their children to no one, so they attend the meetings
with them. To ameliorate the service of these meetings
there was a baby sitter caring the sons, while the benefi-
ciaries were talking about the projects.

Being close enough to the client is necessary to
share her point of view but at the same time a

certain distance is necessary to offer a new
vision.

Meetings between mentors and clients are not characte-
rised by concretely performed tasks: the success of the
relation is assessed according to the will for implemen-
ting the project and the self-esteem acquired. Such will
and self-esteem can derive from both work activities and
an informal discussions.

13



The relation involves two people: there must be a
balance between the mentor’s contribution and
the need for making the would-be woman entre-
preneur autonomous. 

The evidence of a good relation is provided by its long
duration based on mutual respect and confidence. 

The relation must be pleasant. 

4.3 MISTAKES TO BE AVOIDED

Replacing a psychologist;

Ignore the confidence issue;

Short-circuit the other actors involved in
the supporting process (contradicting
them, etc.);

Being excessively present (the would-be
woman entrepreneur must be autono-
mous when making decisions and taking
initiatives).

TRANSFERABLE CHARACTER OF THE SUPPORTING

PROCESS

The transnational character of the process allowed get-
ting in touch with different cultures, economic and struc-
tural situations at national and regional level: conse-
quently, would-be women entrepreneurs, their needs and
project too must be markedly diversified. Sharing expe-
riences leads to the creation of a method applicable in the
whole European territory. 

IMPORTANCE OF NETWORK ACTIVITIES

A positive synergy emerges from creating networks inclu-
ding various local partnerships, making local actors aware
of the need for creating women’s enterprises.

For example, in Ireland an increase of women’s business
start-up has been recorded since networks were created
and partnerships were developed. 
Today improvements emerge in terms of business start-
up, employment, greater attention paid to lifelong educa-
tion and self-realisation. 

14
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5.1 WHY IS THIS SUPPORTING
PROGRAMME SPECIFICALLY FOCUSED ON

WOMEN?

It provides a comprehensive solution to
the situation of each would-be woman
entrepreneur;

Helps them overcome the last hindrances
to creation, i.e. the least technical obsta-
cles (traditional consultants can deal with
that) which may be the most persistent
and hardest to eliminate;

Provides a solution to the reconciliation of
life schedules.

In Longford the mentors’ service is very important: many
women were jobless and the search for a job raised the
problem of the custody of children.

In France, both as regards would-be women entrepre-
neurs and consultants, it was noticed that the problems
related to the management of family and professional life
schedules are often dealt with before the beginning of the
supporting period. 

The Italian experience envisaged the simultaneous provi-
sion of a free children-custody service for the clients in a
facility near the place where the various stages of the sup-

porting process took place. Of course, mentors also bene-
fited from this service too!.

5.2 IS TRAINING MANDATORY? 

According to Lily, in Longford training and supporting
activities should go hand in hand.
During the 12-week training period organised within the
Equal framework, she has the time and opportunity to
know the person and the project she wishes to complete. 

In France, the majority of supporters believe that if a
woman is sufficiently prepared, training is neither neces-
sary nor mandatory; it is rather an additional help for
those who are not networked. 
Isabelle Masson points out that if women experience
knowledge gaps, in particular on the issues relating to
economic and financial activities, they should be urged to
attend a training period to allow them to prepare their
project. 
In Italy all the women who have benefited from suppor-
ting processes tested thanks to the Equal programme had
the opportunity to attend training modules concerning
both transversal topics, such as stress management or
organisation of life schedules, and topics specifically rela-
ted to their entrepreneurial project and know all instru-
ments and found offered by the Institutions to ameliora-
te women entrepreneurship.

15



All agree that training is complementary to the suppor-
ting process and contributes to: 

Developing a collective dimension; the studies
conducted show that women, unlike men,
apparently achieve greater self-realisation in a
collective context;15

Further developing the project. Becoming entre-
preneurs calls for time and awareness;16

Better defining the project;

Helping facing reality: making a distinction bet-
ween dreams and reality is important and refu-
sing to acknowledge this distinction shows that
the project is unlikely to be implemented;

Helping being fully aware of the stakes; 

Improving the integration of women with the
local services and among themselves.

Training and support allow achieving the necessary awa-
reness to convince economic partners.

Training makes the supporting service more credible, in
particular in the eyes of bankers.17

5.3 SHOULD CANDIDATES
BE SELECTED?

The Irish platform addresses all groups of women, parti-
cularly those with specific difficulties (immigrants, one-
parent families, nomads, disabled…) and is aimed at pro-
moting entrepreneurship among such target groups.

In France the supporting process begins only when a
would-be woman entrepreneur submits a developed idea,
already clear and detailed, of what she plans to do. 
The supporting process must be useful to a person to
create an enterprise, but it must not be just a different
type of training. 

In Italy, within the tests carried out through the “Tenere
il tempo” project, the opportunity was offered to benefit
from the support also for clients whose project plan was
still an idea to be verified. However, at the same time, the
skills of all were assessed, which highlighted inclinations,
limits, knowledge and gaps. Training modules were offe-
red to all to implement skills and bridge gaps. 

16

15 Marie-Noëlle Chalaye.
16 Meeting of French mentors on 07 July 2004, statements by 

supporters and clients.
17 Would-be women entrepreneurs generally receive a doubtful 

welcome by investors. Although officially no discrimination exists 
as regards sex in terms of access to credit, Muriel Le Page, director 
of a local bank, points out that “in all three countries similar 
episodes show that women’s projects are more commonly rejected, 
and not only by banks”.



5.4 SHOULD THE MENTOR VERIFY THE
FEASIBILITY OF THE PROPOSED
ENTREPRENEURIAL PROJECT?

According to some French would-be women entrepre-
neurs, having a precise idea of the value of one’s own
project and comparing and contrasting it with the rea-
lity of the economic, competitive and financial world is
important. 
However, they also think that this task should be carried
out before considering the support process (during the
training period): all the projects about to be suppor-
ted must be real projects and not mere dreams. 

According to Dominique Laounan “every project can be
accepted a priori; nevertheless, to access training and sup-
port activities, we make sure that the potential woman
entrepreneur has enough time and is inclined to imple-
ment it.
The supporting process is triggered when we have made
sure that the project is a real project and likely to be
implemented.”

According to Lily, a person must be guided towards diffe-
rent options if we believe that she is not fit for creating
an enterprise.
She needs to be reassured as regards her skills.
Lily points out that encouraging the client to conduct a
market analysis or prepare a business plan should make it
clear whether the project is viable or not in the eyes of

the would-be woman entrepreneur herself. 
No intervention is needed in terms of assessment. 

In Italy a confidence relation was developed between
mentors and clients so that an honest feasibility analysis
was possible; if the project appeared insufficiently foun-
ded (lack of motivation, difficulties in terms of the terri-
tory or funding) then the client was urged to further
develop her ideas.18 Above all, the activities carried out in
the context of “Tenere il Tempo” allowed developing the
businesswomen’s awareness of the business world. 
Sometimes the project was too hard to be implemented
(owing to reasons connected to funding) and would-be
women entrepreneurs opted for a different project.

5.5 SHOULD THE SUPPORTING PROCESS
CONTINUE UNTIL THE BANKER’S? 

All agree that a would-be woman entrepreneur must be
able to submit and discuss her project on her own. 

The supporting activity, combined with training, provi-
des the opportunity for developing one’s own project and
submit it. She knows what the banker will ask her and is
ready to defend her project. 
A good preparation based on economic reality reassures
investors as regards the success of the project. 

1718 Emanuela Vassallo



Unfortunately, bankers’ decisions are not based on
the quality of the project. To obtain funds, guaran-
tees are needed!

It is necessary to tie up one’s own real property or be
accompanied by somebody who declares to be ready to
settle any outstanding debts or owns proved economic
resources to do so!

Many women do not own any real property; at
best they own it jointly with their partners who
consequently must agree with their choices. 

5.6 CAN THIS TYPE OF SUPPORT BE
EXTENDED TO MEN AS WELL? 

According to Stefania Barbiero, the phrase “equal oppor-
tunities between men and women” prevents from neglec-
ting men.
A method focused on someone’s comprehensive project
and the problems related to the genre dimension can cer-
tainly be extended to men as well. 

For example, today there is a growing number of fathers
who care for their children jointly with their partners,
although they are proportionally fewer than those who
have their own professional activity. 

Self employment calls for remarkable investments in
terms of time and, also owing to cultural reasons, those
who start an activity focus all their energy on it, charging
others with the management of their house, family and
sometimes many other aspects of their private lives. 

Whereas men charge their partners, who can women
charge?
Consequently, during those tests, we focussed above all
on would-be women entrepreneurs and their needs. 

Dominique Laounan states that dealing with the mana-
gement of time and the reconciliation between professio-
nal and private life for women also entails a new mana-
gement of time for men. 
Men should also have the opportunity to be more present
to implement personal projects. The reflection on equa-
lity and the reconciliation of life schedule affects both
men and women. 
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All the participants’ remarks were collected during tran-
snational exchange work, national meetings, documents
exchanged by e-mail and talks on the telephone.

PROCEEDINGS OF TRANSNATIONAL COMMITTEES

16/17 January 2003
12/13 May 2003
10/11 December 2003
26/27 April 2004

EUROPEAN AND ECONOMIC FRAMEWORK

Lisbon strategies, 23/24 March 2000, extraordinary
European Council on “Labour, economic reform, social
cohesion”. Towards a Europe of innovation and kno-
wledge”;

Report on equality between men and women dated 
19 February 2004, addressing the European Parliament,
the European social-economic Committee and the
Committee of the Regions. It presents various instances
of progress achieved so far as regards the conditions of
women and men;

Report, “Europe: an opportunity for women” by Pascal
Joannin, illustrating inequalities between men and
women in Europe and the vital role played by European
institutions in the fight against such inequalities. 

OUR STUDIES

Research, “Tenere il Tempo. Il ritmo della vita tra produt-
tività e soddisfazione” (Keeping the pace. The pace of life
between productivity and satisfaction) conducted in
Piedmont in 2003. The study illustrated the condition of
women in five areas of the Piedmont region
(Monregalese, Val Tiglione, Casalese, Acquese and Val
Susa), by analysing some indicators of the quality of life:
the labour situation of women, the cultural context, the
relation to new forms of flexible labour, the possibility to
reconcile family and labour tasks, the effectiveness of
family support services and the presence of institutional
initiatives promoting the culture of equal opportunities.

Qualitative research dated February 2003 in Finistère by
Thierry Jarosz and Marie Noelle Chalaye on the difficul-
ties faced by women during the processes aimed at crea-
ting an enterprise. The study involved 28 women, 7 of
whom were entrepreneurs.

Study by Francois Rivoal Adeupa conducted in January
2003 to prepare the Equal programme, entitled
“Enterprise creation and life schedule reconciliation”. 

USEFUL INTERNET SITES

www.entreprende-au-feminin.fr
www.tenereiltempo.it
www.equal-ci.ie/proj/longford
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THE EXPERIENCE OF THE “TENERE IL TEMPO” (KEEPING

THE PACE) PROJECT

THE LOCAL CONTEXT

THE SITUATION AT NATIONAL LEVEL

In Italy, self-employment accounts for 30% of men
and 17% of women. Such figures exceed the European
average. In the European countries in general, self-
employment accounts for approximately 19% of men
and 9% of women. 
Italy records a significant rate of enterprise start-up,
which shows a certain entrepreneurial spirit; however,
statistics point out that 40% of the enterprises do
not exceed 5 years of activity, 40% manage to survi-
ve, albeit through remarkable difficulties. 

THE SITUATION IN THE PIEDMONT REGION1

Despite economic stagnation and the crisis affecting rele-
vant industrial sectors, employment in Piedmont grows -
albeit to a certain extent: +0.4% in 2002 vs. +1.1% in the
rest of northern Italy. In 2003 growth amounted to 2.2%,
as compared to 1.1% of the national average. 
Unlike the Italian figures, employment rate grew bet-
ween 2001 and 2002, passing from 4.9% to 5.1%, and
decreased to 4.8% in 2003. A similar trend was recorded
for both men and women: women grew from 7.1% in
2001 to 7.3% in 2002, then decreased to 6.8% in 2003. 

At present women account for:

41.7% of employed labour, whereas they
accounted for 41.1% in 2002,

The main component of unemployment in
Piedmont, i.e. 56,000 out of 92,000 looking for a
job in 2003. 

New unemployment is due particularly to women: in
2003, out of approximately 39,000 newly employed peo-
ple, there were 27,000 women; in Piedmont, between
2002 and 2003 women’s employment recorded a growth
exceeding the growth of the rest of Italy. 
Women make up most of the newly employed labour;
they are over 35 years old, mainly work in non-commer-
cial services, both as self-employed and employees. 
Data available on the site www.piemonteincifre.it
show that in 2003 enterprises totalled 403,789, of which
30,182 were newly-founded businesses. Women’s enter-
prises amounted to 97,049 and activity sectors included
trade (29,318 people), agriculture (21,789 people), other
services (14,006 people) and social services (over 10,795
people). In 2003 newly-founded women’s enterprises
amounted to 7,430.

In 2003 entrepreneur women amounted to
224,796.
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1 Community initiative Equal, project “Tenere il Tempo” (“Keeping 
the Pace”), research “Tenere il tempo. Il ritmo della vita tra 
produttività e soddisfazione” (“Keeping the Pace. Life Rhythm 
between Productivity and Satisfaction”), Società Consortile Langhe 
Monferrato Roero, 2004.



Probably many others did not implement their
business project because they did not succeed in
facing the great difficulties which emerged.

Such difficulties also included those connected to care of
children and/or elderly parents, especially in rural areas,
where family ties remain very strong, which decreases
women’s opportunities of professional realisation. 

There is a lack of structures taking into account the
reconciliation of family and professional life and capable
of helping working women: children custody centres,
day-centres for the elderly, socio-educational services,
home assistance services. 
Owing to schedule and logistic problems, such services
cannot be exploited at their best, therefore there is a need
for innovation.

Would-be entrepreneur women must face many
difficulties:

Reconciling family and professional life;

Access to economic sectors and positions of
responsibility in historically and culturally
male-dominated organisations owing to cultu-
ral and social bias; 

Managing to attend training regularly and con-
stantly; 

Access to funds:
the first difficulty is access to subsidies; waiting
time to access credit is excessively long.
Available resources are inadequate as compared
to demand or loans are granted only after sub-
mitting the budget, i.e. after the activity start-
up and after investments have been made; 
the second difficulty is obtaining bank loans;
banks require personal guarantees.

THE EXPERIMENT

PROFILE OF THE BENEFICIARIES OF THE PROJECT

73 people, of whom 10 men, supporting a family, were
accepted in the “Tenere il Tempo” initiative; 54 if them
verified that their business idea was feasible. 

Many did not validate their project and were subject to a
new orientation: some found it more convenient to work
within a pre-existing structure rather than creating a new
structure. 

The average age was 35 years. The group included girls
and also women over 50 years of age. 

They all shared the need for professional self-realisation
and caring for their families at the same time.
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GOAL

The goal of the approaches was increasing job opportuni-
ties for women (and also for a minority share of men)
who have to meet the needs of their families both in eco-
nomic terms and in terms of time, care, etc.
One of the possible solutions was starting-up an autono-
mous activity. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE SUPPORTING PROCESS (FOR THOSE

WHO PRESENTED A BUSINESS IDEA) 
The experiments implemented through the “Tenere il
Tempo” project introduced the genre dimension in activi-
ties supporting enterprise founding and start-up. 

Each service was aimed at both women and men; the fol-
lowing aspects were vital:

Focusing on the individual;

Respecting her or his life schedule as much as
possible; 

Taking into account possible reconciling needs
which, for example, were met by providing free
child custody services; 

Supporting then, especially in the cases of
discrimination. 

The support process was guided and implemented by a
team including:

1. One project co-ordinator and his collaborators
monitoring all stages, their consistency, playing
organisational roles and ensuring communica-
tion among the different parties involved;

2. A psychologist carrying out a counselling and
guiding role for the beneficiaries and co-ordina-
ting “social nannies”;

3. A team of psychologists implementing the skill
assessment stage; 

4. The “Social nannies”, i.e. linking roles develo-
ping a relationship to the persons, following
their growth, helping them in their relations to
the system of interlocutors, monitoring their
motivation and satisfaction levels with referen-
ce to the services supplied, helping them in
reconciling their needs with those of their fami-
lies and jobs.

5. Mentors supported the client and operated in
three stages:

During a first meeting, they assessed the busi-
ness idea and, together with the client, decided
whether it was actually viable or not; 
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During the second stage, after deciding that the
idea was viable, with the help of the would-be
woman entrepreneur, they drafted a business
plan listing all the details of the activities to be
carried out, the corporate staff organisation
chart, staff, costs to be incurred, funds to be
requested.

During the third stage, after assessing the infor-
mation emerging from the business plan, and
after making sure that the activity can survive
and be profitable, they followed the incorpora-
tion of the firm and the filling of any form to
request funding pursuant to Regional,
Provincial and National Laws. 

If necessary, the mentor guided the client to expert con-
sultants to obtain legal counselling or other information. 

If a training stage was necessary, this could be provided
by teachers not belonging to the permanent team.

Only some of the ideas taken in consideration and asses-
sed were turned into projects and only some of these
have become enterprises. 

The would-be woman entrepreneur was the prota-
gonist of a process in which she was: 

Welcomed;

Included in a skill assessment activity which
allowed to stress skills, knowledge and also
limits or training gaps;

Guided in drafting a correct business plan;

Informed and counselled as regards the system
of services available locally; 

If necessary, suggested a training course;

Constantly supported by the mentor, who specifi-
cally works for those who submit a business idea,
the Social Nanny and the whole project team. 

Duration and number of meetings: 

The team managed work in different ways according to
the activities, and consequently according to different
schedules:

The co-ordinator and his collaborators did not
have many direct contacts to the clients except
during the welcoming stage and in case of criti-
cal situations;
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Each client/user could count on 16 hours for
skill assessment, 8 of which including indivi-
dual activities and 8 group activities;

Therefore, the psychologist devoted 3-4 hours
to each client and carried out counselling and
guiding activities and was always available in
case additional meetings were needed;

The social nanny supported clients, met them if
necessary and remained constantly in touch
with them, especially by phone, to monitor
their satisfaction levels and the emergence of
any critical issue;

The mentor intervened during the busi-
ness idea assessment stage, business plan
draft stage, until obtaining funds.
The duration of meetings varied according
to the type of project under discussion.
On average meetings lasted approxima-
tely two hours, and for a full enterprise
start-up support process including all sta-
ges, from 10 to 30 working hours per
client were necessary.

At what stage of the project?

Within the support process, the mentor’s intervention
started with the development of an idea and lasted until
the activity start-up. 

Then clients had the opportunity of receiving additional
support within a network of experienced consultants cal-
led URANIA, assisting new entrepreneurs through paid
services according to an agreed price-list and a list of ser-
vices defined according to quality standards. 

URANIA “A constellation of woman’s enterprises” is a
programme of the Piedmont Region, which promotes and
coordinates initiatives in favour of woman entrepreneurs.
This programme is based on a series of initiatives started
up on the territory by a partnership located in all the
Piedmont provinces: they place their knowledge at dispo-
sal in order to offer their advice to the starting up enter-
prises or to those created one year before.

The net of experts can  accept the new woman entrepre-
neurs and supply services of technical advice as:

Orientation and market analysis defining the
enterprise project and the business plan;

Advice and aid in the feasibility study;
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Aid in the constitution and support in the busi-
ness management;

Analysis of the forming requirements;

Business communication:

Fiscal and accounting advice;

Aid for the request of easy-terms loans and sta-
tement.

Besides these advising services, the programme includes
the organisation of a series of territory animation events,
workshops with the partners and mentoring activities for
all those women who will approach the entrepreneurial
world.

However, in this respect, the experience provided by the
“Tenere il Tempo” project has taught that this activity,
already available locally, should be integrated and par-
tially revised to account for the genre dimension.

Main problems faced by mentors 

The main problems were caused by ideas. 
Women often did not have a clear idea of what they wished
to do. 
Therefore, studying firm organisation in terms of schedules
and staff was difficult. 

Consequently, some projects were not validated: the beneficia-
ries themselves realised that their ideas were not sufficiently
consolidated and dropped their projects.2

SPECIFIC INSTRUMENTS

One of the important elements of the Italian experience
is the drafting of business plans.

Distinct and complementary roles of a business plan:

Description aimed at analysing and illustrating
all the basic aspects of the contradictions pre-
sent in the project;

A quantitative analysis aimed at determining
economic and financial forecasts, expected
results as well as the possible impact on the
structure of the enterprise;

A concrete, effective and immediate instrument
for the external communication of the enterprise.

252 Laura Gavuzzo
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The business plan 

A business plan is just the organic and systematic drafting of
a business project turning the basic idea into an exhaustive
and proportionate analysis of the various components coming
into play, leading to the assessment of risks and opportuni-
ties, strong and weak points, economic, financial, asset reper-
cussions, from both qualitative and a quantitative view-
points, in terms of the initiative that is to be implemented. 

Moreover, it allows assessing all the possible consequences
deriving from the implementation of different production,
organisation, commercial and financial strategies. 

Basically, it is the instrument to decide whether a project
aimed at implementing a new activity or consolidating an
existing activity is likely to succeed and, secondly, whether
the available financial means are sufficient for its imple-
mentation. 

Therefore it is not only a planning instrument, but also an
instrument for understanding, checking and communicating
which, if used correctly, provides a unique opportunity to
analyse all the stages of the life of a firm, from its birth to its
development. 

Consequently, it is an instrument primarily devoted to entre-
preneurs or would-be entrepreneurs to make all strategic choi-
ces affecting business. 

Moreover, it de facto forces entrepreneurs to take into account
and analyse a whole series of specific and important aspects
in terms of firm management, and carries out a self-teaching
function to gain insight in issue which would otherwise be
ignored.

In the light of its numerous and complex functions, an effecti-
ve business plan should generally include two distinct but
complementary parts:

A descriptive part aimed at analysing and illustra-
ting all the basic aspects characterising the business
project.

An analytical-numeric part aimed at identifying the
results expected from the initiative through economic
and financial forecasts, as well as the impact it can
have on the firm structure if the project deals with an
already existing enterprise. 

The main function of a business plan is the internal function
as a decision-making instrument to support the business
group in assessing various business strategies. Undoubtedly,
it can find concrete application also outside the firm as an
effective and immediate means of communication aimed at
achieving specific goals.
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BENEFICIARIES INVOLVED BUSINESS IDEA VIABILITY ASSESSMENT OUTCOME

4 women, 
2 of whom employed,
average age 30 years,
one or more children

Family kindergarten The activity meets the
market demand because
many families who try to
have their children accep-
ted in public structures
cannot take advantage of
their service owing to the
lack of available facilities.
However, this activity is
hard to implement also in
the light of the lack of
regional laws on the mat-
ter, unless in co-operation
with a local agency gua-
ranteeing the quality of
the service provided

In September 2004 the activity was started
up by participating in a pre-existing co-ope-
rative company providing the same service
in a different territory. 
That company was summoned by the local
agency. It had experience in managing the
service and, pursuant to agreements stipula-
ted with the local agency itself, is bound to
safeguard operators and the users’ families

Group of women with
family, 
average age 35 years

Co-operative providing
services to minors and
elderly/association

Services to minors inclu-
ding baby-sitting, helping
with homework, private
lessons, and helping the
elderly doing the daily
shopping, paying the
bills, simple home
accounting

A business plan analysed the possible range
of services to be provided, but the beneficia-
ries are too afraid of starting this new acti-
vity without the security provided by a
good turnover and, for the time being, they
decided not to start supplying their services

OME EXAMPLES OF BUSINESS IDEASS
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BENEFICIARIES INVOLVED BUSINESS IDEA VIABILITY ASSESSMENT OUTCOME

2 women, 
2 men with children

Type B 
social co-operative

The possibility to start a
type B social co-operati-
ve in the beneficiaries’
municipality of residen-
ce was studied, with the
support of a public
structure participating
in the project. 
Small gardening activi-
ties by disabled youth
and possibly the ope-
ning of a printing house
were considered

This co-operative has not been created yet
since difficulties emerged in obtaining funds
to purchase the necessary machines; moreo-
ver the group of partners who should ensure
stable participation in the co-operative has
not been formed yet. 
Such two problems are the greatest obstacles;
if they are overcome, the co-operative will be
created and funds will possibly be obtained
thanks to regional or national laws encoura-
ging the creation of social co-operatives

1 Young man with baby
child

Honey production The man appears to be
very well informed on
honey production, pro-
cessing, and selling tech-
niques. 
He is currently already
producing honey but
would like his job to
achieve legal status on
the labour market

In the light of the excellent know-how of the
beneficiary, it was agreed that he could write
the business plan to begin with; later, it was
to be analysed together to assess the actual
positioning of such an activity on the market.
At present the beneficiary was encouraged to
implement the business plan, but this step
must still be taken because the project is still
to be fully assessed
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BENEFICIARIES INVOLVED BUSINESS IDEA VIABILITY ASSESSMENT OUTCOME

1 Woman with 
children

Opening a recreation
centre

The beneficiary’s real will to open
a recreation centre was assessed.
Actually the lady is still not firmly
convinced of this choice: she also
owns a countryside estate which
may be used as a didactic farmhou-
se to welcome schoolchildren and
groups of children during the
Summer period

For the time being the lady is
apparently not too keen on imple-
menting a project rather than the
other; consequently, ideas need to
be clarified in detail

1 woman Opening a wool and
yarn shop

The analysis of the business plan
showed that the activity was
excellent and profitable. An one-
person business was founded and
premises were rented

The shop was opened in the
month of August. 

1 woman Opening a biological
supermarket or a biolo-
gical farm

The business plan was structured
according to two directions, mat-
ching the lady’s ideas

The lady is currently assessing the
possibility of choosing either
options, but the lack of time will
probably jeopardise the success of
the project

1 young woman Creating a social co-ope-
rative to manage a
municipal kennel and
provide pet therapy

A business plan was drafted sho-
wing that the idea was viable

The co-operative was created and
is currently operating



SUPPORT FOR WOMEN ENTREPRENEUR
1

Mentoring has helped women to present a business plan
thanks to which they obtained the loans they needed. Each
person supported by a mentor who asked for help or a loan
succeeded.

THE LOCAL CONTEXT

AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL

In 2002, Ireland had one of the lowest percentages of
woman entrepreneur in the European Union (21st place
among 29 countries). 
Only 17% of Irish SMEs are managed by women, against
a 25% EU average.
Women account for 46% of the working population, and
this figure is growing.
The Nineties have been characterized by a massive eco-
nomic growth, due to the return of capitals employed in
the United States and to the integration of Ireland in the
European Community, but social differences have increa-
sed (Low social protection, etc.).

SITUATION IN LONGFORD COUNTY

Longford County presents a low employment rate and a
negative outlook as regards recruitment. 

Individual entrepreneurship, therefore, is crucial for the
economic development. Women, nevertheless, are not
given equal access opportunities as men. 
A number of surveys have highlighted: fragmentation of
support services, insufficient access to loan systems and
a negative attitude of banks, isolation and poor network
systems.
The problem is that in Longford there is no incubator
company for businesses, and therefore for intermediate
solutions for those women who need either to work at
home or to own other premises.

Longford is a small rural County with 30,000 inhabi-
tants, and it counts 45 businesses with more than 20
employees.

The rate of woman entrepreneurs in the region is low,
and the main reasons for this are the following:

The negative attitude of banks and develop-
ment agents towards women;

Women are in charge of their own families;

Women are not confident in starting a new
business.

HE IRISH EXPERIENCET

1 Started in November 2002
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Longford is characterized by immigration and, because of
the peculiarities of some of the beneficiaries, it offers
counselling and mentoring services to men and women
belonging to marginalized and disadvantaged target
groups.
Special measures are adopted for the professional reinte-
gration of long time unemployed people, as well as for a
support in the research of funds and loans.

First and foremost, it can be realized that there is
a weak entrepreneurial spirit in women, whose
main concerns are:

The access to funds;

The balance between the different
moments of their daily lives;

The need for an information service devo-
ted to women.

The training programme, set up thanks to the resources
from the Equal Initiative and based on the experience of
NOW training programme, allowed to identify the needs
of the women supported through mentoring:

Need for moral support, women need to
know that someone believes in them, hence the
need for a mentoring that fits them and their
projects;

Need for a strategic support: sales techni-
que, information on financial aid, business plan
development.

Starting from these remarks, the partnership worked
aimed at:

Favouring an integrated mediation approach, in
order to encourage and support women in their
business and to provide support in progress,
mentoring and network management;

Identifying structural and behavioural 
obstacles;

Verifying innovative approaches in order to
develop more partnership occasions.
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WOMEN’S PROFILE

Profile of the 45 women supported through 
mentoring to date 

Reasons which pushed women to turn to the Longford
centre in order to set up their own business (in order of
importance):

To be helped in elaborating the business plan
(20%);

Because they have problems in starting their
own business;

For problems of organization of the different
moments of their daily lives;

Because they are foreigners;

To evaluate the viability of their project;

To carry out a market survey;

To develop their already existing business.

Tess Murphy explains that the first obstacle in the
Longford project was working with different typologies
of women (refugees, disabled, women living alone, etc.).
The strategies, as a consequence, were adapted on a case-
by-case basis.
Tess underlines the fact that mentoring is available to
all typologies of women in Longford County.

Personal situation

Foreigners, nomads, women living
alone, in precarious or marginalized
situations (women who left school
early, who want to start working
again and women who have lost
self-confidence).

Number of mee-
tings/interviews
attended (1h)

70% attended a single meeting
20% attended two meetings
10% attended three meetings

Reasons for men-
toring

40% for help in kicking off a busi-
ness activity
30% to evaluate the viability of the
project
12% to receive training
10% without a declared specific reason
8% to develop a business that
already existed

Training

40% did not attend training (but 4
did after the mentoring process)
40% attended training during the
process
20% already had the skills thanks to
previous training processes
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THE EXPERIMENTATION

The Longford experimentation has three characterizing
elements:

Training is offered to women with extremely
diversified profiles. Training is useful to deve-
lop women’s self-confidence and trust in their
own skills;

An aid for those women who are starting a busi-
ness. They benefit from the mentor’s support;

A cooperation with financial institutions to
provide easier access to loans.

THE LEADING ACTOR

The Longford Women’s Centre is a non-governmental,
non-profit organization which encourages women to
take part in local activities. It works to affect public poli-
cies in order to favour women. It proposes specific servi-
ces and aid to women in trouble, exploring the ways to
set up businesses, as well as to woman workers and to
women who are undergoing training to create a business.

Its main activities are: education, professional training,
information, counselling and support, mentoring, actions
against violence, animation and child care services, assi-
stance for the obtainment of papers.

DESCRIPTION OF MENTORING

Duration and number of meetings: 
Meetings last about 1 hour. Lily reckons that 2 or 3
meetings are usually enough.
Since target groups include marginalized women with
self-confidence problems, the two mentors also give the
possibility to get in touch with them informally, usually
by phone.

COST

Free. 

MENTORS’ PROFILE

Lily underlines the fact that there are few mentors with
the competence and the working experience with
women needed, and in a gender perspective.

There are only two mentors who are competent enough
to work with groups of marginalized women: one comes
from the business world, the other one has had an expe-
rience in the field of troubled people training.

TRAINING

From November 2002 to June 2003, training was provi-
ded to 15 beneficiaries, 12 of which were short- or midd-
le-time unemployed.
From September 2003 to June 2004, of 112 who attended
training, 41% created their own business, 3% are ready to
do so, 9% are developing an already existing business, 8% 
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have found a regular job, the others have either started a
new training or closed their activity. 

30-week training – 112/120 hours, 36 of which are devo-
ted to personal development and 52 to entrepreneurial
skills.

SPECIFIC INSTRUMENTS

The most important instrument is the knowledge of
the local context, of the market and of the structures
which foster business.

BALANCE

Lily and Fiona are proud of the fact that “all beneficiaries
have changed their life and are approaching the attain-
ment of their targets”. 

Equal allowed to create synergies between local structu-
res and to reach an awareness of the need for an indivi-
dualized mentoring.

Woman beneficiaries were 20%; now they are 40%.

The Business Council of Longford County has increased
its aid to woman businesses: 19.5% between 2000 and
2003, against 10.3% between 1996 and 1999.

FURTHER TARGETS

The PDD work on women’s mentoring and on
the mentoring culture are currently not well
known to governmental bodies, and this is an
aspect that needs to be tackled in the future;

There is a project for the institution of a diplo-
ma for potential creators.

According to Lily and Fiona, the main objective is “the promo-
tion of mentoring for more and more women who start a new
activity, so that they are ready to manage their own business
and life.”
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PLATE-FORME “ENTREPRENDRE AU FÉMININ” AT CFPPA DE

KERLIVER.1

THE LOCAL CONTEXT

AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL

The presence of an advanced law can be underlined
(maternity leave, parental leave); the administrative pro-
cedure and the tax system are deemed cumbersome by
the would-be entrepreneurs; the unemployment rate is
extremely high; the female presence in the working popu-
lation is increasing.
At the national level, 13 million people are willing to set
up a business, half of them are women, therefore repre-
senting only 30% of the would-be entrepreneurs.
As regards the setting up of businesses, women are less
informed and less prepared. Their projects activate less
financial resources. As a consequence, businesses set up
by women are less solid and durable.

SITUATION IN THE FINISTÈRE DEPARTMENT

In Finistère, women are confronted with the incompati-
bility between work and the organization of their daily
lives.

This department is in a region characterized by the
importance of the tourist and agricultural and food sec-
tors. The level of education is, overall, higher than in the
remainder of France.
The department presents a percentage of women among
the unemployed (49.6%) which is higher than the equiva-
lent figure for France (47.2%).

There is a particularly low percentage of women among
would-be entrepreneurs: in the Finistère department,
only 24% of entrepreneurs are women, against 30% in
France. 

Before the Equal Initiative, there was no creation support
structure taking into account women’s peculiarities.

THE EXPERIMENTATION

1 Active from September 2003

HE FRENCH EXPERIENCET
Number of businesses (set up or in 

progress)/Number of women supported
through mentoring

14/16

Number of would-be woman entrepreneurs in
the plate-forme

2003 January/June
2004

total

“Positionnements” 41 67 108

Training 17 18 35

Mentoring 5 11 16
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THE CFPPA DE KERLIVER

It is a training centre.

The plate-forme “entreprendre au féminin” proposes:

The networking of woman entrepreneurs;

The access to information;

Training on personal development issues;

The individualized mentoring of the would-be
woman entrepreneurs.

“LE POSITIONNEMENT”
It is the moment in which the would-be woman entre-
preneur is directed towards both training and an indivi-
dualized mentoring.
At the moment of positioning, 14% of women required
directly individualized mentoring, the large majority
required mentoring. A would be-woman entrepreneur
who was proposed directly mentoring would rather
attend the whole training.

DESCRIPTION OF MENTORING

Duration and number of meetings: 
There are 8 hours of mentoring, i.e. a whole day. Almost
all mentors suggest that it is too short a time span.
Originally, mentoring had been spread on three months,
now it is carried out in six months. .

The eight hours are divided in meetings which last from
one to two hours: the mentors interviewed would prefer
to be free to set up the service themselves, based on the
would-be woman entrepreneur’s needs. Face to face
interviews are completed with phone conversations for
urgent cases; the mentor must be able to answer rapidly. 

What stage of the project?
Mentoring is devoted to those women who already have
an elaborate project and are willing to put it into practi-
ce; to those women who, once training is over, feel the
need to be supported by a mentor in order to set up their
own business; to those women who already have a busi-
ness which has trouble taking off.

Ideally, mentoring is proposed six months before the
actual setting up.

Stages:
In France the mentors interviewed prefer avoiding fixed
models for their performance, which should be shaped on
the needs of would-be woman entrepreneurs, who “évo-
luent sans cesse ”.

2 One mentor underlines the fact that 6 months are too long a period 
for a single-day service.

3 Some believe at least 2 hours are needed, others say 1 or 2.
4 Mentors’ meeting, 7 July 2004.
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Cost: 
The cost for the performance is Euro 1,002, 10% of which
must be paid by the would-be woman entrepreneur.
Quite a low price, if compared with other performances
on the market aimed at the promotion of business setting
up.

MENTORS’ PROFILE

Twelve mentors work in the plate-forme. Their mento-
ring tasks are carried out together with another activity.
There are several specializations.
Mentors believe that this provides a quality mentoring
and a realist approach.

Strategy counsellor;

Counsellor for the management of human
resources;

Communication coach and counsellor;

Legal expert;

Agricultural projects specialist;

Accounting and financial management expert;

Entrepreneurs.

TRAINING

The training approach is based on the taking into
account of the entrepreneurial project, in relation with
the global life project of the individual.
The core of this training programme is the personal deve-
lopment of the would-be entrepreneur.
Such an action implies 15 training days in 6 months,
with three key topics:

Harmonize the business setting up with family
and social life;

Knowing one’s own context and market;

Knowing the entrepreneurial world and culture.

From its beginning, in October 2003, until February 2004,
this programme allowed to provide mentoring to 17
women for 16 projects (2 women worked on the same
project); the second stage, from March 2004, involved 18
women and 18 projects.

SPECIFIC INSTRUMENTS

The mentoring card.

5 Jean-Jacques Gaudiche.



16 projects:
Situation June

2004

House-to-house sale of underwear
Indipendent infographist

Bookshop
Creation of a cinesiterapia studio

Takeover of a fashion shop
Make-up and relooking 

artist studio
Communication agency

Creation of typical products shop
Takeover of a hotel

Biobeautician
Child-welfare shop

Creation of an activity of 
orticulture and tourism

Creation of home-to-home 
floral composition

Takeover of a man clothes shop
Landlady/Landlord

Services to the enterprises

Started up
Started up
Suspended
Started up
Started up

Started up
Started up
Started up
Suspended
Currently operating
Currently operating

Currently operating

Started up
Currently operating
Currently operating
Currently operating

Profile of the women supported 
through mentoring

Age (Average) 41

Education level Diversified: from 1 to 5

Professional situation 6 looking for a job
4 employed
2 retired
2 on parental leave
1 entrepreneur
1 on leave for health reasons

Personal situation 8 married
4 with a partner
3 singles
1 widow

Children 10/16 have at least 1 child

Training 7/16 have received training
9/16 only benefited from
mentoring
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