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The Financial Inclusion in the Green Economy 

(FIGE) project was launched in response to local 

anecdotes from women entrepreneurs 

struggling to break into the green economy. A 

green economy is one that is defined as low 

carbon, resource efficient, and socially inclusive 

(UN Environment Program, n.d.). National 

statistics paint a picture of gender inequality 

when it comes to finance and entrepreneurship; 

only a fraction of small and medium sized 

businesses are owned by women. Women are 

underrepresented in entrepreneurship, and 

that gap widens for immigrant/refugee, 

Indigenous and low-income women. This is a 

picture we cannot afford to carry over to the 

green economy. Social enterprise and private 

businesses both play key roles in Victoria's 

transition to a greener economy. We have an 

opportunity and an imperative to ensure that 

this transition is inclusive. FIGE set out to 

identify key drivers of inclusion or exclusion of 

women seeking to participate in the green 

economy in Greater Victoria, B.C. This is a 

scoping study, laying the groundwork for more 

involved research and policy discussions. We 

started with a survey of the literature on 

gender, financial inclusion, barriers to accessing 

finance, and entrepreneurship to identify the 

key drivers. We then used in-depth narrative 

interviews with local women at different stages 

of business development and from different 

backgrounds to explore access to finance in the 

Greater Victoria context. 

 

The research identified multiple barriers on the 

supply side. The barriers identified were: 

financial literacy and language accessibility, 

credit score and unavailability of credit, lack of 

assets for collateral, limited financing for 

green/sustainable business, institutional 

barriers related to funder risk aversion, and 

other social and cultural factors. These barriers 

are often hidden and compounded by culture, 

socio-economic status, and other factors.  

 

These initial findings identify possible short and 

medium-term interventions to support local 

access which we argue is critical as funders 

consider approaches to the COVID-19 economic 

recovery. Overall, this study is intended to start 

a critical conversation related to financial 

inclusion in the green economy and to serve as 

a base for further research which might identify 

potential local levers for change.

 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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Supply and Regulation Challenges 

 

 Financial literacy and language 

 Formal and government funded 

support (i.e. training, education and 

other supports) 

 Institutional discrimination and 

funders risk aversion 

 Reliance on informal savings and 

credit options 

 Credit score or unavailability of credit 

 Lack of assets for collateral 

 Limited financing for green businesses  

 

Social and Cultural Challenges 

 

 Low self-confidence or business 

confidence 

 Borrower risk aversion 

 Role model and mentors 

 Networks 

 Time availability 

 Language 

 Colonialism and systemic 

discrimination 
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Social enterprise and private businesses both 

play key roles in Victoria's transition to a 

greener economy. We have an opportunity and 

an imperative to ensure this transition is 

inclusive. National statistics paint a picture of 

gender inequality when it comes to finance and 

entrepreneurship, a picture we cannot afford to 

carry over to the green economy. Recognizing 

this, how can we work to make the green 

economy more accessible and inclusive? This 

means shining a light on factors that affect 

participation. The focus of this research, 

Financial Inclusion in the Green Economy (FIGE), 

is to explore those factors in order to identify 

and understand the specific local barriers that 

exist for women accessing finance for the green 

economy in Greater Victoria. 

 

This research project was launched in response 

to local anecdotes from women entrepreneurs 

struggling to break into the green economy. 

One of our partners shared, “Getting a loan at a 

bank was next to impossible as a young woman 

entrepreneur. Our only option was to get friend 

and family investors.” It may be hard to imagine 

this in 2020, but in reality it is a current 

experience that Indigenous women, women 

from visible-minorities, newcomer women, low 

income women and even women with privilege 

continue to face when accessing finance for 

their small and medium sized businesses. 

Canada made progress on narrowing the gender 

gap but still sits at 19th place for developed 

economies and fell in 2019 (from 16th place in 

2017). If private enterprise is to play a key role 

in driving the green economy, the inherent bias 

and components of these barriers must be 

understood. Our research offers a conversation 

where space has been created for voices of  

 

 

women entrepreneurs, all of whom have 

experience with starting or trying to start their 

own small business.  

 

For any climate action to effectively include 

women, trans and non-binary people, we must 

develop solutions from the ground up. Our 

project offers data from entrepreneurs 

underrepresented in mainstream conversations 

about green entrepreneurship. These voices 

include women who also identify as indigenous, 

a visible minority, a newcomer, low-income 

and/or as LGBTQIA2S+1. Working in partnership 

with local organizations and experts, we aim to 

advance gender equity2 by creating space for 

those voices in participatory action research.  

 

The FIGE Advisory Committee, put together by 

the Community Social Planning Council of 

Greater Victoria, includes members of 

marginalized communities as well as experts in 

diversity, inclusion, environmental business, 

micro-enterprise, and micro-finance. The 

collaborating organizations invited women in 

their networks, particularly women facing 

multiple barriers, to participate in this project. 

All the participants were compensated for their 

time.  

 

This study is the beginning of a crucial 

conversation about inclusion in the green 

economy, building from existing literature, to 

                                                
1
 LGBTQIA2S+ = lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer 

and/or questioning, intersex, asexual, two spirit, plus 
2
 “Gender equity means fairness of treatment for men and 

women according to their respective needs. This may 
include equal treatment or treatment that is different, but 
which is considered equivalent in terms of rights, benefits, 
obligations, and opportunities.” –United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESDOC).  

INTRODUCTION 
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move the national discussion about the green 

economy forward. The study will be used as a 

base for further research to identify potential 

local levers for change, enabling the project to 

shift economic, political, and social structures 

towards increased gender equity. 

 

We recognize the limits and consequences of 

language and understand that the terms 

“woman” and “female” are not always inclusive 

of the spectrum of gender expressions and 

identities. Throughout this report, the terms 

“woman” and “female” are used and should be 

understood to include transgender, two-spirit, 

non-binary, and other individuals with related 

experiences of gender discrimination.  

 

This report was created for community 

members and stakeholders across sectors 

engaging in any of the following areas: financial 

literacy, entrepreneurship or self-employment, 

access to capital and networks including 

financial institutions, granting bodies and 

philanthropic foundations, community 

economic development, economic recovery, 

and related research.  

 

CONTEXT  

AN URGENT NEED FOR A GREEN ECONOMY 

 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change has estimated we have just over a 

decade to stop irreversible damage from 

climate change. To have any hope of meeting 

this challenge, we will need to comprehensively 

pivot to a green economy. As we collectively 

work to harness the resources we have to 

support a pivot, we cannot afford to leave 

doors closed to innovative and keen green 

entrepreneurs.  

What is the green economy? In its simplest 

expression, a green economy can be thought of 

as one which is low carbon, resource efficient 

and socially inclusive (Frankfurt School of 

Finance and Management, 2014).3 Small and 

medium enterprises will be instrumental given 

their contribution to global economic activity, 

social well-being, and environmental footprint 

(Koirala, 2019).  

 

Women are a key part of the solution. Women 

tend to be overrepresented in social enterprise 

and have a greater tendency to go into business 

to make a difference (Huysentruyt, 2014). Some 

of the reported results of increased women’s 

participation include economic growth, greater 

equality, societal well-being, and environmental 

well-being (Women’s World Banking, 2016). The 

World Economic Forum states: “We can solve 

climate change - if we include women” (Sinha, 

2019).  

 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP VERSUS PRECARIOUS 

WORK 

 

Increasing attention is being paid to the quality 

of work conditions in the ‘gig’ economy4, and 

there is a need to examine the replacement of 

quality jobs with precarious work hidden under 

labels such as ‘entrepreneur’ and ‘self-

employed.’ Statistics Canada measures 

precarious work as temporary and involuntary 

part-time workers, and unincorporated self-

employed without paid help. These are rough 

proxy measures.  

                                                
3
 The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 

defines a green economy as one that “results in improved 
human well-being and social equity, while significantly 
reducing environmental risks and ecological scarcities.” 
4
 In a gig economy, temporary, flexible jobs are common 

and workers are independent contractors and freelancers. 
A gig economy undermines the traditional economy of full-
time workers supported with benefits and job security.  
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Women entrepreneurs are less likely to be 

incorporated and/or have paid help. In 2017,  

Statistics Canada reported that “Among the 

self-employed population, some 53% were 

doing well enough to either incorporate or hire 

employees. In this category, men significantly 

outnumbered women by a margin of over 2 to 

1” (Library of Parliament, 2018). This also 

contributes to the significant income gap 

between men and women described later in 

this report.  

 

Monitoring the types of self-employment 

evolving in the green economy will be 

particularly important given the low wages. A 

2019 Statistics Canada study found that the 

median net gig income in 2016 was only $4,303. 

Further, the study reported that workers in the 

bottom 40% of the annual income distribution 

were about twice as likely to be involved in gig 

work as other workers and that gig work was 

more prevalent among immigrants than among 

Canadian-born people. 

 

It can be anticipated that self-employment will 

rise in the COVID-19 pandemic recovery as self-

employment has risen faster during periods of 

recession in the early 1980s and 1990s. Most of 

these increases in share were retained in 

subsequent recoveries (LaRochelle-Côté 2010). 

As we build a new normal in the COVID-19 

recovery and as we pivot to a green economy, it 

will be important to ensure that low income 

precarious work is not permanently replacing 

quality jobs under the guise of self-

employment. Policy architecture must prioritize 

both quality jobs in the green economy and 

well-supported, successful women 

entrepreneurs as well as quality jobs. 

 

 

GENDER INEQUALITY AND ACCESS TO 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

National statistics paint a picture of gender 

inequality when it comes to finance and 

entrepreneurship. The most recent data places 

female owned companies at 15.7 % of small and 

medium enterprises (these make up the 

majority of Canada’s companies) (Statistics 

Canada, 2017). That number had been steady 

for the prior decade. Remi Masse, Canada’s 

Minister of Innovation, Science and Economic 

Development, reported that, “Male 

entrepreneurs, when they make a pitch for 

funding, are funded 68% of the time. The very 

same pitch, made by a woman ― same words, 

same pitch ― it's only funded 32% of the time" 

(Brooks et al, 2014). The Government of Canada 

has officially recognized this gender gap and 

expressed commitments to advancing women's 

economic empowerment with the Women 

Entrepreneurship Strategy (WES), a nearly $5-

billion investment that seeks to double the 

number of women-owned businesses by 2025. 

 

Immigrants to Canada are just as likely to be 

entrepreneurs as Canadian born individuals, 

however immigrant men are twice as likely than 

immigrant women to be business owners 

(Green & Ostrovsky, 2016). Indigenous women 

are also very entrepreneurial, with higher rates 

of entrepreneurship than indigenous men: 

approximately 51% of Aboriginal-owned small 

and medium sized businesses (SMEs) belong 

partly or wholly to women5 (Hanley, 2012). This 

                                                
5
 “Aboriginal women are starting businesses at double the 

rate of Canadian women, generally. However, in spite of 
this trend they remain less likely to own a business than 
other groups, and lag behind their male and non-
Aboriginal counterparts on key economic indicators such 
as income and employment rates” (Hanley, 2012, p. 18).  
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reinforces the need to ensure financial inclusion 

as we build the transition. 

 

With increased programming to address the 

gender gap, women owned businesses have 

been narrowing the gap in some areas. For 

example, between 2007 and 2017 the gap with 

men has narrowed on the ratio of requested to 

authorized debt, export ratios and requesting 

external financing (Statistics Canada, 2019). 

Despite progress, however, there continue to 

be persistent low numbers of women owned 

businesses. Not only are there gaps in the 

number of businesses but there are inequalities 

in the success and growth of women owned 

startups including: a lower 

survival rate, lower productivity, 

lower research and development 

intensity and lower growth in net 

income (Grekous, 2018).  

 

A recent study comparing 

women and men who launched 

similar businesses found that 

Canadian women who launch 

businesses earn, on average, 58 

per cent less than male entrepreneurs (PayPal 

Canada and Barraza & Associates, 2018). This 

translates to an average annual income 

difference of $68,000 CAD. 

 

These gaps in access led policymakers to set 

formal targets for women’s financial inclusion, 

which is defined as “the access to and use of 

formal financial services”6 (Sahay et al., 2015).  

The question of how to better include women 

in entrepreneurship has been explored in many 

studies such as Carter and Rosa, 1998; Marlow, 

                                                
6
 “Financial services” include for example: banks, credit 

unions, credit card companies, investment funds, 
insurance, and accounting. 

2002; Marlow and Patton, 2005, Eastwood, 

2004; Women’s World Banking, 2016, Outsios 

and Farooqi, 2017, Toronto Centre 2019. 

Common themes emerge from the literature for 

gender barriers and an additional set of 

challenges for immigrant and Indigenous 

women, women of colour, low income women, 

and LGBTQ+ women. 

 

Barriers to financial access come in many forms. 

They exist on the supply side (lack of data, risk 

aversion of banks, complicated language, 

service delivery not adapted to women), the 

regulatory and infrastructure side (collateral 

requirements), as well as societal barriers 

(culture/religious 

dynamics, internal 

constraints like family and 

children, and lack of 

confidence). Many of these 

barriers are not 

immediately evident and 

are often intersectionally 

compounded by race, 

disability, status, and socio-

economic status.  

 

A recent study by The Toronto Centre outlines 

the benefits, barriers and suggestions for 

women’s financial inclusion on a global scale. 

This report concludes that for gender equality 

to advance with greater economic 

opportunities, access to financial products and 

services must be improved. The report 

identifies that women’s greater reliance on 

informal finance options such as savings and 

borrowing from family or friends can pose 

unique challenges and limit financial options. 

They argue that policy makers must understand 

the barriers to women’s financial inclusion “to 

enable them take appropriate action to address 

them and to ensure that policies are 

Women who launch 

businesses earn, on 

average, 58% less than 

male entrepreneurs. This 

translates to an average 

annual income difference 

of $68,000 CAD. 
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implemented successfully so that they reach all 

women” (2020). Without this understanding, 

misplaced policy priorities (for example, 

focusing solely on account ownership) can act 

as an additional barrier.  

INTERSECTING CHALLENGES IN THE GREEN 

ECONOMY 

Though there is little research that brings 

financial inclusion together with the green 

economy, “Gender in sustainable 

entrepreneurship: evidence from the UK” brings 

this question into research on sustainable 

entrepreneurship (Outsios and Farooqi, 2017). 

This report echoes the broader literature on 

gender barriers finding that risk aversion, 

confidence, training and skills gaps, lack of 

assets and networks are all potential barriers to 

accessing capital for the green economy. This 

study highlights female role-models as a 

significant factor in the success of female 

sustainable entrepreneurs. 

The barriers identified above are heightened in 

the green economy. A 2019 paper identifies two 

key challenges slowing the transition for many 

SMEs: a lack of green and sustainable financing 

products for SMEs, especially across the 

enterprise life cycle (e.g. seed funding); and that 

the resources that exist overwhelmingly target 

specific environmental goals (e.g. energy 

efficiency), limiting access for other industries 

(Koirala, 2019). These two factors exist within a 

context of a limited number of financial 

institutions offering long term and patient 

financing for sustainable SMEs and a lack of 

awareness by many SMEs of the existing range 

of sustainability-related investments. These will 

compound the challenges for women 

entrepreneurs.   

 

SCOPE, LIMITATIONS, 

AND METHODS 
 

This is a scoping study, drawing from the 

literature and exploring the issues locally with a 

small group of women from diverse 

backgrounds. It is meant to spark further study 

and testing.  

 

The study uses a high-level literature survey to 

identify factors in the success and common 

challenges faced by women entrepreneurs with 

an intersectional lens drawing out race, class 

and other socio-economic factors and exploring 

those in the green economy context. This 

framework is used to structure the qualitative 

data collection through focus groups and key 

informant interviews. Honoraria were provided 

to participants and FIGE Advisory Committee 

members. 

 

ADVISORY COMMITTEE  

The Committee is made up of women who are 

experts in diversity, inclusion, environmental 

business, newcomer communities and micro-

enterprise. The FIGE Advisory Committee 

members participated in several focus group 

meetings providing input on the key barriers for 

women entrepreneurs from different 

backgrounds. The Advisors are:  
 

Elysia Glover, Executive Director of Community 

MicroLending (CML). CML is a non-profit society 

that connects local lenders to local borrowers 

on Southern Vancouver Island. CML works to 

help local entrepreneurs facing barriers to 

access resources, training and support they 

need to start or expand small enterprises.  
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Diana Gibson, A social entrepreneur who has 

founded several non-profit and for-profit 

initiatives including a successful national 

Indigenous social enterprise and is currently the 

Executive Director of the Community Social 

Planning Council of Greater Victoria.  

 

Jill Doucette, Founder and CEO of Synergy 

Enterprises. Synergy's team brings experience in 

environmental business where her team 

mobilizes climate action and sustainable 

business practices around the globe. Synergy 

conducts incubator projects including Project 

Zero7 with local entrepreneurs and green 

businesses. 

 

Jakelina Listes, a Victoria entrepreneur and an 

immigrant woman who has worked with 

immigrant women on social enterprise projects 

like Sewlutions, a sewing based program for 

immigrant and other marginalized women of 

the Greater Victoria area.  

 

Ruth Mojeed, Founder and CEO of The Inclusion 

Project (TIP). TIP is a social innovation network 

of organizations, communities and institutions 

engaged in knowledge development and 

practice to support and further equity, diversity 

and inclusion.  

 

NARRATIVE INTERVIEWS  

Twelve key informants were selected by FIGE 

Advisory Committee members to reflect a small 

sampling of diverse women-identified 

entrepreneurs: some with green businesses, 

some newcomers, some first-time business 

owners, all with some post-secondary 

education. Committee members conducted 

one-on-one, semi-structured interviews to gain 

                                                
7
 Project Zero is a Regional partnership for a Circular 

Economy on Vancouver Island.  

qualitative insight into their experiences of 

accessing finance and entrepreneurship in the 

Greater Victoria region.  

 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS  

This is an exploratory scoping study with a small 

sample size. When combined with the literature 

review, the key informant interviews paint a 

vivid picture.  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic struck during the 

launch of the project and the British Columbia 

Provincial Government declared a Public Health 

Emergency. This limited our engagement 

methods and put pressure on the vulnerable 

individuals and small businesses that we were 

hoping to engage. The project was redesigned 

to focus on a smaller set of key informant 

interviews that were conducted online.  

 

Existing research on financial inclusion tends to 

use a very binary approach. Our study design 

was inclusive of all self-identified women, trans, 

non-binary entrepreneurs in recognition of the 

intersectionality of issues and compounding of 

barriers. With such a small sample, the study 

does not have adequate data to explore those 

issues thoroughly; therefore, this topic is 

worthy of further research.   
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Many of the barriers identified in the literature 

surfaced through the interview process, with a 

few nuances and additions based on our local 

context and type of business. For example, 

most respondents looked for alternative models 

of funding including community grants, micro-

lending, donations, and funds from credit 

unions because traditional bank loans were 

inaccessible. Many also depended on personal 

savings and started their business while also 

working another job to maintain a steady 

income. Whether at a big bank or smaller credit 

union, respondents would like to see the 

experience of applying for a loan be more 

personal and humanized.  

 

The programs and small lending options for 

entrepreneurs in Victoria are more readily 

available than in some places, but there is room 

for expansion and improvement. To serve more 

aspiring and existing entrepreneurs and further 

support those pursuing sustainable business 

and social enterprise will contribute to a green 

economy. The results outline the personal 

experiences and key factors in financial 

inclusion for women in the green economy in 

the Greater Victoria region. 

 

CELEBRATING SUCCESSES 
 

Identifying the barriers to financial access is 

important for catalyzing change, but it is also 

important to recognize and find ways to 

promote and share the factors of success and 

positivity for women entrepreneurs in our  

 

 

 

community. Participants in our study 

highlighted the following areas as  

strong for many or as key to their success. Some 

of these are also listed as barriers as they were 

not strong areas, but notable gaps for other 

participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MENTORSHIP 

 

 Most of the entrepreneurs interviewed were 

encouraged by others to start their own 

business and had access to role models and 

mentors that they related to on the basis of 

gender, sexuality, or another identity. Paid and 

unpaid mentors were extremely valuable to 

participants, especially in the early phases of 

their business development when “learning the 

ropes” of their industry and seeking community 

connections.  

 

NETWORKS 

 

 Local and online community networks are 

valuable for their ability to provide support, 

make connections, and empower confidence. 

One informant who had successfully secured 

financing from a traditional bank emphasized 

the importance of her relationship to her 

RESULTS 

Celebrating success factors- areas 

where participants said they were 

strong:  

 

● Mentorship 

● Networks 

● Local support programs   

● Alternative business models 
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banker, made possible through an introduction 

by a mutual acquaintance. There was a desire to 

see more formal network opportunities for the 

women through different stages of the 

business. 

 

LOCAL SUPPORT PROGRAMS  

 

There are great examples of local programs 

focused specifically on supporting sustainable, 

green economy enterprise through training, 

mentorship, and ongoing support. Participants 

noted that Victoria has a more supportive 

ecosystem than they had seen elsewhere. 

However, there is a clear desire for more where 

programs and opportunities services might be 

better supported. This will be the focus of 

phase 2 of the FIGE project. 

 

ALTERNATIVE BUSINESS MODELS 

 

Another factor in success included cooperative 

and collaborative business approaches that 

allowed for peer support, sharing risk, and 

sharing the workload.  

 

 

KEY DRIVERS OF INCLUSION & 

EXCLUSION  
 

Key challenges that stood out for the women 

entrepreneurs we interviewed in Greater 

Victoria mirrored those in the broader 

literature. These barriers are often hidden and 

are intersectionally compounded by race, 

disability, status, and socio-economic status, 

and other factors. For example, newcomer 

women may face additional unique challenges 

in language, access to resources and networks 

and institutional discrimination can be 

compounded for women of colour. Barriers to 

financial access come in many forms. The 

following drivers of inclusion and exclusion 

identified in our study are organized according 

to the same categories as identified in the 

literature review. 

 

Supply and regulatory drivers 

 

● Financial literacy  

● Formal and government funded support 

● Institutional discrimination and funders 

risk aversion        

● Reliance on informal savings and credit 

options 

● Credit score or unavailability of credit  

● Lack of assets for collateral  

● Limited financing for green businesses  

 

Social and cultural drivers 

● Low self-perception and lack of 

confidence    

● Role models and mentors 

● Networks 

● Time available due to family 

responsibilities or other employment  

● Language  

● Impacts of colonialism 

SUPPLY & REGULATORY DRIVERS 

FINANCIAL LITERACY   

A study by Women’s World Banking finds that 

limited financial literacy is among the top 

constraints facing women trying to access 

finance and financial services (2016). The study 

concludes that investment in financial literacy 

programs for women is critical for financial 

inclusion. Data from Canada showed that our 

nation has a significant gap between men and 
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women on financial knowledge: 70% of men 

scored high on financial knowledge compared 

to only 50% of women (OECD 2016). This 

impedes access for women. Firstly, through 

challenges navigating the financial system, 

secondly, creating less confidence and thirdly, 

women are left feeling like they don’t belong in 

the business world. Financial education can also 

increase financial inclusion by increasing 

financial self-confidence (Imarhiagbe, 

Mohammad, Saridakis, 2017).  

 

Financial institutions can also address financial 

literacy challenges by making the language and 

processes more accessible. According to 

Hanning, “complicated language used by 

financial institutions is also a challenge, with 

women being left behind, as they are more 

likely to have low levels of financial education” 

(2018). 

 

Financial literacy was 

clearly an important 

factor for the women in 

our study. While some 

participants have formal 

training, many reported 

little or no formal 

financial education. 

Participants repeatedly stated that this gap in 

their education was a barrier for them, and they 

wished more education was available and 

financially accessible.  

 

Informal, online, free and short-term education 

was frequently sought out by these 

entrepreneurs to fill in the gaps of knowledge 

needed to run their business. Formal and 

informal mentors and community programs 

such as incubators also played a role in 

providing fundamental financial training.  

 

LIMITED FORMAL & GOVERNMENT 

FUNDED SUPPORT 

 

Research shows that support through training, 

education and other services is an important 

piece of the puzzle for women entrepreneurs 

compared to male entrepreneurs (Eastwood, 

2004). Research explains that existing programs 

are “rarely examined from a gender inclusive 

perspective” and little is known about how 

women-centered programs translate into 

practice (Cunha, 2020). Canada has seen recent 

growth in programs and services for women 

entrepreneurs. The number of female 

entrepreneurs has been steadily increasing in 

the U.S. and is much higher than in other parts 

of the world. A reason for this may lie in the 300 

plus women’s business centres in the United 

States, which offer advice, business training, 

networking, procurement, and access to finance 

(Eastwood, 2004). While Victoria 

has some supports, our 

interviews highlighted a need 

for more options available to 

support a diverse number of 

business models from the start-

up phase and beyond. 

Respondents also noted that it 

can be hard to know which supports exist and 

how to access them. 

 

Participants shared their experiences of 

receiving support for their business ventures, 

explaining that existing business and 

entrepreneur programs do not always provide 

the types of support needed and can be hard to 

access (i.e. financially inaccessible, have too 

many requirements, etc.). One respondent has 

identified a specific gap in support for small 

business owners that operate in both the non-

profit and the social-enterprise models. She 

“There are a lot of financial 

issues that a business owner 

should be aware of. Any 

extra training that one can 

have is useful”  
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urges consideration of this barrier, as this nexus 

is where many circular economy and social 

justice focused organizations originate.  

 

Newcomers to Canada and even to Victoria 

expressed that knowing where to look for 

support was not always obvious. On the flip 

side, newcomers also stated there were more 

options available here than in other places, 

within and outside of Canada. For some, 

business incubators, courses, and other 

programs were extremely helpful for getting 

their enterprise off the ground. Victoria would 

benefit from more flexible programs for a wider 

category of business type and owner and more 

extensive advertising and promotion of the 

programs. 

 

Through the focus groups and environmental 

scan, a gap in culturally relevant support was 

identified for Indigenous communities and 

newcomers. While new investment and training 

programs tailored to 

Indigenous and 

newcomer 

communities are 

emerging, none were 

identified as directly 

connecting these 

communities with the 

tools and networks of 

the green economy in a culturally-relevant way.  

 

Several informants identified a gap between 

what members of their community identified to 

be standard practice and the local identification 

of that practice as “green”. Further efforts to 

increase access to local green economy 

initiatives and opportunities and the related 

networks of support may address this gap.  

INSTITUTIONAL DISCRIMINATION AND 

RISK AVERSION  

 

Financial institutions assess risk for lending to 

their clients in ways that have been proven to 

include bias, risk aversion and homophily (the 

tendency for lenders to approve loans for 

clients who are similar to them) (Coleman, 

2019; Hanning, 2018). Outsios and Farooqi also 

find that financial institutions and governmental 

funding bodies are reluctant to lend to 

sustainable entrepreneurs in particular (2017).  

 

Feeling held back by eligibility requirements for 

a loan was a common theme among 

respondents who approached financial 

institutions. Participants shared their frustration 

with the catch twenty-two: it is hard to gain 

trust from lenders when you have no previous 

experience running a business, but it is difficult 

to start a business without capital. The 

sentiment “you have to have money to make 

money” was demonstrated 

to an entrepreneur who 

was offered several lines of 

credit (without asking) after 

they had opened their 

business and started 

generating profit. Most of 

the participants did not try 

to access capital from a 

traditional bank, with most choosing to 

approach a credit union. For some, the credit 

union met their needs better than a traditional 

bank, but for others, similar access barriers like 

qualification requirements still existed.  

 

Lack of references or borrowing history also 

factors into the decision-making process for 

many lenders. Newcomers tend to be on the 

short end due to their limited history within the 

“There needs to be a bit more 

flexibility, education, financial 

support, legal support … It was 

really difficult for me, I feel like I 

hit so many roadblocks along the 

way” 
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country, and possible lack of knowledge on 

what is available to support them. In some 

cases, basic financial information is not 

available to younger newcomers, including 

those who are unable to understand how credit 

factors work to their advantage or 

disadvantage. 

 

“If you can’t prove you have equity 

and money and investments, they 

don’t want to help you.” 
 

 

Discussion from the focus group identified a 

perception that lenders’ risk evaluation is based 

on applicants meeting specific inequitable 

requirements impacted by intersectional 

barriers. For example, the 2016 Aboriginal 

Business Survey found that “45% of Aboriginal 

firms have had difficulty meeting the 

qualifications or requirements for lending” 

(Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business). 

Further research is needed on how eligibility 

requirements from and intersectional lens. 

 

“Generally speaking it takes more 

time to prove that you’re a person 

who can bring meaning to the 

community if you’re someone like 

me: you’re an immigrant, you’re a 

woman, you’re an Asian woman, 

you’re queer, you’re vegan, you’re 

separated, and your children are 

taken away... I find it takes more 

time, more effort to earn people’s 

trust.” 

 

RELIANCE ON INFORMAL SAVINGS AND 

CREDIT OPTIONS  

 

Women are more likely than men to rely on 

informal financial options such as savings, loan 

associations, family and friends (Canadian 

Council for Aboriginal Business, 2016).8 Close 

family members are identified as the single 

most important source of informal investment 

for entrepreneurs in Canada. Canada also has 

the highest rate of ‘angel investors’ (CIS, 2019). 

This particularly disadvantages low income 

women and women without the family 

networks or connections to wealthy ‘angel’ 

investors.  

 

Other downsides of relying on informal financial 

services include not having insurance options or 

long term loans. This can limit women’s 

investment options and lead to more precarious 

financial situations (Toronto Centre, 2020). 

Some of the reasons entrepreneurs rely on 

informal options and personal savings is if there 

are real or perceived challenges with accessing 

capital from a bank or when alternative types of 

funding are a better option for the individual or 

their business model (for example, a grant 

designed for green business). However, it was 

reported that alternative funding options like 

grants and microloans can be hard to locate and 

there is much competition for the funding. 

 

Respondents relied heavily on informal savings 

and credit options mostly because access to 

other finance options was not possible or they 

did not feel comfortable borrowing from a 

bank. Discomfort with banks was a common 

                                                
8
 As reported in 2010, Aboriginal business owners not only 

rely heavily on personal savings for start-up financing, but 
continue to rank it as a major source of ongoing financing. 
Locating potential sources of funding remains a key barrier 
to business growth and development in 2015.  
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theme with different root causes. For some, 

borrowing money from a financial institution is 

outside of their cultural comfort zone - meaning 

it is uncommon in their culture to borrow or use 

money that they do not have. For others it 

stemmed from a feeling that they were not 

equipped with the right knowledge to approach 

a bank and be treated as a serious competitor. 

Respondents who did ask for loans from banks 

and were turned down were likely to look for 

business loans elsewhere. As one participant 

noted “You get creative when you can’t access 

the typical forms of financing.” The need to “be 

creative” when looking for funding was also a 

common thread among respondents.  

 

Reliance on informal credit options like personal 

savings or a loan from a family member can be 

less risky and more accessible than borrowing 

from a formal financial institution. Several 

respondents noted that they felt more 

comfortable pursuing their business ventures 

with their own savings because there was less 

to lose than if they had borrowed money.  

 

Alternative funding can be an option for those 

with the networks. For example, creative 

funding can come in the form of ‘angel 

investors’ with a shared identity:  

 

“A lot of them quite frankly were women who 

identified as queer… they wanted to support 

other queer women in business. And I think 

they were folks who had chunks of money and 

didn’t want to buy big stocks or put it into a 

bank. They had some liquidity and they wanted 

to support their community. I don't think the 

main goal was to make a ton of money, but it 

was community support. There are those 

people out there that just want to support 

people with ideas that resonate with them.” 

However without access to networks with liquid 

capital or an awareness of where alternative 

funding sources exist, a gap persists.  

 

 

CREDIT SCORE OR UNAVAILABILITY OF 

CREDIT  

 

Access to funding from banks and other lending 

organizations is usually dependent on having a 

good credit score. Experiences with credit 

scores were mixed among respondents, with 

more than half having no issue and others 

saying it was a barrier. Respondents with good 

credit benefitted, but they had to borrow for 

their business using personal credit which has 

its own downsides.  

 

Credit can take time to build, leaving 

newcomers vulnerable to this challenge. In this 

study many of the newcomers overcame this 

barrier by taking proactive steps to begin 

building credit as soon as they arrived in 

Canada. 

 

“Can’t credit reports work a little 

more with people instead of against 

people?” 
 

The respondents who encountered this barrier 

illuminated how frustrating and out of control 

credit scores can be. For one, it was a minor cell 

phone bill charge left for years unpaid 

unbeknownst to them that made their score 

drop. For another, their score suffered after 

living through the 2008 recession trying to keep 

their business afloat. After losing her business 

because of the recession she said it was hard to 

get banks to loan her money again.  



17                                     FIGE Report I COMMUNITY COUNCIL 

LACK OF ASSETS FOR COLLATERAL  

 

Women who do not have assets to use as 

collateral for business loans are at a 

disadvantage (Women’s World Banking, 2016). 

This was a barrier identified by our study. Those 

who own their houses still felt this barrier, 

because putting their house up for collateral 

was too high of a risk and could negatively 

impact their family. This risk was even higher 

for owners operating with business models that 

involved multiple stakeholders, like 

cooperatives. 50% of our participants reported 

they had no assets to use as collateral.   

LIMITED FUNDING FOR GREEN BUSINESSES  

 

Limited dedicated investment for green 

technology initiatives is a barrier to success for 

SMEs, especially where more ‘alternative’ 

business models like cooperatives, social 

enterprises and non-profit societies exist. The 

majority of industries identified for green 

investment are traditionally male dominated, 

including technology, construction and energy 

(Clean BC Report, 2018). While this approach 

aligns with government goals to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions, further 

opportunities to include female-dominated 

industries in the green economy transition 

remain. An environmental scan identified that 

the current investment in green business is for 

the most part distributed through institutions 

like federal research programs and financial 

institutions. The process for accessing these 

funds retains many of the same barriers posed 

by general business investment options.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOCIAL & CULTURAL 

CHALLENGES  

LOW SELF-PERCEPTION OR LACK OF 

CONFIDENCE  

 

Research has found that low self-perception 

and lack of confidence can be one of the most 

daunting barriers for women entrepreneurs. 

Low self-perception can result in less growth 

and financial resources (Kirkwood, 2009). One 

study on gender and financial constraint finds 

that it is gender bias, not women’s risk aversion, 

that can limit and deplete this confidence 

(Imarhiagbe, Mohammad, Saridakis, 2017). 

Many respondents referenced struggling with 

confidence or “imposter syndrome.” In some 

instances, this may result from being a first-

time business owner, but it also speaks to more 

complex factors like gender bias.  

 

Respondents were most confident when they 

had training, when they received loans or 

money easily, or if they believe in the value 

their business brings to the community. 

Similarly, Outsios and Farooqi’s study shows 

that it is “the environmental and social 

objectives entailed in sustainable 

entrepreneurship [that] empower women’s 

confidence” (2017, p. 191).  

“I think Victoria is a bit behind but 

there’s a lot of potential to support 

more small businesses that have 

these types of innovative concepts 

to solve our modern problems.”  
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“I thought it was too farfetched for 

me, like I could never do that, at 

least that’s how I felt. I see examples 

all the time of other smart business 

minded women saying the same 

things- lacking confidence a lot of 

times.” 

BORROWER RISK AVERSION  

Risk aversion, due to factors such as 

socialization, reinforcing norms, or information 

gathering styles, is a well-researched barrier for 

women entrepreneurs.9 We asked interviewees 

about their relationship to risk and asked them 

to rate their comfort with borrowing money on 

a scale from 1 (very comfortable) to 5 (very 

uncomfortable). The average answer fell in the 

mid-range, at 2.5.  

 

Newcomer women reported more discomfort 

with borrowing money, related to cultural 

differences as well as lack of knowledge about 

the Canadian financial system. Historical 

legacies of untrustworthy and corrupt banking 

systems have decreased women’s willingness to 

work with these institutions. More seasoned 

business owners shared that their comfort with 

risk has changed over time along with their 

changing lives, successes, and circumstances. 

Those with intersecting barriers will likely have 

a lower risk tolerance and a higher risk of 

consequences associated with that risk.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
9
 From Outsios  Farooqi 2017: Sexton, 1989a; Chung, 1998; 

Slovic, 2000; Jianakopoulos and Bernasek, 1998, Brush et 
al, 2007.  

 

 

To understand participants' attitudes towards 

risk, we also asked about their views on 

bankruptcy. The response was varied, though 

leaned towards negative. Participants who had 

more neutral or positive views had either done 

some “exit strategy” planning for their business 

or they had witnessed someone close to them 

go through a bankruptcy. None of the 

respondents had personally declared 

bankruptcy, though one says she wished she 

had known more about it at a time when her 

business was struggling.  

 

“Honestly when I hear the word 

bankruptcy, I feel terrified, that’s my 

gut instinct.” 

 

“I understand that bankruptcy is a 

tool that is there for a reason.” 

  

“For me it doesn’t have a negative 

connotation really.”  

“Maybe I have too much fear, the 

idea of borrowing money from a 

bank just feels really daunting.”  

 

“For me I think it’s deeply rooted 

in my culture and where I come 

from. In my family we never did 

things that we couldn’t afford. We 

lived within our own means. We 

didn’t have credit cards there.”  
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ROLE MODELS AND MENTORS 

 

Researchers have found that peer role models 

are particularly significant for female 

entrepreneurs for several reasons. Peer role 

models show entrepreneurship as a realistic 

career path, offer a sense of self-efficacy for 

new entrepreneurs, and may provide 

connections to useful networks or possible 

investors (Outsios & Farooqi, 2017; Markussen 

and Roed, 2017). Participants with mentors 

described how instrumental the mentors were 

to the women’s success, while the women 

without mentors or role models expressed a 

desire to connect with one. Respondents who 

took part in training programs were often 

assigned mentors or had paid mentors, while 

others found mentors in their business or 

personal community. For newcomers, finding a 

natural mentor was more challenging as they 

did not have access to the same local 

connections.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“...she bent over backwards to help me 

immensely with things I would have no 

idea how to deal with like reading a 

commercial lease. From top to bottom 

she gave me a lot of her time and 

advice.”   

 

“I know people usually find mentors 

through people they know but for some 

people it’s really hard to know the right 

people to have a mentor or someone 

with a lot of business experience who 

will help you unless you pay privately 

for a consultant.” 

 

"Meeting other women entrepreneurs 

who were experienced was invaluable 

to the success of our business."  
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NETWORKS  

Networks play an important role in the success 

of small and medium sized businesses. Research 

has found the use of networking and social 

capital among female and male entrepreneurs 

to be notably different. In their study, Outsios & 

Farooqi found that women entrepreneurs 

developed and used their professional and 

social networks to a greater extent than their 

“male counterparts” (2017, p. 183).  

 

Participants extensively discussed the networks 

in Victoria, both positive and negative. Victoria 

was described as a positive and encouraging 

place to be an entrepreneur compared to some 

other places. Networking and having a strong 

network have assisted several of the 

participants in the startup and growth phases of 

their business. One business owner says “all of 

our [human] resources come from networking. 

It’s all people who we’ve met through other 

people [and] events.” Those who identified as 

having a community also stated their network 

could be wider, stronger, and more focused to 

their individual type of business.  

 

While a vibrant sustainable entrepreneur 

community exists in Victoria, it can also remain 

insular and difficult to break into for new 

business owners. For example, one 

entrepreneur shared that it was hard not to 

have a go-to person in the community and said 

that Victoria can be “cliquey” and overly 

focused on “who you know.”  

 

“In general Victoria is full of small 

businesses and entrepreneurs and 

the community for me has been a 

model here.” 

 

“I feel like maybe I didn’t have as 

much support here because I was 

new to the city. That was 

challenging.” 

TIME AVAILABILITY 

The literature shows that time spent on family 

responsibilities and raising children is a 

common barrier, most prominently in cultures 

with more traditional gender roles. Family 

responsibilities and work/life balance was a 

challenge across the range of participants we 

interviewed. It is notable that most women we 

interviewed were also working full time jobs as 

they started their business and many still do to 

maintain a steady, reliable income. One way 

this was overcome for a participant was by 

jointly founding her business as a workers’ 

cooperative with a few other women so that 

when there was a family demand on one 

woman, another woman could step in to help. 

This ties to financial access and risk tolerance as 

women rely on employment income to build 

their businesses. 

 

“Unfortunately my [business 

planning] has slowed down because 

I have a full time job and a full time 

family life.” 

LANGUAGE 

The challenge of language is twofold: language 

used by financial systems can be complicated 

and difficult to understand, and entrepreneurs 

who speak English as an additional language 

face potential discrimination from lenders, 

networks, and clients. A participant in the focus 

group reported her own experience of 
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discrimination, saying she’s been perceived as 

less intelligent because of her accent. 

 

The financial system be overly complicated, 

with its language, terminology and products 

that are unfamiliar. Hand in hand with this is 

the feeling of embarrassment which sometimes 

prevents women from learning more. The 

assumption that some things are "common 

knowledge" despite not being common to 

everyone can hinder learning and participation.  

 

INDIGENOUS WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS 

AND IMPACTS OF COLONIALISM  

 

Canada’s Indigenous women start businesses at 

twice the rate of women generally. Further, the 

International Labour Organization recognizes 

Indigenous communities as “the vanguard of 

running modern green economies.” The 

opportunity for economic empowerment and 

environmental businesses is one that needs to 

be inclusive of Indigenous women, on reserve 

and off reserve.  

 

To be inclusive, it is critical to recognize that the 

traumatic impacts of colonialism are ongoing, 

and financial systems operate as part of a 

colonial system. Research shows that 

Indigenous entrepreneurs face specific 

challenges and it will take more than access to 

financing, childcare and awareness of programs 

to support Indigenous women entrepreneurs in 

the green economy (Impakt, 2017).  Indigenous 

women entrepreneurs have unique needs and 

experience specific barriers that can include 

lack of home ownership due to reserve land 

systems, lack of management experience 

and/or lack of credit. Research done by Impakt, 

a social innovation consulting company, has 

found that “ignoring the unique needs of 

Indigenous women sometimes means they are 

excluded from programming that ostensibly is 

gender-neutral” (Larkin, 2017).    

 

Culturally relevant and safe streams of funding 

and programming are necessary for promoting 

the inclusion of Indigenous women 

entrepreneurs in the green economy. There 

were several funding programs announced in 

2019 for Indigenous women entrepreneurs and 

alongside other programs for Aboriginal finance 

and green energy businesses. It will be 

important to monitor access and success for 

women in those programs and track the need 

for a specific fund for Indigenous women 

starting businesses in the green economy. 
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Victoria has a promising environment and 

appetite for growing the green economy, but 

we have work to do. If social enterprise and 

private small-medium sized businesses are to 

play a key role in our transition and recovery 

towards a greener economy we need to tackle 

the barriers to accessing finance experienced 

disproportionately by women on the basis of 

gender, ethnicity and class. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women entrepreneurs struggle to find and 

access startup money other than personal 

savings and loans from family and friends. 

Formal and government funded support for 

small and medium sized sustainable businesses 

exist, but there is a clear need for more 

resources and programs. Resources and 

information needed to launch and maintain a 

small to medium sized business can be difficult 

to locate and do not always meet the needs of 

entrepreneurs with innovative business models 

that are well suited to the green economy. 

Participants would like to see more available 

training on financial literacy, pitching to 

investors, marketing, and networking.  

 

How can we work to make the green economy 

more accessible and inclusive? Our data show 

that multiple, intersecting analyses are needed 

as no single factor is enough for success. 

Further research is needed to understand how 

to comprehensively support women 

entrepreneurs to fully participate in the green 

economy. As women are disproportionately 

impacted by pandemic-related layoffs, we have 

an opportunity to shift the environment in 

which they are operating.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
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 We need to do more to transition all small 

to medium sized enterprises to the green 

economy and to acknowledge that past and 

present efforts to transition have not been 

equitable. The economic crisis created by 

the COVID-19 pandemic has had a 

disproportionate impact on women in the 

economy, particularly immigrant and visible 

minority, low-wage and part time workers. 

As we begin identifying approaches to local 

recovery, we have an opportunity to 

accelerate the transition to a green 

economy that is more resilient and inclusive 

than before. It will be necessary to 

approach these efforts with an awareness 

of the constellation of barriers.  

 

● The process of accessing finance and 

proving eligibility for a loan should be more 

accessible, personalized, and culturally 

relevant. Financial institutions need to ask 

what other ways are there to prove 

reliability beyond credit score or previous 

business experience.  

 

● There needs to be a central location or hub 

with accessible, culturally relevant and 

green economy targeted services, resources 

and support for entrepreneurs. These need 

to include: start-up loans and grants, 

funding for on-going, accessible, non-

judgmental training, including culturally-

relevant training, and supported access to 

business accounts, banking, investors, 

networks, and mentors. 

 

● For some communities, barriers to full 

participation in the green economy are two-

fold: access to investment, particularly at 

the initial stages, and access to the social 

and business network(s) of existing green 

economy businesses. More research is 

needed to learn more about inclusive 

participation at every stage of business 

development.  

 

● We should look to other cities for examples 

of inclusive green economies (like 

Vancouver and Portland). 

 

● Further work is needed to identify 

approaches and policy changes to 

increasing awareness, appropriate risk 

evaluation and support for innovative 

business models. 

 

● Further research is needed to understand 

funders’ perceptions of risk and value and 

to identify approaches to building trust in 

the people, businesses and organizations 

they consider for investment. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS & AREAS FOR FURTHER 

RESEARCH 



24                                     FIGE Report I COMMUNITY COUNCIL 

Through this initial project, we set out to begin 

a conversation around the state of financial 

inclusion in the green economy locally. The 

COVID-19 pandemic then brought massive 

disruption to our economy, with women across 

the globe bearing the brunt of the subsequent 

deepening of “pre-existing inequalities” as 

vulnerabilities in our social, political and 

economic systems were amplified (United 

Nations, 2020).  

 

As the conversation turns to one of economic 

recovery, the need for a thorough 

understanding of financial inclusion broadly and 

financial inclusion in the green economy 

specifically is urgently needed. Recovery efforts 

undertaken without this knowledge will be 

prone to replicate or exacerbate inequalities 

that existed prior to the pandemic. We 

therefore recommend an expanded phase II of 

this research to map the barriers to financial 

inclusion in the green economy and to identify 

opportunities to surmount these barriers 

regionally.  

 

We recommend that phase II of this study 

employ a thorough intersectional gender-based 

analysis of financial inclusion and an in-depth 

analysis of access to the green economy with 

analysis of how these intersect and interact. 

Phase II analysis would benefit from an 

examination of existing financial products, 

application processes, assessment criteria, 

applicant decision data and related structural 

elements to contextualize the information 

offered by informants. 

 

It is also recommended that Phase II undertake 

further examination of real and perceived 

barriers to financial inclusion and participation 

in the green economy across a broader number 

of informants that includes the self-disclosure 

of demographic information.  

 

Given the urgency of the economic challenge 

ahead of us, it is recommended that phase II 

identify and test, through participatory action 

research methodology, interventions to address 

gaps and to act on opportunities identified in 

earlier stages. It is recommended that these 

efforts be tied into efforts to support the 

COVID-19 pandemic economic recovery at all 

levels of government and that results are 

captured and shared for use by other 

communities facing similar challenges. 

 

In closing, and to draw again from the UN’s 

analysis, efforts to center women and girls at 

the heart of our economy will “fundamentally 

drive better and more sustainable development 

outcomes for all (and) support a more rapid 

recovery,” (United Nations, 2020). Beginning 

with an understanding of women’s financial 

inclusion in the green economy in our 

community is a small, crucial step towards this 

effort.  

  

NEXT STEPS: ENVISIONING PHASE II IN THE 

CONTEXT OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
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