
August 3, 2023

Senate Committee on Small Business and Entrepreneurship
428A Russell Senate Office Building
Washington, D.C., 20510

Dear Chairman Cardin, Chairwoman Ernst, and members of the Senate Committee on Small
Business and Entrepreneurship,

Thank you for convening a hearing last month covering women’s entrepreneurship and the
barriers women face when launching and growing companies. Engine is a non-profit technology
policy, research, and advocacy organization that bridges the gap between policymakers and startups.
Engine works with government and a community of thousands of high-technology, growth-oriented
startups across the nation—many founded and led by women—to support the development of
technology entrepreneurship through economic research, policy analysis, and advocacy on local and
national issues. Equitable access to the startup ecosystem for women founders is a core tenet of
Engine’s work, and we are grateful for the opportunity to provide our feedback on the struggles and
successes of women entrepreneurs.

Women entrepreneurs are amongst the most resilient in the nation. They face significant
hurdles to entrepreneurial success, including child and family care responsibilities, diminished
opportunities in STEM fields, disparities in capital access, and significant student loan debt. And yet,
women own roughly 42 percent of U.S. businesses and in 2019 generated $1.9 trillion in revenue.1

Woman-founded and co-founded startups, though they receive significantly less VC funding on
average, perform better over time than their male counterparts and generate more revenue over five
years2 and a higher return on investment.3 And women founders support women workers—hiring
2.5 times more women than startups founded by men.4

Despite these clear signs of success for women business owners and startup founders,
significant challenges remain. While women own 42 percent of businesses, the number of startups
with at least one woman founder hovers under 30 percent.5 And just 14 percent of startups have a
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female CEO.6 Women founders also receive just a fraction of all venture capital. In the first quarter
of 2023, startups founded by women received just 2.1 percent of allotted venture capital
dollars—that represents just $800 million of the roughly $37 billion in VC funds directed to U.S.
startups.7 These statistics are even more bleak for women founders of color, who receive just a small
fraction of a percent of funding.8 And women founders are often made to feel that they have no
choice but to work within this flawed system to find success. Kathryn Rose, founder of getWise told
us, “While I appreciate the opinion that we have to play the game—the game is rigged. So if we're
not getting the early dollars, or we're not getting as many dollars, or the dollars that we are getting
come at too high a price for our companies, we're starting at a deficit.”9 And the funding disparities
are only further highlighted by the greater inequity in the U.S. investment space. When women
represent just 13 percent of partners at VC firms,10 equitable access to capital isn’t possible. Because
women venture capitalists are twice as likely to invest in women founders than their male
counterparts,11 without more women investors, woman-founded startups are left behind.

Women founders don’t just struggle to secure venture capital, but all sources of startup
funding. In fact, the vast majority of startups never raise venture capital at all, and instead rely on a
combination of funding sources, including personal capital, loans, credit cards, and funds from
friends and family.12 But many women start from a financially less secure place with regards to
personal finances, as women are more likely to hold lower wage jobs,13 and the ever-present wage
gap continues to persist.14 Women also often receive worse treatment when applying for
loans—according to a survey by funders, women represented just 25 percent of business loan
applicants, and have a financing approval rate of just 32%.15 Women entrepreneurs are often quoted
higher interest rates and are more likely to receive shorter-term loans.16 And with respect to
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government funding, complex application processes hinder many, and women-owned businesses
remain underrepresented in federal government contracts.17

Unfortunately, the barriers faced by women founders aren’t just limited to capital access. Like
most underrepresented founders, women founders face diminished access to the networks and
mentors needed for success. And this lack of access translates into slowed capital access. As Sarah
Adler, founder of Wave told us, “[Without] a small supportive network of other female founders
who have already been through the process, I would have spent six months fundraising talking to
500 people instead of 30.”18 Women also struggle to gain adequate representation in STEM fields
that feed the innovation ecosystem. Despite the clear benefits of a diverse STEM talent pipeline, a
number of factors, including caregiving responsibilities, keep many diverse populations out of STEM
fields.19

Significantly, child and family care responsibilities keep women out of the innovation
ecosystem and hinder many from being able to launch companies.20 Even if women are able to
launch startups, caregiving responsibilities consume much of a woman founder’s time—time they do
not then have to grow their businesses. According to one study, 54 percent of women entrepreneurs
that were also parents indicated that they were the primary caregiver of their children —vs. just 37
percent of their male counterparts—performing over 50 hours of childcare duties in addition to
their work as founders.21 Dr. Grin Lord, founder of Empathy Rocks told us, “When entering the
startup world, I was most affected by access to child care. It’s cost prohibitive, and remote schooling
plus lack of consistent child care almost stopped my startup journey.”22 This is just one story—
without access to more affordable childcare options, women will continue to be pushed out of the
startup ecosystem.

There is currently a lot policymakers can do to assist women founders. Policymakers can
ensure federal agencies engage in better data collection so that we understand exactly where
inequities are present, particularly with respect to government funding sources. They can ensure
diverse representation amongst federal decision makers, so that those awarding federal funds reflect
the population they serve. And they can work to ensure key government metrics, like in federal
contracting, are met with respect to awards to women-owned small businesses. Policymakers can
continue to explore and implement tools so women can better, and more affordably, access
childcare, including through subsidies, incentives to employers to provide childcare, investment in
childcare facilities, and implementing an enhanced child tax credit. To improve access to private
investment, lawmakers should explore expanding the definition of accredited investor, so that we
build a more equitable, diverse pool of potential investors who will in turn invest in diverse founders.
And policymakers should facilitate access to networks and mentoring, including by ensuring that
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Small Business Administration regional offices are staffed by a diverse workforce, ensuring more
areas have the support of women’s business centers, and making sure they are equitably distributed
throughout the country.

Thank you once again for your commitment to examining the barriers faced by women
business owners and exploring how Congress can better support women entrepreneurs. Engine is
happy to serve as a resource for the committee as you continue this critical work.

Sincerely,
Engine Advocacy
700 Pennsylvania Ave SE
Washington, D.C., 20003


