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Abstract 

This article is concerned with women entrepreneurs in Cyprus, an area still lack­ 

ing serious in-depth research. It attempts to give some answers to questions like: 

Who are these women? What led them to the decision of launching their own enter­ 

prises or how do they take over the traditional family business? What type of busi­ 

ness do they prefer to compete in? What have they most gained out of it? What are 

the problems they encountered in undertaking entrepreneurial activities? In order to 

assess all these questions, the socio-economic environment that affects them will be 

examined. 
 

 
Introduction 

 
The importance of female entrepreneurship naturally derives from a careful study 

of the socio-economic development of our late twentieth century society, sometimes 

described as 'the age of entrepreneurship'. The world over, more and more women 

(gradually more than men) have been launching their own ventures contributing to 

their countries' economies. As the private initiative is the cornerstone of the market 

economy and has inevitable broader social ramifications, it becomes vital to under­ 

stand who these daring women in this sector are. 

 
Although entrepreneurship has been defined in various ways in the literature, we 

could safely assume entrepreneurship to be the planning, organising, forming, and 

operating of a new business or even the turning around of an enterprise by 

identifying an opportunity, assuming risk, combining the resources of land, capital, 

and labour in the production of a good or service. Supportive government action and 

strong personal values and traits are additionally required.1 

 
Sources of Data 

 
The theoretical framework derives from secondary data. Moreover, conducting pri­ 

mary research has proved necessary since there hasn't been any research con­ 

ducted specifically on women entrepreneurs in Cyprus. Some limited research has 
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been conducted in related areas, such as the position of women in Cypriot society or 

the Cypriot manageress, but not on women entrepreneurs. The tools used for the 

collection of primary data were: 

a) qualitative in-depth interviews and 

b) a questionnaire. 
 

The Sample 

 
Population coverage: Questionnaires were sent to members of the Cyprus 

Federation of Business and Professional Women (CFBPW) and the Association of 

Young Businesspersons (AYBP). The survey did not cover all the population of the 

CFBPW as not all of the members were involved in entrepreneurial activities2 The 

survey did not cover all the population of the AYBP either, as women are not the sole 

members of the association. Moreover, questionnaires were sent to other women 

entrepreneurs who were randomly selected out of the "yellow pages" (telephone 

directory - commercial section). The population participating in the survey consisted 

of women entrepreneurs aged 27-58 residing in the free urban areas of Cyprus. The 

final sample size was 42 respondents. 

 
Qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted with twenty women entrepreneurs 

chosen out of the same associations as for the questionnaire. The collection of pri­ 

mary data took place from June to October 1997. 

 
Issues Researched 

 
1. Women entrepreneurs tend to share the same influencing factors in their 

deci­ sion to launch a venture: 

 
a) antecedent factors: These are factors preceding the decision to launch a ven­ 

ture such as, childhood conditions, educational level, age and past working experi­ 

ence, attitude toward 'feminist' matters, desire to control their own destiny, working 

hours; 

b) triggering factors: These are the actual reasons that inspired or caused 

entrepreneurs to consider launching a venture, such as necessity, faith and enthusi­ 

asm in a product or service and 

c) enabling factors: These are the factors that finally gave entrepreneurs the 

means to start up a business, factors such as opportunity and securing financial 

resources. 

 

2. The type of business in which the majority of women entrepreneurs chose to 

launch their small venture is in the tertiary sector (e.g. services and retail). Small 

business units often tend to start up as sole proprietorships or partnerships. Here, 
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we will try to identify: 

a) the venture launching approach, 

b) the business sector, and 

c) the legal status of women-owned companies. 
 

3. The problems women entrepreneurs encounter tend to be: 

a) obstacles in starting-up the business (partly related to both genders and partly 

to women only) 

b) dealing with the household and child rearing, and 

c) perceptions in the business setting. 

 
The Socio-economic Setting on the Island 

 

Gender Roles and Social Inequality in Cyprus Society 

 
Cyprus society seems to be in a transitional stage from a traditional rural society 

to an urban society.3 Some social values and institutions have already been 

questioned in the breadwinner/housewife nuclear family. An example here would be 

the institution of marriage.4 

 
Another interesting example of the shifting from the traditional rural to the modern 

urban society is the change from single to double-income families (with a smaller 

number of children). It is interesting to note that the new trend (since 1990) is to employ 

foreign workers, the largest group of whom is domestic servants5 Among other things, 

their duties involve taking care of the house, the children, and the elderly; 

responsibilities previously considered as female in the traditional family. 

 
Politics 

 
Unfortunately, women's participation on the political stage is almost non-existent. 

In the present Board of Ministers, there is no female gender representative. Out of 

the 56 Members of Parliament (MPs) only three of the MPs are women. Female rep­ 

resentation in foreign services is also low6 Cypriot women politicians are not trusted 

enough by Cypriot voters, apparently either by men or women (who form the majority 

of constituents).7 

 
Education 

 
Cyprus enjoys one of the ten top positions in the world in regard to its high pro­ 

portion of university graduates.8 Full literacy has, however, not yet been reached. 

The illiteracy rate (for the ages 15 and over) for women is five times (10%) higher 

than that of men (2%).9 
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This inequality in education could be a symptom of the way Cypriots helped their 

children settle down. In the case of male children, this meant covering their 

educational expenses or the finding of employment. In the case of female children, it 

meant the providing of a dowry.10 

 
It is interesting to note here that boys and girls are not encouraged to receive the 

same education. In the early 70s11, three out of four Cypriot students registered in 

tertiary institutions abroad were male. The gap between male and female higher 

education seems to be closing two decades later. In the academic year 1993/4, the 

percentage was 56% for male and 44% for female students in institutions abroad. 

This could be attributed to the importance parents (and society) lay nowadays upon 

a woman's education and the implications it has for the strengthening of the woman's 

position in society. 

 
The fields of study between male and female students differ. Even in high school, 

girls are usually encouraged to study Education or Humanities, for example, where­ 

as boys are usually encouraged to study Engineering.12 

 
As early as in kindergartens, children learn the difference between the masculine 

and the feminine socially expected behaviour.13 Boys are usually praised when they 
perform well, whereas girls when they 'behave'.14 How could these women be 
expected to make such a daring decision as to launch their own venture and 
successfully manage it? 

 
Labour 

 
Traditionally, the Cypriot woman has worked side by side with her husband in the 

fields. This was, however, highly unappreciated work as it was unpaid. The shift from 

this unappreciated, unpaid work to paid employment outside the house has strength­ 

ened woman's position in society as the husband ceased to be the sole financial 

authority. 

 
Women's participation in the labour force in 1995 was as high as 39.4%15 that is 

almost the average as in the EU countries. In 1976, the numbers of working women 

did not exceed 30%.16 Two important reasons for the constantly rising woman's quest 

for employment were, on the one hand, the growth and development of the economy 

(the 'miracle') and the creation of new opportunities (especially in the service sector) 

and, on the other hand, ttie increasing number of educated and qualified women. 

 
Despite years of legislative efforts, women still face discrimination in the work 

force. First and foremost, women are more threatened by unemployment than men.17 

In the case of limited employment opportunities, it becomes more difficult for women 
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to preserve their posts, as men are usually preferred. It is the woman who will most 

probably stay at home looking after the children, the house, or the elderly while the 

husband seeks employment. 

 
Sex discrimination is also evident in the wage differences between male and 

female employment. Even in modern Western societies, as for example in the UK, 

women earn around 75% of men's gross weekly earnings18 despite the fact that their 

tasks, skills, and knowledge might be similar. In 1990, Cypriot women were lucky 

enough to earn 65% of men's salaries. Ten years earlier, they earned only 55%!19 

Furthermore, women usually hold positions that are lower than those of men in 

organisational hierarchy and require low specialisation20 This also explains why 

more men are in the high-income category, whereas more women are in the low-

income category.21 The only consolation is that there is a slow but steady increase 

in the number of women in the high-income category. 
 

The Economy 

 
Despite the tremendous losses Cyprus suffered in 1974, it succeeded (within a 

few decades) in being transformed from a poor, underdeveloped, illiterate, agri­ 

cultural post-colonial society to a state included in the 25 wealthiest economies in 

the world,22 now aspiring to become a full member of the European Union. Cyprus 

has a small free market economy. Its cornerstone is the private sector, particularly 

small businesses that employ up to ten people. 

 
Business units in Cyprus are in their majority (95%) small businesses, usually in 

the tertiary sector, which employs 62% of the country's labour force23 It becomes 

evident in the analysis of our data later on that by far the largest number of women 

entrepreneurs choose to launch their venture and compete in the tertiary sector. 

 
Throughout most of the post-Independence period Cyprus had a record of suc­ 

cessful economic performance, reflected in rapid growth, full employment and stabil­ 

ity. Although a collapse of the country's economy might have been expected, as the 

impact of the Turkish invasion and partial occupation was extremely severe, the 

country's economy managed not only to survive, but to recover in a fast and impres­ 

sive manner with an average GDP real growth of over 6% in the period 1977-1984.24 

This performance was based on both external (e.g. the Lebanese crisis of 1975) and 

internal factors (e.g. the entrepreneurial capabilities of the Cypriots). 

 
Despite the revitalisation, the years after the 'miracle' recorded a decrease in 

GDP25 (it dropped to 1.9% in 1996),26 a rise in public deficit (from 3% in 1995 to 3.4% 

in 1996) and unemployment figures (from 2.6% in 1996 to 3.5% for the second 

quarter of 1997).27 The economy is faced with problems of modernisation and har- 
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monisation with the EU. Cyprus is in desperate need to upgrade the state's mecha­ 

nism, to create more favourable conditions for the private sector and become more 

competitive. Productivity in Cyprus is only 40% of the average productivity in other 

EU countries.28 

 
Analysis of the Questionnaire 

 
A summary of the most important and most interesting data is presented here. 

 

Section One: Influencing Factors for Launching a Business 

 
Antecedent Factors 

 

Childhood Conditions: It is evident that the majority of the Cypriot women 

entrepreneurs who took part in this survey were brought up in a very comfortable 

socio-economic setting29 where the model of self-employment seems to be very 

strong. Following is an analytical representation of the data. 

 
In the literature, entrepreneurs tend to come from poor families and struggle to 

meet ends or have an average childhood at the most. Surprisingly enough despite 

the disastrous consequences of 1974, 29% of the respondents felt their childhood 

was 'silver spoon', almost half of them (49%) that it was very comfortable, 18% that 

it was average and only 4% that it was difficult. This means that for 96% of the 

respondents in the sample, childhood conditions were average or better. 

 
Almost six out of ten (59%) of the cases examined were children of self-employed 

fathers, 29% of both self-employed parents, 6% of self-employed mothers, and only 

6% of not self-employed parents. This accounts for 94% of the cases of self-employ­ 

ment in the family. Apparently, it is easier for women who experienced the financial 

insecurity of their parents' self-employment to accept the risk entrepreneurship 

involves rather than for women who experienced the financial security of the month­ 

ly (or weekly) paycheque. 
 

Education: The parents, often educated individuals, urged their children to contin­ 

ue their studies in tertiary level education institutions, thus provided their children 

with opportunities for a 'better futu re'. 
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A small percentage (6%) of the respondents possess only a high school leaving 

certificate. Twenty-three per cent have attended some college courses. The results 

agree with the data in the literature when they indicate the majority of the respon­ 

dents (41%) having earned a bachelor's degree. Almost one out of four women in our 

sample possess a master's degree and 6% have earned a doctorate (this is usually 

the case of medical doctors). 

 
Obviously, there is a striking difference in the education their fathers and mothers 

received which is probably to be traced back to the previous generations' perception 

about a woman's role in society, her dowry, and her education. Fifty-two per cent of 

their fathers were able to continue their studies in tertiary level institutions (more 

often than not abroad), whereas only 13% of their mothers were just as lucky. 

 
As regards the majors entrepreneurial women pursued, only 28% of the respon­ 

dents have a degree related to Business Administration, Economics, or Finance. 

There seems to be a big diversity of areas of studies in the remaining 72%. It is dif­ 

ficult to determine why. Perhaps, one explanation could be that since there was 

some 'guarantee' of financial security deriving from the strong family bonds women 

felt free to study whichever subject they liked. 

 
As expected, their performance at the highest level of their education was above 

average for almost two thirds (63%) of the respondents, average for 31%, and below 

average for only 6%. The family's socio-economic level and its impact on children 

coming from 'privileged' environments could be taken into consideration. First, it 

might have offered better educational opportunities, and second, the majority of our 

respondents did not have to worry about their fees and living expenses while 
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studying. Only 13% of the respondents had to put themselves through college basi­ 

cally on their own. Another 18% contributed to their expenses. The majority (69%) 

did not have to take any employment whatsoever. 
 

Age and Past Working Experience: Cypriot women entrepreneurs seem to make 

the decision to launch their own venture earlier than the general tendency described 

in the literature, which is between 30 and 40. Almost two out of three (63%) of the 

respondents start-up their own business between 20-30, 30% between 31-40 and 

some 7% between 41-50. 

 
As for their work experience previous to the starting-up of their own business, 

almost one out of four (23%) had no previous employer, 35% one, 18% two, 12% 

three, and another 12% four. It is interesting to note here that 88% of the respon­ 

dents had help and support from their families in order to launch their venture. 
 

Attitude toward 'feminist' matters: The results indicate, as expected, that Cypriot 

women have been influenced by 'feminist' ideas. Not too many years ago, it would 

have probably been unheard of, in a small place like Cyprus where everyone knew 

almost everyone else, to be for example in favour of ending an unsuccessful mar­ 

riage (91%). 
 

Desire to control their own destiny: The reason that seems to be by far the most 

influential one in their decision to start-up their business is, as expected, the desire 

to control their own destiny (64%). Other reasons were: to make money (18%), by 

chance (10%), to improve their social status (4%), and hating the frustration of work­ 

ing for someone else (4%). 
 

Number of working hours: The results agree with the ones in the literature that 

entrepreneurs do spend long hours at work. Twenty per cent spend over 60 hours 

per week at work, 18% 51-60 hours/week, 45% 41-50 hours/week, and only 17% up 

to 40 hours. By far the largest proportion of the respondents devote more time than 

the usual 40-hour week and energy to their enterprise. What is interesting here is 

that the 17% who spend less than 40 hours per week at work are usually 'older' 

women with their business probably in the maturity stage of the life cycle. 

 
Triggering Factors 

 

Necessity: Necessity is not one of the basic reasons why women entrepreneurs 

tend to start-up their business in Cyprus. The financial status of 54% of the respon­ 

dents before starting-up their business was above average, 27% average, and only 

19% poor. This is probably the reason why only 13% of the respondents answered 

that they launched their venture because of necessity. 
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Faith and enthusiasm in the product or service: What women entrepreneurs con­ 

sider most fulfilling in having their own business is in order of priority: self-actualisa­ 

tion (43%), faith and enthusiasm in the product or service (35%), meeting financial 

needs (11%), challenge (8%), and social status (3%). 

 
Enabling Factors 

 

Opportunity: The results here agree with those in the literature that opportunities 

in the market place were one of the most decisive factors in the decision of venture 

launching for 75% of the respondent in the sample. 
 

Securing financial resources: Only 25% of the respondents seemed to have had 

problems with acquiring the required initial capital in order to start-up their business. 

This is not strange as the majority of our participants in the sample come from 

wealthy families. It is not evident whether one of the major obstacles in launching a 

venture is the securing of financial resources or not. The question here would rather 

be how many more 'less lucky' women (not taking part in this survey) could actually 

succeed in securing the necessary initial capital in order to be able to start-up their 

business? 
 

Section Two: Types of Businesses 

 
The tendency for Cypriot women entrepreneurs is to choose the start-up as their 

venture launching approach. Their business units are more often than not in the ter­ 

tiary sector, usually in the form of a limited company in retailing. 

 
Venture Launching Approach 

 
Seventy-five per cent of the respondents chose the start-up approach for their 

venture while 25% took over a family business. Even in the start-up approach, 

however, the husband is often involved. There were no records of a buy-out or fran­ 

chising. Apparently, these approaches can be considered to be more risky and 

require larger amounts of capital. · 

 
Business Sectors 

 
The sectors women chose to compete in are: retailing 46%, services 21%, whole­ 

saling 19%, and manufacturing 14%. A combination of the sectors is also possible. 

Manufacturing is not a very popular entrepreneurial activity because of the large 

amounts of initial capital required. Interestingly enough, women entrepreneurs who 

operate in the sector of manufacturing are women who continue the traditional fam­ 

ily business. 
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Legal Status 

 
Women entrepreneurs do not tend to start-up a business using the sole propri­ 

etorship or partnership legal status, which is the usual case in the literature. More 

frequently, they use the limited company legal status instead. Seventy-five per cent 

of women-owned ventures are limited companies, 19% partnerships and only 6% are 

sole proprietorships (usually doctors of medicine). Even in the cases of limited com­ 

panies, both spouses actively run a considerable number of them. There is often a 

third shareholder as well, usually holding only one share. The reasons involved here 

could be better ways of securing financial resources and taxation. 
 

Section Three: Problems 

 
Obstacles in starting-up the business 

 
Social stereotypes about a woman's position in society, her duties, and responsi­ 

bilities 'haunt' women entrepreneurs. These stereotypes might take the form of sex 

discrimination (17%) or securing financial resources (25%). The major obstacle 

women entrepreneurs have to overcome, however, is the double bind, the work/fam­ 

ily pressure (58%). 

 
Dealing with the Household and Child Rearing 

 
Seventy-five per cent of the entrepreneurial women in our sample find the solution 

to the problem of housework by hiring a housemaid, usually a foreign domestic 

servant. Twenty-one per cent have help from their husbands, and 4% have help from 

their parents. 

 
It is disappointing to see that the husband's active role decreases when it comes 

to child rearing to only 16%. On the contrary, the grandparents' role (usually her par­ 

ents') increases to 29%, whereas 14% have no help at all. The remaining 41% again 

rely on help from the domestic servant. The transition from extended to nuclear fam­ 

ilies, the increase in number of working mothers (also grandmothers), as well as low 

salaries for foreign workers are some of the factors involved in the increasing phe­ 

nomenon of foreign domestic servants in Cypriot households. 
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Perceptions in the Business Setting 

 
The majority of women in the sample (73%) perceive that women have to work 

harder than men do to prove themselves, to earn respect and appreciation, in their 

business environment. Only 27% feel they work equally hard. The tendency here is 

for younger women to be in the second category and for the older to be in the first. 

This could be interpreted as a change in the attitude of younger male Cypriot busi­ 

nessmen or that younger women fail to perceive the discrimination between sexes in 

the business setting. 

 
The results indicating the majority of women entrepreneurs in the sample per­ 

ceiving they have to work harder than their male counterparts might reflect their 

awareness of how men perceive them. They expect them, for example, to prove 

themselves repeatedly in order to be considered equal. However, 91% of our respon­ 

dents still feel they have equal chances as their male counterparts. This is probably 

how they feel 'inside' - truly equal. It might also reflect their trust in the market that 

relies on performance ultimately. 

 
Analysis of the Qualitative In-depth Interviews 

 
The general impression I retained from the interviews is that women 

entrepreneurs manage to combine being dynamic and feminine at the same time. 

They look very confident, determined and inspire respect in their work environment. 

Their appearance is smart and professional at the same time. 

 
All of them agreed that it is more difficult for women to be businesswomen rather 

than for men to be businessmen even in the case of not having any children. They 

spoke in the spirit of Charlotte Whitton (mayor of Ottawa) when she said: 

 
 

 

housework 

a help with 

children 
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'Whatever women do they must do twice as good as men to be thought 

half as good. Luckily, this is not difficult'. 

 

Although they would have been expected to have a lot (or at least something) to 

complain about men and their dominant attitude, it is surprising how they deliberate­ 

ly underestimate it by not paying attention to it. There have been times when they 

felt unequal treatment, but they refuse to let that interfere with their plans. They fight 

back, instead, and go on their way. Some of them resist the differentiation: us 
(women) and them (men). They, especially younger women, prefer looking at people 

as individuals, thus avoiding falling into stereotyping. 

 
Nevertheless, they cannot fail to notice the presence (even if not always or not by 

all men) of the so-called 'male attitude' and social inequality between the two sexes. 

Some of them mentioned, for example, that men often don't expect women to come 

up with solutions to their problems or that when there is a serious matter, employees 

want to talk to the boss, a man! It is obvious that respect has to be earned when a 

person is a woman. Despite all this, women are not at all pessimistic. They feel that 

women should try their best as businesspersons (not as women) and that with 

patience, persistence, and perseverance, the mentality will change one day. 

 
As the majority of women have experienced this male mentality getting in their 

way, one would have expected a higher degree of solidarity among them. There is, 

however, a considerable number of women entrepreneurs who prefer their own indi­ 

vidual fight and this is the reason why they have never registered in any kind of 

women's organisation. The preference is towards organisations that are related to 

their profession, for example Association of Private Institutes, Association of Driving 

Instructors etc. They feel they obtain more help from profession-related associations 

rather than from women's organisations. 

 
When asked how other women in the business setting (employees, suppliers, and 

competitors) view them, they answered with respect, although sometimes with some 

'rivalry'. This is of course nothing unusual; they hurry to add, as rivalry can be found 

among men or among men and women as well. As a whole, they feel women are 

more sensitive, honest, and just and have higher human values and better com­ 

munication skills than men. 

 
When asked who they would rather have as partner or competitor a woman or a 

man, they took a neutral stand by answering that they did not really mind. Some 

commented that men expect you to work harder than women do. This might suggest 

that women have more faith in women's abilities whereas men need more 

reassurance on that or that women are more understanding. What is important, 

however, is to remember that both men and women have their weaknesses; no one 
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is perfect and both are 'allowed' to make mistakes. 

 
Despite CFBPW's and other women organisations' efforts, women feel all these 

groups are hardly more than a façade. They do not do as much as should be done 

in order to help or even inform women. They feel there is too much hollow talk and 

too little action. More needs to be done at the practical level. This is easier said than 

done as the CFBPW, for example, lacks the financing to open up an office and hire 

full-time personnel to offer such services. The little that is being done is done in what­ 

ever spare time some of its members might have. 

 
Conclusions 

 
This research has indicated that there is a connection between some of the 

antecedent, triggering, and enabling factors and a woman's decision to launch her 

venture. For example, the role model of self-employment, education, desire to con­ 

trol their own destiny, commitment, enthusiasm in the product or service, opportunity, 

and securing financial resources. 

 
The average Cypriot woman entrepreneur tends to have been brought up in very 

comfortable financial conditions where at least one of her parents was self-employed. 

The same financial conditions put her through her studies, and more often than not 

helped her obtain a Bachelor's degree. Undisturbed by financial burden, she man­ 

ages to complete her studies with grades above the average. 

 
She continues to have moral and financial support both from her parents and her 

husband while launching her venture, a limited company, usually in the tertiary sec­ 

tor. Usually, this happens before she turns 30 and after she has worked for no or one 

employer. 

 
The problem of child rearing is usually taken care of with a domestic servant's, the 

parent's, and sometimes the husband's help. Help with the household and child rear­ 

ing is a necessity as a woman entrepreneur usually spends 50-60 hours at work per 

week. 

 
Nevertheless, the burden of the responsibility for child rearing and the household 

still fall on the woman's shoulders. These responsibilities might on the one hand pre­ 

vent her career prospects and on the other hand her role in the family. Other issues 

Cypriot women entrepreneurs are concerned with are difficulties in obtaining financ­ 

ing, especially while trying to set up a business, and the social injustice they feel as 

representatives of a 'lesser' sex, as long as sex discrimination still exists. 
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