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Women Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub (WEKH) is a national
network and accessible digital platform for sharing research,
resources, and leading strategies. With ten regional hubs and
a network of more than 200 partners, WEKH is designed to
address the needs of diverse women entrepreneurs across
regions and across sectors. In response to COVID-19, WEKH
adopted an agitator role connecting women entrepreneurs and
support organizations across the country and led network calls
and training sessions. WEKH’s advanced technology platform,
powered by Magnet, will enhance the capacity of women
entrepreneurs and the organizations who serve them by linking
them to resources and best practices from across the country.
With the support of the Government of Canada, WEKH will
spread its expertise from coast to coast, enabling service
providers, academics, government, and industry to enhance
their support for women entrepreneurs. Ryerson University’s
Diversity Institute, in collaboration with Ryerson’s Brookfield
Institute for Innovation + Entrepreneurship and the Ted Rogers
School of Management, is leading a team of researchers,
business support organizations, and key stakeholders to create
a more inclusive and supportive environment to grow women’s
entrepreneurship in Canada.

About Femmessor

FEMMESSOR.COM

Femmessor is an organization dedicated to the development
of women’s entrepreneurship. Our mission is to contribute
directly to the creation, growth, and acquisition of businesses
that are owned or operated, in whole or in part, by women
across all 17 regions of Quebec. Our financing services,
combined with support tailored to the needs of entrepreneurs,
allows Quebec women entrepreneurs to build sustainable and
prosperous businesses. Femmessor is financially supported
by the Ministère de l’Économie et de l’Innovation (MEI) and
by the Government of Canada as part of the Strategy for
Women in Entrepreneurship. Thanks to partnerships with the
Fund for Women Entrepreneurs FQ (Femmessor, Fondaction,
Investissement Québec as agent for the Government of
Quebec) and Desjardins Capital, with conventional loans and
share capital, we facilitate access to nearly $25 million dollars
of funds to support companies with at least one woman in a
strategic position and owning at least 25% of the shares.
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Highlights
> 1,080 women entrepreneurs from 17
regions of Québec and from a range of
sectors and business sizes responded to
the survey.
> Women entrepreneurs have been severely
impacted by the crisis — two out of three
businesses reported operating at 50%
capacity.
> 22.3% of women entrepreneur
respondents believe that their business
will have difficulty surviving this crisis and
may not recover.
> For 18.3% of respondents, the current
crisis has become an opportunity.
> In general, women entrepreneurs are still
confident about the future (78% say they
are confident or very confident) and
show great resilience.

For 18.3% of respondents,
the current crisis has
become an opportunity.
> 49.4% of women entrepreneurs surveyed
are actively looking for funding to ensure
their survival or to adapt their business
offerings to the current situation.

they did not qualify for the programs.
Others did not yet know whether available
programs addressed their specific
needs and if they would be able to take
advantage of these measures. Others still
were looking to other sources of funding.
> When asked about obstacles to funding,
women entrepreneurs cited two main
factors: a difficulty making the case that
they qualify, and challenges navigating
different programs and organizations.
> Women entrepreneurs also indicated that
they required support to go digital, adapt
their business models, expand their
networks, and develop their businesses
in order to recover from this crisis.
> Respondents identified five main
expectations for economic recovery.
Some of these include: ensuring that
buying local continues to be a top priority;
being supported in acquiring digital and
financial skills; and lastly, a shift in the
global economic model. This last point
refers to the importance of environmental
sustainability and promoting measures
that enhance work–family balance,
including working from home.

> During the months of March and April,
women-owned businesses suffered
financial losses of $83,902 on average.
> However, only 20% of these businesses
said they intended to take advantage
of the measures implemented by the
Governments of Québec and Canada. A
large proportion of respondents believed
1

(N=1080)

Profile of Businesses Led
by Women Entrepreneurs
Type of Business
Type of business %
Owner >
of a sole
proprietorship
and/or
registered
company

Type of ownership %
> Owner of an
incorporated
business

45%

55%

Partner/minority
shareholder

5.7%

Partner/majority
shareholder

10.1%
20%

Associate/partner
50/50

64.2%

Sole owner
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32% of businesses with no
regular employees use between
one and five contract employees.

Number of years in business %

Stage of growth %

4-6 years >

25%

< 10 years +

26%

< Established

Growth >

22%

51%

< Pre-start-up

3%

< 0 year

7-9 years >

8%

11%

< Start-up

< 1-3 years

24%

30%

Number of regular employees %

101 +

0.5%

101 +

0.3%

51-100

1.3%

51-100

0.7%

21-50

4.6%

11-20

6%

6-10
2
1

18.8%

None

32.6%
15

20

19.7%

3-5

11.5%

10

8.9%

6-10
15%

5

3.4%

11-20
9.7%

0

2.1%

21-50

3-5
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Number of temporary or contract
employees %
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16.2%

1

16.2%
32.5%

None
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Sectoral & Regional Characteristics
Sector %
Professional, scientific and
technical services

17.1%
12.5%

Retail trade
Manufacturing

6.9%

Health care and social assistance

6.4%

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting

3.7%

Educational services

2.9%

Real estate, rental and leasing

2.2%
2.1%

Construction
Administrative, support, and
sanitation services
Information industry and cultural industry

1.7%

Finance and insurance

1.5%

1.8%

1.1%

Utilities

1%

Wholesale trade
Management of companies and
enterprises

0.8%
0
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38% of respondents specified: Other

Region of Quebec %
16.1%

R6 - Montréal
R16 - Montérégie
R15 - Laurentians
R5 - Estrie
R11 - Gaspésie – Magdalen Islands
R3 - Capitale-Nationale
R14 - Lanaudière
R4 - Mauricie
R17 - Centre-du-Québec
R12 - Chaudière-Appalaches
R7 - Outaouais
R2 - Saguenay – Lac-Saint-Jean
R1 - Lower Saint Lawrence
R13 - Laval
R8 - Abitibi-Témiscamingue
R9 - North Shore
R10 - Nord-du-Québec – Jamésie

10.3%
9.7%
8.9%
8.2%
7.4%
6%
5.4%
4.8%
4.4%
4.2%
3.9%
3.8%
3.2%
1.7%
1.5%
0.5%
0
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Financial Situation in View of COVID-19
Turnover in 2019
3%

5%
6%
10%

More than $5M
Between $2M and $4,499,999
Between $1M and $1,999,999

45%

Between $500,000 and $999,999
Between $100,000 and $499,999

31%

Less than $100,000

Decrease in turnover due to COVID-19
20%

7%
10%
Almost nil
Low
Moderate

26%
37%
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Significant
Very significant

Level of Operation %

21%

0%

35%

5% to 25%
18%

30% to 50%
55% to 75%

10 %

75% to 100%

74% of businesses
operate at 50%
capacity or less

14%

> Only 9% of them are
operating at 100%
capacity

Those most
financially
affected are:
> businesses in
retail trade,
health care, and
social assistance
sectors, and
> businesses in
their pre-startup or start-up
phase.
There is no
correlation
between financial
impact and region
or size of business.

Impact of crisis on financial situation
Good

17% >

< Very good

6%

< Very bad

25%

Acceptable
27% >
< Bad

25%
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Financial Losses and Financing Needs
Financial losses to date (April 2020)
11%

0

Financial losses to
date, on average:

20%

$1 to $9,999
$10,000 to
$24,999

23%

$25,000 to
$49,999

> Median
$20,000

15%

$50,000 to
$74,999

> Mean
$83,902

11%

$75,000 to
$99,999

2%

$100,000 to
$149,999

6%
2%

$150,000 to
$199,999

9%

$200,000 +

0
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Financing needs %
5.9%

0
$1 to $9,999

40%

$10,000 to
$24,999

23.3%

$25,000 to
$49,999

> Median
$25,000

3%

$75,000 to
$99,999

4.6%

$100,000 to
$199,999

0.9%
5%

$200,00

0
7

> Mean
$54,346

17.2%

$50,000 to
$74,999

5

Financing needs
beyond what is
available from
government
programs:
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COVID-19 Crisis:
Opportunities or Challenges?
COVID-19 Crisis: An Opportunity for Growth?
The Crisis Represents an Opportunity %

> More businesses owned by
this group of respondents
are in the growth phase or
well established.

48.7%

Completely disagree

19.5%

Somewhat disagree
Neither disagree
nor agree

13.5%

18.3%

10.5%

Somewhat agree
Completely agree

> More opportunities are
perceived by smaller
businesses with a turnover
less than $100K.

7.8%
0

10

20

> The sectors represented in
this group of respondents
are the professional,
scientific, and technical
services sector, and the
manufacturing sector.

30

40

50

> No difference from a
regional perspective or by
business size or number of
years.

For 18.3% of respondents, the current crisis is viewed as an opportunity.
> A positive outlook aligns with healthy financials and little anticipation of a turnover
decrease in 2020. This group is more confident they will survive the crisis and is
relatively unaffected by related personal difficulties.
> These women entrepreneurs intend to turn their businesses around by adapting the
range of products or services offered. They also plan to adapt their sales channels and
expand their networks, particularly at the international level.
> These respondents focus on ways to accelerate a digital shift in their businesses, and
seek skills development support by participating in innovation workshops and process
development training.
> They are less likely to take advantage of federal and provincial assistance programs,
except for the PACME program’s two components.
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Difficulty Surviving the COVID-19 Crisis
Degree of difficulty surviving the crisis %

22.3%

Not difficult at all
Slightly difficult

27%

Moderately
difficult

28.4%
14%

Rather difficult
Very difficult

22.3% of women
entrepreneurs
believe that their
business will have
difficulty surviving
this crisis.

8.3%
0
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22.3% of women entrepreneurs surveyed believe that their business will have difficulty
surviving this crisis, including:
> Women entrepreneurs who own smaller businesses that are in the start-up phase.
> Those who operate in the retail or professional services sectors.
> Older women, who are more likely to indicate they are experiencing difficulties.
> Women entrepreneurs experiencing a decrease in turnover for 2020 or an otherwise
challenging financial situation.

> The difficulty in surviving
the crisis is associated,
unsurprisingly, with a
decrease in turnover for
2020 and a poor financial
situation at present.
> This perception is very
strongly linked with
the need for additional
funding. It is also strongly
linked with the difficulties
finding this funding,
in particular, due to an
already too high debt level.

9

During the survey period,
approximately 58.4% of women
entrepreneurs felt stressed
moderately often, often, or very often.
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Reactions & Needs of Women
Entrepreneurs in
View of the COVID-19 Crisis
Stress related to the crisis
Level of stress %
4.6%

Rarely

26.8%

Not very often

50.5%

Moderately often

6.6%

Often

1.3%

Very often
0
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50

In the past
month,
approximately
58.4% of women
entrepreneurs
felt stressed
quite often, often
or very often.

60

Feelings of stress are more frequent among:
> Those who are in the pre-start-up or start-up phase of their business.
> Those who operate in sectors most affected: professional, scientific, and technical services,
as well as retail trade sectors.
> Those with a turnover of $100,000 or less.
> Women entrepreneurs older in age.

The main factors associated with
more frequent stress are:
> The feeling that it is difficult to
see one’s business survive the
crisis.
> An estimated significant decrease
in turnover in 2020.
> The need for additional funding.
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Operational Financial Resources Required
Funding need %

I need some >
funding

49.4%

50.6%

< I do not need
any funding

Obstacles to accessing funding
Delays in filing my tax returns

1.41

Lack of listening or understanding from my interlocutors

2.49

Difficulty expressing my needs

2.59

Debt level already too high

2.70

Difficulty preparing my application

2.71

Too long a delay

2.78

Difficulty finding the right organization/interlocutor

3.14

Difficulty arguing that I qualify

3.16

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

The difficulties encountered by women entrepreneurs have notable impacts,
including a significant increase in stress levels. Stress can be instigated by:
> Difficulty qualifying for various programs and supports,
> Finding the right partner organizations,
> Asserting needs and preparing applications, or
> A deteriorating financial situation with some women entrepreneurs having to turn to
their personal savings.
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Accessibility to Assistance Programs
Federal programs (for all women entrepreneurs)
50
40
30
20
10
0

My company does
not qualify

No, I don’t need
them

I don’t know

Yes, perhaps

Yes, definitely

Deferral of charges or taxes

BDC and EDC Business Credit Availability Program
(BCAP) – SMB Loan Guarantee Program

Small Business Emergency Relief Program
up to $50K

75% Emergency Wage Subsidy

Canadian Business Emergency Account
(CBEA) up to $40K

Extension of Work-Sharing program for
employees eligible for employment insurance
who agree to a reduction of their normal
working hours

10% Temporary Wage Subsidy

Temporary changes to the Canada Summer
Jobs Program

For both federal and provincial programs:
> Only 20% of respondents indicated they planned to take advantage of supports introduced by the
Governments of Québec or Canada.
> A large proportion of respondents believed they did not qualify for the programs. Others did not yet
know whether available programs addressed their specific needs and if they would be able to take
advantage of these measures. Others still were looking to other sources of funding.

Provincial programs (for all women entrepreneurs)
50
40
30
20
10
0

My company does
not qualify

No, I don’t need
them

I don’t know

Employee Training Assistance Program – PACME
Support for Human Resources Management
Activities - PACME
Exemption from ministerial authorization for
Conversion of industrial activities related to COVID-19
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Yes, perhaps

Yes, definitely

Moratorium for repayment of principal/interest loans of
Investissement Québec (IQ) and Local Investment Funds
(FLI) for up to 6 months
Loan guarantee of $50K + from Investissement Québec PACTE

Turning the business around
Women entrepreneurs also identified potential supports beyond financial interventions.

1

Making or accelerating the digital shift

Use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in production

2.08

Use of AI in decision-making processes

2.16
2.94

Teleworking, collaborative tools, file sharing, etc.

3.15

Customer management, planning, project management, etc.

3.23

E-commerce development

3.85

Digital marketing development

1

2

2

3

4

Adapting my business model

Expanding my international network

2.00

Transforming my business to provide essential goods and
services

2.10
3.16

Adapting my sales channels

3.19

Adapting my range of products or services
Expanding my network of contacts

3.48
1

3

2

3

4

Developing my skills

Increasing my knowledge in business management
(acc, hr, etc.)

3.07

Participating in activities likely to inspire and generate
innovation

3.18

Participating in activities to discover new business
processes

3.28
3.39

Increasing my knowledge in business development

1

2

3

4
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Adapting to Challenges
Women entrepreneurs for whom the
crisis represents an opportunity:

Women entrepreneurs trying to stay
the course are focusing on:

> see all the proposed measures as
important levers, and

> their ability to adapt their products
and knowledge development, and

> already demonstrate a sound
understanding of business
development.

> employing a range of digital levers,
including customer management
and digital marketing.

Women entrepreneurs who are
confident in their business are
aiming at:

Women entrepreneurs whose
businesses may not survive the
crisis:

> measures to expand and adapt to
the market and the digital shift.

> failed to adapt their products and
services.

> have a more limited network of
contacts, and

For all respondents and for
those looking for funding,
the methods of reviving their
businesses were similar.
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> are struggling with the digital shift.

Self-Employed Women
Business operating at %
75% to 100%
14.7% >

< Not at all

26.9%
51% to 74%
16.3% >
< 5% to 24%

25% to 50%
13.5% >

28.9%

Level of difficulty surviving the crisis %

26.1%

Not at all

27.3%

Slightly

30.4%

Moderately

9.9%

Rather
Very

16.2%

6.3%
0

> Of the surveyed
businesses, 69.3% are
operating at below
50% and 26.9% are at a
complete standstill.

5
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Crisis representing an opportunity %

Completely
disagree
Somewhat
disagree
Neither disagree
nor agree

19%
13.4%
11.5%

Somewhat agree
Completely agree
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48.2%

19.4%

7.9%
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> Of those surveyed, 52.9% of self-employed
women find the current crisis difficult to
maintain but are staying the course.

(N=266)
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Needs of Self-Employed
Women
Financing needs
I need some
funding >

48.8%

51.2%

< I do not
need any
funding

Debt level already too high %
Completely
disagree

28.2%

Somewhat disagree

22.3%

Neither disagree
nor agree

22.3%
15.5%

Somewhat agree
Completely agree

11.7%
0
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> The crisis is impacting self-employed women
significantly. Their financial situation is
deteriorating, they have a relatively high debt
level, and some are even turning to their personal
savings to keep their businesses running.
> Indeed, 52.6% of self-employed women surveyed
are seriously considering digitalization as a way of
adapting to and overcoming the crisis.
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(N=266)

Who are the most confident among the
respondents? Those who operate in sectors such
as: professional, scientific, and technical services;
retail trade; and manufacturing sectors.
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Executive
A Look at the Future
Summary
Level of Confidence
Level of confidence that the business
will survive the COVID-19 crisis

< Not at all confident

Very
confident

4%

< Slightly

confidente

33% >

18%

Who are the most confident
among the respondents?
> Those who operate
in sectors such as:
professional, scientific, and
technical services; retail
trade; and manufacturing
sectors.
> Businesses in the growth
or established phase and
fewer in the pre-start-up or
start-up phase.
> Businesses with a turnover
of over $100,000 in 2019.

< Confident

45%

19

> Younger women are
more confident that their
businesses will survive.

Expectations for Economic Recovery
Of the 1,080 survey respondents, 784 took the time to answer an open-ended
question regarding their expectations for economic recovery. Five main
themes emerged from the responses.
> Promote Québec’s local economy by encouraging the purchase of local
products and services, and even lowering taxes on local production.
> Develop e-commerce by supporting skills development among women
entrepreneurs.
> Support women entrepreneurs in acquiring the skills they need to grow
their businesses, particularly in the areas of digital technology, financial
management, business development, and networking.
> Extend financial support measures through subsidies for small and medium
enterprises (beyond the proposed credits and tax cuts), including wage
subsidies extended to new hires and assistance with fixed cost payments.
> Change the global economic model, especially with regard to environmental
sustainability and promoting a work-family balance, including working from
home practices.
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Conclusion
This survey illustrates that women-owned
businesses are extremely fragile at this juncture.
However, women entrepreneurs continue to be
resilient as they work to survive and adapt to turn
their businesses around.
> Federal and provincial programs should be
broadened, and access should be made easier
to allow more women entrepreneurs to take
advantage of these support measures.
> The need for funding among women
entrepreneurs is significant. However, they are
facing obstacles that undermine their access
to funding, and have a negative impact on their
businesses and well-being. It is therefore vital to
provide financing tools adapted to their specific
situations to ensure not only survival but also
recovery.
> For women entrepreneurs, the priorities
for economic recovery include: providing
incentives to buy local, supporting measures for
digitalization, developing new business skills,
and changing the economic model to focus on
environmental sustainability and balance.

Women entrepreneurs have a clear vision
of what tomorrow’s Québec Inc. should be.
Despite the difficulties, they have confidence
in the future and wish to take an active part
in economic recovery.

In conclusion, it can be stated that women
entrepreneurs have a clear vision of what
tomorrow’s Québec Inc. should be. Despite the
difficulties, they have confidence in the future and
wish to take an active part in economic recovery. It
is up to all of us to help them realize this ambition.
21

Methodology
> The COVID-19 crisis has impacted women entrepreneurs significantly. To gain insight
into the challenges faced by women entrepreneurs, the business impacts of COVID-19,
and their particular needs within this context, Femmessor conducted a vast Québecwide survey between April 16 and 20, 2020.
> Led by Femmessor, in collaboration with the BMO
Chair in Diversity and Governance at Université
de Montréal and the Women Entrepreneurship
Knowledge Hub, the survey reached 1,080 women
entrepreneurs from 17 regions of Québec and from
all sectors of activity sectors and sizes of business.
> The results of this survey provide an accurate
and up-to-date picture of the state of women
entrepreneurship in the province, which will
help to direct support services and provide our
government partners with feedback regarding how
to best prepare Québec for a successful economic

The COVID-19 crisis
has impacted women
entrepreneurs significantly.
To gain insight into the
challenges faced by women
entrepreneurs, the business
impacts of COVID-19, and
their particular needs within
this context, Femmessor
conducted a vast Québecwide survey between April
16 and 20, 2020
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