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About the European Investment Bank

The European Investment Bank is the world’s biggest multilateral lender. The only bank owned by and representing the interests of the EU countries, the EIB finances Europe’s economic growth. Over six decades the Bank has backed start-ups like Skype and massive schemes like the Øresund Bridge linking Sweden and Denmark. Headquartered in Luxembourg, the EIB Group includes the European Investment Fund, a specialist financer of small and medium-sized enterprises.
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Disclaimer

The findings, interpretations and conclusions are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Investment Bank. The Executive summary of this report was published in May 2020. Small discrepancies may exist between the content of these two publications.


Forewords

Lilyana Pavlova

Vice-President, European Investment Bank

The Sustainable Development Goals call for the world to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. This implies equity of opportunity in all areas of our society and economy. Europe is making steady progress towards this fundamental principle and yet, at a time when more and more European citizens express the desire to launch their own businesses, women still remain underrepresented and underfunded in the field of entrepreneurship which is a key driver of innovation and growth in our society.

This report builds on the premise that putting our full weight behind female entrepreneurs makes fundamental sense. Bankers and investors increasingly see that it is not only ethically and socially the right thing to do, but also a clear-cut case of smart economics. In other words, it makes economic and business sense to ensure that women entrepreneurs gain access to the same opportunities for success as their male counterparts. This is particularly the case for the technology and innovation space where women face pronounced barriers when it comes to creating and funding their businesses. The report’s recommendations propose an important role for EU institutions in ensuring that, when it comes to investing in female entrepreneurs, equity is much more than a financial term.

The new European Commission that took office in December 2019 has declared gender smart investing as a clear policy priority. EU policies and initiatives and next generation financing instruments are being designed through a gender lens to encourage the development of more female entrepreneurs, equipped with the means and capacity to grow their companies. Ensuring that investors are aware of the benefits of channelling funds into women-led businesses, and growing and empowering the cohort of female investors, is of course no less important.

For the EIB Group, the report looks to it to contribute not only to scaling up the amount of financing available to support female entrepreneurs, but also to offering advisory services which will help to overcome barriers, biases and gaps. I would like to thank our EIB InnovFin Advisory team for providing excellent recommendations for the EIB Group and its stakeholders to lead by example in the area of gender smart investment.

In 2017, the EIB Group launched its Strategy for Gender Equality and Women’s Economic Empowerment with the three-pronged objective of protecting the rights of women and girls, heightening the positive impact of the full range of our activities on them, and investing in projects specifically aimed at boosting women’s economic empowerment. Since the strategy’s introduction, the EIB has gone on to put its financial weight behind a series of gender-focused projects, but we are well aware that much still remains to be done.

Today, we work alongside the European Commission to ensure that the strategic agenda of the European Union embeds gender equality as a central priority for our collective future.

This report could not be more timely as it provides a valuable contribution to informing the design of smart policies in favour of women entrepreneurs and women investors. The latter might suffer disproportionately from the economic consequences of the current coronavirus crisis, as evidence shows. I believe that the crisis response measures could offer a unique opportunity for EU institutions and the EIB Group to empower growth via targeted advisory support and financing for women-led businesses and put them on a stronger footing for the future. I would like to thank our colleagues at the European Commission for their continued support and senior sponsorship throughout this study and beyond.

The time for action is now.
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Jean-Eric Paquet

Director-General for Research and Innovation, European Commission

Gender equality is a core European value enshrined in the EU treaties. Achieving gender equality is as much a matter of improving economic outcomes, and research and innovation performance, as it is of fairness and social justice. Yet, in research and innovation, women continue to face biases, which negatively affect their careers, lower their chances to succeed and contribute to the lack of awareness about the systemic nature of gender inequality.

The latest She Figures show that while in Europe the number of women with a career in research is slowly growing, women remain strongly underrepresented as inventors for all technology domains and patents, and their potential is not fully recognised nor valued. The persistence of gender stereotypes remains mostly visible in the field of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), where women are underrepresented at all levels. Such underrepresentation leads to suboptimal results since women’s perspectives – biological, social or cultural – are overlooked. Thus, our society would benefit greatly in terms of innovation potential and value creation if women had equal opportunities to succeed as men.

Gender equality occupies a central role in the European Commission’s agenda, highlighted as a top priority by the Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, the first woman to hold the position and who has composed the most gender-balanced College to date. Research and innovation can make an important contribution to the European Gender Equality Strategy. In particular, in terms of supporting women innovators, under the European Innovation Council (EIC) we will encourage the participation of women researchers, innovators and women-led companies and we will continue awarding the EU Prize for Women Innovators to those women who have brought game-changing innovations to the market.

Today, European societies are facing the human and economic impacts of the coronavirus pandemic, which is deepening further pre-existing inequalities, threatening to reverse the limited progress achieved to date for gender equality. This study shows us that today more than ever the actions we take, at European and national levels, for restarting our economies should embrace the gender dimension and provide an integrated framework of support measures to catalyse investment in female entrepreneurs and harness the power of women as investors to the benefit of society as a whole.
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Executive summary


Empowering women remains a common denominator and a global imperative for all those who care about fairness and diversity, but also productivity and growth of societies and economies that are more inclusive. If we can achieve this, we all gain.

Christine Lagarde, ECB President and former IMF Managing Director



Pick any of these indicators: potential increase of 26% of global annual GDP and of $160 trillion of human capital wealth; 15% likelier better business performance; $5.9 trillion estimated additional global market cap[1]. What could we do in order to attain these indicators? The answer lies in diversity. Greater gender diversity has significant effects in terms of GDP growth, higher productivity and profitability. Moreover, gender diversity in research and innovation leads to superior results, therefore contributing to greater innovation potential and value creation. The world over, one of its best assets is underrepresented, undervalued and unevenly treated. All this despite evidence and data confirming that supporting women’s economic empowerment makes not only ethical and social but also economic and business sense.

A case in point, according to a 2018 Boston Consulting Group study, is that women entrepreneurs generate more revenue than their male counterparts despite receiving lower financial backing. The study[2] revealed that for every $1 of investment raised, women-owned startups generated $0.78 in revenue, whereas men-run startups generated only $0.31.

In September 2015, all UN Member States adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which is built on an urgent call for action to achieve 17 Sustainable Development Goals.
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