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THE RESEARCH TEAM

The Center for Women’s Leadership at
Babson College is the first center dedicated
to women in business and entrepreneurship
at a leading school of management.
Through educational programs and
research, the Center develops women’s
leadership skills and promotes women’s
success in corporate management,
entrepreneurial business ventures, and
nonprofit organizations. The Center for
Women’s Leadership collaborates with
companies and business-related
organizations to understand the issues that
contribute to women’s leadership success in
business and entrepreneurship.

Babson College in Wellesley, Massachusetts,
is recognized internationally as a leader in
entrepreneurial management education. The
College, founded in 1919 by entrepreneur
and financier Roger W. Babson, grants BS,
MBA and custom MS and MBA degrees
through its undergraduate program and the
F.W. Olin Graduate School of Business at
Babson College. Executive development
programs are offered to experienced
managers worldwide through the Babson
School of Executive Education. The
College’s for-profit venture, Babson
Interactive LLC, develops distance learning
programs and business simulations for
executives and graduate students.

The Commonwealth Institute is a non-
profit organization founded in 1997 to help
women entrepreneurs and CEOs grow
successful companies. The cornerstone of
the Institute’s approach is peer-to-peer
mentoring, which has proved to be one of
the most effective modes of learning.

The goal of The Commonwealth Institute is
to reach women CEOs during the critical
stages of their businesses and to provide
them with the tools and resources they need
for growth. Since its founding, The
Commonwealth Institute has assisted more
than 400 woman-led companies in New
England. The Commonwealth Institute is
located in Boston, Massachusetts.

Principal Investigator: Nan S. Langowitz 
(The Center for Women’s Leadership 
at Babson College)

Research Advisors: Aileen Gorman, Lois
Lindauer, Irma Mann, Evelyn Murphy,
June Rokoff, and Lois Silverman 
(The Commonwealth Institute)

Research Staff: Brent Crossman, Rachel
Hillman, Claudia Morgan, Rainy Wilkins
(Babson College); and Maria Halvorsen
(The Commonwealth Institute)

Research Team:
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the United States today, women account
for 50% of the managerial workforce1 and
start 38% of new businesses.2 Massachusetts
is ranked number one among the 50 states
in its progress toward “the new economy.”3

Massachusetts has historically been a
vibrant economy, one in which
technological innovation and new
businesses thrive. The trends toward
increasing numbers of women joining the
executive ranks of business and founding
their own companies might be expected to
prevail in this state, but:

How much do we know about woman-
led companies in Massachusetts?

Do we know who their chief
executives are?

Do we understand the perspective 
of these leaders and how these 
perspectives shape companies to 
face the business issues posed today and
for the future? 

The Top Woman-Led Businesses in
Massachusetts tells the previously untold
story of woman-led businesses in
Massachusetts. Research on these businesses
is inherently difficult, as most are privately-
held companies. With the participation of
more than 200 woman-led companies, we
gathered the facts about their businesses
and their chief executives. We learned:

What motivated these businesswomen at
the outset to run their firms.

What the challenges are for their busi-
nesses and their personal futures.

Which factors matter most in operating
these companies.

The businesses in our research provide the
first in-depth look at woman-led businesses
in the state. They are primarily located in the
Greater Boston area and the leading
industries are professional service and high
technology. Furthermore, leadership and
ownership seem to go hand-in-hand, with
82% of the chief executives reporting
controlling ownership of their businesses.
Finally, ownership is predominantly a result
of entrepreneurship by women chief
executives, dispelling the myth that women
business owners are “wives or daughters.”

Many points jump out as a result of this
research. Women executives run new
economy companies such as high
technology firms; women run heavy
industry companies in areas such as
construction; and women leaders are
justifiably optimistic about the growth of
their companies—and growth itself may be
a factor in company ownership as women
seek new sources of capital to expand their
businesses. These women leaders represent
important and diverse role models for the
business community.

Through our research, we also developed 
The Top 100 Woman-Led Businesses in
Massachusetts (see Appendix). This list of
companies, ranked by revenue, contributed
$4.8 billion to the economy in the year 2000.
Of these Top 100 companies, six are publicly
traded, and more than half of the Top 100
firms continue to be led by
their founding
entrepreneurs.

The second part of our
research consists of the
in-depth information we
collected from 92 of the
participating companies.

1 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2001.

2 National Foundation of Women
Business Owners, Washington, D.C.,
1999.

3 The State New Economy Index,
Progressive Policy Institute,
Washington, D.C., 1999.
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METHODOLOGY

From this data, we learned that personal
achievement and autonomy, rather 
than the “glass ceiling,” were the chief
motivating factors for the women
entrepreneurs who started their firms,
and that indeed, women chief executives
tend to found, rather than acquire, their
businesses.

Woman-led businesses anticipate strong
growth, with more than one-third of the
respondents anticipating growth of 25%
or more over the next three years. Women
leaders are focused on growth through
customer satisfaction, achieved through
organizations in which talented managers
and employees are seen as the most
valuable resources.

Women chief executives value mentoring,
with 79% reporting that business mentors
were important to the development of their
businesses. And, although having a woman
as a mentor was reported by a plurality to
have enhanced the business mentoring
experience, nearly half of the respondents
(44%) have  had no opportunity to work
with a woman business mentor.

Looking to the future, these company
leaders see their greatest challenges in
responding to evolving customer needs
and in continuing to achieve high
financial performance. In the personal
realm, successful women chief executives
are placing increasing emphasis on
personal satisfaction and work/life
balance as they look ahead.

Our findings are based upon a two-part
research study. The goal of the first part of
the survey was to define the population of
Woman-Led Businesses in Massachusetts.
In order to develop as broad a list of
woman-led businesses as possible, we used
the affiliated contacts of our respective
organizations, professional networks,
published listings, and purchased
information from Dun & Bradstreet. We
also ran advertisements in two
Massachusetts business periodicals,
Women’s Business and The Boston Business
Journal, in order to solicit additional
candidates for the research. The potential

pool of candidates was screened and we
mailed a one-page initial survey in April
2001 to all of the companies with
estimated revenues of $1.5 million or
above. A follow-up mailing was sent in
July 2001. Of the approximately 650
surveys mailed, we received 212 qualified
responses, a 33% response rate.

To qualify as a woman-led business, the
chief executive, defined as the senior
executive decision-maker of the firm, must
be a woman and the business must be
headquartered in Massachusetts.
Furthermore, the business must be an



11

mentoring experience has not been
available to many, with fully 44% of the
chief executives reporting no experience
with a woman business mentor.

Motivation to Own the Business
The motivations of the 85 chief executive
owners to own their businesses were typical
for entrepreneurs. These women owners
were driven most strongly by a desire for
personal achievement and personal
autonomy. More than 50% of respondents
rated each of these desires as “extremely
important” motivations to running their
own businesses. Further, 72% rated
personal achievement
as very or extremely
important while 67%
ranked personal
autonomy as very or
extremely important.

More than half, 53%,
of the chief executive
owners reported that
hitting the glass
ceiling was “barely or
not at all important”
as a motivation for

deciding to run their businesses. Since 36%
of the portrait company executives claim
no managerial experience prior to their
present businesses and nearly three-
quarters are also the founders of their
businesses, it may be that they were never
in a position to experience the glass ceiling.
It is also possible that the glass ceiling
prevented the chief executive from gaining
managerial experience in other companies
but the chief executive does not identify the
experience this way. Regardless, the survey
results show that these women chief
executives chose to run their own
businesses for personal achievement and

Figure 5: Future Personal Issues

“Whether right or wrong,
the ability to know that I
can earn millions of
dollars and love what I do
for a living gives a
tremendous sense of
empowerment and pride.”
— CEO, Top 100 human
resources company
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autonomy, and the success of their companies
shows that they are highly capable executives!

The Future is the Updated Past (Figure 5)
The chief executives of the portrait
companies look forward with a view that
echoes their reported motivations and
concerns. Personal satisfaction and self-
esteem, and financial reward ranked most
highly as extremely or very important issues
for these executives’ personal futures. Given
their emphasis on personal achievement and
personal autonomy in deciding to lead their
businesses, this comes as no surprise.

Looking only at issues ranked as extremely
important, a slightly different picture unfolds.
Work/life balance and exit strategy become
more significant issues than financial reward.
When comparing these results with the
reported motivations of the chief executives
when they set out to lead their firms, it is

clear that the focus on personal achievement
as well as work/life balance has strengthened
over the course of these women’s careers.
Sixty-three percent rated personal satisfaction
and self-esteem as an extremely important
issue for their future, compared to 53% of
chief executives who reported personal
achievement and autonomy as an extremely
important motivation to run their firms.
More dramatically, 42% now rate work/life
balance as extremely important for their
future (and 36% say the same for exit
strategy) while only 19% rated work/life
balance as an extremely important motivation
to run their firms.

The CEO of a Top 100 travel company
summed up the importance of the work/life
balance issue for the future as she stated her
hope:

Figure 6: Daily Business Issues

“…not to focus on work and
enjoy more of my life.” 
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FACTORS IN RUNNING THE
BUSINESSES
Values (Figure 6)
Customer satisfaction and company culture
lead the list of issues woman-led businesses
are focused upon on a daily basis. The
portrait companies prioritize customers
first as the most important factor in
running their business, with 96% ranking
this factor as very or extremely important,
and 66% ranking culture as very or
extremely important. Personal autonomy,
control, high profitability, and work/life
balance are also particularly important
factors to these executives.

The CEO of a Top 100
educational services
company summed up the
dual emphasis on
customer satisfaction and
company culture this way:

Human Resources 
(Figure 7)
Human resources were
identified as the most
critical asset when the
portrait companies
considered the importance
of particular resources in
operating their businesses.
Management talent and

non-managerial employees were seen as
the most important resources to company
operations. The next most important
resources were expertise in information
technology, expertise in marketing and
public relations, and supplier access.

The human resources emphasis was
characterized as follows by one publishing
company’s chief executive:

“I love the fact that I have
created something that our
customers love and that
provides employees with a
supportive environment in
which to work!”

“…treating each member of the company
with respect and appreciation for their
contribution to the success of the company”

Figure 7: Business Resources
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Financial Resources (Figure 7)
Access to capital or credit is an important
resource for the portrait companies, but not
among the highest ranked operational issues.
This is not surprising as most independent
business owners rely on company earnings
rather than debt or equity financing as a
primary source of capital funding.11 A quote
from a software company chief executive
confirms this approach:

The slowing economy may increase the
importance of accessing alternate sources of

funding for these businesses. The intensity
of capital required also plays a role in the
importance of access to capital. Businesses
requiring heavy investment or experiencing
rapid growth may look to external sources
of funds as a necessity. For example, the
CEO of another software company said:

FUTURE GROWTH AND
CHALLENGES (Figure 8)
With the economic slowdown of 2001,
it is no surprise that the portrait companies
anticipate projected growth rates lower than
those reported for the past three years.

11 “Entrepreneurial Vision in Action:
Exploring Growth Among Women-
and Men-Owned Firms,” National
Foundation for Women Business
Owners, Washington, D. C.,
February 2001.

Figure 8: Future Growth Rate

Projected Average Annual Growth Rates, 2001-2005
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“The most important way to fund your business
is with acquiring and maintaining profitable
relationships with customers. Bank loans and
VCs can assist in that process, but they are
never more important THAN that process.”

“It’s very hard to get working capital to grow a
business in the high-tech sector without going
down the traditional VC avenues.” 



Fourteen percent of
portrait companies
now expect to grow at
an average annual
growth rate of less
than nine percent for
the coming three
years, up from ten
percent of companies
that reported lower
than nine percent
average annual growth
in the past three years.
Nonetheless, 62% of
these woman-led
businesses expect to
grow at more than
15% per year, 34%
anticipate greater than
25% growth per year,
and 16% expect
greater than 45%
average yearly growth
over the next three years.

As the chief executives of the portrait
companies look ahead, they emphasize
high performance growth and evolution
for their businesses.

Customers (Figure 9)
Reflecting their daily concern with
customer satisfaction, the portrait
company chief executives are most
concerned about responding to
customers’ evolving needs in the future.
In addition, finding new markets is seen
as a high-ranking issue for the future.

Financial Resources (Figure 9)
As might be expected, no responders ranked
financial performance as “not at all”
important. But financial performance is
seen as even more critical when looking

forward than it was in terms of daily
operations. Financial performance is the
second most important challenge foreseen
in the future, while high profitability was
ranked only fifth in importance as a daily
factor for running the business. While a
slowing economy may be one explanation
for this result, it’s also possible that these
businesses are experiencing greater intensity
of competition as they grow in their success.

Human Resources (Figure 9)
People issues are still a spotlight issue for
the future, as chief executives contemplate
management transition (21% have been
with their businesses for more than 20
years) and other organizational issues.
In fact, solving organizational issues,
though ranked sixth as an overall future
challenge, was the third ranked challenge
in terms of respondents who called it
“extremely important.”

15

Figure 9: Future Issues for the Business 
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There are several identifying factors for the
women chief executives of independent
businesses:

• Women chief executives who own 
their firms were motivated to do so 
by personal achievement and personal
autonomy.

• Woman chief executive owners are
most frequently founders rather than
acquirers of their businesses. Only 
16% of woman-owned businesses 
were acquired.

• Business mentors are important to the
development of woman-led businesses.
Seventy-nine percent of women chief
executives reported that business men-
tors were important to the develop-
ment of their business.

• Women mentors enhance the mentor-
ing experience of women chief
executives but not enough have 
benefited from this opportunity. Forty-
four percent of the chief executives had
no experience with a woman mentor.

• Successful women chief executives
place high priority on personal 
satisfaction but increasingly emphasize
work/life balance as they look to their
own futures.

Woman-led businesses hold similar traits 
in common:

• Woman-led businesses are most 
frequently woman-founded businesses.
Company founders continue to lead
72% of woman-led businesses.

• Woman-led businesses have strong
growth aspirations, with more than
one third of the companies anticipating
growth at greater than 25% annual
average revenue growth over the next
three years.

• Woman-led businesses focus first and
foremost on customers, holding 
customer satisfaction as the 
most important operating issue.
Responsiveness to evolving customer
needs is seen by these chief executives
as the most important future business
challenge.

• Financial performance and financial
reward are also essential to woman-led
businesses. They are ranked as the 
second most important issues for the
future of the business and the chief
executives.

• Woman-led businesses particularly
value people and company culture.
Aspects of culture that matter most to
these companies are finding the right
talent, work/life balance, and personal
autonomy and control.

LESSONS ABOUT WOMAN-LED BUSINESSES


