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“Women Entrepreneurs & Digital Networking”, a Luncheon Debate 

Wednesday 9th December 2015 at the European Parliament, Brussels 

 
Over 100 people gathered in the European Parliament on 9 December 2015 to participate to a lunch-
debate organized by Interest Group on Women Entrepreneurship on Women Entrepreneurs & Digital 
Networking, in cooperation with the Women Entrepreneurship Platform, Seldia, the European Direct 
Selling Association and Deloitte.  The debate was hosted by MEPs Sirpa Pietikäinen (EPP), Terry Reintke 
(Greens), Kaja Kallas (ALDE) and Jutta Steinruck (S&D).  
 
More EU action on women entrepreneurship needed 
The Digital Agenda is one of the seven pillars in the 2020 Growth Strategy of the European Union, and 
finding ways to stimulate female entrepreneurship is one of the priority areas in the European 
Commission Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan. However, women are still too often faced with 
challenges and obstacles in creating a business and make it grow. Digitalization and new technologies 
offer great opportunities to women entrepreneurs provided they are supported in their endeavors by 
adequate policies in the areas of education, governance, finance and equal opportunities. The 
European Parliament lunch-debate aimed at raising awareness on these issues and calling for more 
concrete EU policy support to women entrepreneurs in the framework of the Digital Agenda in 2016 
and beyond. 
  
Need for networks and platforms 
Networks stimulate ideas, insights, exchange and connections. They enhance diversity and action. In 
her introductory speech MEP Sirpa Pietikäinen called for an intensification and multiplication of such 
networking events and platforms, very much like the Women Entrepreneurship Platform and Interest 
Group on Women Entrepreneurship.   
(www.womenentrepreneurshipplatform.eu).   
 
She added that the service industry is especially well suited for women to start and develop their own 
business: it allows entrepreneurs to manage their work-life balance and often requires less funding 
than other industries. Referring to the direct selling industry, Sirpa Pietikäinen noted that “women in 
direct selling are at times looked down upon and need more recognition “. She also pointed out that 
funding of small, female-owned ventures is difficult, and needs addressing to stimulate women’s 
entrepreneurship. Mrs. Pietikäinen appropriately illustrated this with a comparison: “It is better to 
support a lot of small fish than to support one big shark”.  
 
Where women’s entrepreneurship and digitalization meet 
Emma Joos de ter Beerst, General Manager at STELLA & DOT, a company selling fashion jewelry using 
direct selling as channel of distribution, gave the audience a successful example of the intersection 
between women’s entrepreneurship and the clever use of digital tools in the direct selling industry. Her 
company empowers and enables women to style their own lives: on the one hand by providing 
entrepreneurs with a “business out of the box”, including smart use of social media and other digital 
tools, on the other hand by offering affordable lifestyle products to customers. Direct selling provides 
job opportunities to over 5 million people in the European Union, out of which 79% are career minded 
women entrepreneurs building a business of their own or part-time women entrepreneurs earning 
extra income. 
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Access to funding crucial 
MEP Terry Reintke, Rapporteur for the EP FEMM Committee on “Gender Equality and empowering 
women in the digital age” added some very useful insights. Research shows that men are 86% more 
likely to get funding from various sources.   
Therefore, the need for micro-credit and coaching in female-led startups is an area where 
improvements need to be made in order to make progress. “Gender equality and women 
empowerment should be one of the main dimensions of the EU Digital Agenda” stressed Terry Reintke. 
 
Girls in Tech 
Monique Morrow, Chief Technology Officer at CISCO, offered some great examples in her speech of 
initiatives where the three elements digital, women and entrepreneurship come together in harmony. 
Girls in Tech (http://girlsintech.org/) is such a global initiative, actively supported by Sheryl Sandberg, 
COO of Facebook. This global non-profit organization has 50 chapters worldwide, with a vast range of 
programs to support female tech entrepreneurship. Mrs. Morrow made a passionate call to action to 
expand on similar initiatives in Europe to stimulate women’s entrepreneurship.  
 
Women in pole position 
Natalie Vandaele, Partner at Deloitte Belgium Consulting, drew our attention  drew our attention on 
how technology and workplace expectations are increasing the capability of women to lead a business. 
She spoke on the fact that a number of recent evolutions have put women in pole position towards 
entrepreneurship: virtual offices and flex-working, changing career paths and expectations between 
employer and employee, the need for an inclusive work style in teams, multi-tasking and collaboration. 
The opportunities, offered by the disruptiveness of digitalization, are therefore borderless, especially 
for women. (http://www2.deloitte.com/be/en/services/human-capital.html) 
 
Gender inequality - still an issue to address 
MEP Kaja Kallas wrapped up the speeches, before a lively Q&A session started. She emphasized that 
some challenges remain for women entrepreneurs: equal sharing of childcare and household tasks by 
men and women is still not a given in our society. Digital skills are still better developed with men than 
women. The trend and old habits are changing however. The awareness of our historic bias against 
female entrepreneurship is growing. 
 
European Commission called upon to take action in 2016 
Among the numerous participants of the debate Madi Sharma, entrepreneur, member of the EESC and 
Rapporteur on the EESC opinions on “Gender balance in companies’ boards” and on “Creativity & 
Entrepreneurship: mechanisms for climbing out of the crisis”, called for more gender neutrality on the 
European agenda. One way of accomplishing this is to collect more data on the lack of female 
entrepreneurship, its causes and its solutions. She regretted that “issues related to women 
empowerment are not even on the Juncker Commission’s agenda”.  Sirpa Pietikäinen agreed and also 
stressed the relevance of having an easily accessible ‘one-stop-shop” for women entrepreneurs looking 
for business advice. An updated and targeted European web portal on women entrepreneurship would 
therefore be appreciated. She called on the European Commission to prioritize this work in 2016 (e.g. 
the promised European E-Platform for Women Entrepreneurship has not yet been set up). 
 
At the end of the session, two concrete examples offered a useful illustration of digital platforms that 
stimulate and connect women’s enterprises with market opportunities. Maggy Berry, Executive 
Director of WeConnect Europe, explained that her organization provided coaching programmes to 
women-owned businesses and helps women to interact with peers and gain access to growth 
opportunities with major regional and global corporations (www.weconnectinternational.org).   
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Bernadette Pâques, President of the Femmes Chefs d’Entreprises Association in Belgium 
(www.fcem.org) spoke about www.bidsnet.org, a digital platform bringing together more than 5 
million female businesses around the world.  
 
Sirpa Pietikänen concluded the lively debate by saying that she and her colleagues present in the room 
were strongly committed to push for progresses in EU policies allowing women entrepreneurs to have 
equal access to the workplace and more opportunities to grow their businesses.  
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