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The Impact of Women-Owned Businesses’ 
Capital Access: Executive Summary 

Women-owned businesses are expanding their presence 
across the United States economy,1 yet their economic 
impact still lags behind their share of business ownership. 
Women own 15.7 million businesses (40.6% of all U.S. 
businesses), employ 12.6 million people (9.1% of U.S. 
employment), and generate an annual $2.8 trillion  
(4.6% of total firm revenue).2 

Access to appropriately sized capital remains a core 
lever for converting business formation into scale, job 
creation, and durable revenue. Women entrepreneurs 
engage broadly with the U.S. small-business financing 
system across loan products, lenders, and growth stages. 
Yet they often operate with smaller financial buffers, 
request smaller loan amounts, and more frequently 
supplement business financing with personal funds and 
credit cards. These factors can constrain investment 
capacity and slow expansion.  3 

The 2024 Small Business Credit Survey (SBCS) shows 
that financing demand is primarily shaped by employer 
status rather than gender. Employer firms of both 
genders are significantly more likely to seek financing 
than nonemployers. While women-owned and men-
owned businesses exhibit similar demand patterns within 
each group, subsequent differences in financing levels, 
credit product mix, and capital adequacy help explain 
divergent growth outcomes.  4 

Financing demand remained elevated in the post-
pandemic period, particularly among employer firms  
with ongoing payroll and operating obligations. 

15.7M Businesses owned 
by women 

12.6M People employed 
by women 

$2.8T Annual revenue 
generated by women 

Demand for financing by employer and nonemployer firms 

Employer firms 

Applied for any type  
of financing 

64% 
58% 

Applied for a loan, line of credit, 
or merchant cash advance 

37% 38% 

Nonemployer firms 

Applied for any type  
of financing 

47% 46% 

Applied for a loan, line of credit, 
or merchant cash advance 

22% 
25% 

Women Men 

Source: 2024 Small Business Credit Survey, Employer and Nonemployer Firms
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Total amount of financing sought in prior 12 months by employer and nonemployer firms 

Em
pl

oy
er

 fi
rm

s 

$25,000 or less 
35% 

19% 

$25,001 - $50,000 
16% 

17% 

$50,001 - $100,000 
20% 
20% 

$100,001 - $250,000 
16% 

18% 

$250,001 - $1M 
11% 

18% 

More than $1M 
2% 

9% 

N
on

em
pl

oy
er

 fi
rm

s 

$25,000 or less 
59% 

42% 

$25,001 - $50,000 
19% 
19% 

$50,001 - $100,000 
10% 

20% 

$100,001 - $250,000 
7% 

11% 

More than $250,000 
5% 

7% 

Women Men 

Source: 2024 Small Business Credit Survey, Employer and Nonemployer Firms 

The 2024 SBCS data show that employer status is a 
primary driver of financing demand. A majority of both 
women- and men-owned employer firms applied for 
some type of financing in the 12 months leading up to 
fall 2024, reflecting working capital needs for payroll, 
inventory, and cash flow management. Among employer 
firms, demand for loans, lines of credit, and merchant 
cash advances was similar across genders, indicating 
broad participation in formal credit markets. By contrast, 
nonemployer firms were less likely to seek financing and 
more likely to concentrate demand in short-term credit 
products, consistent with their smaller scale and lower 

fixed costs. These patterns suggest that differences 
observed later in financing outcomes are shaped less  
by willingness to apply and more by firm structure, 
financing amounts sought, and product fit. 

Financing amounts sought by women-owned firms  
differ by employer status. Among employers, women are 
more likely than men to request $25,000 or less, whereas 
men are more likely to seek amounts above $250,000.5 
By contrast, women- and men-owned nonemployer firms 
overwhelmingly seek $25,000 or less.



It’s important to note that when lenders tighten 
underwriting criteria, smaller loan requests are often 
easier to fully approve than larger ones, given lower risk 
exposure and debt-service requirements. 

Women-owned employer firms participate at financing 
rates broadly comparable to men-owned employer firms 
across several application measures. Yet they continue 
to exhibit patterns consistent with smaller average 
financing amounts and greater reliance on personal funds 
and credit cards to meet operating needs. 

Financing products applied for or regularly used by employer and nonemployer firms 

Employer firms 

Credit  
card 

59% 
57% 

Loan 

47% 
50% 

Line of 
credit 

28% 

38% 

Lease 

15% 
13% 

Trade  
credit 

10% 

16% 

Merchant 
cash 

advance 

5% 6% 

Factoring 

1% 2% 

Nonemployer firms 

Credit  
card 

50% 
52% 

Loan 

27% 

31% 

Line of 
credit 

14% 

19% 

Lease 

6% 5% 

Trade  
credit 

3% 
6% 

Merchant 
cash 

advance 

3% 3% 

Factoring 

1% 1% 

Women Men 

Source: 2024 Small Business Credit Survey, Employer and Nonemployer Firms
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Total share of financing received by employer and nonemployer firms 

Employer firms 

All  
(100%) 

40% 40% 

Most 
(51%-99%) 

13% 
15% 

Some 
(1%-50%) 

22% 22% 

None  
(0%) 

25% 
23% 

Nonemployer firms 

All  
(100%) 

30% 
27% 

Most 
(51%-99%) 

10% 
12% 

Some 
(1%-50%) 

19% 

24% 

None  
(0%) 

41% 

37% 

Women Men 

Source: 2024 Small Business Credit Survey, Employer and Nonemployer Firms 
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Financing outcomes differ primarily by employer status, 
but gender patterns remain evident. Employer firms of 
both genders are more likely to receive some portion of 
the requested financing, whereas nonemployer firms are 
less likely to receive any portion. Within this structure, 
women-owned firms are more likely to receive either the 
full requested amount or no financing, underscoring that 
capital adequacy—not participation—shapes outcomes. 

This pattern reflects differences in firm size and business 
stage. Among nonemployer firms, regardless of gender, 
most applicants sought smaller-dollar amounts,  
with women even more concentrated in the lowest 
funding ranges. 

Across employer and nonemployer firms, differences in 
financing outcomes are driven less by participation in 
financing markets and more by the adequacy and mix of 
capital received. 

These findings highlight a practical challenge for capital 
providers and entrepreneurial support organizations. 
Many women-owned businesses do not primarily face 
barriers to entering the financing system. Instead, 
they need capital that aligns with their firm’s scale and 
supports growth investments as they move toward 
hiring, capacity expansion, and larger contracts. 

This challenge is closely tied to firm structure. Women 
are overrepresented among nonemployer firms, which 
typically have fewer business assets available to support 
collateral-based lending. As a result, transitioning into 
larger financing products can become more difficult 
as firms scale. When women-owned businesses grow 
and accumulate assets, financing outcomes often 
improve, including lower denial rates. Taken together, 
this suggests that access to appropriately sized capital 
is shaped not only by readiness to grow, but also by 
differences in asset availability across firm sizes.



Key takeaways: 

• Women-owned businesses represent  
a large share of U.S. firms, yet their 
employment and revenue shares remain 
substantially smaller. 

• Employer status fundamentally shapes 
financing needs, product fit, and what 
“access” means in practice. 

• Among employer firms, data show  
broadly comparable financing outcomes 
for women-owned and men-owned 
businesses across several measures. 
However, differences are more pronounced  
among nonemployer firms, where women-
owned businesses are more likely to 
receive either the full amount requested 
or no financing at all. This pattern 
influences the pace and path of growth. 

• Grants and non-repayable funds play a 
limited but essential and targeted role.  
At the same time, many firms rely on 
personal resources to manage cash flow 
and operating pressures (especially among 
smaller firms).
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Introduction and key trends 

Women-owned businesses now comprise a substantial 
share of the small-business landscape, yet the gap 
between their ownership and economic impact remains 
wide. Women-owned firms comprise 40.6% of U.S. 
businesses, but account for 9.1% of employment and 
4.6% of total firm revenue.6 

This gap reflects structural factors that shape both capital 
needs and outcomes. Many women-owned firms operate 
in sectors with lower average revenue, start with less initial 
capital, and scale more slowly to employer status.⁷ The 2026  
Impact of Women-Owned Businesses (IWOB) report 
underscores why crossing the employer threshold matters: 
employer firms are more likely to reach revenue levels that 
support hiring, investment, and compound growth.8  

Post-pandemic, higher borrowing costs and uneven 
demand tightened financing conditions across the small-
business economy. In that environment, many firms 
prioritized near-term cash availability and the ability to 
meet ongoing expenses over longer-term investments. 
These constraints weighed more heavily on businesses 
with thinner reserves, smaller margins, or less collateral, 
which can influence both the amount of financing 
requested and the financing products used. 

SBCS patterns indicate that women-owned employer 
firms are actively engaged in financing markets.  
Yet their smaller loan requests and greater use of  
personal funds often stabilize operations without 
providing sufficient capital for growth.9  

Reasons for seeking financing by employer and nonemployer firms 

Employer firms 

Meet operating 
expenses 

65% 

52% 

Expand 
business, 

pursue new 
opportunity,  

or acquire 
business assets 

47% 47% 

Have available 
credit for  

future use  
as needed 

43% 
39% 

Make repairs  
or replace 

capital assets 

26% 27% 

Refinance  
or pay down 

debt 

27% 26% 

Nonemployer firms 

Meet operating 
expenses 

55% 
57% 

Expand 
business, 

pursue new 
opportunity,  

or acquire 
business assets 

51% 52% 

Have available 
credit for  

future use  
as needed 

47% 47% 

Make repairs  
or replace 

capital assets 

23% 
27% 

Refinance  
or pay down 

debt 

25% 25% 

Women Men 

Source: 2024 Small Business Credit Survey, Employer and Nonemployer Firms
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Primary reasons for not applying for financing among employer and nonemployer firms 

Employer firms 

Had sufficient 
financing 

48% 

60% 

Debt  
averse 

28% 

21% 

Discouraged 

12% 

8% 

Credit cost  
was too high 

9% 9% 

Application 
process was  
too difficult 

 or confusing 

3% 2% 

Nonemployer firms 

Had sufficient 
financing 

39% 

47% 

Debt  
averse 

31% 

23% 

Discouraged 

20% 
17% 

Credit cost  
was too high 

6% 
9% 

Application 
process was  
too difficult 

 or confusing 

3% 4% 

Women Men 

Source: 2024 Small Business Credit Survey, Employer and Nonemployer Firms 

Women-owned employers are also less likely than men-
owned employers to report having sufficient financing.  
A small percentage of owners do not apply for credit, 
often due to debt aversion or expectations about 
approval outcomes, leading them to forgo borrowing 
even when credit is available. 

Women-owned nonemployers differ from men-owned 
nonemployers in industry mix and financing experiences. 
Together, these differences suggest that lower application  
rates reflect multiple perceived factors, not only 
assessments of business risk. 

Right-sized, relationship-based capital helps women-
owned firms move from surviving to scaling. The payoff 
is stronger businesses, deeper lending relationships, and 
broader economic gains.
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