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COLOMBIA GENDER LENS ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND INVESTING REPORT  
 
Colombia ranks 67th out of 190 countries on the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Index. Its rank on                   
the ease of starting a new business is quite low, at 95. However, it ranks well on the ease of obtaining                     
credit (11) and resolving insolvencies (32). It is also interesting to observe that it performs better than                 
Latin America on average, in terms of the number of days it takes to start a business (10 days, versus 29                     
days for Latin America) and cost of setting up a business (14% of per capita income, compared to 31% of                    
per capita income for Latin America). The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor’s National Entrepreneurship            
Context Index (NECI), a composite index representing in one figure the average state of the               
Entrepreneurship Framework Conditions in a given country, ranks Colombia at 35 amongst 54 countries              
with a score of 4.24. GEM considers social perception and individual characteristics such as age, gender,                
psychology, and motivation. 
 
This is certainly a propitious time for female entrepreneurs in Colombia, with the growth of gender-lens                
investing and investment funds that focus on women-led businesses, or on businesses that hire women               
and have a positive impact on closing the gender gap. Between 2016 and 2018, women created 5,074                 
companies with the help of the Bogota Chamber of Commerce (BCC). Colombian women are getting               
more involved in establishing entrepreneurial ventures since it allows for a more flexible schedule, and is                
also empowering in terms of gaining economic independence. Entrepreneurship has helped several            
women in Colombia escape from domestic violence by acquiring financial independence, and offers a              
path towards a society with more balanced family roles.  
 
EDUCATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

Significant progress has been made in Colombia with respect to education rights over the last 10 years.                 
Between 2006 and 2017, women almost doubled their participation in education, moving from 32.8% to               
58.5%. In 2016, 60% of women between 17 and 21 years old were enrolled in a higher education                  
institution, compared to 50% of men. 

Entrepreneurial education at the university level was initiated during the 1970s, in Cali, Colombia. Since               
then, the idea of entrepreneurship education has expanded to several programs in universities across the               
country. Through their study aiming to identify the role of entrepreneurial education in the decision to                
become an entrepreneur, Varela and Jimenez (2001) found that the introduction of entrepreneurship             
courses in business administration programs was the most successful in churning out entrepreneurs,             
relative to similar efforts to incorporate entrepreneurship education in engineering programs. Over the             
nine-year period studied, in each cohort, approximately 22% of the business administration graduates             
who participated in entrepreneurship education became entrepreneurs, compared to a mere 12% for             
engineering graduates. Therefore, varying career paths and structures of academic programs have an             
effect on the decision to become an entrepreneur, in addition to other essential factors such as age, job                  
market opportunities, family support, and socioeconomic status.  
 
Between 2013 and 2017, the highest level of education for roughly 37% of the entrepreneurs comprising                
Colombia’s TEA (total early-stage entrepreneurial activity) was secondary education. However, from           
2018, this trend began to change. We now see that entrepreneurs with a university degree or tertiary level                  
of education account for the largest proportion of the population (32%, as of 2018) comprising the TEA                 
(GEM Colombia, 2019). 

 



  

Nevertheless, when we examine sex-disaggregated data (Figure 1), secondary education still remains the             
most observed education level for women, accounting for 31.3% of women entrepreneurs included in              
Colombia’s TEA, followed by university education, which accounts for 26.3% of women entrepreneurs in              
Colombia’s TEA. On the contrary, men educated at the university level account for the highest proportion                
of male entrepreneurs (36%) included in the TEA, followed by men with secondary education, who               
represent 31.3% of the male entrepreneurs in Colombia’s TEA (GEM, 2018). Therefore, for early stage               
entrepreneurs in Colombia, we see that the gender gap in education is highest at the university level.  
  
It is also interesting to observe that in the case of established ventures in Colombia, women                
entrepreneurs are more highly educated than men. On average, 40% of women running established              
ventures held university degrees as of 2018, while this figure stands at 29% for men. 
 
Investing in education is paramount to improve female human capital and workforce productivity.             
According to recent research, Colombia has improved remarkably in this front, but the country’s lingering               
economic, social, and political gender gaps demonstrate that exclusively focusing on girls’ educational             
attainment does not address deep structures of gender inequality reinforced in and through education. A               
much needed strategy is to not only provide quality education for everyone but also inculcate               
gender-transformative initiatives in school curriculum. This also includes after school programs for both             
girls and boys. There is growing evidence that we require transforming boys’ and men’s attitudes in terms                 
of gender parity. With higher education men are empowered to challenge and overcome discriminatory              
gender norms, displaying gender equitable mindset and behavior. They are less likely to be involved in                
domestic violence and display homophobic attitudes, are more likely to share unpaid domestic and care               
work, and have better sexual and reproductive practices. Harmful gender norms disadvantage girls and              
boys that can lead Colombia on a path away from gender equality. 
 
 

Figure 1: Education Levels and Entrepreneurial Activity in Colombia 
Source: GEM “Estudio de la Actividad Emprendedora en Colombia” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



  

COLOMBIA WOMEN ENTREPRENEUR AND INVESTOR PROFILE 
 

 
Business Activity 
 

Indicator Women Men Gender Ratio 
(W/M) 

Description 

Entrepreneurial Intentions  43.8% 55.0% 0.8 43.8% of female entrepreneurs in 
Colombia exhibited entrepreneurial 
intentions, but only 4.9% of them ran 
established businesses as of 2018.  

    

Established Business 
Activity 

     4.9%       8.3%            0.6 Around 18% of the businesses 
female entrepreneurs were involved 
in were either at the nascent or 
early-stage.  

Total Early Stage 
Entrepreneurial Activity 
(TEA) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

     17.8%       24.9%           0.7 Common barriers women face 
include lack of information on 
available business education, 
training programs, and technical 
support for entrepreneurs. They also 
face governmental barriers such as 
high taxes, lack of government 
incentives and subsidies to small 
businesses, and overall personal 
insecurity in the country. TEA for 
women decreased by 28% from 
2016 to 2018. 
 

Business Discontinuance 2.8% 3.8% 0.7 The percentage of female-led 
business discontinuation is 
significantly lower than the Latin 
America average of 4.2%. Low 
profitability is the main factor driving 
discontinuance, rather than 
inadequate access to finance. This 
reflects the importance of technical 
support and advisory services to 
improve business sustainability.  

 
 
 
 

 



  

 
Figure 2: Industries and Early-Stage Entrepreneurial Activity in Colombia (2018) 

Source: GEM 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Entrepreneur Characteristics 
 

Indicator Women Men Gender Ratio 
(W/M) 

Description 

Opportunity Perceptions 55.7% 59.4% 0.9 55.7% of women entrepreneurs 
believed there were good 
opportunities to start a business in 
2018, and this figure increased by 
11% since 2016.  Although a 
roughly equal percentage of men 
and women (41%) believed it was 
easy to start a business in 
Colombia, it is important to note 
that only 38% of women believed 
that running a business is a good 
career, while this figure stood at 
79% for men.  

Growth Expectations (% 
of TEA women or men) 

46.6% 59.0% 0.8 Women are less optimistic than 
men with respect to job growth 
beyond 6 employees in the next 
five years.  

 



  

Fear of Failure 61.3% 71.9% 0.9 The capability perceptions of 
female entrepreneurs in Colombia 
are significantly higher than the 
Latin America and Caribbean 
average of 53.3%. 

Undeterred by fear of 
failure  

67.1% 76.7% 0.9 The percentage of female 
entrepreneurs undeterred by fear 
of failure in Colombia is higher than 
the Latin America and Caribbean 
average  of 64.4%. 

Role Models 38.2% 46.4% 0.8 38% of female entrepreneurs 
personally know an entrepreneur, 
compared to 46% of male 
entrepreneurs.  

Solo Entrepreneurs (% 
of TEA women or men) 

2.3% 15.2% 0.2 There is a huge gender disparity in 
the percentage of entrepreneurs 
starting self-employment ventures. 
This could also be attributed to the 
lack of access to technical support 
and financial services for women 
entrepreneurs in the informal 
sector.  

Innovation 13.2% 18.4% 0.7 The two most prominent cities in 
terms of successful tech startups 
are Bogota and Medellin, followed 
by Cali and Barranquilla. It is more 
common for tech startups to be led 
by men.  

Associating Business 
Ownership with a High 
Status 

80.2% 83.2% 1.0 The percentage of men and 
women in Colombia who perceive 
business ownership as a symbol of 
high status is roughly equal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



  

 
 

Figure 3: Women’s Motivations to Start a Business in Colombia (2018) 
Source: GEM 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Age and Early-Stage Entrepreneurial Activity (% of TEA Women and TEA Men) 

Source: GEM  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



  

Investor Characteristics  
 
In 2019, The Latin American Venture Capital Association (LAVCA) published a list of 88 female               
senior-level investment professionals, and 89 female emerging investment professionals in Latin America.            
Of these, 7 senior-level investment professionals and 7 emerging investment professionals are based in              
Colombia (LAVCA, 2019).  
 

Indicator Women Men Gender Ratio 
(W/M) 

Description 

Angel/Venture Capital 
Investment Rates 

3.1% 7.5% 0.4 Roughly 3% of women have 
personally funded 
entrepreneurial ventures, which 
is lower than the 5% average for 
Latin America and the 
Caribbean. The female to male 
invested ratio of 0.4 indicates 
that there are 4 female investors 
for every 10 male investors.  

Median Investment Size $1,012.50 $1,012.50 1 The female median investment 
size in Colombia is lower than 
the Latin America average of 
$933, while the male median 
investment size is higher than 
the Latin America average of 
$1518. 

 
 

Figure 5: Relationship between Investor and Entrepreneur 
Source: GEM 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 



  

 
 



  

Figure 6: Female Entrepreneur and Investor Indicators 
Source: GEM 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
COLOMBIA HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS 

 
 
As of 2019, Colombia is ranked 94 out of 162 countries on its Gender Inequality Index (GII) value of 0.411                    
(higher values indicate higher gender inequality). Although Colombia’s overall GII score is higher than the               
average for Latin America (0.383), Colombia performs worse than Latin America on average, in terms of                
women empowerment. The percentage of parliamentary seats held by women in Colombia stands at              
19%, compared to a 31% average for Latin America, and the proportion of adult women who have                 
completed at least a secondary level of education is 53.1%, compared to 59.7% for Latin America overall                 
(UNDP, 2019). Nevertheless, Colombia performs better than Latin America on the two other components              
of the GII - reproductive health and economic activity. Colombia’s maternal mortality ratio of 64 is lower                 
than that Latin America average of 68, and its female labor force participation rate of 58.6% is higher than                   
the Latin America average of 51.8% (UNDP, 2019).  

Gender Development Index (GDI)  0.986 

Mean years of schooling, female  8.5 

Child marriage (% of women aged 20-24 years who were first married or in union before                
age 18) 

23% 

Estimated GNI per capita, female (2011 PPP $) 10,235 

Share of employed who are managers, female 7.6% 

Female share of graduates from STEM programs at the tertiary level (%)  14.4% 

 



  

Gender Inequality Index (GII) 0.411 

Human Development Index (HDI), female  0.755 

Share of employment in nonagriculture, female (% of total employment in nonagriculture) 46.1% 

Share of seats in parliament (% held by women)  19% 

Total unemployment rate (female to male ratio) 1.7 

Unmet need for family planning (% of married or in-union women of reproductive age, 15-               
49 years) 

6.7% 

Account ownership at a financial institution or with a mobile-money service provider,            
female (% of population ages 15+)  

42.5% 

Youth unemployment rate (female to male ratio)  1.6 

Labor force participation rate, female (% ages 15+) 58.6% 

Violence against women ever experienced, intimate partner (% of female population ages            
15+) 

33.3% 

 
GENDER POLICY 

 
 
The National Public Policy on Gender Equality for Women (2013) is the principal national plan to advance                 
women’s rights and their role in different sectors of society. Additionally, the well-known Quota Law of                
2000 requires that at least 30% of decision-making positions in public administration branches and              
organizations are occupied by women (Gobierno de Colombia, 2018). The National Policy on Sexuality,              
Sexual and Reproductive Rights is a component of the Ten-Year Plan for Public Health (2012-2021), and                
represents a landmark achievement in terms of recognizing the reproductive rights of women, girls, older               
people, and people with disabilities.  

Year Name of the Policy Responsible Entity 

2010 - 2014 Law 1450 of 2011. National Development Plan 
Formulation of the National Public Policy on 
Gender Equity. Conpes 161 

The Intersectoral Commission for the Implementation of 
the National Public Policy on Gender Equality 

2014 - 2018 Law 1753 of 2015. National Development Plan 
Creation of the Department for Rural Women. 
Formulation of public policy for rural women. 
Evaluation of the public policy on gender 
equity and victims. 

The Intersectoral Commission for the Implementation of 
the National Public Policy on Gender Equality 

2012 - 2021 National Policy on Sexuality, Sexual and 
Reproductive Rights 

Ministry of Health and Social Protection 

 
Colombia’s vibrant civil society has been instrumental in the creation of legal and policy frameworks to                
support gender equality, and a wide range of women’s rights including quotas for women candidates in 

 



  

elections, expanding parental leave, women’s sexual and reproductive rights, and eliminating           
gender-based violence. Nevertheless, it is important to note that girls and women continue to face               
discrimination, particularly in conflict zones. In these regions, women face significant barriers with respect              
to access to land, agricultural inputs, livelihood opportunities, and basic services, while enduring high              
rates of gender-based violence.  
 
A number of laws have been put in place to address the issue of gender based violence. Law 1257, which                    
was introduced in 2008, involves regulations to raise awareness, prevent and punish forms of violence               
against women and girls. Through Law 1719 introduced in 2014, measures have been established to               
provide victims of sexual violence (particularly during armed conflict) with access to justice and legal               
services (UN Women, 2018).  
 

Non Violence 

Law 1257 of 2008. Prevention and punishment of violence against women. 

Law 1448 of 2001. Victims Act 

Law 1542 of 2012. Ex officio investigation of crimes of domestic violence and non-payment of child support. 

Law 1652 of 2013. Criminal proceedings with children and adolescents who are victims of sexual violence. 

Law 1719 of 2014. Access to justice for victims of sexual violence during the armed conflict. 

Law 1761 of 2015. Femicide. (Rosa Elvira Cely). 

Law 1773 of 2016 and Law 1639 of 2013. Injuries caused by chemical agents. 

 

Labor Market 

Law 1496 of 2011. Pay equity. 

Law 1788 of 2016. Service premium for domestic workers. 

Law 1822 of 2017. Extension of maternity leave to 18 weeks. 

Law 1823 of 2017. Family-friendly breastfeeding rooms in workplaces. 

Law 1857 of 2017. Labor flexibility. Measures to protect the family. 

 

Political Participation 

Law 581 of 2000. Quotas for women in decision-making spaces. 

Legislative Act 01 of 2009. Principle of gender equity in political parties. 

Law 1475 of 2011. Political reform. 30% female participation in lists of candidates.  

Legislative Act 02 of 2015. Balance of powers. Principles of parity, alternation and universality. 

Law 1757 of 2016. Statutes for participation. 

 

 



  

Public Management with a Gender Equity Approach 

Law 82 of 1993. Female heads of household. 

Law 823 of 2003. Equal opportunities for women. 

Law 1009 of 2006. Gender Observatory. 

Law 1434 of 2011. Creation of the Legal Commission for Women's Equity. 

 

Other Measures of Economic Empowerment 

Law 731 of 2002. Rural women. 

Law 1413 of 2010. Inclusion of the care economy in the National Accounts System. Recognition of unpaid domestic work. 
Implementation of the Time Use Survey (DANE). 

Law 1537 of 2012. Priority access to housing for female heads of household. 

Law 1700 of 2013. Multilevel networks or marketing. 

Law 1876 of 2017. National agricultural innovation system. 

Law 1900 of 2018. Gender equity in land allocation, rural housing. 

 
Female labor participation in Colombia climbed significantly in the latter half of the last decade, from 46%                 
in 2008 to 54% in 2012. Unfortunately over the last few years (2014-2017), labor participation has                
plateaued around 54%, resulting in Colombia two percentage points below 56% the average in Latin               
America. Compared to males, the labor participation gap has remained almost constant with a difference               
of more than twenty percentage points, decreasing from 24.7% to 20.3% from 2008 to 2017, with a slower                  
reduction observed in the last four years. The proportion of women without their own income has                
decreased from 41% to 27% in the last decade. This resulted in the reduction of gap between men and                   
women by 10 percentage points, as the proportion of men without income decreased from 27% in 2008 to                  
17% in 2017. It is doubtless that the increase in female labor participation and female-led businesses                
have contributed to a positive overall health of the Colombian economy.  

Currently Colombian women are underrepresented in political decision-making bodies, with women           
forming only 19,7% of the total number of elected members of Congress. At the local level, women hold                  
17% of the seats in departmental assemblies, 18% in municipal councils, 12% in mayoral offices and 15%                 
in governorships. Several challenges and barriers to women’s political participation remain, despite            
Colombia having its first female vice president and a ministerial cabinet with gender parity. Gender gaps                
are most stark at the departmental and municipal level, as only two out of thirty departments (6.25                 
percent) and 132 out of 1,101 municipalities (12.0 percent) are governed by a woman. Evidence suggests                
that women’s participation in politics contributes to increased supply of and demand for economic              
opportunities for women, which boosts female labor force participation and fosters economic growth.             
Moreover, promoting women’s political empowerment leads to more peaceful, equitable, and just            
societies civically and economically. 

By analyzing the participation of women in the eight Congressional elections held since the Constitution of                
1991, there has been a substantial increase in the election of women to this body. In 1991, an average of                    
7.7 women were elected to the Senate and House of Representatives, while in 2018 it is 20.3. Greater                  

 



  

female participation in the Congress of the Republic corresponds to the periods in which a gender quota                 
has been applied, which was established by Law 1475 of 2011. In summary, 60 years after attaining the                  
right to vote, the increase in female representation in Congress has only been 17%. While it does                 
represent an increase, it is still too slow and insufficient. 

In addition to regulatory policy frameworks, the country has adopted several institutional measures,             
including the creation of the Office of the Presidential Adviser on Equality for Women (CPEM), as well as                  
Secretariats of Gender in 16 of the 32 departments and in more than 20 municipalities and cities. Several                  
challenges and barriers to women’s political participation remain, despite Colombia having its first female              
vice president and a ministerial cabinet with gender parity. Gender gaps are most evident at the                
departmental and municipal level, as only two out of thirty departments (6.25 percent) and 132 out of                 
1,101 municipalities (12.0 percent) are governed by a woman. Evidence suggests that women’s             
participation in politics contributes to increased supply of and demand for economic opportunities for              
women, which boosts female labor force participation and fosters economic growth. Additionally,            
promoting women’s political empowerment leads to more just, equitable, and peaceful societies. 

The progress in this area is noteworthy as the government has formulated policies to implement this                
agenda, included in: national development plans that have established specific gender equality            
mechanisms; the formulation and adoption of a National Public Policy on Gender Equality for Women; the                
creation of two related National Councils for Social and Economic Policy (CONPES 161 and 3784) and                
CONPES Document 3918, which promotes the fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals. It is              
interesting to note the strict inclusion of a cross-cutting gender equality-based approach in the, “Final               
Agreement to End the Armed Conflict and Build a Stable and Lasting Peace”, signed by the Government                 
of Colombia and the FARC-EP in November 2016. 

CHALLENGES 
 

 
According to Patricia Saenz, Founder and Managing       
Partner of EWA Capital, a regional VC fund that follows          
a gender-smart approach, there is a dearth of women in          
the venture capital and angel investment space because        
women with families (especially married women with       
children) are often not given equal opportunities.       
Although this is changing through policies aimed at        
improving diversity particularly at senior levels, there is a         
massive need to change mindsets. Similarly, women       
entrepreneurs also face difficulty securing investments,      
since investors often assume that women who have        
families will treat their businesses as a secondary        
priority. Specialized funds for women are just picking up         
now as the Colombian President and Vice President are         
working on efforts to increase the number of self         
employed women in high income businesses. In addition        
to access to capital, fear of failure is another deterrent to           
establishing and scaling up businesses. Conventionally,      
women in Colombia are not risk-takers, and often have  

 

https://www2.unwomen.org/-/media/field%20office%20colombia/documentos/noticias/dic%202019/boletn%20rnec%20-%20onum.pdf?la=es&vs=1547
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/655271468284122309/Can-political-empowerment-help-economic-empowerment-women-leaders-and-female-labor-force-participation-in-India
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/655271468284122309/Can-political-empowerment-help-economic-empowerment-women-leaders-and-female-labor-force-participation-in-India
https://womendeliver.org/investment/strengthen-womens-political-participation-decision-making-power/


  

 

 



  

to wrestle with the traditional role of mother and wife. They don’t allow themselves to think big, because                  
rigid gender norms restrict them to focus on reproductive and unpaid labor, while treating their enterprises                
as side businesses. This also explains the low percentage of established business ownership by women               
in Colombia. UN Women helped Colombia fight challenges to increase the participation of women in               
political positions. Some 150 people—80 per cent women—improved their capacity to participate in the              

2015 elections, after completing a two-month      
candidate training course resulting in a diploma in        
Political Leadership with a Gender Perspective. To       
further accelerate efforts in this and other areas, in         
2015 Colombia joined the UN Women "Step it up:         
Planet 50-50 by 2030" initiative, committing to       
specific actions to “strengthen democratic     
representation and electoral participation and     
increase the full and effective participation of       
women and equal leadership opportunities at all       
levels of decision-making in political, economic and       
public life.” Participation and election of women in        
political positions gives them the authority to       
formulate policies in favor of women and bridge the         
gap in gender inequality. 
 
COVID-19 

 
 

Micro and small enterprises are the worst hit amongst all businesses in the country. They have been                 
forced to continuously adapt to unpredictable circumstances, while facing the risk of being pushed out of                
business. Moreover, one of the unfortunate impacts of the pandemic in Colombia has been the rise in                 
gender-based violence associated with confined living conditions. Emergency calls for domestic violence            
shot up by 79% since the beginning of the lockdown (United Nations 2020). Women entrepreneurs,               
particularly self-employed women and solo entrepreneurs from rural areas have been severely affected             
since they can no longer leave their homes to operate their businesses, and are highly vulnerable to                 
intimate partner violence as their spouses are also indoors, with limited livelihood opportunities.             
Nevertheless, the government is offering access to virtual gender-based violence services, including legal             
advice, psychosocial therapy, and justice services such as hearings (United Nations 2020).  
 
Colombia’s entrepreneurial sector was prepared for a landmark year in early 2020. The Financial Times’               
placed 31 Colombian companies on its first ever list of the 500 fastest-growing companies in the                
Americas; leading all Latin American countries based on an analysis from 2015 to 2018. The results                
reveal a surge in entrepreneurship in the country in recent years. The Colombian government              
implemented various changes to produce this activity growth; iNNpulsa, a state innovation unit,             
encouraged ecosystem growth through funding and startup initiatives. President Duque also promoted the             
‘Orange Economy’ to foster further growth. 

This was a tremendous feat, representing a pinnacle of success for the country’s efforts to accelerate its                                 
entrepreneurship ecosystem. However, it didn’t last long among policymakers and entrepreneurs                     
because by the time the Times’ released its list in April 2020, Colombia was already reckoning with the                                   
economic fallout associated with COVID-19. Colombia’s GDP contracted 20.6% in April 2020                       
compared to the same month last year. Coronavirus has certainly led to shockwaves in many                             

 

https://www.ft.com/americas-fastest-growing-companies-2020
https://innpulsacolombia.com/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-economy/colombia-economy-contracts-20-in-april-under-coronavirus-impact-idUSKBN23P312


  

entrepreneurial communities, but it is difficult to forecast the repercussions. However, we can learn from                             
historical data by reviewing previous shocks. 

GEM provides good data around this as Colombia has participated in GEM’s annual surveys since 2006                               
(with the exception of 2007), providing a robust time series. Over this time, the country has                               
demonstrated a strong entrepreneurial spirit, with adult early-stage entrepreneurship, defined as the                       
percentage of adults (18-64) involved in starting a business under 3.5 years old, consistently scoring                             
between 20-25% annually. Moreover, established business rates, defined as the adult population                       
involved in being the owner or manager of a company more than 3.5 years old, has declined over this                                     
period from 13% heading into the 2009 Financial Crisis, to the 6-8% range recently. 

Early stage entrepreneurship usually suffers during financial crises. Though as shown above, the                         
2008-09 Financial Crisis precipitated a short dip in early-stage entrepreneurship, while eliminating many                         
established businesses over the following years. The resilience of early-stage entrepreneurs signal that                         
Colombia has the capacity to generate new businesses even as more established ones discontinue. This                             
trend also held during the country’s tumultuous 2015-16, when falling oil prices, severe weather, and                             
labor strikes hindered the economy. In a couple years early-stage entrepreneurship bounced back.                         
However, the continued decline in established business is concerning, as these companies generate                         
employment and typically have more resources to withstand macroeconomic shocks. The decline of                         
established companies can be an advantage under COVID-19. The duration and intensity of the                           
business downturn may finally favor smaller and more flexible startups, of which there are many in                               
Colombia. 

Those looking for other potential bright spots in Colombia’s entrepreneurship sector can also find                           
comfort in the ratio of opportunity vs. necessity driven entrepreneurship. Since 2006, the country has                             
seen gradual improvement in the number of people starting a business because they identified a positive                               
opportunity (opportunity-driven), as opposed to that they had no other choice (necessity-driven).                       
Women-owned businesses have historically been necessity-motivated. 

The deviating lines above show a firm trend of “healthy” entrepreneurship in Colombia. Even though                             
opportunity-driven dipped last year (2019), it has risen since 2006. Most likely it will decline again next                                 
year, but the previous rate increase proves there are significantly more entrepreneurs in Colombia who                             
started their company with favorable prospects. This might give them enough momentum to succeed.                           
Women who are started opportunity-driven businesses are more likely to find funding and withstand the                             
effects of Coronavirus. 

Ambitions of Colombian early-stage entrepreneurs have trended upwards, with more than 40% of these                           
entrepreneurs stating that they hope to create employment (6+ jobs) in their company within 5 years.                               
Every year on this indicator Colombia’s performance is usually the highest among other large, developed                             
LATAM economies. It is interesting to note that the high job creation expectations did not significantly                               
decline during the 2008 Financial Crisis, but demonstrated a downward trend during the country’s                           
economic shock in 2015-2016. This decline perhaps can be explained by Colombia’s dependence on                           
exports that were severely impacted during the oil and mineral price slump of the 2015-16 economic                               
crises. However similar to the opportunity-driven entrepreneurship, this number trended upwards to a                         
level that can hopefully withstand the pressure of COVID without bottoming out to pre-2010 levels.                             
Women’s participation in entrepreneurship and investment has increased since pre-2010 levels, which                       
can lead to employment in such opportunity driven startups. 

Clearly Colombia’s gradual improvement in early-stage, opportunity-driven, and high job creation                     
indicators indicates that the country has established a strong entrepreneurial sector that can withstand                           

 



  

macroeconomic shocks. These slow and steady improvements have also provided the necessary                       
economic conditions for the accelerated growth of businesses. Therefore, there is a huge need to                             
protect the entrepreneurial sector’s recent gains, so that the Colombian economy and women can                           
continue to benefit. 

To protect the economy we need to execute certain actions that include the continued push for cutting                                 
bureaucracy. According to GEM data, from 2010-2019, Colombia scored an average of 2.3 out of 5 on                                 
taxes and bureaucracy, which is quite low compared to most developed economies. One entrepreneur’s                           
complaint perfectly puts the issue in a nutshell: “Many employment and business laws don’t differentiate                             
between huge corporations and smaller businesses, making for a lot of red tape for start-ups. For                               
example, the health and safety laws that make sense for a factory with a thousand staff hardly suit a                                     
workshop of two people.” The Colombian government recently addressed such concerns by creating an                           
online platform called “Simple State, Agile Colombia” – a forum where stakeholders can provide                           
feedback on unnecessary business regulations. As a result, the government has claimed to have made                             
over 2,000 revisions to its laws affecting entrepreneurs. Moreover, women entrepreneurs and venture                         
capitalists have the opportunity in such trying times of COVID-19 to ask for change in stringent business                                 
regulations and laws affecting females. 

Change in education policy and laws is another way to protect female entrepreneurs and investors. This                               
requires support for university business education geared towards women and female startups                       
accelerators that is required for early stage, necessity-driven entrepreneurship. Colombia’s universities                     
have scored an average of 3.25 out of 5 since 2010 on GEM’s expert survey, which is near the top in                                         
LATAM, and has been cited as a reason behind the particular success of the Bogotá entrepreneurial                               
ecosystem. Continued support of the country’s strong university system is necessary to maintain the                           
positive trajectory of not only Colombian entrepreneurs, but also female entrepreneurs in the economy.                           
With these actions Colombia will be able to withstand the unprecedented business challenges related to                             
the pandemic. 

The first major response to the pandemic from the Colombian government was not an economic               
measure, but a social measure. Similar to other nations, the government imposed mandatory social              
distancing. This strategy caused significant lopsided changes to the macroeconomic indicators. As a             
consequence Colombia forecasted strong economic contractions are forecast: a decelerated growth of 5             
— 7.9%. Just like many other countries tourism, hospitality, restaurants have contracted as there was an                
imbalance in supply and demand for these services. Many families suffered from sudden change in their                
disposable incomes. Not only did people lose jobs, but also shut down their businesses, which affected                
women more adversely than men. Most female entrepreneurs who have been hit the hardest during the                
COVID-19 outbreak are micro enterprises. These are necessity driven entrepreneurs, and are            
comparatively low-skilled and informal businesswomen. Overall the government interventions of financial           
relief are inadequate. Some female entrepreneurs advised by investors and stakeholders have adapted to              
digitize their operations or utilize digital marketing. Interventions such as delayed tax payments, subsidies              
for employee payrolls, sanity protocols for reopening enterprises have helped both male and female              
entrepreneurs. Unemployment is projected to reach 20.5% by the end of 2020. Colombia’s GDP growth is                
projected to be -5% to -7.9%. If appropriate policy steps are not undertaken, GEM predicts that                 
entrepreneurship and venture capital ecosystems will not return to their previous market dynamics until              
around March 2022. This will hit female entrepreneurs and investors in worse ways. At this time we highly                  
encourage governments and other stakeholders to implement policy measures that support gender            
equality. 

 

https://thebogotapost.com/entrepreneurship-start-ups-and-set-backs/31166/
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