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JAMAICA GENDER LENS ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND INVESTING REPORT
Jamaica is the largest English-speaking island in the West Indies and is the third largest island in the
Caribbean. The nation has an upper middle-income economy with a GDP per capita of $5,582 USD
(World Bank 2019) and a population of approximately 2.93 million people (World Bank 2020). The nation
struggles with a growth rate of less than 1% (World Bank 2019), a government debt to GDP ratio of
103.3% (Trading Economics 2020), and a poverty rate of 19% (World Bank 2020). Although the
unemployment rate dropped to 7.2% in 2019 (World Bank 2020), the Bank of Jamaica (BOJ) projects that
the unemployment rate could increase to 12% due to the economic impacts of COVID-19 (Pate 2020).
Prior to the colonization by the Europeans in 1494, Jamaica was originally inhabited by the Arawaks who
named the island Xaymaca, which meant “land of wood and water” (JIS 2020). Like many colonized
countries, Jamaica endured a long history of colonial rule, oppression, and economic development
through slavery. After gaining political independence from England in 1962, Jamaica is now a
constitutional monarchy and a parliamentary democracy with a functional two-party system (Meditz and
Hanratty 1987). This means that Jamaica has retained the British monarch as its chief of state although it
is an independent member of the British Commonwealth of Nations (Meditz and Hanratty 1987). The
governor general, who is appointed by the Queen of England upon recommendation from the Jamaican
prime minister, exercises executive power that is vested nominally in the queen (Meditz and Hanratty
1987).
The Jamaican Constitution 1962 remains the cornerstone of the island’s legal system and institutions as it
guarantees the freedom, rights and privileges of every Jamaican citizen (JIS 2020). Inhumane treatment
and racial, sexual, or political discrimination is forbidden under the Constitution (JIS 2020). Jamaican
women are given full equality with equal pay as men for the same work under the 1975 Employment Act
(JIS 2020). However, what is written in legal documents does not translate into reality as women remain
disadvantaged in the labor force.

EDUCATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP

According to the 2018 Global Gender Gap Report, Jamaica is ranked number one in educational
attainment alongside several other countries. This means that there is little to no gap between women’s
and men’s current access to education through ratios of women to men in primary, secondary, and
tertiary level education. For example, 34.2% of Jamaican women enroll in tertiary education programs
compared to 19.8% of men. However, education does not seem to guarantee equal employment or
leadership opportunities for women in Jamaica. In 2018 entrepreneurship classes became mandatory in
Jamaican high schools. The Ministry of Education partnered with Junior Achievement Jamaica (JAJ) and
incorporated Junior Achievement Company of Entrepreneurs (JACE) programme into the 9th grade
curriculum. The programme reached 40 and 80 schools in 2018 and 2019 respectively.

It is estimated that almost one-third of Jamaican women who have a college education or higher have left
the country due to lack of opportunities (Trines 2019). From 2006 to 2018, Jamaica’s rank in female
economic participation and opportunity dropped from 7 to 29 (WEF 2018). Women continue to earn less
than men and the ratio of female to male unemployed adults is 1.81. Furthermore, only 63.6% of women
participate in the labor force compared to 82.3% of men. Although the number of women in managerial
positions in Jamaica has reached 59.3% in recent years (Expert Market 2015), only 33% of top
executives are women (ILO 2018) and 38.2% of businesses are women-owned (Saner and Yiu 2019).
In terms of entrepreneurship, the highest level of education for about 49% of the entrepreneurs
comprising Jamaica’s TEA (total early-stage entrepreneurial activity) in 2016/2017 was secondary
education. Most entrepreneurs in Jamaica are in the 25-34 age group and greater independence is the
most important motive for pursuing entrepreneurship opportunities. A majority of Jamaicans have a high
regard for business persons and seek to start businesses to secure a good career choice, gain social
status, and receive media attention (GEM Jamaica 2017).
The Women’s Entrepreneurship Support (WES) Project was undertaken as part of a collaborative effort
between the Ministry of Culture, Gender, Entertainment, and Sport and the Ministry of Industry
Commerce, Agriculture and Fisheries, in keeping with a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed
between the entities in November 2017. Jamaican female entrepreneurs received support to improve their
businesses through the Women’s Entrepreneurship Support (WES) Project, addressing challenges facing
female entrepreneurs and collaborating to develop entrepreneurship and venture capital programs. They
have received a grant of $250,000 each that they can use to scale their ventures and formalize their
startups.
The Academy for Women Entrepreneurs (AWE), Jamaica Chapter also launched a training program in
entrepreneurship. Thirty women in the inaugural cohort completed the program for Jamaican
businesswomen in July 2020 despite COVID-19. Of the 30 participants, 15 females made it to the
semi-finals of the Pitch Your AWEsome Dream competition. Ten of those women moved on to become
finalists, and were awarded USD 1000 each for growing their ventures.

JAMAICA WOMEN ENTREPRENEUR AND INVESTOR PROFILE

Jamaica ranks 6 out of 190 countries in the “Starting a Business” category according to the World Bank
Doing Business report. However, it ranks 71 in the “Ease of Doing Business” category. Some of the main
constraints for businesses include trading across borders, paying taxes, getting electricity, and enforcing
contracts. The TEA rate for Jamaica in 2016/17 was 9.9% where nascent entrepreneurs accounted for
59% of TEA while the remaining 41% was attributed to new businesses (GEM Jamaica 2017).
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The tourism industry is a major part of Jamaica’s economy where the Retail Trade, Hotels & Restaurants
category is the most prevalent type of TEA activity. With tourism contributing to 33.7% of Jamaica’s GDP,
the economic disruptions due to the COVID-19 pandemic are a matter of great concern among
entrepreneurs as economists predict a 17.3% loss of tourism activity by the end of 2020 (Mooney &
Zegarra 2020). Before the pandemic, the business discontinuation rate in Jamaica was only 9% with
businesses not being profitable as the main reason for discontinuation.
Business Activity
There is limited up-to-date sex-segredated data available that depicts business activity in Jamaica. Based
on the data that is available about women entrepreneurs in the Caribbean environment, female business
ownership is most common in retail trade (World Bank Enterprise Survey 2010) and most self-employed
women in Jamaica work in miscellaneous sectors (Sectoral Distribution of Self-Employed Women in
Jamaica, Nicholson and Garvey 2006).
Entrepreneur Characteristics
The GEM Jamaica report indicates that approximately 55% of men and 45% of women were involved in
early stage entrepreneurship in 2016. However, there is limited up-to-date sex-segragated data available
to accurately analyze the entrepreneurial profile and opportunities for women in Jamaica. The indicators
below portray the profile of all entrepreneurs in Jamaica.
Indicator

Description

Perceived Opportunities

64%

64% of Jamaicans in the 18-64 age group see good
opportunities to start a firm in the area where they
live. This indicates that Jamaicans are driven to start
their own businesses based on the opportunities they
perceive to exist.

Perceived Capabilities

84%

84% of Jamaicans in the 18-64 age group believe that
they have the required skills and knowledge to start a
business.

Fear of Failure

25%

Only 25% of the 18-64 age group indicated that fear
of failure would prevent them from setting up a
business.

Entrepreneurial Intentions

38%

About 38% of Jamaicans in the 18-64 age group
intend to start a business

Total Early Stage
Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA)

9.9%

9.9% of the adult population (18-64 years old) in
Jamaica were in the process of starting or just started
a business in 2016.

Business Discontinuation rate

9%

9% of the working age group (18-64 years old)
ceased business operations over the past 12 months
by selling the business, shutting down operations or
otherwise severing an owner/management
entrepreneurship relationship with the business.

Innovation

8%

Only 8% of Jamaicans in established businesses
were considered to provide new or unfamiliar
products or services.

Technology

14.6%

Only 14.6% of TEA businesses had the latest
technology. 62% of TEA’s did not foresee any market
expansion without new technology.

According to a 2014 study
conducted
by
the
Multilateral
Investment
Fund
(MIF)
of
the
Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB),
women entrepreneurs in
Latin America and the
Caribbean mainly receive
financial support for their
businesses from their family
or spouse (MIF 2014).
Other sources of funding
come
from
personal
savings and potentially from
the Caribbean Development Bank where women can apply for loans that are specifically for
women-owned businesses. However, the Global Findex database reveals that gender gaps still persist in
three main dimensions of financial inclusion: ownership of formal accounts, use of savings, and credit
products at formal financial institutions and by informal means (Demirguc-Kunt et al. 2012). The main
motivations for women to pursue entrepreneurship in Latin America and the Caribbean are financial
independence, passion, personal challenge, and do something worthwhile. Other motivations include
making more money, being an example for children and other women, and flexibility. In terms of growing
their business, motivations were similar.

Investor Characteristics
In the early 1990s, the Jamaica Venture Fund (JVF) tried to mobilize capital through a number of
corporate entities and financial institutions. However, JVF has failed to attract more players to the industry
over the past two decades (DBJ 2020). Between 2013-2015, the Development Bank of Jamaica (DBJ)
spearheaded the Jamaica Venture Capital Programme (JVCP) with the support of the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB) to develop a venture capital ecosystem in Jamaica.
In continuation of the JVCP, the DBJ recently launched a 12-month mentorship program for high-growth
potential enterprises with innovative products or services in Jamaica (JO 2020). Twelve start-ups have
been selected to participate in the program and given up to $1 million in funding each. Entrepreneurs will
be connected with local and international industry experts who will mentor them through the “Mentors for
Innovation & Entrepreneurship Programme” (MIEP). By the end of the program, entrepreneurs will receive
guidance from subject matter experts along with business advisors and be able to successfully operate
their businesses (JO 2020).
Although the JVCP has achieved significant milestones such as improving legal taxation and regulatory
framework for enterprises, the formal venture capital system in Jamaica is still in an embryonic stage
(Glasgow 2020). Angel investment, however, has been expanding since 2014 when Jamaica’s first angel
investor network, FirstAngelsJA, was established. According to Sandra Glasgow, one of the co-founders
of FirstAngelsJA, there is a stark imbalance in the number of women registering on the FirstAngelsJA
website, those completing applications for capital, and those going through the due diligence process.
Although it is too early to tell which ventures will be most successful, FirstAngelsJA is already seeing
qualitative differences in how firms are being managed where female headed firms are more diligent
about convening board meetings, providing updates to investors, and making strategic plans.
Indicator

Women

Description

Angel investment participation

30%

Roughly 30% of angel investors in Jamaica are
women.

Registered entrepreneurs

24%

Of all entrepreneurs registering to angel investment
opportunities, only 24% are women

Completed applications

22%

Only 22% of completed angel investment applications
are completed by women.

Due diligence process

33%

By the time ventures are selected to go through the
due diligence process, 33% of those selected were
women

Receive funding

50%

50% of entrepreneurs who receive funding from angel
investors are women

JAMAICA HUMAN DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS

Jamaica is ranked 96 out of 189 countries in the 2018 Human Development Index (HDI) with a score of
0.719 for females where higher values indicate healthier and decent standard of living (UNDP 2019). The
HDI measures three key dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, access to
knowledge, and a decent standard of living (Roser 2019). Although education levels and labor force
participation may be higher than average for Latin America and the Caribbean, Jamaican women still get
paid less than men and hold only 19 percent of seats in parliament.
Human Development Index (HDI), female

0.719

Gender Development Index (GDI)

0.986

Life expectancy at birth, female (years)
Population with at least some secondary education, female (% ages 25+)
Mean years of schooling, female (years)
Estimated GNI per capita, female (2011 PPP $)
Child marriage (% of women aged 20-24 years who were first married or in union before age
18)
Gender Inequality Index (GII)
Share of employment in nonagriculture, female (% of total employment in nonagriculture
Share of seats in parliament (% held by women)

76
69.9
10
6,326
8

0.405
48.1
19

Total unemployment rate (female to male ratio)

1.73

Youth unemployment rate (female to male ratio)

1.47

Labor force participation rate (% ages 15 and older), female

60.4

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

27.8

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

10

GENDER POLICY

Jamaica is a signatory to several regional and international agreements to reaffirm its commitment to
gender equality and equity for the achievement of the country’s sustainable development goals. For
example, the Government of Jamaica ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1984 and the Domestic Workers Convention in 2016 (ILO
2018). Under the leadership of Hon. Olivia Grange, the Minister of Culture, Gender, Entertainment and
Sport, Jamaica established the National Policy for Gender Equality (NPGE) in 2011.
The NPGE aims to mainstream gender in national development to enable men and women to contribute
equally to the country’s growth while having access to the protection and privileges of Jamaican
citizenship. Over the years, amendments were made to policies that formerly placed women at
disadvantaged positions. For example, changes were made to the Domestic Violence Act to provide
redress and protection to victims of domestic violence (NPGE 2011). Also, the Property Rights of
Spouses Act introduced new statutory rules to provide for the equitable division of assets between
spouses upon marriage or common-law relationship breakdown (NPGE 2011). Furthermore, the
parliament unanimously passed the Jamaican Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms in 2011,
baring discrimination on the basis of being a male or female (NPGE 2011).
Key goals for gender and labor in Jamaica’s NPGE
Goals

Description/ Remarks

Improving working
conditions for both
sexes

Guided by the ILO Decent Work Agenda, this goal includes stipulations related
to social security benefits and working conditions for workers in low-paid jobs.
The Jamaican government has taken steps to fulfill this goal by developing the
Occupational Safety and Health Bill and the National Disabilities Act. These
pieces of legislation address working conditions to ensure workplace safety for
all Jamaicans.

Eradicating gender
inequalities in wages
and ensuring that
labor laws provide for
the needs of both
men and women

According to the Employment Equal Pay for Men and Women Act of 1975, men
and women must be paid equally when performing equal work. However,
occupational segregation and wage gaps between men and women still
persist. This is attributed to the fact that the Act does not fully implement the
principle of equal remuneration for work of equal value, which necessitates
consideration of values of work across different jobs in different industries.

Ending sexual
harassment in the
workplace

Jamaica’s Sexual Harassment Bill deals with prohibited forms of sexual
harassment, prevention measures, complaint mechanisms and procedures,
and penalties. The bill was tabled in December 2015 and still has not been
passed as of August 2020.

Removing barriers
that cause gendered
segregation of labor

The Rural Agricultural Development Authority (RADA) specifically targets
women by providing them with assistance to enter the male-dominated
agriculture sector. However, women remain underrepresented in the
agricultural sector and have less land than men due to traditional inheritance

practices that favor men.
Establishing social
protection methods
for women engaging
in unpaid care work

There is no evidence to indicate that the Jamaican government has taken
steps as stated in the NPGE to determine the monetary value of reproductive
work and use the value to inform the social security benefits that persons
receive.

Source: ILO 2018
Although these goals might show that the Jamaican government is committed to gender equality, it is
clear that gender gaps still remain. One particular area that illustrates such gaps is the
underrepresentation of women in all political roles in Jamaica. Out of 190 countries, Jamaica ranks 121 in
the percentage of women in parliament with only 17.5% parliament positions held by women.
Furthermore, only 23.5% of ministerial positions are held by women (UN Women 2020). The Jamaica
national gender policy (The Bureau of Women’s Affairs (Gender Affairs) & The Gender Advisory
Committee, 2010) stipulates that it would be desirable to have 30% women representation in the decision
making. Jamaica is progressive in the sense that they elected a female prime minister in 2006–2007 and
again in 2012–2016, who appointed more female ministers than the previous government (United Nations
Development Programme, 2015).
In order for Jamaica to achieve true gender equality, representation of women in politics must increase as
indicated in SDG 5 (UN 2015). With more women in decision making positions, the eradication of policies
that disadvantage women will accelerate and new policies that empower women will form. For example,
the Sexual Harassment Bill has been in a limbo stage since 2015 while a dispropotionate amount of
women continue to be affected by sexual harassment and assault in the workplace. The conversations
and implementation timeline around this bill might have looked different if there was a greater women
representation in parliament. Also, policies that have the potential to expand women entrepreneurship
such as the Security Interest in Personal Property Act of 2014 would actually be utilized to advance
MSME development among women.
Existing policies that solely focus on getting more women to start businesses need enhancement as they
are not enough to ensure the success and sustainability of women owned enterprises. Women should be
able to grow their business and get paid fairly through policies that provide them with equal access to
financial resources and with fair value for their work. Many women are continuously denied loans due to
traditional mindsets that favor men, thus policies that forbid individuals granting loans from using
discriminatory and prejudicial practices need to be enforced. Also, new policies that build off of the
Employment Equal Pay for Men and Women Act of 1975 are needed in order to fully implement the
principle of equal remuneration for work of equal value across different industries.

CHALLENGES

According to angel investor Sandra Glasgow, one of the key challenges for entrepreneurs is that many
entrepreneurs are good at developing the technology, product, or service but significantly lack the broad
package of skills and abilities required to successfully run and scale-up a business. Such skills include

understanding the market, getting and retaining customers, achieving product-market fit, optimising
pricing, and understanding finance. Thus, more focus is needed in funding agencies to train female
entrepreneurs.
Women entrepreneurs in Jamaica seek such training opportunities but often are not able to find business
mentors who value gender-equal business procedures. Furthermore, stereotypes of women being too
emotional to handle business activities are still common in the business world. According to Racquell
Brown, the founder of Irie Rock, it is frustrating and challenging for women to compete with men since
women’s capability to make logical business decisions over emotional reactions are often questioned.
Grace Foster-Reid, a social entrepreneur in
Jamaica, confirmed that access to finance
remains a struggle for Jamaican women as
banks favor men and often ask women to
return with their husbands or fathers.
Beyond access to finance, fear of failure
and maintaining work-life balance were
some of the main challenges for women in
starting and growing their business. In
addition, women are often not taken
seriously for their ventures, especially if
their business is in the beauty industry.
Another main challenge for women is that
they often miss out of business
opportunities as men tend to socialize
among themselves and make deals in
whiskey bars where women are rarely
present.
According to the 2012 World Development Report, “Gender Equality Is Smart Economics”. We are unable
to do a vast and detailed analysis on women’s economic empowerment and entrepreneurship in the
Caribbean because many of the indicators and data sets which measure the outcome of gender parity,
and female empowerment are unavailable or aggregated with male data (Budhu and Watson-Williams,
2014). This data gap however tends to be a global phenomenon – conflict and war zones. Study found
female-led businesses at global level tend to be 30–40% less profitable than male-led businesses
because of challenges like lack of educational and vocational training, limited access to capital, mentor
and advisor networks and being primarily responsible for domestic care (Adema et al., 2014). Regardless
Caribbean female entrepreneurs play a critical role in supporting the Caribbean economy (Pounder,
2016).
According to recent data many females in the Caribbean believed that their race and class background
are the main obstacles compared to their gender when it comes to economic opportunities. Research
notes that microfinance rather than fixing reinforces exclusionary practices. Biases and prejudices of loan
granting officers moves the money to wealthier clients over poor and female clients. Thus we require
powerful legislation overhauls to promote women’s economic empowerment through entrepreneurship
and venture capital. The Development Bank of Jamaica (DBJ), through its Jamaica Venture Capital
Programme (JVCAPITAL), launched a 12-month mentorship programme for high-growth potential

research/technology-based start-ups with innovative products or services in 2020. The initiative is one of
the many outputs of a Technical Cooperation Agreement (TCA) signed by the DBJ and the
Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) Lab to support the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Jamaica. Titled
'Mentors for Innovation & Entrepreneurship Programme' (MIEP), the programme will see 12 start-up
entrepreneurs being connected with local and international industry experts who will assist them in
reducing and removing development hurdles hindering the growth of their companies. Female
entrepreneurs are highly encouraged to avail these opportunities. The DBJ will provide up to $1million in
funding to each participating entrepreneur in the programme. Ingrid Riley a Council Member at the
Innovation and Entrepreneurship programme of DBJ assists in developing and executing the policies and
practices of the programme and selects the Entrepreneurs and Programme Mentors participating each
year. Ingrid believes in venture capital for women and through her work with SiliconCaribe is launching
efforts to involve more females in not only entrepreneurship but also venture capital.
There is an entire argument by Kaushal et al. (2014) that there are more necessity-driven female
entrepreneurs as they lack opportunities in the formal sectors due to lack of training and resources. In the
Caribbean, self-employed women are roughly 30 percent of the entrepreneurship in the region but
entrepreneurship among women is significantly lower than entrepreneurship amongst men accounting for
8 and 19 percent, respectively (Lashley and Smith, 2015, p. 60). There are 1.2m employed women in the
Caribbean, of those only 228,000 were self-employed. Of all the self-employed women, 204,000 had no
employees, 21,000 had between one and four employees while only 3,000 had more than five employees
(p. 12). However, female entrepreneurs are less successful than male entrepreneurs -- primary
constraints are socio-cultural factors and a lack of proper skills in the labour force.
Gender issues of Jamaica’s workforce participation
Unequal access to employment
Despite women doing better than men academically, their unemployment rate is higher. As a result,
Jamaican women are more vulnerable to exploitation (Williams, 2014). Although males are statistically
better off in the employment and economic area, they also bear their share of society’s ills as they are
more often at risk of violence and end up at crime scenes (The Bureau of Women’s Affairs (Gender
Affairs), Kingston, Jamaica and The Gender Advisory Committee, 2010) whereas unemployed women are
victims of domestic violence.
Gender pay gap
A 2010 IDB study also revealed that on average women in Jamaica at all levels earn approximately
12.5%t less than males for the same jobs. Even though Jamaica has the highest percentage of female
executives in the region, 60% according to a 2015 report of the International Labour Organization
(McCarthy, 2015), but in general earn less than the men “regardless of whether they are bosses or
employees”. The educational statistics of males and females should be reflected in the employment rate
and income in the labour force. However, this is far from reality. Interestingly, males with lower education
attainment have higher employment rates and wages.

Gender segregation of jobs
In comparison to other regions, women have a strong presence in the labour market in the Caribbean. As
we notice Jamaican women do participate in the workforce. However, this strength is weakened as their
entrepreneurial potential doesn’t get realized. In fact it is rarer to see women as venture capitalists.
Caribbean women tend to be overrepresented at the lower end of the labour market, and
under-represented at the high end.
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