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ABSTRACT 

The US federal government program Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) is a $953 billion business loan program 

established in 2020 through the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) to help specified 

businesses struggling to stay afloat. There have been several investigative reports in popular press indicating misuse 

of these funds by recipients.  However, the use of these funds has involved various segments: some intentional 

wrongdoers and fraudsters, some unintentional violators of the requirements of the PPP, and some productive users 

who deployed the funds for much needed relief during the pandemic. Our research reports on early results from one 

such segment which in an overall analysis utilized funds for much needed resources to grow and sustain their business 

and their employees during the challenges in the Covid related pandemic years. We interviewed women small business 

owners to understand how they weathered the challenges they faced during Covid times. Early results from our 

qualitative interviews and quantitative survey questionnaire with women small business owners indicated that PPP 

funds provided critical support and resources and were deployed productively for the intended purposes.  This segment 

has the potential to bolster the economy at multiple levels – sustain the small and micro business economy, their 

employees, and their own households which typically have growing children. 

Keywords: PPP Funds, misuse PPP funds, Business Loans, COVID-19, SBA, Women Small Business Owners, 

entrepreneurs 
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1. Introduction 

The Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) was designed for business entities to apply for low interest private loans to 

stay afloat during the Covid crisis. The amount of a PPP loan a business could get was about 2.5 times the business’s 

average monthly payroll costs.  An applicant may also receive a second loan typically equal to the first PPP loan. The 

loan was intended to cover payroll costs and business expenses in rent, and utilities. PPP loans could be partially or 

fully forgiven if the business maintained the number of employees and their wages at the pre-Covid level.  The scale 

of funds available for these loan amounts, the vast infrastructure needed to monitor and disburse the loans, the large 

tracking procedures required to ensure proper and honest use of the funds was immense to say the least.  The Small 

Business Administration and some banks were authorized for the disbursements. It did not help that Covid protocols 

challenged in-person loan applications, vetting and approval personnel while there was intense pressure to expedite 

approvals so that funds reached those businesses who most needed them.   

 

In the wake of these ongoing challenges, the PPP funds became a haven for fraudsters. The federal government 

estimates that fraud totals related to the Paycheck Protection Program are as high as $80 billion, due to the fallout 

from a fast-tracked applicant vetting process that resulted in a relaxation of internal fraud controls. (Adams, Frost, 

Hillie, April 2022). We reviewed the reports of fraud and misuse in popular press and the negative sentiments 

which arose from them. However, we wanted to research segments who overall gained much needed business 

resources from the PPP and deployed the loan funds for the intended purposes in payroll paychecks for their 

employees and business rents and utilities. For these segments, PPP proved to make the ultimate difference leading 

to business continuation and avoiding a closure. In some cases, their businesses even experienced growth which 

helped the economy post Covid. We chose to understand the women small business owner segment and their 

challenges with respect to funds during covid and the pandemic. 

 

In this paper we report on our preliminary findings from qualitative, in-depth interviews with a cross section of 

women small business owners aimed at understanding their access to loans in general, of PPP loans in particular, 

and how their business faced challenges during the pandemic.  

 

2. PPP loans 

According to (IMF, 2021d), during the COVID-19 crisis, the tourist, hotel, travel, and retail industries have seen 

significant reductions in employment. It has disproportionately impacted vulnerable populations, such as youth, 

women, and migrant workers, as well as those with lower educational attainment and abilities, and as the gender wage 

gap becomes more comprehensive, it's clear that women are suffering more than males from the contraction of 

employment and participation in the labor market. Currently, as Fabrizio et al. (2021) mentioned, many women, 

particularly those with young children, face significant obstacles when trying to return to the workforce. (World 

Economic Situation and Prospects, 2022, p. 9). On the other hand, Autor et al. (2020) claimed that between April and 

June 2020, the (PPP) Paycheck Protection Program helped create 2 million new jobs, or a 3% increase in total 

employment; however, Bishop and Day (2020) indicated that the Job Keeper program decreased overall job losses 
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between April and July 2020 by at least 700,000 employees. (World Economic Situation and Prospects, 2022, p.10).  

During the COVID-19 crisis, the U.S. government implemented PPP credit programs to save businesses and the 

economy. Established in 1953, the SBA-Small Business Administration, which offers financial assistance to small 

business owners, demonstrated remarkable performance by assisting entrepreneurs during the COVID-19 crisis. Some 

small businesses were unable to be saved through the PPP loan program due to their decisions to close their businesses, 

either temporarily or permanently, or to switch industries. Due to the nature of their businesses, such as nail salons, 

child/elderly/dog care, small restaurants, and small fitness & yoga centers, etc., women owners of small businesses 

were severely impacted by the crisis. It is because the owners lost customers due to the pandemic and were unable to 

provide services home to home, especially during the social isolation or social distancing guidelines mandated by the 

CDC department. Numerous analyses have calculated the PPP program's worth to the economy as Granja et al. (2020) 

claimed that a more significant share of the initial round of PPP money went to places not significantly harmed by 

COVID and that the program's effects on employment were minimal; Autor et al. (2020) observed that PPP-eligible 

enterprises lost fewer jobs than comparable businesses; Chetty et al. (2020) discovered that PPP funding promoted 

employment, although the advantages were minor compared to the cost of the PPP program; Barraza et al. (2020) 

analyzed that in 2019, after the initiation of the PPP program, locations with more SBA-supported bank branches had 

less unemployment; furthermore, Faulkender et al. (2020) also noted that PPP funding had reduced unemployment 

(Li & Strahan, 2020, p. 6).  Some authors asserted racial discrepancies in PPP loans through their research 

investigations, as black-owned firms disproportionately received PPP loans from fintech lenders, particularly in areas 

with considerable racial animus where private lenders had no credit risk but selected who received PPP loans. 

According to (Crutsinger, 2021; Abrams, 2021; Crowell, 2021), scholars and policymakers in the United States and 

abroad have raised serious questions about racial disparities in access to financial resources; As per (Blattner et al., 

2021; Bartlett et al., 2021; Fuster et al., 2022), the recent development of fintech lenders has highlighted new and 

crucial issues regarding how their technologies, particularly algorithmic underwriting and process automation, could 

impact racial inequities in lending as a large portion of subsequent research literature has concentrated on the 

implications of algorithmic underwriting procedures on racial inequities in loan availability.   

 

Similarly, (Morel et al., 2021; Zhou, 2020; Flitter and Cowley, 2020) observed that when lenders faced 100 or 1,000 

times the average application volume, they experienced significant capacity limitations, compelling them to prioritize 

among applicants. It might be conceivable since the Small Business Administration (SBA) did not provide explicit 

loan distribution instructions, allowing private lenders to choose which enterprises to service based on fee structure 

and other metrics such as processing capacity or lender cost structure (Howell et al., 2021, p.1). According to a study 

conducted by Atkins et al. (2021), the PPP loan program yielded different results for black and white business owners. 

In particular, black-owned enterprises were granted smaller loans than their white counterparts because observed 

attributes were controlled for related to PPP loans. The authors stated that the U.S. government issued approximately 

$525 billion under the PPP loan program, which provided around 5.2 million loans. However, a survey conducted by 

Global Strategy Group, (2020), reported that 41% of black owners did not receive loans, of which nearly 21% never 

heard a word from lenders. In addition, (Trevizo, 2020) contributed to the allegations of discrimination in the PPP 
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loan funding by mentioning a New York Times report that was based on data from the Small Business Administration 

(SBA) and interviews with small businesses. This report argued that a lack of connections with banks combined with 

some of the PPP's rules contributed to this low level of access. This report was able to draw its conclusions from 

interviews with small business owners and data from the SBA (Atkins et al., 2021, p. 844). Li and Strahan (2020) 

highlighted inefficiencies in the allocation of PPP funding in their findings. This was because entrepreneurs with 

banking ties were granted access to PPP loans regardless of whether or not they merited them.  

 

The deployment of human capital by the banking industry was the one factor that enabled the distribution of 525 

billion dollars in cash in a single month possible. In the middle of the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 and the PPP 

program loan distribution in response to the COVID-19 calamity, the Federal Reserve intervened through banks as 

opposed to supporting severely damaged people. This may be because the Federal Reserve believes that aiding people 

might be futile (Li & Strahan, 2020, p. 27–28). Even though the PPP program was successful in preserving jobs and 

protecting the U.S. economy during the COVID-19 crisis, enormous frauds and scams were discovered, and criminals 

stole billions of dollars that could have been utilized to save many more jobs and protect even more small businesses. 

Dilanian et al. (2022) estimated that PPP loan fraud amounted to roughly $80 billion, or nearly 10 percent of the $ 

800 billion intended to protect jobs through the paycheck protection program. In addition, the NBC news channel 

reported that between $90 and $400 billion were stolen from the unemployment relief program out of a total of $900 

billion. According to the authors, many fraudsters used the stolen funds to purchase Lamborghinis, Bentleys, Ferraris, 

mansions, jet flights, and opulent vacations. As per Matthew Schneider, a former U.S. attorney from Michigan and 

colleague at Honigman LLP, this was one of the largest frauds in a generation, and nothing comparable had occurred 

before (Dilanian et al., 2022, p. 1). Similarly, in an exclusive interview with Lester Holt, an NBC evening news anchor, 

Michael Horowitz, Justice Department Inspector General, explained that the general purpose of SBA was to request 

small business owners to apply, sign, and mention their entitlement to PPP funds, which criminal minded scammers 

viewed as an opportunity or invitation to steal identities and claim unemployment benefits, where each identity could 

have been worth $30,000 in benefits (Dilanian et al., 2022, p. 1). On March 10, 2022, the U.S. Justice Department 

announced the appointment of Deputy Attorney General Kevin Chambers as the director for COVID-19 fraud 

enforcement, who will lead  the Justice Department's activities that have resulted in criminal indictments against over 

1,000 individuals and claimed damages surpassing $1.1 billion and the confiscation of more than $1 billion in 

Economic Injury Disaster Loan proceeds. Over the course of more than 240 civil investigations, Mr. Chambers will 

be in charge of supervising the filing of charges against more than 1,800 persons and businesses for suspected illegal 

conduct related to pandemic relief loans worth over $6 billion (“Justice Department Announces Director for COVID-

19 Fraud Enforcement,” 2022). 

 

3. Women Small Business Owners  

Women, whether as employees, employers, or homeowners, had a disproportionate share of economic and social 

misery during the COVID-19 pandemic, as they were saddled with the obligation of operating a business and caring 

for family members, especially young children and the elderly. Additionally, the pandemic trapped millions of small 
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company owners in an economic danger zone, where their prospects of survival were slim. Based on a survey between 

April 20th and April 28th, 2020, using the Facebook platform, Alekseev et al. (2020) asked 136 questions from 

business owners, managers, and employees. About a sample size of 66,000 respondents participated- 46,669 business 

owners or managers, 4,163 entrepreneurs, and 15,435 employees were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic in the 

United States. (Alekseev et al., 2020, p.1). In their finding, the authors observed that 60.9% of business operations 

were reduced due to workload fall; 61.7% of businesses increased online operations; 31.3% struggled to pay bills; 

24.9% had trouble with paying rent; 24.1% had wages problem, and 23.0% businesses worried with debt issues 

(Alekseev et al., 2020).    .In 2021, the Accommodation & Food Services Industry Subsector employed a large number 

of female employees relative to other businesses, in which waiters and waitresses were the most common employment. 

As of May 2021, 11.8 million people were employed in the Accommodation and Food Services industry, a 35.6% 

increase from May 2020. In 2020, composition by sex, 5.91 million females were employed compared to a 5.23 million 

workforce. However, in 2021, male workers tended to earn more than female workers, with average male salaries of 

$28,513 and average female salaries of $27,667 in this industry (Accommodation & Food Services, 2021, p.1). 

Women were more likely to quit their employment willingly in reaction to their children's school closures and to 

indicate that domestic duties interfered with their ability to focus at work. The most challenging aspects of working 

from home were juggling work and household responsibilities (28.9%), the nature of the work (16.1%), and an 

inability to collaborate effectively with colleagues remotely (11.5%) (Alekseev et al., 2020, p.3). In the survey, 56.6% 

of managers and owners disclosed that household responsibilities had disrupted their business work; 55.0% reported 

that business responsibilities had impacted their household duties; 57.1% of managers and owners expanded their time 

to spend on business operations, and 48.6% elevated their housework; however, women and parents affected by school 

closures found it difficult the most (Alekseev et al., 2020, p.4). The US Small Business Administration's (SBA) 

paycheck protection program was formed in March 2020 under the CARES act with the objective of aiding small 

businesses in combating the economic calamity caused by the pandemic (govinfo.gov, 2020, p.1).  

 

The National Association of Women Business Owners reported that there were 12.3 million women-owned businesses 

in the United States as of 2018 (Women's Business Enterprise National Council, 2018), which represents more than 

40% of all enterprises in the country; in addition, Galli-Debicella (2020) revealed in a recent study that small 

businesses with SBA loans had a higher four-year survival rate than the total population of small businesses (Kickul 

et al., 2021, p.3). There was a discrepancy in loan amounts between males and females in 2020, with 128,415 female 

company owners receiving an average of $124,242, compared to 454,650 male business owners receiving an average 

of $185,142 USD (Vanderbeek, 2021, p.1). Because the magnitude of economic loss was so high and the relief demand 

was enormous, the $349 billion was quickly depleted; even J.P. Morgan Chase stated that the bank received 60, 000 

applications on the first day, but its capacity to accept the applications was only 27,000 (Bartik et al., 2020, p. 8-9). A 

research study by Kickul et al. (2021) found evidence that there was a significant difference in the PPP loan distribution 

between men and women-owned businesses during the COVID-19 crisis. The authors conducted an empirical research 

study with a sample size of 661,218 loans in all five loan categories in July 2020 across all the U.S. states. Upon 

findings, the authors observed that men-owned businesses received 80% of PPP loans; however, women business 
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firms saved jobs on a larger scale but in the largest loan category, and minority-owned businesses also saved more 

jobs than white-owned businesses (Kickul et al., 2021p.1). Numerous studies, including Bartik, Bertrand, Cullen, 

Glaeser, Luca, and Stanton (2020); Fairlie (2020); Humphries, Neilson, and Ulyssea (2020); Bartlett, 2020; Campello, 

Kankanhalli, and Muthukrishnan (2020); revealed business shutdown and employee reductions in the initial phase of 

the pandemic; and women reported being more impacted than men in numerous ways; the implementation of work-

from-home policies might have a significant influence on the family's distribution of work; School closures 

exacerbated household stress; Alon, Doepke, Olmstead, Rumsey, and Tertilt, 2020a,b; Carlson, Petts, and Pepin, 2020) 

(Alekseev et al., 2020, P. 3). According to the findings of Manilova et al. (2020), women-owned and minority-owned 

enterprises were particularly vulnerable to the consequences of the pandemic due to their increased frequency in the 

industries severely damaged by the pandemic. Moreover, according to Dua et al. (2020b), women-owned and 

minority-owned enterprises had a higher tendency to be less financially resourceful due to limited access to finance. 

A research study (Fairlie, 2020) claimed that in February and March, 41% of African Americans and 25% of female 

business owners closed their businesses; another study by Misera (2020) found that the percentage of black-owned 

companies that went out of business was more than twice as high as that of white-owned companies; some of these 

businesses saw a decrease in cash flows that was nine times greater than that of non-minority organizations (Kickul 

et al., 2021, p. 2) 

 

4. Indications from Survey Responses and Interviews with Women Small Business Owners 

116 women small business owners (WSBO) participated in the survey we conducted in 2021. Most of them are 

members of the Small Business Association (SBA). Based on the survey responses, 50% applied and received 

government funds due to the COVID pandemic. Figure 1 shows the distribution of the survey participants regarding 

loan application.  

 

Figure 1. Loan Applications (116 Survey Participants) 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

  

No Response 
27(23%)

Didn't Apply
25(22%)

Applied but Got Declined 6(5%)

Appplied and 
Received 
58(50%)

Loan Applications during Covid?
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Among those who received PPP funds and shared their uses of PPP funds, about 86% of the WSBOs said that they 

spent the PPP funds for payroll to keep their employees, about 7% used it for buying equipment and reducing the 

higher material costs while fewer employees were working after the pandemic started, and the remaining haven’t 

finalized their plan on how to use the funds they just received.  

 

Additionally, 39 out of the 116 WSBOs opted in for interviews, we have interviewed 18 of them. Among the 18 

WSBOs interviewed, 14 applied PPP. 11 received the full funds they asked for and 3 received partial. They applied 

for forgiveness for the loan, most of them got the approval so did not have to pay it back. One interviewee mentioned 

that she has paid back the portion of PPP funds that related to the subcontractors, which was not approved for 

forgiveness. 

 

From the survey and interview data, most participants who applied PPP funds found the application process was not 

too hard and the funds they received were very helpful for them to maintain or grow their businesses during the 

pandemic. However, most WSBOs with international backgrounds didn’t apply for PPP funds because they are afraid 

of taking loans and the possible complications of processing in accounting.  

 

5. Conclusions 

Since women-owned firms are growing number of firms that employ people in the United States in 2018 but their 

numbers are growing, the government and its financial growth infrastructure have prioritized women entrepreneurship 

as one of its multiple priorities.  However, they are still underrepresented in majority ownership of employer 

businesses, in total sales and in total employment.  The U.S. Census Bureau’s Annual Survey of Entrepreneurs reports 

that health care, social assistance, accommodation, and food service enjoy the most employment from women 

entrepreneurs.  There are special programs which support and nurture women entrepreneurs, have special grants and 

assistance for them, and network them with mentors for success.  We found that internal and external challenges 

during the pandemic years seriously impeded their growth.  Internal challenges emanated from familial responsibilities 

and constraints.  External challenges arose from the requirements for loan requests, forms, and documents.  And yet, 

we found this segment made good use of the PPP loans to grow their businesses, to sustain their payrolls, and to 

service their clientele for continuity and stability.  Data reviewed from our interviews and surveys of women 

entrepreneurs leads us to strongly recommend increased support in the form of loans, grants, and assistance to the 

segment so as to foster growth and continued contributions to the economy.  
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