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Abstract 

 

 Business owned and managed by women are growing steadily worldwide and the 
emergence of the topic as a research area is often traced back to the 80s however, despite the 
growing interest in women’s entrepreneurship research still is a phenomenon understudied. In 
this study we adopted a contextual explanation of women’s entrepreneurship and examined 
whether the propensity of women-owned firms differs across countries. Specifically, we 
investigate the extent to which social, economic and firm factors impact women-owned firms in 
a cross-cultural analysis including 59 countries from Africa, Middle East, Europe and Asia. Our 
findings show that the country developmental level have an important impact on how women 
will be engaged in business and how social and firm characteristics would affect them.  
 

Introduction 

 Women’s entrepreneurship research has come a long way in a very short period of time, 
surpassing many of the developmental milestones as the broader field of entrepreneurship despite 
its more recent origins [1]. The emergence of the topic as a research area is often traced back to 
the 80s [e.g. 2, 3, 4] with Nordic researchers playing a pioneering role in developing the field in 
Nordic countries -Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden-, and the Diana Project 
(initiated in 1997 by US-based professors) playing a crucial role in developing the academic field 
and creating commitment among researchers to the women’s entrepreneurship research agenda 
[5]. It is also noteworthy that women-owned businesses are one of the fastest growing 
entrepreneurial populations in the world [6] and playing a substantial role in growing their 
communities and countries economically [e.g. 7, 8], contributing positively to GNP, jobs, 
innovations and societal welfare globally [9]. However, despite this growth and contribution, 
women entrepreneurs are still understudied [9].  
 Hughes et al. [10], basing on the much cited Ahl’s [11] work entitled “why research on 
women’s entrepreneurship needs new directions”, gather three new directions for researchers to 
explore in order to generate a richer and more robust understanding of women’s 
entrepreneurship.  One of these new directions should goes beyond documenting and explaining 
the financial performance and growth of women’s businesses and focusing on entrepreneurship 
as an emancipatory act of change creation [12].  A second direction should expand the research 
on women’s entrepreneurship beyond the individual to include contextual and historical 
variables, as well as, the discussion of gendered power structures. Focusing on the individual 
entrepreneur and her business “reinforce the idea that explanations are to be found in the 
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individual rather than on a social or institutional level” [11, p. 608] and as a consequence 
prescriptions are made that suggest women must change (e.g., through education, networking 
skills, etc.) in order to improve their entrepreneurial success [10]. As Welter [13, p. 165] points 
out “ context is important for understanding when, how, and why entrepreneurship happens and 
who becomes involved”. According to Minniti [14, p. 297], “variations in entrepreneurial 
activity are more pronounced when women’s entrepreneurship is considered because women’s 
employment choices are more sensitive to the local environment that those of men” Finally, a 
third direction should shift the epistemological position from an objectivist approach “which 
assumes that there is something female or male that can be measured” [11, p. 608] to a 
constructionist approach where “gender is used as an analytical category, but instead of taking it 
for granted, one looks at how it is constructed. Instead of using sex an explanatory variable, one 
studies how gender is accomplished in different contexts” [11, p. 612].  This new third direction 
involves a shift in thought “from gender as something that is to gender as something that is 
done” [11, p. 612; italics in original]. Basing on these new directions, Hughes et al. [10] 
elaborate a double entry table to illustrate the types of studies that might be imagine if one or 
more of them were adopted by women’s entrepreneurship scholars.  
 In this study we use a broader definition of women entrepreneurship to include any 
women participation in equity and employment of a business enterprise. We will use women 
participation in business equity and women entrepreneurship interchangeably. Following the 
proposal by Hughes et al. [10], we adopted a contextual explanation of women’s 
entrepreneurship and examined whether the propensity of women-owned firms differs across 
countries. Specifically, we investigate the extent to which social, economic and firm factors 
impact women-owned firms in a cross-cultural analysis including 59 countries from Africa, 
Middle East, Europe and Asia. As Brush and Cooper [9] point out, the vast majority of research 
about women entrepreneurs is still very western-oriented. There are still relatively few studies 
based upon international data that compare women entrepreneurship between developed, 
developing and emerging economies. This paper contributes to the literature by exploring 
women entrepreneurship from a macro and a micro perspective. Based on the literature, we 
formulated a set of hypotheses to better understand the impact of each of our explanatory 
variables on the propensity of firms to be owned by women. In order to test our hypothesis we 
divided the countries in three categories: high income, middle income and low income. As 
dependent variable we use women participation in equity and as independent variables we use 
two groups: firm age and size as firms factors, and age dependency ratio, school life expectancy, 
and corruption as social factors. 
 The paper is organized as follows. First, we review the literature and develop hypothesis. 
Then, we describe the methodology: the data source, variables, methods and results discussion. 
Finally, we preset the study conclusions and implications. 
 

Literature review and hypothesis development 

 

Social factors: corruption and bribery, access to education, and age dependency ratio 

 

Corruption and Bribery 

 Starting a new business is hard work, and when it comes to women entrepreneurs is much 
harder.  Globally, women entrepreneurs face an uneven playing field, with very few economies 
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(a mere 20 out of 128) treating men and women equally under the law [15]. Then, if we consider 
the playing field to outlaw the situation for women will be even worst. The literature finds 
convincing evidence of a negative relationship between levels of corruption and 
entrepreneurship; however, no paper has yet analyzed the differential impact of corruption on 
women entrepreneurs [16]. As Shehu [17] points out, there is no single comprehensive and 
universally acceptable definition of corruption as a concept. The United Nations Convention 
Against Corruption (ACC) instead of defining corruption per se identifies and describes the 
specific conducts that are generally classified as corrupt. Such as bribery, embezzlement, theft 
and fraud, extortion, abuse of discretion, favoritism and nepotism, creating or exploiting 
conflicting interest, and improper political donations.  The causes of corruption are rooted in the 
socio-cultural practices, political and economic situation in any country: poverty, unemployment, 
greed, institutional weakness, inefficient and ineffective law enforcement, disrespect for the rule 
of law, lack or moral standards and codes [17]. As the author argues, all these phenomena threat 
to the stability of societies and to the maintenance of the rule of law and reduce economic 
development in the long run.  
 If we consider the binomial gender and corruption, women are considered to be better 
corruption fighters than men [18, p. 408], and many studies, both on the public sphere and 
business world, have found that women are less prone to engage in corruption that men. Dollar et 
al. [19], found that higher rates of female participation in parliament are associated with lower 
level of corruption. Swamy et al. [20], conducted a research at both individual and national level, 
and they found that at the micro-level, women are less involve in bribery, and are less likely to 
condone bribe-taking; at the macro level, greater participation by women in market work and 
government is associated with lower level of corruption. Even though both studies have been 
challenged by ideological and cultural approaches, considering that the observed relationship 
between gender and corruption is mainly caused by its context [21], the same results have been 
found in other studies considering specific sample of countries that share common cultural and 
ideological legacy. For example, Michailova and Melnykovska [21] choose a group of 28 
countries former communist and URSS countries and their results supported the relationship 
between higher number of women in parliament and decreasing level of corruption.    
 More recent studies within the business world suggest as well that women are associated 
with less corruption in the business world. Trentini and Koparanova [16] found that female 
owned-firms women have a significant lower propensity to bribe than male-owned-firms, 
however, the results differ when considering gender behavior for different firms size. According 
to the authors, women have a significantly lower propensity to bribe in micro firms (with less 
that 10 employees), while for larger firms this difference don’t exit, and in some cases women 
show more propensity to informal payments than men.  At the same time, women are less likely 
to engage in tax evasion, showing lower risk propensities. Breen, et al [22] found that women-
owned firms tend to pay smaller bribes and are less likely to use bribery in the first place.  
 No study to date, to our knowledge, has studied if the level of economic growth and 
corruption of a country could have an impact on the propensity of firms to be owned by women. 
The literature suggests looking at per capita and education as causes of corruption [23]. Ali [24] 
found that “countries with high levels of economic growth are characterized by high levels of 
judicial efficiency, low levels of corruption, effective bureaucracy, and protected private 
property ”. Tonoyan et al., [25] and Breen, et al. [22] also found that a higher GDP is linked to 
lower corruption. According to Tonoyan et al. [25], particularly within transitional economies as 
compared with industrialized countries in Western Europe and North America, the likelihood of 
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engaging in corruption is influenced by the lower efficiency of financial and legal institutions 
and the lack of their enforcements. 
 We may sustain that the lower income level in a country the less demands for 
transparency and for better justice in the country. In addition, under some circumstances, even 
though corruption is viewed as highly costly to society, managers can engage in corruption to 
reducing uncertainty and because they believe that corruption is a common practice of doing 
business and, therefore, a necessity for being competitive [26]. If we considerer that engage in 
corruption may, among other reasons, proceeds from an individual beliefs, and given the fewer 
propensities of women to tolerate corruption, we expect that in contexts where the demands for 
transparency and justice are more looser reduce the incentives for women to try the opportunity 
to enter to the business scene. In addition, women take fewer risks in investment decisions [22]. 
For example, Minniti [14] found a strong negative and significant correlation between fear of 
failure and a woman’s likelihood of starting a business. This subjective factor may act as a 
barrier to start new ventures in a corrupt business environment. On the other hand, knowing that 
part of the firms profits are going to be taken away because the corruption may not motivate 
women to start new business. We examine the following hypothesis:  
 
Hypothesis1: The higher the corruption and bribery in low and middle incomes countries, the 
less likely women would own equity in the firm. 
 
Access to education  

 Education is “fundamental to the broader notion of expanded human capabilities that lie 
at the heart of the meaning of development” [27, p. 359] and “will have a positive influence on 
individual self-efficacy and self-confidence, thereby increasing the chances these individuals will 
not only start businesses, but also have the ability to navigate competitive and changing business 
environments” [28, p. 30]. Educational attainment is positively correlated with women’s self-
employment [e.g. 29, 30], gender empowerment [18] and sustainable development [31]. In a 
review draws on articles focus on empirical research linking general education to selection into 
entrepreneurship published between 1995 and 2006, Dickson, et al [32] found that the higher the 
average education level in a country the higher the rates of selection into entrepreneurship; 
without significant differences in the impact of education on selection based on gender. 
According to Kelly et al. [28], authors of a Global Entrepreneurship Monitor Women’s special 

Report, GEM reports consistently show that entrepreneurs have higher levels of education than 
non-entrepreneurs. The authors mention the findings from the Goldman Sachs 10,000 Women’s 
project, which shows that training and education do make a difference for women in less 
developed economies. Amin and Islam [33] found that the higher the access to education for 
women in a developing country the more likely to find women as top managers in the firms. As 
the authors argue “access to education is more likely to play a key role in developing economies 
than in developed economies since access to education is not as big an obstacle for women in 
developed economies” Amin and Islam [33, p. 3]. Education plays a key role in the ability of a 
developing country to absorb modern technology and to develop the capacity for self-sustaining 
growth and development” [27, p. 359]. Based on the above mentioned we propose that the 
relationship between women’s education access and the presence of women-owned firms my be 
conditional on the country income level, and develop the following hypothesis: 
 
Hypothesis 2. The higher the school life expectancy for female in low and middle income 
countries, the more likely women would own equity in the firm. 



 5 

 

 

Age dependency ratio 

 The age dependency ratio refers to the number of children aged 0 to 14 years plus the 
number of persons aged 65 years or over per 100 persons of working age (those aged between 15 
to 64 years)1.  The dependency ratio can be disaggregated into: (1) the youth dependency ratio, 
which is the number of children aged 0-14 per 100 persons aged 15-64, and (2) the old-age 
dependency ratio, which is the number of persons aged 65 or over per 100 persons aged 15-64. 
The dependency ratio, also referred to as total dependency ratio, is the sum of the youth and old-
age dependency ratios. A high dependency ratio indicates that the economically active 
population and the overall economy face a greater burden to support and provide the social 
services needed by children and by older persons who are often economically dependent. It is 
assumed that the economically active proportion of the population will need to provide for the 
health, education, pension, and social security benefits of the non-working population, either 
directly through family support mechanisms or indirectly through taxation.  
 The Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United 
Nations’ s report [34] about world population ageing show concern about the unprecedented 
population ageing. Both developed and developing countries are growing older and rural and 
urban populations too. However, in most countries, and especially in developing countries, rural 
areas face a double demographic burden— they have higher numbers of both children and older 
persons in relation to the numbers in the main working ages that are available to provide support 
to the young and the old. This situation results from the combination of higher fertility in the 
rural areas and sustained out-migration of working-age adults from rural to urban areas. The total 
dependency ratio, that is, the sum of the child and the old-age dependency ratios, is higher in 
rural than in urban areas by at least 10 points in all major areas of the world with the exception of 
Northern America. In Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean, the rural dependency ratio is 
higher by over 20 points, due to a high child dependency ratio. The rural areas of Africa and 
Latin America and the Caribbean have the highest total dependency ratios at 92 and 74 
dependents per 100 adults of working age, respectively. Asia’s total urban dependency ratio is 
the lowest, at 43 dependents per 100 adults of working age, largely because of the low 
dependency ratio in China. The old-age dependency ratio is higher in rural than in urban areas in 
all major areas except Oceania. Access to basic social and health services also tends to be more 
limited in rural than in urban areas and poverty rates are higher [34]. 
 In a study about females’ labor force participation in the Middle East Mirzaie [35] finds 
conflicting results between Iran and Turkey. In Iran, there is an inverse relationship between age 
dependency ratio and female labor force participation, which could be explained, according to 
the author, by the role of women as caregivers. As the number of children and/or aging relatives 
increases, women are obligated to stay home rather than work outside. In Turkey, there is a 
significant positive relationship between the growth rate of age dependency and the growth rate 
of female labor force participation which emphasizes that when age dependency increases, more 
older women stay in the job market to support themselves rather than relying on help from their 
families. According to the author this could be explained by a lower level of welfare assistance 
to female headed families and elderly in Turkey compared to Iran. As age dependency increases, 
women in low incomes families have to work in order to support their families. 

                                                        
1 Dependency Ratio =100 x (Population (0-14) + Population (65+)) / Population (15-64) 
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 In this paper we are interested in measure the association of age dependency ratio on 
females’ labor force participation but through a more entrepreneurial role.  If as we have shown 
above the age dependency ratio is higher in developing countries and women as caregivers are 
who feel more burden as this ratio increases there will be less probability of finding women in 
the market place more when as Vijayakumar [36] found there is a high impact of age dependency 
ratio on poverty and a significant and positive between poverty and age dependency ratio. Thus, 
 
Hypothesis 3. The higher the age dependency ratio in low and middle incomes countries, the less 
likely women would own equity in the firm. 
 
Firm factors: size and age 

 Firm size and years of market experience are important for a firm survival, which 
requires resources and willingness to take risks. Evidence points to the fact that many women 
enterprises stay long in business however remain small [37]. There are several reasons that can 
explain this reality from financial access to subjective characteristics of women entrepreneurs. 
  Financial access is regarded as one of the important challenges faced by women 
entrepreneurs [e.g. 8, 30, 31] resulting in them heavily relying on personal savings to start their 
businesses [38]. The emerging consensus in the literature, is that access to startup capital is more 
limited for women than for men [8]. As the author argues, more research indicates that the 
relationship between women entrepreneurs and bankers is mired by gender stereotyping; 
“aspiring women entrepreneurs tend to be asked to provide guarantees that lie beyond their 
existing assets, relationships or track record” Gillén [8, p 255]. For example, Mijid [39] found 
that banks do hold a stereotypical misperception that women owners are less capable of paying 
back a loan than their male counterparts. This results evidence bank discrimination against 
female-owned businesses, which, according to the study, in turn prevents women entrepreneurs 
applying for credit; which the author denominates “feedback effect”. According to the study 
results previous loan experience discouraged woman from applying for a bank loan.  
 Beyond discrimination, Naguib and Jamali [30] found that subjective factors could be the 
cause of not accessing to capital. In their study, on female entrepreneurship in the United Arab 
Emirates, the female entrepreneurs dwelled on the reservations and disapproval of taking loans 
due to a sort of risk aversion and lack of confidence in their financial capabilities, as well as, fear 
of legal pursuits. These results illustrate the important role of institutional regulative mechanisms 
and the influence of  “fear of failure” in enabling or constraining female entrepreneurship [30]. 
Women goals seem to be another reason to stay small. Jennings and Brush [1] show that women 
entrepreneurs pursue goals beyond economic gain. One set of research has demonstrated that 
female entrepreneurs tend to attach less value to business expansion and financial success than 
their male counterparts, another set of research talks about “hybrid” goals; i.e. those that are both 
economic and non-economic in nature. As the authors argues, “female business owners tend to 
balance economic goals such as profit and growth with non- economic goals such as product 
quality, personal enjoyment, helping others, and contributing to society” Jennings and Brush [1, 
p. 693].  

The level of per capita in a country influences the level and type of female entrepreneurial 
activity [14]. As the author points out, the presence of women entrepreneurs is more significant 
in countries with lower and higher per capita GDP. In the first case entrepreneurship is often a 
way out of poverty and the second case women are able to advantage of unexploited 
opportunities. Then, a nation’s level of economic development may explain of reasons of being 
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pushed rather than pulled into an entrepreneurial career. Jennings and Brush [1] raise interesting 
questions about the distinction between necessity-driven versus opportunity-based 
entrepreneurship adopting an affective or cognitive lens. The authors encourage to developing a 
new stream of research about whether necessity-driven entrepreneurs may be less passionate 
about their entrepreneurial activity than opportunity-driven entrepreneur and whether they 
identify to a lower degree with the entrepreneurial role. Might necessity-driven entrepreneurs 
likely experience less positive outcomes as a result of their lower emotional and cognitive 
connection to their adventure?  Might a lower passion for their entrepreneurial endeavors make 
them less susceptible to cognitive biases, such as those associated with over-confidence and 
optimism? We could add: Might this influence the permanence in the time of female enterprises 
enduring more in the time the endeavors resulting from exploiting new opportunities?   

As we has argued above, financial access and subjective characteristics of women entrepreneurs 
influences female business to remain small which might be even more likely in national context 
of lower level of incomes. On the other hand the passion and connectivity with their business 
result of exploiting new opportunities might influence the higher permanency in the time of 
female enterprises. Thus we propose the following hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 4. The smaller is the size of firm in low and middle incomes countries, the more 
likely women would own equity in the firm. 
 
Hypothesis 5. The more established is the firm in high incomes countries, the more likely women 
would own equity in the firm. 
 

Methodology 

 
 The aim of our hypotheses is to explore the social and firm variables that impact the 
propensity of women ownership and whether these variables are significantly different 
depending on the macroeconomic context. Since level of GDP per capita influence the level and 
type of women entrepreneurship [14], it is important to distinguish in our study between low-
income, middle income and high-income countries (see table 1). In order to generalize our 
findings, high number of observations is required.  Unfortunately, country databases containing 
macroeconomic and microeconomic factors on women participation in a new business are rare 
[40]. For these reasons, we chose to use the Enterprise Survey2, which is a firm-level survey 
about women participation in firm ownership, management, and the workforce. The survey was 
collected by World Bank through face-to-face interviews with top managers and business owners 
in over 130,000 companies in 125 economies. It includes a broad range of business topics 
including access to finance, corruption, infrastructure, crime, competition, and performance 
measures. Enterprise Surveys use the Global methodology of implementation since 2006, which 
allows for comparison across countries and survey years. To be able to use only surveys 
collected between 2012-2014 and due to a high number of missing data in some countries, we 
limited our sample to the countries listed in table 1. After selecting the countries, we gathered 
macroeconomic data from World Bank and CIA Factbook to create a new database that we 
merged with the Survey Enterprise.  

                                                        
2 More information is available at http://www.enterprisesurveys.org 
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Table1: List of Countries  

High income Middle income Low income 
Croatia Armenia 

Lebanon 
Azerbaijan 
Macedonia, 
FYR 
Belarus 
Mauritania 
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
Moldova 
Bulgaria 
Mongolia 
China 
Montenegro 
Djibouti 
Morocco 
Egypt, Arab 
Rep. 
Namibia 
Georgia 

Nigeria 
Ghana 
Pakistan 
Hungary 
Romania 
India 
Senegal 
Jordan 
Serbia 
Kazakhstan 
Sudan 
Tunisia 
Turkey 
Ukraine 
Uzbekistan 
West Bank and 
Gaza 

Bangladesh 
Czech Republic 
Estonia 
Israel 
Latvia 
Lithuania 
Poland 
Russian Federation 
Slovak Republic 
Slovenia 
Sweden 

Burundi 
Cambodia 

Congo, Dem. Rep. 
Kenya 
Kyrgyz Republic 
Lao PDR 
Madagascar 
Malawi 
Myanmar 
Nepal 
Tajikistan 
Tanzania 
Uganda 
Yemen, Rep. 

  
  
  
  
  

 

Variables and analytical technique  

 

Dependent variable: propensity of women ownership  

 To measure the propensity of women ownership, we use a dichotomous variable, firms 
across the selected countries were asked: “Amongst the owners of the firm, are there any 
females?” Survey Enterprise allowed for the creation of a gender indicator base on this variable.  
 

Explanatory variables  

 Table 2 describes the explanatory variables and items related to each variable.  
 

Table 2: Description of Explanatory Variables 

 Variables Item Description 

Firm Characteristic Age  car1 Age of the firm based in the 
year in which the firm began 
operations.  

Size  
 
 
 
 
 

S 
 
M 
 
L 

Small <20 
 
Medium (20-99) 
 
Large (100 and over) 
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Country social 

characteristics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Age dependency ratio* 
 
 
 
 

Depen Age dependency ratio is the 
ratio of dependents--people 
younger than 15 or older than 
64--to the working-age 
population--those ages 15-64. 
Data are shown as the 
proportion of dependents per 
100 working-age population. 

School life expectancy 
Female (Primary to 
tertiary in years)** 

Expecf Total number of years of 
schooling (primary to tertiary) 
that a child can expect to 
receive, assuming that the 
probability of his or her being 
enrolled in school at any 
particular future age is equal 
to the current enrollment ratio 
at that age. 
 

Literacy for female* Litf Percentage of females ages 15 
and above who can both read 
and write with understanding 
a short simple statement about 
their everyday life. 

Corruption and Safety corr4 
 
 
 
 
graft2 
 
 
 
 
 
crime3 

-yes/no firms expected to give 
gifts to public officials (to get 
things done)  
 
-Bribery depth (% of public 
transactions where a gift or 
informal payment was 
requested)  
 
-Estimated losses as a result 
of theft, robbery, and 
vandalism against the firm as 
a percentage of annual sales. 
 

*Data from the World Bank  **Data from the CIA Factbook 
 

Analytical technique   

 We use STATA software to perform an econometric analysis to understand the factors 
that could affect the likelihood of firms to have women majority ownership. Probit regression 
model is employed to determine the predictor variables of a binary dependent variable (Y). Firms 
are observed across R countries. For each country r=(1,…,R), the number of firms n� is such that 
the total number of firms n = ∑ n�

R
r=1 . The dependent variable y� represents whether each firm 

i=(1,…,n) has a female ownership. Dichotomous variables are estimated using Probit models. 
Research has used Probit regression models as an estimator to understand women and gender gap 
in entrepreneurship [e.g. 41, 42, 43].  In this study, we analyze two sets of explanatory variables 
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(social (X1) and firm attributes (X3)) and their impact on the likelihood for firms to have a 
majority female ownership: The regression modeling takes the following matrix form: 
 

Y*= X1β1 +X2 β2 + ε 
 

with Y equal 1 if the latent variable Y* is positive, and equal to 0 otherwise. The latent variable 
represents for each firm the propensity for women to have majority ownership. The error term ε 
follows a normal distribution with a variance set to one, whereas β1, β2, and β3 represent the 
vectors of parameters to be estimated. The marginal effect was calculated to estimate the change 
in the probability for women to own equity in a business. Table 3 reports these estimated 
coefficients.      
 
 

Results and Analysis 

 Column 2, 3 and 4 in table 3 show results for our hypotheses. These columns contain the 
marginal effects which mean that a change in the propensity of a firm with woman participation 
when the independent variable increases by 1 unit.  
 The findings indicate that the firm characteristics and social factors have a different 
impact on women propensity to own a business depending on the developmental level of the 
countries. The age of the firm has a statistically significant negative effect upon women 
entrepreneurial activity in high-income countries. More specifically, the results show that women 
are 0.48% less likely than men to own a business for every additional year of the company 
establishment. In middle-income countries, women are 0.16% more likely to own a business for 
every additional year of the company establishment.  In low-income countries women are 0.18% 
more likely than men to own a business for every additional year of the company establishment. 
This does not confirm hypothesis 5, that women in high-income countries will more likely own 
equity in more established firms. On the contrary, the propensity of women in middle and low- 
income countries to own equity in more established firms is higher.  
 

Table 3:Probit Regression 

Independent 

variables  
High-

Income  
Middle-

Income  
Low-Income 

Firm Characteristics    
Age -0.0048*** 

(0.001) 
0.00161*** 
(0.001) 

0.0018*** 
(0.000) 

Small Business 
 

0.0593*** 
(0.000) 

-0.0295*** 
(0.000) 

-0.0365*** 
(0.008) 

Social 

Characteristics 

   

Age dependency ratio -0.0048*** 
(0.001) 

-0.00429*** 

(0.000) 
0.002*** 
(0.000) 

School life expectancy 
Female 

0.0305*** 
(0.006) 

0.0194*** 
(0.000) 

0.3053*** 
(0.000) 

Corruption -0.0001 
(0.555) 

0.0008*** 
(0.000) 

-0.0000 
(0.857) 

Bribery  0.0001 -0.0005*** 0.0002 
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(0.903) (0.000) (0.258) 
Crime 0.0001 

(0.658) 
-0.0001 
(0.646) 

0.0003* 
(0.07) 

Pseudo R
2 

 0.0108 0.0479 0.0537 

Log Likelihood  -2242.5908   -9875.6071                       -2693.2441                       
LR (chi2)  49.16*** 993.28*** 305.45*** 
Number of 
observations 

3571 17498 4619 

*, **, *** = Significant at the 0.10, 0.05, and 0.01 level, respectively. 
 

 Regarding the small size of the firm, it is statistically significant through all the 
developmental levels. In low and middle-income countries the coefficient of interaction is 
negative while it is positive in higher income countries.  This means that women in high-income 
countries are 5.93% more likely to own a business in smaller firms.  While in middle-income 
countries it is 2.9% less likely to own a business in smaller firms. Small firms defined as less 
than 20 employees. Again hypothesis 4 is not confirmed. This could be explained by the fact that 
the sample used by Enterprise Survey does only include non-agricultural private formal firms 
while a large part of women entrepreneurs in developing countries fight poverty through self-
employment. According to Schneider and Enste [44], entrepreneurs without formal status, 
contributes to a large part in the production of developing countries. However, to be able to 
compare through different development level the involvement of women in businesses, we 
considered only formal firms.    
 Findings regarding the age dependency ratio indicate a statistically significant 
relationship in high, middle and low-income countries with the propensity for women to own 
equity in a business at significance level of 0.01. It is negatively related to women ownership in 
high and middle countries. Women’s heavy family responsibilities limit her ability to devote 
time and energy to the entrepreneurial endeavors [45]. However, in low-income countries, an 
increase of 1 unit in the age dependency ratio increases by 0.2% the likelihood of women to own 
equity in the business. It seems therefore that women living in lower income countries even 
when having greater obligations towards their families, are still more likely to participate in a 
business versus in wealthier countries where is can be more a deterrent to the entrepreneurial 
activity.    
 Regarding women education and its impact on women entrepreneurship, results show that 
the more educated the women are the more likely they will participate in the business’s equity 
regardless of the developmental level of the country of origin. These findings are consistent with 
our hypothesis 2.  
 The estimated coefficients linking women participation in the business to the level of 
corruption and bribery indicate no statistically significant relationship in high-income and low-
income countries. This means that the very low level of corruption, and bribery in wealthier 
countries on the one hand, and the very high level of these practices in low-income countries on 
the other hand render them irrelevant with regards to business practice. In fact, the predominance 
of corruption and bribery in low-income countries has led to its acceptance within the socio-
economic culture. Dealing with corruption and bribery to do business in the lowest income 
countries is a necessary evil. Martin et al. [46] suggest that firms facing pressure to grow and 
survive, in low-income countries, engage in bribery to remove any obstacle for achieving their 
financial goals.  
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 Women in middle-income countries are more sensitive to corruption and bribery since 
countries in this category are either emerging economies or in the transition phase. Interestingly, 
an increase of one unit in the bribery depth decreases the likelihood of women to own equity in 
the firm.   The indicator for the corruption is created based on the percentage of firms that were 
not expected to give gifts to public officials thus, the negative sign should be interpreted 
carefully.  One unit increase in percentage of firms not expected to give gifts to officials raises 
the probability of women participation in the business by 0.08%. More specifically, women in 
middle-income countries are less likely to participate in a business that practice corruption.  
The same applies to crime in middle-income countries, where the majority of countries listed in 
this category have relatively safe business environment thus, crime is irrelevant to the business 
practice.  On the contrary, in low-income countries where a high level of crime is involved, 
women are less likely to own equity in a business where there is high probability of losses as a 
result of theft, robbery, and vandalism. Reports on gender equality claim a strong relationship 
between the number of female involved politics and labor force and the low levels of corruption 
[47]. Consequently, we confirm hypothesis 1 stating that the higher corruption and bribery in low 
and middle incomes countries, the less likely women would own equity in the firm. 
 

 

Conclusion and implications 

 
 This study empirically explores the social and firm variables that impact the propensity of 
women ownership across countries and whether these variables are significantly different 
depending on the macroeconomic context. Our analysis includes 59 countries from Africa, 
Middle East, Europe and Asia. 
 Our findings show that the country developmental level have an impact on how women 
will be engaged in business and how social and firm characteristics would affect them. 
Considering the social factors, we find that the level of corruption in wealthier countries and in 
low-income countries is irrelevant with regards to women business practice. However, women in 
middle-income countries are more sensitive to corruption. According to our results women in 
middle-income countries are less likely to participate in a business that practice corruption. 
Regarding women education and its impact on women entrepreneurship, results show that the 
more educated the women are the more likely they will participate in the business’s equity 
regardless of the developmental level of the country of origin. Findings regarding the age 
dependency ratio indicate a negative relationship in high and middle-income countries. However 
in low-income countries the higher the age dependency ratio the higher is the likelihood of 
women to own equity in the business. It seems therefore that women living in lower income 
countries even when having greater obligations towards their families, are still more likely to 
participate in a business versus in wealthier countries where it can be more a deterrent to the 
entrepreneurial activity.    
 In term of the firm factors, the propensity of women in middle and low- income countries 
to own equity in more established firms is higher than in high-income countries while women in 
high-income countries are more likely to own a business in smaller firms. These findings show 
that women in less wealthy countries are pushed to stay in business by necessity while in 
wealthier countries there might be less necessity for women to contribute to family economy. It 
could be interesting to study if there could be some obstacles (e.g. economic, social, or cultural 
obstacles) that discourage women from starting business in high-income countries where, in fact, 
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the possibility of taking advantage of unexploited opportunities can be higher. These results can 
make us to wonder whether women could be more necessity-driven than opportunity-driven 
entrepreneurs. Correlatively, women choose to (or have to) keep their business smaller even in 
environments where there may be more financial support available to grow. In the same way we 
might ask whether there are some obstacles that discourage women to grow their business in 
developed countries.  
 In conclusion, education is a factor that promotes the creation of enterprises by women 
indifferently of the level of economic development of a country but although it is a necessary 
element is not enough because there seems to be additional factors that inhibit the growth of 
businesses owned by women or that discourage them to remain longer on the market. On the 
other side, the necessity seems explain better the women ownership than the opportunity in the 
studied countries. According to the above, this study promotes new futures research areas that 
can lead to a better understanding and support of women’s entrepreneurship which will have a 
positive repercussion on a country’s well-being ad social equity [14].  
 
Limitations  

 
In this study, we used both macro and micro variables to explain the propensity of 

women participation in the firm’s equity. While, the World Bank database offers the opportunity 
to combine firm level data with macro-socioeconomic variables that allows the contextualization 
of our cross-country analysis, only few variables relevant to women entrepreneurship could be 
used for the purpose of this research. We recognize the importance to include more institutional 
and other firm variables, however based on the pseudo R2 our models explain better the 
outcomes especially in middle and low income countries.  

Although our study includes a high number of countries from different income 
categories, major developed countries such as the United-States, Austria, Germany, Canada, etc. 
were not included in the high-income category. Our high-income category should be interpreted 
with caution and should not represent developed countries. However, we believe that the 
countries selected in the high-income category have approximately similar characteristics with 
regards to their development level except for Sweden.  
 One of the most important contributions of our research is the generalization of our 
results through three different economic and social contexts. However, more detailed studies 
including the political and institutional contexts are needed to understand the impact of 
government policies and the cultural components on women participation in business.   
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Appendix  
 

Indicator Name Long definition 

Age dependency ratio 
(% of working-age 
population) 

Age dependency ratio is the ratio of dependents--people younger 
than 15 or older than 64--to the working-age population--those ages 
15-64. Data are shown as the proportion of dependents per 100 
working-age population. 

Literacy rate, adult 
female (% of females 
ages 15 and above) 

Adult literacy rate is the percentage of people ages 15 and above 
who can both read and write with understanding a short simple 
statement about their everyday life. 

School life expectancy 
Female (PRIMARY TO 
TERTIARY 
EDUCATION)(YEARS) 

School life expectancy (SLE) is the total number of years of 
schooling (primary to tertiary) that a child can expect to receive, 
assuming that the probability of his or her being enrolled in school 
at any particular future age is equal to the current enrollment ratio at 
that age. 

 


