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Abstract Using data on all businesses started by
mothers of young children in Sweden between 2000
and 2014, we explore which factors are associated with
entrepreneurship among mothers. We find that being
unemployed or being an immigrant is positively associ-
ated with business start-up by mothers; however, our
findings show that what matters more is the paternity
leave taken by the mothers’ partners. These findings
suggest that in institutional contexts such as Sweden,
gender inequality is not a persistent feature of most
households and that women can make career choices

by negotiating with their partners who will make use of
the parental benefits offered by the government.
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1 Introduction

While diverse individual-level factors can drive women
into entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship scholars have
recently begun to explore the role of macro-level insti-
tutional factors in shaping women’s entrepreneurship
(Brush et al. 2017; Estrin and Mickiewicz 2011;
Giménez and Calabrò 2017). This research suggests that
contexts characterized by institutional arrangements that
support work-family balance—such as generous paren-
tal leave policies—are less conducive to entrepreneur-
ship among women than are other contexts (Thébaud
2015). This phenomenon occurs for two interconnected
reasons. First, in these contexts, mothers of young chil-
dren are less likely to be pushed into entrepreneurship as
a fallback strategy to accommodate work and childcare.
Second, the benefits of arrangements such as paid pa-
rental leave are connected to wage employment and
cannot be entirely realized by mothers starting their
own businesses (Anxo and Ericson 2015).

However, mothers of young children also start busi-
nesses in countries characterized by supportive work-
family institutions. Sweden, for example, has witnessed
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a substantial increase in businesses started bymothers in
recent years. A study on the period 2004–2008 shows
that the presence of young children increases the prob-
ability of starting a business among Swedish mothers
(Joona 2017). Substantial questions, therefore, remain
about what factors determine business start-up by
mothers of young children in contexts characterized by
supportive work-family institutions, such as generous
parental leave policies.

Extant theory suggests two different predictions that
rest on different perspectives on gender inequality with-
in households. One perspective—which is the predom-
inant perspective in the current literature on women’s
entrepreneurship—takes gender inequality within
households as given (Budig 2006; Jennings and Brush
2013). In this perspective, the mother is mainly respon-
sible for childcare even if both parents work (McGowan
et al. 2012). Thus, this perspective predicts that in coun-
tries with policies that support family-work balance—
such as Sweden—mothers of young children start busi-
nesses mainly because they are unemployed or because
they are in a difficult position for finding employment
with good conditions. For example, immigrants, who
tend to lack language skills and local networks, may fall
into this category.

The other perspective does not take gender inequality
within households as given, instead arguing that policy
contexts that support work-family balance are also char-
acterized bymore egalitarian relationships between part-
ners at home (Hook 2010; Thébaud and Pedulla 2016).
Thus, this perspective predicts that in countries such as
Sweden, mothers start businesses because fathers make
use of parental benefits and take responsibility for a
larger share of childcare. Since both predictions are
compelling and might coexist, it is important to investi-
gate which factors—being unemployed or having a
partner who assumes responsibility for childcare—
have the strongest relationship to entrepreneurship
among mothers in Sweden. This study explores these
issues in a sample of mothers of young children in
Sweden.

Although we use causal language when describ-
ing the two perspectives above, the data and analy-
ses we use only allow us to examine associations
between different factors—being unemployed or
having a partner who takes paternity leave—and
entrepreneurship among mothers. We conceptualize
the Swedish context as characterized by a tool-kit of
public policies intended to help both parents balance

work and family and make it possible for both to
work. One form of this support “is legislation
granting paid parental leave and time off to care
for sick children, which is available to fathers as
well as mothers. Also, the government subsidization
of daycare makes it possible for both parents to be
employed” (Allard et al. 2011: 142–143). Within
this context, we focus on examining which
individual-level factors—being unemployed or hav-
ing a partner who takes paternity leave—are most
relevant for entrepreneurship by mothers. Thus, we
are not testing the effects of specific public policies
at the national level—such as parental leave
policies—on gender inequality within households
and/or entrepreneurship by mothers.

This paper makes the following contributions to the
existing literature. While the field is dominated by studies
of Anglo-Saxon cultures (Henry et al. 2015; Jennings and
Brush 2013), we study the linkage between motherhood
and entrepreneurship in Sweden—a context where wel-
fare institutions and public policies are different from
those in countries such as the USA, United Kingdom,
and Australia. Thus, we respond to calls for studies of
women’s entrepreneurship in context (De Bruin et al.
2007;Welter 2011). Second, we use register data covering
all mothers of newly born children and their partners in
Sweden between 2000 and 2014. Prior research is either
based on a few case studies (Duberley and Carrigan 2012;
Ekinsmyth 2011) or survey data (Thébaud 2015). Thus,
such research has not been able to identify mothers of
newly born children and follow them and their partners for
periods that span several years.

Understanding why and under what conditions
mothers engage in business start-up in contexts charac-
terized by supportive welfare system helps explain ev-
eryday entrepreneurship in this particular context (Baker
and Welter 2017) and helps clarify the drivers of entre-
preneurship among mothers. Thus, this study lies at the
core of entrepreneurship research by explaining who
engages in entrepreneurship and under what conditions
(Shane and Venkatamaran 2000). Simply put, the topic
is important for understanding the boundaries of busi-
ness start-up by women who are mothers; the size of this
entrepreneurial population is growing steadily. By in-
corporating welfare state benefits such as parental leave
and its uptake by fathers, the study makes an important
contribution to the literature on entrepreneurship among
mothers, and it also adds new information to the inter-
national debate on parental leave.
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2 Theoretical framework

There is a growing body of research related to the effects
of institutional-level factors on entrepreneurial activities
within a country (Bruton et al. 2010; De Clercq et al.
2013), including women’s entrepreneurship (Welter
et al. 2014). As noted by Baughn et al. (2006: 688),
“institutions provide the rules of the game, and define
actors’ available modes of action—constraining or
empowering certain types of behavior”. The institution-
al context in a specific country entails both formal
components, e.g., laws and formal regulations, and in-
formal components, e.g., conventions and norms of
behavior (North 1990). Similarly, Scott (2007) distin-
guishes between regulative and normative pillars of
institutions.While the regulative pillar comprises formal
laws and governmental regulations and policies, the
normative pillar refers to sets of expectations, within a
certain context, of what constitutes appropriate behav-
ior, such as social norms, values, and guidelines for
behavior (Roberts and Greenwood 1997).

In examining the effects of institutional-level factors
on women’s entrepreneurship, extant research has fo-
cused on the effects of formal institutional arrangements
that support work-family balance, such as parental
leave, flexible work hours, and subsidized childcare. A
consistent finding is that in institutional contexts that
lack formal “family-friendly” policies, mothers are driv-
en to start their own businesses as a fallback strategy to
balance work and family life (Arráiz 2018; Estrin and
Mickiewicz 2011; Thébaud 2015).

However, much less research attention has been
devoted to what drives mothers to become entrepre-
neurs in institutional contexts, such as Sweden,
where there are formal institutional arrangements
that reduce work-family conflicts. In these contexts,
mothers do not need to opt for entrepreneurship and
start their own businesses as a fallback employment
strategy, or plan B. Sweden is characterized as a
welfare regime with an extensive family policy sys-
tem (Boje and Ejrnæs 2012). The State takes respon-
sibility for children and the elderly, providing pub-
licly subsidized childcare centers, public schools,
and universities; paid parental leave for either parent
on equal terms (up to 480 days); and “the statutory
right to stay home from work (also paid) with sick
children for either parents—all financed through the
tax system” (Ahl and Nelson 2015: 3). Also, until a
child reaches the age of 8 years, parents have the

statutory right to reduce their working time, al-
though there is no payment for the reduced hours.

In the following, we propose that the specific factors
that are related to entrepreneurship by mothers in con-
texts characterized by work-family supportive policies
are directly related to two different perspectives on
gender (in)equality within households, which is a criti-
cal aspect of the informal institutional context (Baughn
et al. 2006).

2.1 A mainstream view of gender inequality
within households

The predominant perspective in the research on
women’s entrepreneurship considers gender inequality
within households as a persistent feature of most insti-
tutional contexts. This feature persists because informal
institutions are subject to strong inertia (North 1990).
The central premise is that even though the fast-
changing world outside the home has moved towards
greater gender equality, the roles of men and women
inside the home have changed relatively little (Calasanti
and Bailey 1991; Skolnick 2009). Throughout the
world, women continue to perform “the lion’s share of
unpaid caring work” (Ahl and Nelson 2015:3), and
domestic work and obligations, including child care,
“fall disproportionately to women, even if women work
equal or longer hours than their male spouses” (Baughn
et al. 2006: 689).

The above observations are supported by sociologi-
cal studies showing that when men and women become
parents, they tend to resort to more traditional gender
roles within the household (Dribe and Stanfors 2009).
Lappegard (2008: 158) study of parental leave in the
Nordic countries indicates that “since the common pa-
rental leave period is today considered more of a
mother’s right, fathers are faced with more obstacles to
taking more leave”. Additional research from Sweden
shows that a father might not use a large share of
parental leave because “he has to weigh the possible
negative reactions fromworkmates, supervisors, and the
employer against the amount of parental leave he wishes
to take” (Sundström and Duvander 2002: 443).

Thus, in making career choices, mothers of young
children need to take into account how to best balance
their domestic and economic obligations (Jennings and
McDougald 2007). In institutional contexts with formal
arrangements that support work-family balance, having
wage employment provides mothers with the best
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conditions for simultaneously managing such domestic
and economic obligations. Indeed, the benefits of ar-
rangements such as paid parental leave are connected to
wage employment and cannot be entirely realized by
mothers starting their own businesses.

Under these premises, in institutional contexts with a
formal family policy system, women are pushed to start
businesses mainly because they are unemployed or be-
cause they face unfavorable conditions in the labor
market (Thébaud 2015), such as those experienced by
immigrants who encounter more labor market obstacles
than nonimmigrants due to a lack of language skills and
local networks (Evans 1989). This perspective in the
entrepreneurship literature is also supported by the so-
ciological literature on the so-called welfare state para-
dox (Mandel and Semyonov 2006). This literature holds
that by allowing reduced working hours and long pa-
rental leaves, extensive family policies contribute to
preserving gender inequality within families, as they
allow women to maintain their traditional role as prima-
ry nurturer and caregiver in the family. Moreover, it is
argued that extensive family policies might even in-
crease employers’ discrimination against mothers, mak-
ing it more difficult for mothers to find wage employ-
ment because such policies render “mothers less attrac-
tive to employers who prefer employees with an unin-
terrupted commitment to work” (Mun and Jung 2018:
511).

In summary, according to the mainstream view de-
tailed above, mothers of young children in Sweden turn
to entrepreneurship mainly as an economic necessity—
that is, in response to unemployment and job-loss
(Hughes 2003) or because they are in a position in
which finding employment with full job benefits may
be difficult, such as for immigrants. Thus, being unem-
ployed and/or being an immigrant are expected to be the
factors most strongly associated with entrepreneurship
among mothers.

2.2 An alternative view of gender inequality
within households

Another less visible perspective does not consider gen-
der inequality within families as a persistent feature of
most institutional contexts. Building on the assumption
that institutions can change, the essence of this perspec-
tive is that formal institutional arrangements—such as
extensive family-oriented policies—may contribute (at
least in part) to changing informal institutions, such as

traditional expectations regarding the division of re-
sponsibilities and roles between men and women within
the household (Neergaard and Thrane 2011). Specifical-
ly, as supportive family policies have increased
women’s participation in the labor market (Schultz
1990), they have also enhanced women’s independence
and contributed to challenging traditional gender in-
equality within the household (Craig and Mullan 2011;
Haas 1992; Hobson 1990; Hook 2010). In more detail,
the sociological literature—e.g., gender and welfare
state theories—holds that the national context and in
particular welfare policies have influenced normative
gender expectations about behavior, especially within
the household (Hook 2010). McDonald (2000) de-
scribes this process as the ‘gender revolution’. During
the first part of this process, women enter the public
sphere of education and employment with the help of
policies (e.g., parental leave) that make women’s em-
ployment and a dual breadwinner system the norm.
During the second part of the process, men enter the
private sphere and share “responsibility for the care of
children equally with their female partners (just as wom-
en increasingly share the provider role)” (Bernhardt
et al. 2008: 278).

Research has, for example, shown that “men who
earn approximately the same income as their spouses
perform more housework than men who are primary
breadwinners” (Thébaud 2010: 332) and has discussed
the “increasing convergence of sex roles” (Coverman
and Sheley 1986). This type of household resembles
what Giddens (2005) calls the “democratic family”, in
which there are no fixed norms regarding who should do
what. Key family issues are subject to negotiation and
joint decision-making between the parents (Ahlberg
et al. 2008), and normative expectations are character-
ized by “double emancipation”—women can be
workers as well as carers, and men can be carers as well
as workers (Klinth 2002a, b). The dual-breadwinner/
dual-career model of countries such as Sweden is
reflected in a new image of fatherhood (Dribe and
Stanfors 2009; Jensen 2000). Paternity leave becomes
particularly important because “it makes fathers avail-
able for time-inflexible housework and childcare, en-
abling mothers to return to the workforce sooner or
invest in their career” (Patnaik 2015: 9). Research also
shows that men who report bearing more responsibility
and performing more hours of childcare at home also
reported taking more parental leave (Haas and Hwang
2008).
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Under these premises, in institutional contexts with
an extensive family policy system, such as Sweden,
mothers can be expected to make career choices by
negotiating with their partners who will make use of
the parental benefits offered by the government (e.g.,
paid parental leave) and take responsibility for childcare.
Hence, entrepreneurship is not necessarily a fallback
strategy but may reflect the pursuit of an opportunity
facilitated by the egalitarian trend within the family
context (Brush and Hisrich 1991). Baughn et al.
(2006: 692) discuss pull factors contributing to entre-
preneurship by mothers, suggesting that “entrepreneur-
ship may be more attractive relative to wage/salary
employment in societies characterized by higher levels
of gender equality”.

In summary, according to this perspective, the
amount of paternity leave taken by fathers is expected
to be the factor most strongly associated with entrepre-
neurship by mothers in Sweden.

2.3 Women’s entrepreneurship in Sweden in an
institutional context

Women’s business ownership in Sweden has always
been a reflection of formal, regulative institutions, and
market conditions. Before 1846, women could not own
a business. At that time, widows and divorced or un-
married women were allowed to engage in petty trade to
support themselves. Married women could control their
own income in 1874, and single women became major
at age 21 in 1884, but it took until 1921 before married
women becamemajor and women could vote. However,
women’s business ownership then increased rapidly.
Women’s share of business ownership was 27% in the
1930s and 1940s (Lundström 1996). In Sweden, the
mom-and-pop store was a mom store—women had
milk, bread, and delicatessen shops, laundries, and man-
gling services. The 1950s and 1960s saw the rapid
rationalization of retail, and many small shops were
closed. Female labor was instead absorbed by the rap-
idly expanding manufacturing industry but even more
so by the growing public sector in the late 1960s and
1970s. Small business ownership declined overall, and
women’s ownership declined in particular—their share
of business ownership decreased to approximately 15%
in 1972. However, as small businesses took an upward
turn after the oil crisis in 1973, women’s share of busi-
nesses rose again, particularly in the growing service
sector—by 1990, it was over 30% (Svanlund 2011). The

1990s saw another economic crisis, which was cured by
drastic cuts in the public sector and the privatization of
formerly government-owned operations in care, health
care, and education, accompanied by government policy
and programs to stimulate women to start businesses in
these areas (Berglund et al. 2018). In 2016, women’s
share of business ownership had risen to 38%. Most of
these businesses were in personal or cultural services
(33%), business services (21%), retail (9%), care (7%),
and farming (7%) (SCB 2018).

Women’s participation in the labor force has been,
and is, substantial in Sweden. In 2017, the figure for
women aged 20–64 was 85%, and it was 89% for men
(SCB 2018). The gender pay gap has slowly diminished
over the years—the weighted gap, which controls for
age, educational background, full-time/part-time, sector,
and occupational group, was 5% in 2016, and the un-
weighted pay gap was 12% (SCB 2018). A dual bread-
winner system is both the norm and a necessity.

Women’s high labor market participation was made
possible by several policy reforms. An important reform
was the introduction of separate taxation in 1974. Before
then, it sometimes did not pay for a married woman to
work—her income, which was added to her husband’s
when doing the tax return, was consumed by a very high
marginal tax rate. The family policy also changed. Be-
ginning in the 1970s, public, universal daycare and
preschools, as well as world-renowned academic edu-
cation for preschool teachers, were established. Today,
every child aged 1 has the statutory right to subsidized
daycare and preschool that is affordable for everyone.

In 1974, paid parental leave that could be divided
between the mother and the father as they wished re-
placed the former system of maternity leave. However,
due to entrenched gender roles and resistance from
employers, fathers’ uptake of this leave was initially
negligible. To stimulate more fathers to take parental
leave, 30 dayswere earmarked for them in 1995, 60 days
were earmarked in 2002, and 90 (of a total of 480) days
were earmarked in 2016. The idea is that if legislation
and economic incentives change, the attitudinal change
will follow. In 2017, fathers used 28% of all parental
leave days, so the policy seems to have worked, albeit
slowly. The 480 days can be allocated as parents wish
during the first 8 years of a child’s life, and fathers tend
to take parental leavemore often when the child is a little
older (SCB 2018). Parents also have the statutory right
to stay home from work with a sick child, while
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receiving pay, for a maximum of 60 days per year. Men
took 38% of such days in 2017 (SCB 2018).

Time studies show that Swedish cohabiting women
perform approximately 55% of unpaid work, including
housework, dependent care, maintenance, shopping,
and commuting for work, but cohabiting parents of
small children spend much more time on unpaid work
than others: 39 h per week for women and 32 h per week
for men compared to 26 and 21 h per week, respectively,
for all parents (SCB 2018).

All in all, Sweden has a number of formal institutions
that make employment the norm for women. It should
be mentioned that remuneration in the parental leave
system is tied to one’s income from employment. The
parental leave remuneration for the first 390 days is 80%
of one’s salary, with a salary cap of SEK 465,000
(approximately USD 50,000). Many employers pay
the difference between 80% and 90%, irrespective of
income level, i.e. without a cap, so parental leave remu-
neration covers a substantial part of one’s salary, even
for those individuals who are well-paid. A person must
have been employed approximately 8 months continu-
ously before the birth of the child to obtain this remu-
neration. One cannot work when one takes parental
leave days. Therefore, combining business ownership
with parental leave is more difficult—onemust leave the
business to someone else to run if taking parental leave.
However, there is also some evidence that formal insti-
tutions established in Sweden might contribute to alter-
ing informal institutions, such as the gender system
within the household, in a comparatively egalitarian
direction in which men and women share housework
and men take parental leave days.

These circumstances make Sweden the ideal context
for exploring the two aforementioned views of the in-
tersection of entrepreneurship and motherhood: the
“mainstream” view and an “alternative” view.

3 Method

3.1 Sample

In order to conduct the study, we constructed a longitu-
dinal dataset by combining four longitudinal Swedish
databases: (1) the Longitudinal Integration Database for
Health Insurance and Labor Market Studies (LISA for
its initials in Swedish), which provides yearly data on all
residents of Sweden, including family relationships; (2)

the Jobbregistret (work register) database, which pro-
vides yearly data on all Swedish inhabitants’ income
sources and work activities; (3) the Labor Market Sta-
tistics (known by the acronym RAMS in Swedish)
database, which provides yearly data on all firms regis-
tered in Sweden; and (4) the multi-generational-data-
base, which provides information on couples (i.e., if
they are married or if they are living together and have
children together) as well as on biologically linked
families (i.e., parents and children). As these databases
provided by Statistics Sweden contain annual informa-
tion about individuals, our sample and analyses are
based on annual observations of data. These are official
statistics, which are considered highly accurate and
reliable (cf. Baù et al. 2017; Wennberg et al. 2011;
Wiklund et al. 2013).

To identify a sample of mothers of newly born chil-
dren, we started with an initial sample of all children born
in Sweden between 2000 and 2014. From these data, we
identified the mothers—16 to 55 years of age—of each
newly born child and collected longitudinal information
about their work status (e.g., employed or unemployed),
background (e.g., immigrant), parental benefits (e.g., paid
parental leave), work experience, education, income, and
use of parental benefits. We collected identical informa-
tion about the women’s partners.

We used a Cox proportional hazard model to test
what factors explain the likelihood that mothers will
start a business (Cameron and Trivedi 2013; Cleves
et al. 2008; Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2008; Royston
and Lambert 2011). This approach allows an event-
history analysis incorporating longitudinal data with
time-varying variables to predict both the timing and
the occurrence of an event (Allison 2014); it also ana-
lyzes the influence of predictor variables on the occur-
rence or nonoccurrence and timing of specific events
(Mori ta e t a l . 1993) . Our model considers
semiparametric proportional hazard regressions. Thus,
the hazard rate is calculated as the product of an arbitrary
and unspecified baseline hazard rate h0(t). The vector
includes a number of covariates and regression coeffi-
cients to be estimated xiβ (for details see, e.g., Efron
1977: 229–244).

h t xijð Þ ¼ h0 tð Þ⋅exp x
0
iβ

� �

However, as our analysis is based on annual data, we
are only able to observe failures in a discrete manner
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(‘ties’). Our dependent variable is dummy coded to
indicate whether the mother starts a business. Indeed,
we only know which and how many mothers become
entrepreneurs from year to year; we cannot distinctly
order their entry times (i.e. failures) within each period
(see Cox and Oakes 1984). Therefore, we adopted the
method of Efron (1977) within the Cox proportional
hazard framework to correct the partial likelihood func-
tion in order to cope with the existence of ties and to
obtain unbiased and consistent estimates.

In particular, we identified as a fail event the entre-
preneurial entry of a mother of a newly born child
during a period of up to 8 years after the child’s birth.
We chose 8 years as the maximum period for following
each mother because this is the length of time during
which parents can make use of paid parental leave in
Sweden. In the period 2000–2014, we identified about 1
million mothers of newly born children. Out of this
million, 60,000 started a business during the time they
(and their child’s fathers) could have made use of pa-
rental benefits.

Further, we excluded those mothers who were al-
ready engaged in entrepreneurial activities before the
birth of the child. Moreover, as we make predictions
based on gendered roles within the household (e.g.,
gender inequality within the household), we selected
only those mothers who were living together with their
partners in a household. This selection yielded a final
sample of more than 700,000 mothers. Out of these,
45,000 mothers started a business in the given period.

3.2 Dependent and independent variables

Entrepreneurial entry was measured using a dummy
variable. We analyzed whether the mother entered en-
trepreneurship (coded “1”) or not (coded “0”) in the
8 years following the birth of the child. Thus, we have
a separate dummy variable for every year since the
child’s birth.

In order to test the predictions of the mainstream
view, we employed two independent variables in our
analysis: the mother’s unemployment and the mother’s
immigrant status. Mother’s unemployment was dummy
coded as “1” if the mother was unemployed for at least
1 month in the year before the birth of the child, “0” if
she was permanently employed. Similarly, as wewant to
identify women who face labor-market obstacles due to
their lack of language skills and local networks, we test
for mother’s immigrant status (Evans 1989) coded as

“1” when the mother was born in a country other than
Sweden, “0” otherwise.

In order to test the prediction of the alternative view,
we considered one independent variable: paid paternity
leave for the partner. This variable was calculated as the
partner’s parental benefits paid in the year, divided by
the income of the individual’s partner in the same year.

3.3 Control variables

We introduced several control variables at the individu-
al, household, and regional levels that could affect our
results.

At the individual level, we accounted for the
mother’s age, years of education, prior entrepreneurial
experience, parental leave, and the number of offspring.
We controlled formother’s age because it may affect the
probability of engaging in entrepreneurial activities
(Langowitz and Minniti 2007). Then, as human capital
affects the propensity for starting a business, we con-
trolled for mother’s years of education (Ucbasaran et al.
2003), coded as a continuous variable that indicates the
number of years a person spent in school and at univer-
sity. Research has shown that education is an important
factor in explaining a person’s decision to start a busi-
ness, especially for women in high-income countries
(Allen et al. 2007). Similarly, it has been shown that
prior experiences as an entrepreneur might provide im-
portant skills and social capital that could be exploited in
a novel initiative (Baù et al. 2017); thus, we controlled
for mother’s prior entrepreneurial experience, dummy
coded as “1” if the mother had an entrepreneurial activ-
ity terminated or sold before the birth of the child, “0”
otherwise. Moreover, to provide the complementary
perspective of the partner’s parental leave used as an
independent variable, we control for themother’s paren-
tal leave, calculated as the mother’s parental benefits
paid in the year, divided by the mother’s individual’s
income in the same year. Finally, we controlled for the
number of offspring in the household, as the number of
children might change the family structure by, for ex-
ample, introducing additional time constraints and pa-
rental responsibilities.

At the household level, we included the partner’s
unemployment, immigrant status, years of education,
prior entrepreneurial experience, and family disposable
income. In order to complement the independent vari-
ables used for testing the mainstream view within the
household, we controlled for partner’s unemployment,
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dummy coded as “1” if the partner was unemployed for
at least 1 month in the year before the birth of the child,
“0” if permanently employed. Similarly, we controlled
for partner’s immigrant status, coded as “1” when the
partner was born in a country other than Sweden, “0”
otherwise. Thus, given that the partner’s education
might affect the ‘double emancipation’ of both women
and men as workers as well as in their careers (Klinth
2002a, b), we controlled for partner’s years of educa-
tion, which we coded as a continuous variable that
indicates the number of years a person spent in school
and at university. Moreover, we controlled for partner’s
entrepreneurial experience, dummy coded as “1” if the
partner is an entrepreneur, “0” otherwise. The variable is
lagged 1 year.

Finally, the family business literature has largely
investigated the propensity of families to self-finance
entrepreneurial initiatives. Indeed, a large household
income may generate slack resources that favor entre-
preneurial initiatives by individual members (Alsos
et al. 2014). Thus, we controlled for the logarithm of
the household’s disposable income. The variable is cal-
culated by Statistics Sweden as the sum of the individual
disposable incomes of the household members,
expressed in hundreds of SEK.1 The variable is lagged
1 year.

Further, we controlled for the characteristics of the
municipality of the household’s residence, which can
affect business start-up. Extant research has observed
that start-ups per capita are relatively more concentrated
in metropolitan areas and least frequent in rural areas
(Westlund 2011). Therefore, following the work of
Westlund et al. (2014) and Nilsson (2015), we separated
Swedish municipalities into two categories and coded
municipality type as a dummy variable equal to “1” to
indicate an urban context, which includes both metro-
politan and urban municipalities that supply a large
variety of services to the individuals and firms based
in that location. Thus, we coded the rural context as “0”,
which includes rural and sparsely populated rural mu-
nicipalities that host a limited variety of services.

Finally, we controlled for time by including the number
of years passed since the birth of the child.

3.4 Controlling for self-selection

In this study, we identified two potential sources of
sample selection bias. The first one is induced by having
or not having a child within the time frame (2000–2014)
chosen for the study. Thus, using Heckman’s (1979)
two-step procedure, we identified the mother’s status
of being a single child as an instrumental variable for
calculating the inverse Mills ratio to include in the
analyses. The instrumental variable must be correlated
with the first-stage probit model’s outcome (i.e., having
a child) but not with the second-stage model’s outcome
(i.e., mother’s entrepreneurial entry) (Kennedy 2008;
Wooldridge 2002). In detail, we calculated a probit
regression per each year of our sampling period, com-
paring all women who had a child in the given year with
those in the age range 16–55 who had no children in the
same year.2 Therefore, we predicted an inverse Mill’s
ratio from each of the year-based probit models that we
included in our analysis (i.e., Mill’s no children).

The second potential sample selection bias is induced
by the choice to include only mothers living in a house-
hold with their partner, thus excluding single and di-
vorced mothers. As we mentioned, this choice was
driven by our interest in testing the two views of gender
inequality within the household. Nonetheless, this
choice has to be addressed by using Heckman’s (1976)
two-step procedure. In this case, the instrumental vari-
able used for calculating the first-stage probit model’s
outcome was the mother’s divorced parents, dummy
coded as “1” in the affirmative case. Indeed, Mustonen
et al. (2011) found that in Finland, women and men
from divorced families are more often divorced or sep-
arated at the age of 32 years than are those from
nondivorced families. Moreover, they also found that
parental divorce is associated with poorer intimate rela-
tionship quality for women. Thus, we use the predicted
inverse Mill’s ratio in our analysis (i.e., Mill’s no
partner).

1 Individual disposable income is calculated by considering the fol-
lowing: factor income; taxable positive transfers; tax-free positive
transfers and negative transfers. When the value was negative, we
recoded as “0”. This variable includes the benefits generated by the
household’s wealth, both as factor income (e.g. profit investments,
dividends and capital gain) and as taxable positive transfers (e.g.,
income from private pensions and investment funds).

2 Due to space constraints, results from the first step of this procedure
are not reported but are available upon request.
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4 Results

Wepresent descriptive statistics and correlations inTables 1
and 2. Inspection of the variance inflation factors (VIFs)
showed that multicollinearity is not a concern in the study.
All of the VIF coefficients are lower than 2.50 (mean 1.40)
(Belsley et al. 2005; Kutner et al. 2004).

Our purpose was to test two different predictions that
can be found in the literature. The mainstream view
predicts that the mother’s unemployment status and
the mother’s immigrant background are the main pre-
dictors of entrepreneurial entry. The alternative view
predicts that the partner’s paid parental leave is the main
predictor of entrepreneurial entry. We report the results
of the Cox proportional hazard model in Table 3.

In line with the predictions of the mainstream view,
the results in model 2 show that both the mother’s
unemployment (coeff. = 1.03; p > 0.01) and themother’s
immigrant status (coeff. 1.06; p > 0.000) have positive
and significant effects on entrepreneurial entry. In addi-
tion, in line with the prediction of the alternative view,
model 2 also shows also that the partner’s paid paternity
leave has a positive and significant effect (coeff. = 1.58;
p > 0.000) on entrepreneurial entry.

These findings confirm that both views are compel-
ling and may co-exist. Nonetheless, we are still interest-
ed in knowing which of the independent variables has
the strongest impact on entrepreneurial entry. To deter-
mine this, we tested the difference among coefficients.

We found that partner’s paid paternity leave is signifi-
cantly larger than both mother’s unemployment (chi2 =
36.90; p > 0.000) and mother’s immigrant status (chi2 =
42.33; p > 0.000). These tests demonstrate that the
amount of paternity leave taken by fathers is the key
factor explaining the entrepreneurial entry of mothers of
young children in Sweden.

Looking at our control variables, at the individual
level, we accounted for mother’s age, years of educa-
tion, prior entrepreneurial experience, parental leave,
and the number of offspring. Our results show that that
mother’s age positively impacts the propensity to en-
gage in entrepreneurial activities during the maternity
period (coeff. = 1.04; p > 0.000). Similarly, the mother’s
prior entrepreneurial experience (coeff. = 1.40;
p > 0.000) also exerts a positive effect. By contrast,
several factors negatively impact the mother’s entrepre-
neurial entry, such as mother’s years of education
(coeff. = .93; p > 0.000), mother’s parental leave
(coeff. = .62; p > 0.000), and number of offspring
(coeff. = .76; p > 0.000).

At the household level, we considered the effect of
the partner’s unemployment, immigrant status, years of
education, prior entrepreneurial experience, and family
disposable income. On the one hand, our results show
that several factors positively influence mothers’ entre-
preneurial entry, such as partner’s immigrant status
(coeff. = 1.07; p > 0.000), partner’s years of education
(coeff. = 1.05; p > 0.000), and partner’s entrepreneurial

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Mean Median SD Min Max

Mother’s entrepreneurial entry 0.01 0.00 0.10 0.00 1.00

Mother’s unemployment 0.24 0.00 0.43 0.00 1.00

Mother’s immigrant status 0.15 0.00 0.36 0.00 1.00

Partner’s parental leave 0.01 0.00 0.05 0.00 5.92

Mother’s age 34.17 34.00 5.37 17.00 61.00

Mother’s years of education 13.10 13.00 2.31 6.00 21.00

Mother’s prior entrepreneurial experience 0.02 0.00 0.13 0.00 1.00

Mother’s parental leave 0.08 0.00 0.22 0.00 13.59

Number of offspring 1.24 1.00 0.43 1.00 2.00

Partner’s unemployment 0.23 0.00 0.42 0.00 1.00

Partner’s immigrant status 0.14 0.00 0.34 0.00 1.00

Partner’s years of education 12.61 12.00 2.40 0.00 21.00

Partner’s entrepreneurial experience 0.08 0.00 0.28 0.00 1.00

Household’s disposable income (log) 7.51 8.18 2.31 0.00 14.43
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experience (coeff. = 3.57; p > 0.000). Partner’s unem-
ployment, however, appears to be not significant in our
analysis. On the other hand, a higher household dispos-
able income negatively impacts the mother’s propensity
to undertake entrepreneurial activities (coeff. = .88;
p > 0.000).

Finally, we controlled for the characteristics of the
municipality of the household’s residence, which can
affect business start-up. Living in a rural area negatively
affects the mother’s entrepreneurial entry (coeff. = .99;
p > 0.000).

4.1 Robustness tests

We also performed some important additional robust-
ness tests to verify our main results. First, looking at the
immigrant background of both the mother and the

partner, we considered different alternatives. (1) We
distinguished between Scandinavian (i.e., Sweden, Fin-
land, Norway, and Denmark) versus non-Scandinavian
backgrounds; (2) we distinguished between European
(i.e., the 28 members of the European Union) versus
non-European backgrounds; (3) we distinguished be-
tween individuals born in the European Union or the
United States versus other countries. The results were
consistent with our analysis, validating our results in
comparing the first group (including Swedish-born
mothers) with the control group.

Second, in considering unemployment status, we
tested alternative definitions calculated with a 1-year
lag. We considered (1) unemployment status in the year
before; (2) number of years of continuous unemploy-
ment; (3) number of months of unemployment in the
year before; (4) number of months of continuous

Table 3 Cox proportional hazards model: entrepreneurial entry

1. 2.

Mother’s age 1.04 *** (.01) 1.04 *** (.01)

Mother’s years of education .93 *** (.01) .93 *** (.01)

Mother’s prior entrepreneurial experience 1.41 *** (.04) 1.40 *** (.04)

Mother’s parental leave .62 *** (.02) .62 *** (.02)

Number of offspring .76 *** (.01) .76 *** (.01)

Partner’s unemployment 1.02 + (.01) 1.02 (.01)

Partner’s immigrant status 1.09 *** (.01) 1.07 *** (.02)

Partner’s years of education 1.05 *** (.01) 1.05 *** (.01)

Partner’s entrepreneurial experience 3.57 *** (.04) 3.57 *** (.04)

Household’s disposable income (log) .88 *** (.01) .88 *** (.01)

Municipality type .99 *** (.01) .99 *** (.01)

Mother’s unemployment 1.03 ** (.01)

Mother’s immigrant status 1.06 *** (.02)

Partner’s parental leave 1.58 *** (.14)

Time (#years from child birth) .83 *** (.01) .83 *** (.01)

Mill’s no children .92 ** (.02) .96 (.03)

Mill’s no partner .68 ** (.09) .64 ** (.09)

Log likelihood − 564,945.00 − 591,235.28

LR Chi2 19,855.33 *** 21,119.33***

AIC 1,129,918 1,129,878

BIC 1,130,104 1,130,100

Nr. of yearly observations 4,370,648 4,370,648

Nr. of maternities 743,684 743,684

Nr. entrepreneurial entry 45,548 45,548

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Hazard ratio reported. Standard errors are in parentheses

AIC Akaike’s information criterion, BIC Bayesian information criterion. Gradually smaller values over models denote improved model fit
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unemployment. Also in this case, the results were sig-
nificant and consistent with our main analysis.

Third, we conducted an additional robustness test to
proxy the status of economic need. In particular, we
considered whether the family income was below the
poverty line in the previous year. Persistent risk of
poverty refers to persons living in a household where
the equivalized disposable income is below 60% of the
national median during the reference year and during at
least two out of the preceding 3 years (Eurostat3). This
additional test provided results consistent with the
mother’s unemployment status.

Fourth, we also measured household disposable in-
come by considering the individual disposable income
of the mother and her partner. The results are consistent
and significant.

Finally, during the review process, we recognized the
opportunity to test for same-sex couples. We isolated in
our dataset approximately 1400 couples in which
mothers shared a household with a female partner. In
these households, we observe about 50 events of entre-
preneurial entry of mothers. Excluding same-sex cou-
ples from the dataset, coefficients and significance
levels were consistent with our full model.

5 Discussion

There is a growing interest in the institutional-level
factors that affect women’s entrepreneurship (Ahl and
Nelson 2015; Baughn et al. 2006; Estrin and
Mickiewicz 2011; Welter et al. 2014). Drawing on the
work-family interface literature, we focus on an institu-
tional context—Sweden—that is characterized by for-
mal policies that support work-family balance and in-
vestigate what factors have the strongest relationship
with entrepreneurship among mothers. In doing so, we
complement past research on women’s entrepreneur-
ship, which has mainly focused on institutional contexts
where institutional policies supporting work-family bal-
ance are lacking (Arráiz 2018; Duberley and Carrigan
2012; Ekinsmyth 2011; Richomme-Huet et al. 2013).

We consider two different views of gender inequality
within households, each of which suggests different
factors that may be related to entrepreneurship by
mothers. One perspective takes gender inequality as a

persistent feature of most households and suggests that
the primary factor influencing entrepreneurship by
mothers is the lack of employment with good condi-
tions. The other perspective assumes more egalitarian
relationships at home and suggests that paternity leave
taken by fathers is the primary factor influencing entre-
preneurship by mothers.

Our results confirm that being unemployed or being
an immigrant are associated with entrepreneurship
among mothers. Mothers who have stable employment
are less likely to start a business, confirming that em-
ployment is the norm among mothers of young children
in an institutional context with policies that support
work-family balance. Similarly, immigrant mothers—
who may lack language skills and social networks for
finding employment with good conditions—are more
likely to start a business than nonimmigrant mothers.

However, contrary to the mainstream view, our find-
ings show that the amount of paternity leave taken by
the mothers’ partners has a stronger association with
entrepreneurship by mothers in Sweden than does being
unemployed or immigrant status. These findings are
consistent with the alternative view of gender inequality
within households, which suggests that formal institu-
tions, such as family policies, might have altered infor-
mal institutions, such as normative expectations within
households, making a nongendered division of parental
leave an important factor for understanding entrepre-
neurship among mothers. For example, researchers have
begun to point out that younger Swedish fathers see
paternity leave as a natural way to gain ‘hands-on fa-
therhood’ experience (Bernhardt 2004) and become
more actively involved in childcare (Björnberg 2002;
Sundström and Duvander 2002).

5.1 Implications and suggestions for future research

Our study provides important theoretical and practical
implications. First, our study contributes to the research
on women’s entrepreneurship and work-family balance.
Studies in this tradition hold that mothers are less likely
to pursue entrepreneurship “because they lack attractive
employment options in contexts in which supportive
institutions are in place” (Thébaud 2015: 671). Instead,
our study shows that while lack of good employment
options plays a role in explaining entrepreneurship by
mothers in contexts characterized by supportive work-
family policies, the amount of paternity leave taken by
fathers is also an important factor. Thus, our study

3 R e f . h t t p s : / / e c . e u r o p a . e u / e u r o s t a t /w e b / p r o d u c t s -
datasets/product?code=tespm150
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challenges the main view within this literature that
“women are expected to be the primary nurturer and
caregiver in the family, giving priority to serving the
needs of any descendants” […] while “men are expected
to be the good economic provider for the families”
(Jennings and McDougald 2007: 752). Going forward,
our study shows the importance of a contextualized
perspective on entrepreneurship. While the current liter-
ature on work-family balance within the women’s en-
trepreneurship literature has begun to compare women’s
entrepreneurship across different institutional contexts
(Estrin and Mickiewicz 2011; Noseleit 2014; Thébaud
2015), some of the key assumptions underlying this
research—such as gendered roles within households—
are very a-contextual.

More generally, our study contributes to the institu-
tional perspective on female entrepreneurship by
highlighting the interplay between formal and informal
institutions within one specific context (Baughn et al.
2006; Estrin and Mickiewicz 2011; Welter et al. 2014).
Specifically, our study shows that formal institutions
that support work-family balance might have also con-
tributed to altering gendered expectations of roles and
responsibilities within households and thus provided
specific normative support for women’s entrepreneur-
ship by making it socially acceptable—or even the
norm—for fathers to assume the role of the main child
carer.

Our study also has important policy implications.
Our findings can also be discussed with regard to the
start-up propensity of women in general. Our findings
suggest that institutional arrangements—such as a well-
functioning parental leave system—that have facilitated
mothers’ participation in economic activity might also
enhance mothers’ opportunities to become entrepre-
neurs as long as their partners become active childcarers.
Thus, while the study’s findings speak in favor of pa-
rental leave schemes that are gender-neutral—that is,
parental leave benefits that can be transferred between
partners—they also show that it is important that such
transfers take place within the household and that fathers
take paternal leave.

Beyond Sweden, our findings are also relevant for
other countries that wish to promote women’s pursuit of
opportunity-based entrepreneurship. We flip the tradi-
tional focus on barriers to women’s entrepreneurship—
and how to alleviate or remove them—to inspire
policymakers to consider an enabler of women’s entre-
preneurship—i.e., the parental leave taken by fathers.

Our approach also underscores more specifically the
importance of family policies in general and parental
leave systems in particular.

While offering a new perspective on women’s
entrepreneurship, our study has limitations that offer
opportunities for future research. We used secondary
data; therefore, we cannot truly capture gender dy-
namics within the household. Additional research
might use longitudinal qualitative data to better cap-
ture such dynamics. Our research design focuses
only on mothers who live with their partners in the
same household. We have chosen this approach be-
cause we were interested in contrasting different
views on gender inequality within households. Ad-
ditional studies should expand our research by also
investigating single mothers, divorced couples, and
different or extended types of households.

Our study opens up a wide array of research oppor-
tunities. We offer the following suggestions. First, our
study shows that the participation of the partner in the
division of childcare (e.g., the use of parental leave) and
employment conditions are important factors for women
entering into entrepreneurship. Future research should
examine whether the same pattern is observed among
men. Second, given that women’s childbearing and
child-rearing are often associated with a ‘motherhood
penalty’ (Correll et al. 2007), research should explore
any career and earning consequences for men actively
using the parental leave. For example, would men be
entitled to ‘fatherhood bonuses’ or subjected to a ‘fa-
therhood penalty’? Third, research exploring effective
mechanisms contributing to the change in normative
expectations regarding the nongendered division of
housework and family care and its impact on entrepre-
neurship activity among both men and women would
help further our contextualized understanding of the
phenomenon. As such, our research encourages more
studies on entrepreneurship to adopt a household per-
spective (Carter 2011) when exploring the motivation
for entering entrepreneurship.
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