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Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of this article is to use quantitative empirical data to analyse the 
degree of resilience, as well as change or reproduction of the gender order, in the era of New 
Public Management. The propositions are constructed based on liberal- and socialist-feminist 
perspectives, and discussed in light of the empirical results. 
Design/methodology/approach – We report from a longitudinal quantitative 
study of female- dominated welfare industries. Data, available from Statistics 
Sweden, include the total population of entrepreneurs available on the individual level. 
However, the level of analysis that was used in the study was in accordance with the 
industry level. Data were processed from an aggregated level to the most detailed level of 
classification. 
Findings – The findings r eveal r esilience i n t he p revailing g ender o rder. T he o rder 
i s being reproduced in the entrepreneurship context, in most of the industries that were 
studied. 
Practical implications – The results may potentially have profound impact on 
entrepreneurship policy, equality policy and public sector restructuring. 
Originality/value – This quantitative longitudinal study shows a complex pattern on the 
detailed industry level, which can be understood in terms of male gender labelling of 
entrepreneurship. The results thus support previous qualitative studies that have 
observed this phenomenon. Methodologically, this paper contributes to the field b y 
s howing t hat w ithout b reaking d own the analysis into the different female- dominated 
industries on a five-digit level, the various results of the public sector reforms and the 
attendant gendered effects would not have been revealed. 

Keywords Gender theory, SME, Sweden, Womens entrepreneurship, Public sector, Feminist 
theory 
Paper type Research paper 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Introduction 
Researchers and politicians consider entrepreneurship to be a crucial pre-requisite for 
economic growth and for the creation of jobs (Birch, 1989; Davidsson et al., 2001; 
Allen et al., 2007). 
However, women are currently under-represented as entrepreneurs[1], a factgender 
system/order (Hirdman, 1990) will not change. Although the number of women may 
increase, it is possible that women will be given their “own rooms”. According to 
Hirdman (2001), women are at times given their “own rooms”, which are 
especially delimited for work labelled as female. 

The socialist feminist sees gender as constructed in social practices and embedded 
in power relations, historical conditions and practices of masculinity (Calas 
and Schmircich, 2006). Gender practices are related to a substructure of gender. 
Procedures and activities in organisations are gendered and thereby segregate, 
manage, control and construct hierarchies. Power is played out in processes and 
practices (Acker, 1990). Gender is also created and recreated in “[…] symbols, 
images, ideologies that legitimate inequalities and differences” (Calas and 
Schmircich, 2006, p. 306). There is, for example, gender labelling of occupations 
and also of entrepreneurship (e.g. Bruni et al., 2004; Sundin, 1998, 2006). 

Despite the fact that people often start businesses in industries where they have 
previous experience (Shane, 2000), there are qualitative studies indicating that men 
are becoming entrepreneurs to a greater extent than their representation among 
the industry’s employees would predict (Kovalainen, 1993; Sundin, 1997; 
Sundin and Tillmar, 2010). The researchers’ interpretations are based on the idea that 
man is the norm of entrepreneurship and thus “entrepreneurship” is labelled male 
(Ahl, 2002; Sundin, 2002; Achtenhagen and Welter, 2005). This view is based on 
analyses of the entrepreneur as a hero (Berglund, 2007); the “economic man” 
rationality (Foss, 2010); stereotyping of male attributes and behaviours (Ahl, 2004; 
Achtenhagen and Welter, 2011); the working tasks which are labelled male; and the 
fact that women are invisible in the official statistics and are seen as a minority 
among entrepreneurs. To conclude, from a socialist feminist perspective, it is more 
doubtful that the reforms will have the politically intended effect, as the power 
dimension of the current gender order/system (Connell, 1987; Hirdman, 1990) is 
regarded as too deeply embedded in social practices (Thomas and Davies, 2002; 
Calas and Schmircich, 2006; Connell, 2009; Sundin and Tillmar, 2010; Sundin, 
2011, 2012; Neergaard and Thrane, 2011; Sundin and Hedlund, 2012). P2, rooted in 
socialist feminist perspectives, is thus as follows: 

P2. As numerically female-dominated industries linked to the public sector are 
opened up to privately owned companies as supplying organisations, women 
entrepreneurs will: 

(a) increase in terms of absolute numbers; 
(b) decrease or remain unchanged in terms of their percentage of the total number of 

entrepreneurs (in relation to male entrepreneurs); and 



(c) remain similarly under-represented or become more under-represented in terms of 
their percentage of the total number of employees in the respective industries. 
 
Methodology 
This article is based on a study which is part of a research project on 
women’s entrepreneurship in the wake of the last transformation of the Swedish 
public sector (Sköld, 2013). The empirical data were processed in distinct steps, from 
an aggregated industry level to the lowest level of official industry classification. The 
extent to which women and men are self-employed or owner–managers in female-
dominated industries was studied on the detailed industry level, which was 
found to be essential for understanding the role of underlying structures, such as 
the gender order. 

In addition to studying the absolute numbers of entrepreneurs, a comparison 
was made between the percentage of women and men of the total number of 
entrepreneurs, which enables an analysis of the gender segregation (Hirdman, 
2001; Sundin, 2006; Verheul et al., 2006). Furthermore, we also measured the 
gap between women’s representation among the entrepreneurs and women’s 
representation among the employees (c.f. the propositions made above). This 
under/over-representation illustrates the strength of gendered structures such as the 
male norm of entrepreneurship (Acker, 1990; Ahl, 2004; Sundin, 2002), since 
individuals are assumed to start businesses in industries within which they have 
experience (Shane, 2000). Data were analysed in a descriptive way and the 
empirical pattern of women and men entrepreneurs in the different female-
dominated industries was discussed in the light of theoretical outlined propositions. 
The study has been abductive in that the theoretical and empirical patterns 
were compared in a back-and-forth process. This process clarified the 
importance of making the analysis on the most detailed industry level and 
the importance of analysing the three different measurements mentioned above 
used in revealing the gender order: 

(1) the absolute numbers of women and men entrepreneurs; 
(2) the percentages of women entrepreneurs in relation to men; and 
(3) the under/over-representation of women as entrepreneurs in relation to their 

percentage of the total number of employees in the respective industry. 
Data 
To study changes in terms of the extent of women and men entrepreneurship (De 
Vaus, 2001), a longitudinal quantitative study was conducted. This is a relatively rare 
design in small-business and entrepreneurship studies (Blackburn and Kovalainen, 
2009). The time period that was studied, 1993-2008, was selected and delimited on 
the basis that a reconstruction of the public markets was implemented in Sweden at the 
beginning of the 1990s (Norén, 2006). However, there was also a 
methodologically problematic time-break in the data in 1992, due to a revision of 
the industry classification system in 1992, which thus made 1993 a suitable starting 



year. The final year of study was decided pragmatically, as data from Statistics 
Sweden was available for the years up to and including 2008. 

The data were available from the LISA[5] database, which is connected to 
the REMESO research institute at Linköping University[6]. This database 
includes individual-based statistics of integrated registers based on civil registration 
and labour market registers. The statistics include every person who was 
registered in Sweden aged 16 years and older (Statistics Sweden, 2008). 
The industries studied 
The object of study is the population of entrepreneurs found in the various industries. 
The level of analysis is at the industry level. In Sweden, industries are classified by a 
standard industry classification system, which is based on NACE[7] and is 
compatible with the United Nations ISIC system[8]..The Swedish hierarchical 
code system is organised in five levels of industrial groups, from the lowest 
level of official classification on a five-digit level, up to the highest aggregated level 
on a one-digit level. 
 
Businesses are classified on the five-digit level by their main activity, although they 
may perform additional activities (Statistics Sweden, 2003). 
 
The industries that were studied were female-dominated in terms of employment[9] 
and include activities financed and regulated by the municipality, county council 
or state. The industries have gone through changes due to privatisation and 
the competition now in force in the public sector. The activities of the 
industries fall primarily within the education, social care and health care sectors, 
but also within functions that support or are connected to public sector activities. 

 
To decide which industries were relevant to our study, delimitation was made based 
on the following criteria: 

• In the industry concerned, at least 60 per cent of the employees in the public sector in 
1993 should be women. That is, the industry should be numerically female-
dominated. 

• Industries with fewer than 500 employees in 1993, and with fewer than 10 
entrepreneurs per year throughout the period studied, were excluded[10]. 

• Industries were excluded if fewer than 30 per cent of the total number of 
employees were employed in the public sector in 1993[11] or if no private 
employees were found throughout the period of study[12]. 

The population of entrepreneurs (self-employed or owner–
managers) 
Given the criteria outlined above, the present study is not a total survey of all 
industries. It is, however, a total study of the population of the entrepreneurs among 
the industries which fulfil the specified criteria. Consequently, a measure of reliability 
is introduced to our study. The study includes individuals whose main 



employment status was as “employee” or “business owner”[13] in the industries in 
November of the years that were studied[14]. In the data, there are two categories of 
entrepreneurs where the gender of the entrepreneur can be determined. The first 
category includes self-employment and partnership companies and the second 
category is business owners employed in their own limited company (Statistics 
Sweden, 2008). These categories of entrepreneurs are presented in this study as 
one group and no distinction is made as to whether or not they have employees. 

Reflections of the data 
The industry classification system is being revised continuously. During the period 
that was studied, the system was revised in 2002 and 2007. This had an impact on 
several of the industries that were studied in the health- and social care sectors. 
Subgroups on the five-digit level were divided or brought together in new 
constellations (Statistics Sweden, 2003). This entails breaks in the time series, and 
to make it possible to follow changes in the number of entrepreneurs over time, it has 
been necessary to handle the reclassification with accuracy and try to maintain the 
original classifications. The changes that had been dealt with for reclassification 
in the 2002 are presented in the Table AI. Statistics Sweden has supplied a separate 
variable to check the changes in 2007. 
The industry classification system has been criticised for not being gender-neutral 
(Nutek, 2006). Male-dominated industries in, for example, manufacturing, are 
more detailed on the highest industry level compared to female-dominated industries, 
which often include several different activities. From a gender perspective, this means 
that it is difficult to investigate conditions in specific female-dominated 
industries when studying entrepreneurship on the highest industry levels. Thus, 
the present study’s focus is on the lowest five-digit level. Reports on the extent 
to which women are entrepreneurs are usually presented on an aggregated level in 
Sweden (Nutek, 2003, 2005; Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional 
Growth, 2006, 2009). The studies which have been conducted on the five-digit level 
(Statistics Sweden, 2006; Nutek, 2007, 2008) have been narrower in scope, both with 
respect to the industries that were included in the studies and the time frame that was 
considered in this present study. 
 
Part-time entrepreneurs are excluded from this study, as a person’s connection to an 
industry is based on their main employment status (Statistics Sweden, 2008). As 
the purpose of the study is to analyse entrepreneurship on the industry level, this 
exclusion is necessary and justified in terms of the present study’s reliability. 
Nevertheless, the fact that data are only supplied from the month of November 
can potentially cause statistical bias, for example, in cases where part-time 
entrepreneurs receive their main income from their businesses exclusively in 
November. Another type of bias might be traced to cases where spouses are registered 
as owners of the firm, although it is their partner who actually manages the business. 
What is most common in such cases is that it is the woman who is registered as the 



business owner (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2010), 
although in this study the opposite may be true. Such systematic errors could 
theoretically result in bias, but there is no reason to assume that the extent of these 
two potential problems would actually cause any bias. 
Public companies and economic associations do not provide any information 
on the 
individual level (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2010), 
and consequently owners and representatives of these categories are not included 
in the study. We note that pre-schools are often registered as economic 
associations and that these constitute about 45 per cent of the organisations 
registered in the pre-school industry in 2006 (LISA). This may result in an 
underestimation of the small-scale activities that take place in this industry and 
may, therefore, be of great interest for further study. 
 
The case of Sweden 
In this section, we describe the Swedish context first in terms of the development 
of gender equality policies and subsequently in relation to the public sector. 
 
Gender equality in Swedish politics 
In Sweden, women did not have the right to vote, nor were they seen as 
legally competent, until the year 1921 (Hirdman, 2001). Gender equality policies and 
reforms were introduced during the 1940s and 1950s by the Social Democratic Party. 
The main focus was on issues related to the family and to the labour market, as 
women’s labour was needed to build up the welfare system and to increase growth 
in society. Women were integrated into the labour market, but were differentiated into 
special female salary scales (Hirdman, 2001). However, the late 1960s saw the 
emergence of a women’s movement, as in other European countries, both from the 
reformist and Marxist strands (Lundqvist, 1999). Hernes (1987) argues that “women-
friendly” states developed in the Nordic countries through state feminism, 
where women’s movements, gender researchers and government policy-
makers collaborated in strengthening women’s rights. During the 1970s and 1980s, 
policies and reforms that were designed to expand the welfare state and increase 
gender equality were launched by the Social Democratic Party, but also by the 
liberal right-wing parties when they were in government (Lundqvist, 1999; 
Hirdman, 2001). Individual taxation, an expansion of public childcare and elderly care, 
parental leave for mothers and for fathers, a social insurance system for the sick, 
unemployment benefits and retirement benefits were policies that changed the 
situation of women. This progress towards establishing a more equal society was 
the result of the work of a number of feminists and femocrats (Bergqvist et al., 2008). 
Gender equality policies were implemented in the areas of labour market, social care 
and family care, on the grounds that this would increase women’s economic 
autonomy and improve their opportunities to combine paid work and care for their 
children (Lindvert, 2007). 



By the middle of the 1990s, there was agreement on gender mainstreaming through 
all Swedish political processes and institutions (Lindvert, 2007; Bergqvist et al., 
2008). Nevertheless, there is disagreement among the political wings about the 
means of achieving gender equality. The parties in the centre (liberal) and on the 
left wing are proclaimed feminists and acknowledge the gender order and 
structural barriers for women. The right wing parties do not recognise structural 
conditions (Dahlerup, 2004). These politically egalitarian values in the Swedish 
political agenda have been found to enable a better economic situation for women 
than is the case in more liberalised labour markets such as the UK and the USA 
(Webb, 2009). Thus, there have been changes in women’s conditions since 1921, yet 
the changes have been as reforms within the existing systems of politics and 
economics (Gelb, 1989; Lundqvist, 1999) inter-related by the gender system where 
the man is seen as the norm. In a Swedish state investigation of power systems (SOU, 
1990, p. 44), the “gender system/order” was emphasised as one of the power orders of 
society, equivalent to and also embedded in politics and economy. These gendered 
patterns regulate the integration and segregation of women and men into what are 
seen to be predominantly male or female activities and spaces. The foundations 
on which these processes rest support a hierarchy where “man” is the norm against 
which “woman” is defined, and for whom institutions and practices are shaped 
(Hirdman, 1990). The bases of this system and its structures have not changed. 
Sweden still has a gender-segregated labour market, a gendered income 
differentiation and part-time employment for working-class women in particular 
(Gelb, 1989; Lundqvist, 1999; Hirdman, 2001). 
 
Women and the public sector 
As mentioned above, the Nordic countries have been characterised as “women-
friendly states”. The public sector is both a large employer of women and a pre-
requisite for women to manage both family and work within the current gender 
system. Sweden, however, has one of the most extensive welfare systems in the 
world, and the public sector is numerically female-dominated (Ellingsaeter, 2000). 
During the 1980s, the large size of the public sector was called into question, and a 
liberal managerial agenda was introduced into the public sector system. “New Public 
Management” was the collective name for a series of reforms that advocated an 
increased use of management ideas taken from the private sector. One of the ideas that 
was implemented in Sweden was to expose the public provider organisations to 
competition from “alternative providers”, i.e. private organisations. The 
reasoning behind this was to increase the impact of the market and the level of 
choice for the individual. A transformation from a “state-based welfare producer” to a 
“market-based welfare producer” started in the beginning of the 1990s (Pollitt and 
Bouckaert, 2000; Norén, 2006). Most services were still funded by public means 
and competitive tendering was the dominant procedure at the outset, with customer 
choice systems increasing in importance after 2000. It was anticipated that welfare 



services would be provided by a number of different service providers, and 
politicians hoped this would be the domain of women’s entrepreneurship (Sundin and 
Tillmar, 2010). In the wake of the transformation of the public sector, employees 
were encouraged to start co-operatives and their own businesses (Sundin and 
Törnquist, 2006), and tender for publicly funded services. However, women 
are also under-represented among entrepreneurs, when this is measured in terms 
of SME ownership. Around a quarter of Swedish SMEs are owned by women 
(Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2012). Since 2005, 
Swedish citizens have been provided with an on-going governmental 
programme to promote women’s entrepreneurship. This programme includes 
activities such as regional business counsellors, support for research on women 
entrepreneurship, education, networking and mentoring, the dissemination of new 
liberal ideas and “a feminist empowerment paradigm” (Pettersson, 2012, p. 13). 
 
The expectations for women’s enterprises are very high. Maud Olofsson, a former 
Minister for Enterprise in Sweden, claims the following: 
Women running businesses are not only important for growth in society – it is also a 
matter of equality. […] Only if we take advantage of all the entrepreneurialism in 
Sweden we can ensure that more jobs are created. Increased opportunities for 
ambitious women is a pre-requisite for equal conditions. (Olofsson (2009) Minister 
for Enterprise)[15]. 
Her successor continued the work: 
That more women start businesses is a matter of gender equality and an economic 
issue for Sweden and for the world (Lööf, 2013, Minister for Enterprise)[16]. 
Previous reports and research in this context have been performed on an 
aggregated[17] industry level (Nutek, 2003, 2005), and/or at a given point in 
time (Hedberg and Pettersson, 2006). Consequently, there is, to date, a lack of 
longitudinal quantitative studies on a detailed industry level. 

Qualitative studies show that this policy change has not always led to plurality, and 
that women did not start businesses to the extent anticipated by the policy-
makers. There is, in fact, a trend towards an oligopoly (Tillmar, 2009; Sundin, 2011). 
There is also a trend towards a “masculinisation” of the public sector; firstly, there is 
an increase in the number of firms providing public sector services whose owners 
are male; and secondly, there has been a transformation of the underlying rationality, 
from one of care to one based on profit and efficiency (Sundin and Tillmar, 2010). 
Complicated systems of procurement, high transaction costs and detailed policies on 
quality act as barriers to entry for new companies to this marketplace (Norén, 
2006). 
 
The longitudinal study 
The presentation of our results is divided into two sections: an aggregated level, and a 
five-digit industry level. 



We follow the same structure in both sections and begin by presenting the absolute 
numbers of women and men who were entrepreneurs in the years 1993 to 2008. 
Entries and exits of entrepreneurs are not specified. This is followed by the 
percentage of women as entrepreneurs, and last, but not least, we 
present the under/over-representation of women as entrepreneurs in relation to their 
percentage of the total number of employees in the respective industries. 
 
Aggregated level results 
Figure 1 shows that the absolute number of entrepreneurs increased over the period of 
the study. In total, the number of entrepreneurs increased by 13,920. The number 
of women entrepreneurs increased by 8,523, and of men entrepreneurs by 5,397. 
This means that, in total, competition in the industries studied resulted in more 
entrepreneurs of both genders. 

Figure 1 shows that women entrepreneurs increased by 255 per cent, and men 
entrepreneurs by 160 per cent. The percentage of women entrepreneurs increased 
from 
50 to 57 per cent (Table I) on this aggregated level. However, women are 
under-represented as entrepreneurs in relation to their percentage as employees, as the 
percentage of women employees was 84 per cent in 1993 and 82 per cent in 2008. 
The under-representation in relation to the percentage of women employees has 
decreased by 9 percentage points, from 34 to 25. 
 
Industry level results 
At the lowest level of aggregation (the five-digit classification), a different 
picture emerges. At first glance, the results are diverse and scattered (Table I). 
Among the 16 industries shown in Table I, the absolute number of women 
entrepreneurs increased more than the number of men entrepreneurs in eight of 
the industries. As much as 45 per cent of this increase among the women stems from a 
single industry: Other human health activities (3,857/8,523, column III). Although 
the figures on the aggregated level show that the number of women entrepreneurs 
increased more than the number of men entrepreneurs, the figures on the detailed 
level reveals a picture where men entrepreneurs increased more than women in eight 
of the industries (column IV). Thus, the results on a detailed level show that 
marketisation and competitive tendering had different results depending on the 
industry. In half of the industries that were studied, men started businesses in larger 
numbers than women. 
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Figure	1.	
The absolute number 
of women and men 
entrepreneurs in 
1993-2008 on the 
aggregated level 
(Sköld, 2013)[18] 
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Women’s over-/under- 
representation in 
percentage points 

+/- 
Industry level Women Men 
 II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII 
Column I 1993-2008 change 1993-2008 change 1993 2008 1993 2008  1993 2008 

Over‐representation	of	women	            

entrepreneurs	2008	            

Other childcare 10-685 675	 4-41 37 95 87 71 94 23	 -24 7 
Other human health activities 1.270-5,127 3,857	 622-2,046 1,424 72 72 67 72 5	 -5 0 

Under‐representation	of	women	            

entrepreneurs	2008	            

Pre-school 19-376 357	 1-36 35 89 95 95 91 -4 6 -4 
Primary education 2-167 165	 1-81 80 75 78 67 67 0 -8 -11 
R&D in medical science 27-150 123 38-193 155	 59 57 42 44 2	 -17 -13 
Vocational secondary education 4-29 25 5-48 43	 58 54 44 38 -6 -14 -16 
Industrial cleaning 850-1,968 1,118	 1,233-1,953 720 74 66 41 50 9	 -33 -16 
Social work activities for individuals 27-136 109	 25-93 68 74 77 52 59 7	 -22 -18 
and families            

Labour recruitment 11-162 151 7-287 280	 63 56 61 36 -25 -2 -20 
Social work activities for elder and 
disabled people 

4-329 325	 1-254 253 92 84 80 56 -24 -12 -28 

Social work activities with 82-284 202 76-344 268	 80 75 52 45 -7 -28 -30 
accommodation, not elderly people            

Social work activities with 6-30 24	 4-19 15 94 92 60 61 1	 -34 -31 
accommodation, elderly people            

Medical practice activities 337-1,291 954 384-1,554 1,170	 82 82 47 45 -2 -35 -37 
Industrial washing and dry-cleaning 27-16 -11 55-62 7	 64 60 33 21 -12 -31 -39 
Hospital activities 67-41 -26 60-59 -1	 84 82 53 41 -12 -31 -41 
Dental practice activities 599-1,074 475 862-1,705 843	 80 82 41 39 -2 -39 -43 
Aggregated	level	 3,342-11,865 8,523 3,378-8,775 5,397 84 82 50 57 7 -34 -25 

 
Notes:	 Bold data in column III signify: in these industries, the numbers of women entrepreneurs have increased more than the numbers of men entrepreneurs; bold data in column V signify: in these industries, the 
numbers of men entrepreneurs have increased more than the numbers of women entrepreneurs; bold data in column X signify: in these industries, the percentages of women entrepreneurs have increased over time 

 

	   
 

 



 

 

When studying the percentages of women entrepreneurs on the detailed five-digit 
level, a multitude of results in different industries appears. Table I shows that in six 
of the industries, the percentage of women entrepreneurs increased, albeit to 
varying degrees (column X). The largest increases occurred in the Other 
childcare (23 percentage points), Industrial cleaning (9 percentage points), 
Social work activities for individuals and families (7 percentage points) and 
Other human health activities (5 percentage points) industries. However, the 
percentage of women entrepreneurs decreased in nine industries. We can see that 
the percentage of men entrepreneurs increased the most in the Labour recruitment 
(25 percentage points), Social work activities for elderly and disabled people 
(24 percentage points), Industrial washing and dry-cleaning (12 percentage 
points) and Hospital activities (12 percentage points) industries. 

The changes described above do not seem to be related to the degree to which the 
industries are female-dominated (column VII), which may be somewhat surprising 
from a liberal perspective. It should also be noted that changes were very small 
in seven of the industries during the time studied (column X). The relative numbers of 
women entrepreneurs have not changed by more than 5 percentage points in these 
industries. 

The data for the detailed industry level show that in as many as 14 of the 
16 industries, women in 2008 were still under-represented as entrepreneurs in relation 
to their percentage as employees. There has been only a marginal change from 1993, 
when women were under-represented in 15 of the 16 industries (column XII). 
Men’s over-representation has increased in percentage points in ten of the industries. 
Thus, men still start and run businesses to a greater extent than women, even 
in female-dominated industries, contrary to P1, but in accordance with P2 
discussed above. The exceptions are Other childcare and Other human 
health activities. Nevertheless, the exceptions differ with respect to the numbers of 
men entrepreneurs. There are few men running businesses in Other childcare, but 
in Other human health activities we find the largest increase in the numbers of 
men entrepreneurs over time (column V). In Pre-school, the under-representation 
was relatively small, 4 percentage points in 2008. The two industries that 
include childcare are also the most female-dominated industries when it comes to 
both the percentage of employees (87 and 95 per cent in 2008, column VII) and the 
percentage of entrepreneurs (94 and 91 per cent in 2008, column IX). 

The female under-representation as entrepreneurs can be seen regardless of the 
percentage of women as employees, except for the cases of Childcare and Other 
human health industries in Table I (column XII). The largest under-representation 
of women entrepreneurs is found in Dental practice activities (43 percentage 
points), Hospital activities (41 percentage points), Industrial washing and 
dry-cleaning (39 percentage points) and Medical practice activities (37 



percentage points). 
When comparing the percentages of women as entrepreneurs with the percentages 

of women as employees, an even clearer pattern can be observed; despite these 
being female-dominated industries, there is an over-representation of men 
entrepreneurs, given their percentage as employees.  
 
Discussion: the gender order reproduced 
P1 is based on the liberal feminist-inspired expectation that removing obstacles 
in female-dominated industries will increase women’s entrepreneurship. The results 
on the aggregated level of analysis and on the detailed industry level convey 
different messages. From looking at the aggregated data, the complex patterns of 
segregation that emerge during the period that was studied are not salient. 
Women’s entrepreneurship in absolute numbers and in the share of total 
entrepreneurship increased, in line with P1a and P1b, respectively. Although 
women’s under- representation in relation to their percentage as employees 
decreased in line with P1c, there still remains a wide gap. Looking only at data on 
this aggregated level may give the impression that the expectations of the Swedish 
Ministers of Enterprise and liberal feminist-inspired research (Brush et al., 2004; 
Henrekson, 2004; Kelly et al., 2011) were fulfilled, and that the markets were on 
their way to solving the gender bias in entrepreneurship, as well as moving us 
towards a more egalitarian society. 

Data on the detailed industry level convey another and more complex 
message. Hidden behind the aggregation of data lies a diverse pattern of industries, 
where the segregation of women’s and men’s entrepreneurship into different 
industries plays a major role. Although the study concerns only female-
dominated industries, the percentage of men entrepreneurs increased in nine of the 
industries between 1993 and 2008. Contrary to the picture revealed to us on the 
aggregated level, marketisation seems to have increased female under-representation in 
10 of the industries during the time studied. In 2008, 14 of the 16 industries 
displayed an over-representation of men entrepreneurs (hence the under-
representation of women entrepreneurs). Although women have increased their 
entrepreneurship, men have done so even more, as shown in Table I, column X. From 
a socialist-feminist perspective, this is both a consequence and an expression of the 
gender system/order (Hirdman, 1990, Connell, 2009). More specifically, 
women’s under-representation among the entrepreneurs, even in female-
dominated industries, can be understood from the male gender labelling of 
entrepreneurship (Ahl, 2002; Sundin, 2002; Achtenhagen and Welter, 2005). 
This phenomenon has been previously observed in qualitative studies (Lewis, 2006; 
Sundin and Rapp, 2006; Sundin and Tillmar, 2010; Achtenhagen and Welter, 
2011). Additionally, changes in the percentages of women and men entrepreneurs 
have been modest over time. P1b only holds true on the aggregated level. On the 
disaggregated level, P2b holds true in 9 of the 16 industries. Our quantitative data 



thus shows the gender order being reproduced in both the entrepreneurship and public 
market contexts, as research with other methods has previously pointed to (Ahl, 
2002; Sundin, 2002). Furthermore, in most of the industries reported on, 
competition has not altered the percentages of female entrepreneurs in a favourable 
direction. Hence, the results on the detailed industry level thus support P2. 
The quantitative longitudinal data thus shows a trend towards a numerical 
masculinisation of entrepreneurship in the majority of the female-dominated 
industries that were studied. This is most salient in the measurement of 
proportional under-representation, but can also be observed in absolute terms. 
The gendered structures seem remarkably resilient and able to reproduce themselves 
in new contexts. Hence, this study quantitatively confirms and illustrates this self-
reproduction that has previously been suggested by a number of qualitative studies 
(Connell, 2006; Lewis, 2006; Bourne, 2010; Foss, 2010; Sundin and Tillmar, 2010; 
Neergaard and Thrane, 2011). 
Exceptions in the data can be found in three of the industries: Other 
childcare, Pre-school and Other human health activities. Other human health 
activities has a strong impact on the positive results on the aggregated level, as a 45 
per cent (Table I: column III) increase in the number of women in entrepreneurship 
is derived from this single industry over the time period that was studied. Other 
human health activities includes a variety of occupations, e.g. physiotherapy, 
midwifery and psychotherapy, that are characterised by the fact that self-
employment is strongly linked to the occupation (Hedberg and Pettersson, 2006; 
Dawson and Henley, 2012). In this industry, the data shows a stability in terms of 
the percentages of women and men over time (Table I: column X), and neither an 
under- nor over-representation of women (Table I: column XII) which might be 
connected to this circumstance. In this study, we do not make a distinction 
between self-employment and entrepreneurs who are employing people. 
However, it would be of future interest to separate these different categories in 
exploring whether the male norm of entrepreneurship (Bruni et al., 2004; Sundin, 
1998, 2006) has implications for the size of the businesses. We find the greatest 
percentage of women who are employed and also the largest majority who are self-
employed, around 90 per cent, in childcare. Seen in isolation, and from a liberal 
feminist perspective, these two industries could be regarded as areas where the 
reforms were successful. However, analysing the overall pattern in the light of 
Hirdman’s theory about women’s “own rooms”, the conclusion would be different 
(Hirdman, 2001). A possible interpretation could be that childcare is an example of 
an “own room” where women have greater opportunities to become entrepreneurs 
without challenging the overall gender system in society. Segregation, and most likely 
even hierarchy measured as profit margins, thus prevails. This situation, where female 
low-wage employment is replaced by low-profit entrepreneurship (Hård et al., 2007; 
Fraser, 2009; Wottle and Blomberg, 2011) is seldom captured by liberal feminist 
approaches. An extensive discussion on these particular sectors is outside the 



scope of this article, but is a very relevant avenue for further studies (see 
below). 
 
Conclusion and further studies 
We conclude that P1 can only be confirmed by data on the aggregated level. The 
overall increases in women’s entrepreneurship stem from the three industries 
which are exceptions to the general pattern. The pattern in the majority of the 
industries is that men have increased their share of entrepreneurship relative to 
women, including in the numerically female-dominated sectors, hence confirming 
P2. 

This study, therefore, provides quantitative data supporting propositions 
and theories which argue that the gender order is resilient and reproduced in new 
ways in new organisational contexts. The data available to date suggests that market 
forces and support directed at individuals, as advocated from the liberal 
perspective, have not achieved satisfactory results. Methodologically, the 
importance of making the data analysis on a detailed level is obvious. Without 
breaking down the analysis into the different industries, the multitude of different 
results in the different industries would not have been revealed. Reforms are 
currently ongoing. In 2008, the customer choice system was introduced in many 
Swedish municipalities and county councils. Therefore, as more updated data 
becomes available, the results of this study should be followed up. Studies from 
other countries which have similar and dissimilar welfare regimes, 
respectively, would be highly relevant for comparative purposes. 

The context of this study, Sweden, is known for its relative equality between men 
and women. Hence, it can be interpreted as especially remarkable that gender 
structures, including the male labelling of entrepreneurship, have such a strong 
and resilient impact. We see no reason to assume that the overall patterns in 
these respects are particular to the Swedish context. The male labelling of 
entrepreneurship is by no means a Swedish phenomenon. Still, global ideas such as 
New Public Management (NPM) always have their local translations and 
implementations. When generalising conclusions to other contexts, one should be 
aware that this case is a case of transition of a Scandinavian welfare model, which has 
implied a strong so-called “state feminism”. In contexts where the public sector is not 
“women friendly”, the gendered implications of NPM may also have other 
dimensions. 

As indicated in the discussion above, the differences between industries should be 
discussed in more detail (cf. also Sköld, 2013). The linkages between 
occupation/profession and entrepreneurship differ, as do, for example, 
industry structures, entry barriers, etc. An interesting question for future research is 
how such structural characteristics affect the entrepreneurship of men and 
women in the industries. 

Further research into the two childcare industries, where this study has showed the 



largest majority of women as total entrepreneurs, would also be of interest. What are 
the characteristics of the industry structures? Hirdman (2001) argues that 
activities in women’s “own rooms” have a care rationality rather than the 
common rationality of profitability. Does this apply to the childcare industries? Does 
the male norm also show that men’s businesses are larger and more profitable? It 
could be examined whether there are differences in the businesses driven by men 
and by women within these childcare industries. An interesting hypothesis could 
be that men entrepreneurs are more often found in businesses with higher 
turnover and profits. 

This study shows varying patterns between the industries which could not 
be illuminated on the aggregated level of study. A hypothesis is, therefore, that there 
exists a plurality of results on a detailed regional level. Forsberg (2010) argues that 
regions have different gender contracts that impact on women’s and men’s family, 
social and working relations. Forsberg has classified regions in Sweden based on 
their gender contracts, and it may well be relevant to test this in further research. 

In sum, this paper reveals resilience in the prevailing gender order. The order is 
being reproduced in the entrepreneurship context, in most of the industries that were 
studied. The gendered pattern was revealed by breaking down the aggregated 
results in a detailed industry-level analysis. 

The results of this study have profound implications for policy and practice, in 
particular for gender equality. Our study gives no support to the liberal 
feminist assumption that competition in the welfare sectors increases gender equality 
in relative terms. Instead, the market share of men entrepreneurs increases. 
Women’s entrepreneurship increases, only in very specific sectors, a fact, 
which has been discussed in terms of women’s “own rooms”. The segregation, 
and most likely also hierarchy, thus remains and the gender system is not altered 
by the quasi-market mechanisms. It should be noted that the customer choice systems 
currently increasing in importance had not yet been implemented on a larger scale 
during the period for which we have data. However, the gender system seems resilient 
enough to continue to live through the liberal era and reproduce itself in the 
entrepreneurship context, as noted in 
previous studies using qualitative methodology (Sundin and Tillmar, 2010). It is thus 
our contention that the market alone can do little to alter the gender system. Political 
means seem necessary as a complement, on the basis of this study. 

Based on the socialist feminism perspective, gender is seen as socially constructed 
and embedded in economic, political and social practices. Changing the male norm of 
entrepreneurship requires an awareness of the social norms and the power relations that 
maintain the gender order in both the private and the public spheres. Politicians must 
pay attention to, and deconstruct, economic and social systems that subordinate 
women, as a group, to men, whether this occurs in the home, education system, labour 
market or entrepreneurship. Organisations and individuals are thus given incentives to 
change assumptions and behaviours they take for granted. 



Notes 
1. In this paper, the term “entrepreneur” is used synonymously with self-employed and 

owner– manager. This is despite the fact that not all entrepreneurs are self-
employed, and not all self-employed persons are entrepreneurs (Sundin, 2008). 

2. Small- and medium-sized enterprises. 
3. A female-dominated industry employs over 60 per cent women. 
4. This study was presented in greater length in a Swedish licentiate thesis. 
5. LISA, Integrated database for labour market research (Statistics Sweden, 2008). 
6. The study is part of the project “Labour Market Restructuring, Migration 

and Social Inclusion” and the subproject “Migration, Labour Market Restructuring, 
Ethnic and Gender Segmentation, Branch and Sector Oriented Studies”. 

7. Classification of Economic Activities in the European Community. 
8. Standard Industry Classification of All Economic Activities. 
9. At least 60 per cent women employed within the Public Sector of the industries, 

1993. 
10. Considering the aspect that too small industries could cause statistical bias when 

studying entrepreneurs on a regional level. 
11. The scope of privately employed people in 1993 varies among the industries studied 

from 1 to 64 percentage points, and so changes over time (Table AII). 
12. The industries should be related to the competition of the Public Sector. 
13. Minimum income of 1 hour per week for employees and minimum a third of a full-

time job for self-employed or owner–manager (Statistics Sweden, 2008). 
14. In 2004, the source of defining self-employed or owner–manager shifted, when 

entrepreneurs making a loss were also registered. This means a break in time and 
that more entrepreneurs are registered. 

15. Authors’ translation. 
16. Authors’ translation. 
17. See further the methodology section. 
18. Note breaks in the time series. In the year 2002, the classification of the 

industries was revised. The previous system has been retained in the study 
from the year 2003. Self-employed or owner-managers making a loss are also 
included (se Method of study). 
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Appendix	
	
	
	

SNI code 1992 SNI code 2002 Classification used in the study 

K	70‐74	Real	estate,	renting	
and	business	service	

Others	

73103 R&D in medical science 73103 R&D in medical science 73103 R&D in medical science 
74500 Labour recruitment and 
provision of personnel 

74501 Labour recruitment and 
provision of personnel 

74500 Labour recruitment and 
provision of personnel 

74701 Industrial cleaning 74701 Industrial cleaning 74701 Industrial cleaning 
O	90‐93	Other	community,	
social	and	personal	service	

93011 Industrial washing and 
dry-cleaning 

93011 Industrial washing and 
dry-cleaning 

93011 Industrial washing and 
dry-cleaning 

M	80	Education	 Education	
80100 Primary education 80102 Primary education and 

preschool education (from 
85322) 
80103 Primary school, special 
schools 

80100 Primary education 

80220 Vocational secondary 
education 

80221 Vocational secondary 
education 
N	85	Healtcare	and	social	
work	

80220 Vocational secondary 
education 
Healthcare	

85110 Hospital activities 85111 Hospital activities for 
primary healthcare 
85112 Hospital activities for 
somatic specialist healthcare 
85113 Hospital activities for 
psychatric specialist 
healthcare 

85110 Hospital activities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table	AI.	
The industry 
classification system 
on the five-digit level 
re-coded for this 
study 

85120 Medical practice 
activities 

 

85140 Other human health 
activities 

 
 
 
 
 

85130 Dental practice 
activities 
85312 Social work activities 
for developmentally disabled 

85121 Medical specialist 
practices, at hospitals 
85122 Medical specialist 
practices, not at hospitals 
85141 Medical laboratories 
etc. 
84142 Ambulance 
transportation 
85143 Health activities at 
nursing homes, not doctors 
85144 Other medical and 
health activities, not doctors 
85130 Dental practice 
activities 
85312 Social work activities 
with accomodation, for 
disabled persons 

85120 Medical practice 
activities 

 

85140 Other human health 
activities 

 
 
 
 
 

85130 Dental practice activities 
Social	work	
85310 Social work activities 
with accomodation, not elderly 
people 

(continued) 
 

 



 

 
SNI code 1992 SNI code 2002 Classification used in the study 

85313 Social work activities 
with accomodation 

85313 Social work activities 
with accomodation, for 
children and young people 

85315 Operation of boarders 85315 Social work activities 
with accomodation, for adults 
with abuse problems 
85316 Social work activities 
with accomodation, for adults 

85311 Social work activities 
with accomodation, elderly 
people 

85311 Social work activities 
with accomodation, elderly 
people 

85311 Social work activities 
with accomodation, elderly 
people 

85321 Childcare in pre-school 80101 Pre-school 85321 Pre-school 
85322 Other childcare 85322 Other child day-care 85322 Other childcare 

85323 Social work activities 
for children and young people 

85323 Social work activities 
for elder and disabled people 

 

85324 Social work activities 
for individuals and families 

85327 Social work activities 
for elder 
85328 Social work activities 
for disabled people 
85324 Social work activities 
for adults 
85329 Social work activities 
for adults with abuse 
problems 

85323 Social work activities for 
elder and disabled people 

 

85324 Social work activities for 
individuals and families 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Table	AI.	
	

 



	
 	

Industry level 
	

1993 (%) 
	

2008 (%) 
Change in points of (%) 

1993-2008 

Social	care	
Social work activities for elder and disabled people 

	
2 

	
24 

	
22 

Social work activities with accomodation, not 
elderly people 

	
8 

	
23 

	
15 

Other child-care 2 17 15 
Pre-school 
Social work activities with accomodation, elderly 
people 

4 
	

2 

17 
	

14 

13 
	

12 
Social work activities for individuals and families 22 12 -10 

Education	
Vocational secondary education 

	
17 

	
27 

	
10 

Primary education 1 8 7 

Health	care	
Medical practice activities 

	
14 

	
32 

	
18 

Dental practice activities 35 49 14 
Other human health activities 54 59 5 
Hospital activities 2 4 2 

Table	AII.	 Others	    

The percentages of Labour recruitment and provision of personnel 2 44 42 
employees in the R&D in medical science 46 71 25 
private sector among Industrial cleaning 63 87 24 
the industries studied Industrial washing and dry-cleaning 64 82 18 
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