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Abstract

The shortages of entrepreneurial skills, both perceived and actual, have
lowered the rate of opportunity-driven women’s entrepreneurship. This
paper contributes to the literature on entrepreneurship, gender and de-
velopment with a theoretical and empirical analysis linking gender dif-
ferences in entrepreneurial outcomes to skills and business training. The
role of skills, including self-confidence, and training for the entrepreneur-
ial performance is tested on a survey of urban entrepreneurs in Swazi-
land. The results help explain why narrow business training programs
for female entrepreneurs have often limited success in improving perfor-
mance of women-run firms. Training programs for women entrepreneurs
encompassing advanced business and technical (e.g. hard) skills as well
as networking and confidence building (e.g. soft skills) could be more
effective

Keywords: women’s entrepreneurship, firm performance, hard and
soft skills, model, micro data
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1 Introduction

Policymakers in developing countries have been increasingly turning to inclu-
sive entrepreneurship, with people of all backgrounds having opportunities to
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§The authors thank Jiři Balcar, Lenka Filipová, Stefano Mainardi and Mthuli Ncube for

helpful comments on an earlier draft. The views expressed are those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect those of the African Development Bank. Corresponding e-mail addresses:
zuzana.brixiova@vsb.cz and t.kangoye@afdb.org

1



become successful entrepreneurs, as a potential source of employment, innova-
tion, and societal well-being (OECD, 2017b; World Bank, 2012; GEM, 2017).1

Concomitant with this recognition has been a rise in studies on women’s en-
trepreneurship in developing countries including in Africa (Hallward-Driemier,
2013; De Vita et al., 2014; Velilla, 2017). Various factors explain this surge
which started in mid-2000s. The main ones include the view of entrepreneur-
ship in developing countries as a potential driver of structural transformation
(Brixiová, 2010; Gries and Naudé, 2010).
Research on gender differences in the entrepreneurial activity and perfor-

mance in developing countries has also started to emerge but the evidence
remains mixed (Minniti, 2010; GEM, 2017). Overall, the bulk of the empir-
ical evidence points to a persistent gender gap in entrepreneurial performance
in Sub-Saharan Africa, with female entrepreneurship more concentrated in the
low-value added and low-productivity activities in the informal sector and less in
higher value-adding activities such as manufacturing (Hallward-Driemier, 2013;
Campos et al., 2014). Examining Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa and East-
ern Europe and Asia, Sabarwal and Terrell (2009) found that women entrepre-
neurs had smaller scales of operation, but gender performance gaps diminished
when individual and environmental characteristics were taken into account.
This paper examines gender gaps in entrepreneurial performance through

a model that links productivity with skills and training. The model is tested
on survey of urban entrepreneurs in e-Swatini, a small middle-income country
in southern Africa with one of the highest female unemployment rates glob-
ally. Our theoretical framework reflects the stylized facts that women in less
developed countries are often starting their businesses with less education, work
experience and participation in professional networks, as evidenced in, for ex-
ample, Hallward-Driemier (2013). Moreover, women tend to be less confident
than men in their entrepreneurial abilities, i.e. their capacity to open and run
productive businesses (Brixiová and Kangoye, 2016; Brush et al., 2017; GEM,
2017). Besides narrow business skills (accounting, marketing), women often
have less background than men in technical skills such as ICT that would facili-
tate their entry into higher value-added sectors or help them raise productivity
in existing firms.
Our empirical results from a survey of entrepreneurs in Eswatini suggest that

a perceived shortage of skills is associated with a weaker performance of women-
run entrepreneurial firms. Specifically, we found that firms run by women who
perceived skill shortages to be a key barrier to opening or running a firm posted
weaker performance than firms run by women who did not perceive skills to
be a barrier. However, business training has a positive and statistically signif-
icant impact on performance of men but not women entrepreneurs, suggesting
that narrow business training programs may have limited success in closing the

1The role of productive entrepreneurship in development was already underscored in Bau-
mol (1990). Duflo (2012) discusses nexus between development and gender empowerment,
arguing that the links between the two are not self-sustaining and that continued and consis-
tent policy interventions are needed. Global Entrepreneurship Report (GEM)2017 focused on
women’s entrepreneurship.
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gender gaps in entrepreneurial skill and performance. This is consistent with re-
cent research on productive potential of soft skills and recommending balanced
development of hard and soft skills (Ruback, 2015; Balcar, 2016). The limited ef-
fectiveness of training for women entrepreneurs in Eswatinin also contrasts with
evidence from other African countries, where broader training programs that
included life-skills boosted women’s earning potential (Bandiera et al., 2017).
We conclude that entrepreneurial training programs in Eswatini and elsewhere
could be more effective if they were better targeted to women’s needs and in
particular encompass soft skills such as confidence building.
The paper is organized as follows. After this Introduction, Section II reviews

the literature, while Section III highlights several stylized facts on on human
capital, skills and entrepreneurship as well as gender gaps in entrepreneurial
outcomes and skills in emerging markets and developing countries. Section IV
presents a model that links entrepreneurship to skills and training. Section V
discusses empirical results from a survey of entrepreneurs in Eswatini. Section
VI concludes.

2 Skills and gender in firm performance: where
does the literature stand?

The empirical literature on entrepreneurship has provided ample evidence about
the existence of a significant, robust and causal relationship between entrepre-
neurs’skills and the performance of their businesses. The theoretical explana-
tion of this finding argues that the more skilled and experienced entrepreneurs
are in identifying and seizing business opportunities and in securing capital, the
more able they will also be to run successful and sustainable businesses (Bates,
1990; Honig, 1998; Kangasharju and Pekkala 2002; Pena 2002; Ucbasaran et al,
2008).
Within this stream of the literature, several studies have underscored entre-

preneurs’experience and record of specific trainings as important determinants
of firm performance. For example, in an empirical study focusing on US firms,
Bosma et al. (2004) showed that experience in the specific industry has a
positive causal impact on firm performance. These results are consistent with
those of Brush and Chaganti (1998) who found that human capital and indus-
try specific experiences significantly impact the growth of firm’s revenues and
employment. Using a sample of 8,808 start-ups during 1975-2000, Gompers et
al. (2006) showed that previously successful entrepreneurs are more likely to
succeed than first timers and those who have previously failed, suggesting that
entrepreneurial skills built through experience matter for firms’growth. Simi-
larly, Eesley and Roberts (2006) and Chatterji (2005) used micro survey data
to show that knowledge acquired through prior entrepreneurial experience and
prior experience in the same industry positively affect the likelihood for firms
to be successful (measured by revenues).
Several papers have also investigated the gender differences in the skills-
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performance nexus in both developed countries. The majority of the studies
have highlighted the lower human capital among women entrepreneurs’(espe-
cially in terms of relevant experience) relative to those of men as a factor behind
differences in entrepreneurial performance (Watkins & Watkins, 1983; Hisrich
& Brush, 1984; Kalleberg & Leicht, 1991; Boden & Nucci, 2000). Analyzing
confidential microdata from the US Census Bureau, Fairlie and Robb (2008)
found that women-owned firms are not as successful as men-owned firms be-
cause women owners have lower business human capital acquired through prior
work experience than men. Welter and Smallbone (2003) support the hypothe-
sis that due to human capital gaps, women-owned micro and small enterprises
in transition economies are more likely to underperform in comparison with
men-owned ones.
The relationship between entrepreneurship and development is complex,

since so far there is no unified scientific approach towards the role of entre-
preneurship in economic development (Hessels and Naudé, 2018). Turning to
empirical research on developing countries, Roy, Tripathy and Tripathy (2017)
have posited that inadequate access to training helps explain weaker perfor-
mance of women entrepreneurs in India, based on a sample of 150 firms. Even
though work on Africa has been limited relative to other developing regions,
studies on skills, gender and entrepreneurship have started to emerge in recent
years. For example, Kithae et al (2012) showed that managerial experience
matters for the performance of African and women-owned businesses alongside
infrastructure as well as access to business information and financial services.
Similarly, Onyango (2012) investigated the determinants of the performance of
micro enterprises in the agricultural sector in Kenya and found that on top of
business location, education and business training importantly and positively
affect the performance of women entrepreneurs. Similar findings are contained
in Chinomona and Maziriri (2015) who based their study on a sample of small
businesses in the urban areas of the Guateng province in South Africa.
It is also important to note that some empirical studies did not find dif-

ferences with respect to the role of gender and skills in explaining firms’per-
formance. For example, using a sample of 540 successful entrepreneurs in tech
firms, Cohoon et al. (2010) found some small gender differences in business
growth, successful men and women entrepreneurs do not fundamentally dif-
fer in their personal characteristics (especially education). This suggests that
successful entrepreneurs share some key characteristics and initial conditions,
regardless of gender.
Conclusions of the empirical literature on the impact of entrepreneurial per-

formance are mixed. Analyzing a survey of 100 men and women entrepreneurs
in Tunisia, Drine and Grach (2010) pointed out that the mainstream approaches
of supporting women entrepreneurs (networking and peer-learning) were ineffec-
tive as they were not tailored to women’s specific needs. Brixiová and Kangoye
(2016a) examined urban entrepreneurs in Eswatini and found that while busi-
ness training has had positive impact on performance of men (in terms of sales),
it has not been associated with higher sale levels among women-entrepreneurs.
The underscores that this finding should not be interpreted as a call for abol-
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ishing training programs for women entrepreneurs; instead their design and
targeting should be revisited. Similarly, Giné and Mansuri (2014) found that
in rural Pakistan business training improved performance of men but not of
women entrepreneurs. In contrast, de Mel et al. (2015) showed positive impact
of business training for women start-ups in Sri Lanka.
In sum, in recent years, research on entrepreneurship and gender has rapidly

expanded rapidly and started to explore several new directions. While the past
studies have covered developed countries, with greater availability of data (by,
for example, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor or the World Bank) develop-
ing economies have gradually gained more attention. Nevertheless, research on
developed countries predominates; only recently has women’s entrepreneurship
started to be systematically covered in international journals (De Vita et al.,
2014). Within gender, entrepreneurship and development nexus, the traditional
topics (access to finance, property rights) and the more developed regions pre-
vail, leaving topics such as the role of skills, especially the soft skills, and Africa
understudied. Moreover, as Yadav and Unni (2016) pointed out, the field of
gender and entrepreneurship is still a long way from establishing a strong the-
oretical foundation.
This paper contributes to the literature on gender, entrepreneurship and de-

velopment with examining the role of skills, including soft skills, for performance
of women entrepreneurs in Africa. More specifically, it uses unique dataset
from Eswatini, a small lower middle-income country in Southern Africa, which
has one of the highest rates of female unemployment globally combined with
a relatively high self-employment among women. The paper derives testable
hypotheses from a theoretical model of costly start-ups in an economy where
women have lower relevant skills and higher opportunity costs of establishing a
firm than their men counterparts.

3 Stylized facts on human capital, skills and women’s
entrepreneurship

This section presents key stylized facts on human capital, skills, and new firm
entry, with a focus on emerging market and developing countries. For mea-
surement of the human capital we utilize the recently released (October 2018)
World Bank’s human capital index.2 It is important to note that among coun-
tries where values of the human capital index (HCI) were further decomposed
by gender, most Sub-Saharan countries recorded lower HCI values for women
than men.
Numerous factors constrain women’s entrepreneurship in developing and

2The World Bank defines human capital as the sum of a population’s health, skills, knowl-
edge, experience and habits. More broadly, human capital, which is a combination of the level
of education and health in a population, is an important determinant of economic growth.
The World Bank’s index measures the health as well as quantity and quality of education that
a child born today can expect to achieve by the age of 18. As these factors change only very
slowly over time, the 2018 index is a good approximation of the state for the past 5 years.
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emerging market countries. These include traditional factors such as access
to credit, the regulatory framework and property rights and more recently stud-
ied ones such as human capital (Figure 1) and the quality and extent of en-
trepreneurial networks. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) divides
factors that create the enabling framework conditions for entrepreneurship ac-
cording to countries’ level of development. The GEM emphasizes the role of
the infrastructure in low income countries and the framework for innovation in
advanced economies as key.
The GEM operationalizes the concept of entrepreneurship as ‘. . . any attempt

at new business or new venture creation, such as self-employment, a new business
organization, or the expansion of an existing business, by an individual, a team,
or an established business. . . ’ (GEM, 2016).
The GEM thus views entrepreneurship as a process in which individuals

become increasingly involved in entrepreneurial activity (GEM, 2016). For the
purposes of this paper, we combine the concepts of self-employment and creation
of new businesses (that is enterprises that are less than 42 months old), but
do not consider corporate entrepreneurship. Regarding gender differences in
self-employment rates, the ratios of self-employment rates of women relative to
those of men vary markedly across countries. The varied rates reflect an array
of factors, including differences in levels of country development and attitudes
towards women’s participation in the labor market.
More specifically, women are more likely than men to be self-employed in

low income countries and less likely in upper-middle income countries (Figure
2). Self-employed women are more likely than men to operate in less productive
sectors such as trade. They are also more likely than men to run solo firms,
without employees (OECD, 2018). These observations are consistent with the
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (2017) report on women’s entrepreneurship,
which documents that women are, on average, more driven by the necessity
rather than opportunity reasons when opening firms, especially in low and lower-
middle income countries.
Data in the OECD (2017a and 2017b) show that fewer women than men en-

trepreneurs have tertiary education or managerial experience. Given the distrib-
ution of university graduates by area of specialization, self-employed women are
less likely to have technical skills (engineering, manufacturing or construction).
The skills shortages contribute to women’s lower presence in technology-based
manufacturing than in the services, especially retail.
Besides cognitive skills, studies have pointed to shortages of soft skills, in-

cluding self-confidence, among female entrepreneurs. In particular, individuals
who view themselves as having skills and knowledge to start a business are more
likely to become entrepreneurs and be more successful.3 The positive link be-
tween self-confidence, especially one’s belief in having entrepreneurial skills and

3The literature on the motivational value of overconfidence posits that individuals with
higher beliefs in their ability, even the overcon?dent ones, will put higher effort into activ-
ities where effort and ability are complements (Chen and Schildberg-Hörisch, 2018). The
role of other soft skills in enterprise performance, such as empathy or motivation, has been
documented (Khalid and Sekiguchi, 2017; Rey-Marti et al., 2015).
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knowledge, and entrepreneurial activity is shown also in Figure 3. In most devel-
oping and emerging market countries women entrepreneurs have more negative
perceptions of their abilities than men (Brixiová and Kangoye, 2016a; Brush et
al., 2017; Figure 4).
Skill shortages are not easy to address, especially among women, as female

entrepreneurs often have more limited access to entrepreneurial education and
training than men (Figure 5). For example, GEM (2010) report on entrepre-
neurial training and education posits that on average less than half (44%) of
individuals who received training in starting a business were women. Women’s
lower access to training amplifies challenges stemming from a limited access to
start-up capital.
Even when female entrepreneurs gain access to training, its effectiveness is

often lowered by focus on ‘hard skills’, such as writing a business plan or a loan
application, accounting, or marketing, with ‘soft skills’such as communication,
networking, and confidence building mostly missing (Ruback, 2015). Only in
recent years researchers and NGOs have started paying increasing attention to
soft skills as a key part of entrepreneurship (GEM, 2014). Examples of training
focused on soft skills and addressing social-cultural barriers to women’s entre-
preneurship have been emerging in countries ranging from Mexico to Zimbabwe.
So far, however, these efforts have been sparse, carried out on small scale and
not systematically (UN, 2016; McEachern, 2018).
To what extent does the lack of entrepreneurial skills constrain the start-up

creation by women entrepreneurs in developing countries? How effective our
training programs in improving female entrepreneurial performance? The next
sections provide a theoretical model that links the incentives for entrepreneurs
to develop new business and their skills, while puting special emphasis on a
skill gap between women and men entrepreneurs. The model is tested on data
from Eswatini, a country which continues to have one of the highest female
unemployment rates in Africa and globally and exhibits persistent gender gaps
in labor market outcomes.

4 The theoretical framework

Reflecting the stylized facts, this section presents a model with entrepreneurial
search frictions and skill shortages. It is a model of structural transforma-
tion, with all entrepreneurs facing some skill shortages while searching for more
productive business opportunities. At the same time, the model reflects the
fact that relative to their men counterparts, women in developing countries,
including in Africa, tend to start their businesses with lower level of education,
experience, and start-up capital as well as with less diverse networks. Reflecting
this observation, in what follows we assume that women are less effi cient in their
search for business opportunities, i.e. are low-skilled.
The economy consists of individuals that live for one period and are endowed

with one unit of time and b units of a single consumption good. The population
size is normalized to one. All individuals have the same risk neutral preferences
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expressed as U = c, where c denotes consumption. They are either unemployed
and earning income w in the informal subsistence sector or searching for a
business opportunity with productivity z > w > 0 and if successful run a firm
in the formal sector. Those individuals who do not find a business opportunity
also work in the informal sector earning, w,but incur search costs. A portion
ph of individuals (men) have high entrepreneurial skills (due to more relevant
experience, higher education, stronger networks) and the remaining portion, pl
(women) have low entrepreneurial skills, and hence ph + pl = 1.

New firms are created at cost to an individual i amounting to d(xi) = x2i /2γi
units of consumption good, where xi denotes search effort by an individual of
type i, i = h, l.The search effort levels xi then determine the probability that
an individual of type i finds a business opportunity. Similarly, γi > 0 denotes
the effi ciency of search by an individual of type i, i = h, l, where highly skilled
individuals are more effi cient γh > γl > 0. The optimization problem of an
individual i becomes:

max[(−σi + b+maxx(−x2i /γi + xiz + (1− xi)w); b+ w] (1)

where σl > σh > 0 is the opportunity cost (disutility) of search. Individuals
with fewer entrepreneurial skills incur greater search disutility. This parameter
can be also interpreted as start-up cost of running a business.
At the beginning of the period, each individual chooses between working in

the subsistence sector and searching for a productive business opportunity. The
return on search equals the initial endowment combined with the sales from
the business net of cost of finding a business opportunity and net of disutility
of search or opportunity cost related to home production. Equation (1) shows
that the individual i searches for opportunities in the formal sector when the
total net payoff from search exceeds the income to be made in the subsistence
informal sector combined with the opportunity costs. Denoting ζi ∈ [0, 1] as
the probability that the individual i = h, l searches for a business opportunity,
the individual’s decision to search can be described as:

ζi = 1 if x
2
i /2γi ≥ σl and ζi = 0 otherwise (2)

Each individual i when making a decision whether to search for a business
opportunity or to remain in the subsistence sector takes into account the return
on their optimal search effort, xi, with the marginal cost of search equal to the
marginal payoff, z − w:

xi = xi(z − w) i = h, l; (3)

In (3), z is the value (productivity) of a business opportunity. Denotingmi to
be the number of entrepreneurs running a firm with productivity zi, i = h, l,their
number becomes:

mi = pixi = piγi(z − w), i = h, l (4)
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Letting mui as the total number of unemployed or self-employed in the in-
formal sector, the labor market clearing conditions for agents of type i (highly
skilled and less skilled) become:

pi = mi +mui,where i = h, l and ph + pi = 1 (5)

The equation (5) states that population of people with a skill level icomprises
of entrepreneurs, mi, running a firm in the formal sector and people who remain
unemployed or self-employed in the informal subsistence sector, Defining to be
the total number of private firms and the total number of the unemployed
or self-employed in the underground economy, the aggregate entrepreneurial
market clearing condition becomes:

1 = m+mu (6)

The equilibrium of this economy is the allocation of individuals into self-
employment and entrepreneurship such that: (i) each individual i chooses whether
to be self-employed in the subsistence sector or search for business opportunities
in the formal sector, ζi, ; (ii) each searching entrepreneur chooses how much ef-
fort to put into search for business opportunities, xi; and (ii) labor and product
markets clear.
Equation (4) shows that the productive private sector is larger with higher

net productivity of the business and higher differential between payoffs in the
formal and informal sector. This is because when the value of a business op-
portunity is low, potential entrepreneurs will lower search intensity or may stop
searching for business opportunities altogether, ζi = 0. Specifically, the net value
of a business opportunity at which a potential entrepreneur i = h, l chooses to
search for business opportunities, L̂i = (z − w)2γi/2− σi ≥ 0 is more chal-
lenging to achieve for low-skilled than high-skilled (skilled) entrepreneurs, i.e
L̂h > L̂l > 0.

Hence due to their lower search effi ciency and higher opportunity cost asso-
ciated with search, individuals with lower entrepreneurial skills will either opt
out of searching for business opportunities or put less effort into their search
than their more skilled counterparts. Subsequently, a smaller (larger) share
of less skilled individuals become entrepreneurs (self-employed) in the formal
(subsistence) sector than their more skilled counterparts:

mh/ph = γh(z − w) > γl(z − w) = ml/pl (7)

Solving the social planner’s problem (8), which maximizes output in the for-
mal sector net of search costs, shows that the search eort exhorted by potential
entrepreneurs and the number of firms created fall below the optimal levels.
Specifically:

Max(mhz +mlz − phx2h/2γh − plx2l /2γl (8)

Specifically, solving (8) yields the socially optimal level of search,
←
x l = γiz,

which exceeds the profit-maximizing levels derived in (3).
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These results have several policy implications. First, to raise the subopti-
mal search efforts exhorted by all entrepreneurs to their socially-optimal levels
(derived in (8)), the government would need to offset disincentives to search
for business opportunities, which stem from payoff to working in the informal
sector. This can be done, for example, by subsidizing start-up activities or by
bringing the activities from the informal into the formal sector and regulating
them.
While support to start-ups would raise rates of entrepreneurship among in-

dividuals of all skill-levels, the sectoral and income inequalities between individ-
uals with different skills would prevail. To address these disparities, the policies
would need to support training while reducing skill gaps, by putting greater
emphasis on less-skilled entrepreneurs. This would raise the ability of all but
especially less-skilled entrepreneurs to recognize business opportunities and turn
them into productive firms. Finally, to be effective, the training programs would
need to be accompanied by measures aimed at reducing the opportunity costs of
household work (σi in our model). The example is social assistance or services
provided to individuals who have care-taking responsibilities, which prevent
some of them to pursue opportunities and run firms.

5 Empirical evidence from Eswatini

The sections below present empirical results on constraints to women’s entrepre-
neurship in the urban Eswatini to support the theoretical model in the previous
section. Eswatini is a small lower middle-income country in southern Africa,
which at about 26% of the labor force in 2016 posts one of the highest female
unemployment rates in Sub-Saharan Africa and globally.4 Unemployment has
disproportionally impacted women with less than tertiary education, pointing
to self-employment and skills as important factors in addressing the female em-
ployment challenge.
Based on the model, we expect individuals with higher level of entrepreneur-

ial skills to be more likely to operate firms with higher productivity than their
less-skilled counterparts. Since this paper studies gender differences in entre-
preneurial performance, the empirical part examines whether higher levels of
education, skills (perceived and/or actual) are associated with weaker entrepre-
neurial performance, utilizing a survey of urban entrepreneurs in Eswatini.
The analysis focuses on the role of skills in gender differences in entrepre-

neurial performance, encompassing a broader concept that takes into account
differences in education and work experiences as well as gaps in softs skills such
as confidence (or perceptions of own capability), links with supportive networks
and motivation. With their limited work and managerial experience and weaker
links to professional networks, we expect women entrepreneurs to be less skilled
and thus run on average less productive firms. The lack of soft skills (for ex-

4The 2016 estimate is based on the 2016 Eswatini Labor Force Survey, produced by the
Ministry of Labor and Social Security of Eswatini. Earlier labor market trends in Eswatini
are detailed in Brixiová and Kangoye (2016b).
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ample, self-confidence) on the part of the business owner/manager could also
reduce firm productivity.

(a) Who are the female urban entrepreneurs in Eswatini?

In November 2012, the UN Eswatini surveyed 640 small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) in urban Eswatini (in Hhoho and Manzini regions) through
face-to-face interviews.5 The sampling frame were all SMEs listed in the di-
rectory of the SME Unit of the Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Trade.
Using this frame, all firms listed in the major six cities that provided their full
addresses were selected for interviews. The survey sought information about
the entrepreneurs’personal characteristics and background, goals of their firms
and the key constraints. It also collected data on the main characteristics of the
enterprises (years of operations, sector, employment and sales).
The empirical analysis defines entrepreneurs as in Parker (2009) where entre-

preneur is ‘. . . an individual engaged in setting up or running a venture which
is less than 42 months old’. Among 640 firms surveyed, this concept of en-
trepreneurship encompassed 290 entrepreneurs; 148 were men and 142 were
women. The survey allows studying gaps between men and women entrepre-
neurs in terms of performance, personal characteristics, skills, social networks,
and values.
First, Table 1 presents key descriptive statistics from this survey. It reveals

that on average, only slightly more than one third of female entrepreneurs have
higher education, in contrast to almost half of the men entrepreneurs. This indi-
cator points out to possible skill shortages among women entrepreneurs in terms
of both general and/or specialized skills that higher education typically provides.
Furthermore, analysis points to (significant) differences in sales, turnover and
employment between men and women entrepreneurs.
While more women than men entrepreneurs received business training, the

difference is not statistically significant. Similar observation applies to advanced
business training, which was received by more men than women entrepreneurs,
but again at 6% and 3%, respectively, the shares were low in both groups.
Similarly, even though more women than men received government support
towards entrepreneurship, the incidence of such support has been low for both
groups of entrepreneurs. Finally, neither women nor men perceived gender
discrimination to be an obstacle to entrepreneurship, but over half of men and
two out of five women entrepreneurs perceived social and cultural attitudes
towards entrepreneurship to be a key impediment (Table 1).

(b) Gender differences in entrepreneurial sales, training and skill shortages’
perception

Second, the parts below present the kernel density estimates of the probabil-
ity function of (log of) monthly sales for men and women entrepreneurs. They

5Cities in Manzini and Hhoho regions were selected as areas where most entrepreneurial
activities are concentrated and have potential to create positive spillovers to the rest of the
country. Given that many people from rural Eswatini commute to cities on daily basis, the
line between rural and urban entrepreneurs is blurred.
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also examine whether perception of skill shortages impact women’s entrepre-
neurial performance, measured in monthly sales (Table 2).
Specifically, Figure 6a shows that both the sales distributions for men and

women entrepreneurs have nearly uni-modal distributions, with men outper-
forming women especially in the higher sales ranges. Stronger performance of
men relative to women entrepreneurs prevails also within the group that re-
ceived business training (Figure 6b). Moreover, within women entrepreneurs,
those who view the lack of skills as a key barrier to starting or running a business
record a weaker sales performance than women who do not perceive the lack
of skills as an obstacle (Figure 6c). Adult women outperformed young women
through most of the sales range (Figure 6d).

(c) How are entrepreneurs’skills and gender driving firm performance?

The model in the previous section showed that individuals with higher en-
trepreneurial skills are more likely to operate more productive firms than their
less-skilled counterparts. This subsection, which links firm performance with
own skill perceptions, training and gender, presents results from a multivariate
probit regression analysis. Specifically, it tests whether entrepreneurs’personal
characteristics related to skills and training remain significant for firm perfor-
mance (e.g., whether business is currently stable/growing or declining). Our
identification strategy is as follows:

Firm p erf ormancei = γ+ ρ(training)i+ θ(skill perceiption)i+βXi+ εi (9)

where i stands for the individual entrepreneurs, firm performance is a dummy
variable taking the value of ‘1’if the firm performance is stable or growing or
0 when it is declining. Training is our first proxy of entrepreneurs’skills and
is a dummy variable indicating whether they have received a business training
(value of 1) or not (value of 0). Skill perception is our second proxy of skills
and is a dummy variable indicating whether the entrepreneur perceives lack
of skills as a barrier (value of 1) or not (value of 0). X is a set of covariates
including entrepreneurs characteristics (including the age of the entrepreneur,
a dummy variable indicating whether the entrepreneur has at least a primary
education level or not, a dummy variable indicating whether the entrepreneur
is pursuing business activities based primarily on a monetary motive), business
characteristics (including the age of the business, the number of employees, a
dummy variable taking the value of 1 of the entrepreneur has an up-to-date
license) and two access to finance-related variables including a dummy variable
indicating whether or not the entrepreneur has applied for a formal source of
credit (formal financial insitutions) and a dummy variable indicating whether
or not the entrepreneur has relied on an informal source of start-up capital (per-
sonal savings, family, friends and social ntworks). γ is the intercept and ε the
idiosyncratic error term.
Business training has a varied impact on performance of men and women

entrepreneurs (Table 2). We find a positive and statistically significant effect
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of training on entrepreneurial performance of men, but not on women entrepre-
neurs. Specifically, in columns 3 and 4 specifications of the model, men entre-
preneurs with business training are significantly more likely to have a stable or
growing business than those without training. Conversely, training has no sta-
tistically significant impact on performance of women entrepreneurs (columns
1 and 2). These findings, which are consistent with work of El-Hamidi (2011)
for Egypt and Mel, McKenzie and Woodruff (2012) for Sri Lanka, suggest that
business training programs in Eswatini are not well-targeted to women’s needs.
We also found that self-confidence matters for women entrepreneurs: firms

ran by women who did perceive skills to be a major barrier to their operations
posted lower performance than those ran by women who did not perceive skills
to be a key obstacle. This is illustrated by the negative and significant coeffi -
cient of the skill perception variable for both regression model specifications for
women entrepreneurs (columns 1 and 2). This finding is in line with the work
of Bohlmann, Rauch and Zacher (2017), which suggests that lower perceptions
of skills for entrepreneurship could ultimately lead to lower entrepreneurial ac-
tivity.
Results in Table 2 also confirm that access to informal credit during the

start-up stage is linked with a stronger performance among women entrepre-
neurs, reflecting their lower access to the formal sector finance and relatively
strong informal networks. This echoes the work of Asiedu et al. (2013), who
found that women-owned firms in Sub-Saharan Africa are more likely to be fi-
nancially constrained than men-owned firms. Having an up-to-date license and
a larger firm has a positive effect on predictive probability of entrepreneurial
performance among women.
To test the robustness of key findings and enhance our insights, the link

between entrepreneurs’skills (still proxied mostly by business training and skill
shortages perceptions) and performance (now proxied by the level of sales) is
re-examined with quantile regressions (Table 3). Commitment to the enterprise
(measured by hours worked per week) was introduced as an additional control.
In contrast to the probit model, quantile regressions allow testing for differences
in impacts across the distribution of sales performance.
Consistently with the probit regressions analysis, results of the quantile re-

gressions show that business training only has a positive and statistically sig-
nificant impact on the performance of only men entrepreneurs (Table 3). The
positive effect on sales of firms ran by men is higher for the lower-end of the sales
distribution (25th percentile). In line with the business training literature, this
could suggest that business training, when well-matched with entrepreneurs’
needs, tends to be most useful for firms with weak performances (Henry et al.,
2003).
In this specification we have not found evidence that perception of skill

shortages negatively affects sales performance of women, only high-performing
men entrepreneurs. Education, however, turns out to be an important positive
determinant of firm performance, particularly at higher sales levels among both
male and female entrepreneurs. Similarly, greater commitment to the business
(measured by hours spent) has a positive and statistically significant association
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with sales for women at low and men at medium sales ranges. In contrast, the
age of an entrepreneur (some proxy for experience) negatively impacts sales
for the best performing businesses in the sample for men, and for the least
performing businesses in the sample for women.
Interestingly, we found that the nature of the access for financial services

only matters for level of sales among men entrepreneurs. More specifically,
men entrepreneurs in mid and higher ranges of sales that applied for formal
credit posted lower sales. This finding is in line with research emphasizing that
firm growth can be negatively affected by the cost of formal financial services
(Rahaman, 2011; Beck, Demirgüç-Kunt and Maksimovic, 2005). Finally, and in
line with our probit regressions findings, size positively affects performance of
men entrepreneurs (least performing businesses) and women (consistently across
the distribution of sales). Having an up-to-date license has also positive effect
on the level of sales of both men and women entrepreneurs.6

6 Conclusions and policy recommendations

This paper contributes to reducing a gap in the literature on gender gaps in en-
trepreneurship in developing countries and especially in Africa. First, it presents
a theoretical model that links productive entrepreneurship to skills, training and
opportunity costs related to household work. The model showed that targeted
training geared towards women entrepreneurs, alongside addressing their time
constraints stemming from household responsibilities, can raise the overall rate
of productive start-ups while reducing the gender gaps in entrepreneurial skills
and outcomes. Second, the paper has demonstrated the importance of skills,
especially soft skills such as self-confidence, for female entrepreneurial perfor-
mance. However, while business training was associated with better firm per-
formance among men entrepreneurs, we have now found such link for women.
Training programs for women entrepreneurs with more balanced hard and soft
skill components, that is encompassing advanced business and technical skills
(e.g. hard skills) as well as networking and confidence building (e.g. soft skills)
are more likely to be effective.
The paper also leaves several important issues related to women’s entrepre-

neurship to further research. First, given the very high youth unemployment
in Eswatini and other middle-income countries in southern Africa, further re-
search could highlight specific skill and other constraints facing young women
entrepreneurs in the region. Second, a greater understanding of digital divide
and digital skill gap in Africa could facilitate productivity increase, while tap-
ping into innovativeness of youth. Furthermore, given the need of Eswatini and
other low and lower-middle income countries in Sub-Saharan Africa to partic-
ipate in global value chains with higher value-added products, future research

6Although not statistically significant in the previous regressions, being profit-driven tends
to negatively affect sales of high performing men entrepreneurs and low performing women
entrepreneurs. This can be reflective of the fact that focus on profit maximization could
undermine quality and ultimately sales.
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could examine key barriers to international entrepreneurship.
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Table 1. Differences between women and men entrepreneurs in Eswatini 

 

  All entrepreneurs 

 
Women Men 

SE and stat. 

sign. 

  
(in % of all entrepreneurs, unless otherwise 

indicated) 

Education and experience    
Age of entrepreneur (years) 35.3 38.6 1.11*** 

Higher education 37.3 49.3 5.8** 

Prior working experience 51.5 47.9 5.9 

Government support/training    
Benefited from government program towards 

entrepreneurship 
3.6 0.7 0.85** 

Received business support 43.5 40.4 5.9 

Received some, incl. informal, business 

training 
52.8 47.3 2.94 

Received advanced business training 2.8 6.1 2.4* 

Received training on writing business proposal 

for a loan 
25.4 22.6 5.1 

Is education or training a major obstacle? 16.2 18.2 4.45 

Are social attitudes to entrepreneurship an 

obstacle? 
41.5 62.2 5.76** 

Is gender discrimination a major obstacle to 

entrepreneurship? 
14.1 19.6 4.41 

Firm performance    
Firm stable or growing 60.4 69.3 5.76* 

Sales (monthly average, E thousand) 1/ 26.8 65.5 33.0 ** 

Turnover (monthly average, E thousand) 1/ 100.6 180.1 47.5** 

Employment (av. number in 2012) 1.04 2.08 0.48 ** 

Perceptions of success, usefulness of training    

Attaining pre-established level of profit is a 

measure of success 
79.0 87.7 4.39** 

Training on niche markets is useful 89.9 84.9 3.95* 

Training on technical, work-place specific 

skills is useful 
91.3 82.2 4.02** 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the UN 2013 survey. Note: E stands for emalangeni; 

employment is in the number of workers. *, **, and *** denote 10%, 5% and 1% significance levels. 
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Table 2. Entrepreneurial performance and training, skills: probit estimations, by gender 

(dependent variable is performance is stable/growing ordecreasing) 

  Women Men 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Received business training 0.2293 0.1817 1.3123*** 1.307*** 

 (0.3107) (0.314) (0.455) (0.4819) 

Age of business 0.0032 0.0042 -0.0099 -0.0135 

 (0.0101) (0.0102) (0.0097) (0.0099) 

Age of entrepreneur 0.0195 0.0178 -0.00685 -0.0048 

 (0.01591) (01597) (0.01321) (0.01332) 

Informal source of initial capital 0.6768** 0.6232** 0.2491 0.2204 

 (0.2543) (0.2584) (0.2818) (2853) 

Applied for formal credit -0.1385 -0.1512702 -0.1005 -0.0514 

 (0.2951) (0.2969) (0.3472) (0.3549) 

Number of employees 0.1598* 0.1549692 0.0692 0.0438 

 (0.0954) (0.0961) (0.06773) (0.0647) 

Education -0.1527 -0.2369466 -0.1615 -0.2107 

 (2716) (0.2817) (0.2653) 0.2709) 

Lack of skills perceived as a 

barrier 
-0.6811* -0.7052** 

-2609 -0.3727 

 (0.3394) (0.3399) (0.3312) (0.3387) 

Having an up-to-date license 0.4294 0.51265* 0.6093 0.6251 

 (0.2841) (0.2935) (0.2811) (0.2839) 

Profit motive  4255989  0.6442 
  (0.2952)  (0.2939) 

Observations 129 129 139 139 

R^2(pseudo) 0.1536 0..1657 0.1438 0.1722 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on the UN Eswatini survey of entrepreneurs. Note: Probit model and variables 

are specified in Annex. Standard errors are in parenthesis.***p < 0.01. ** p < 0.05. * p < 0.1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 
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Table 3. Entrepreneurial performance and training, skills: quantile regressions, by gender 

(dependent variable is log of sales) 
 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the UN Eswatini survey of entrepreneurs. Note: Probit model and 

variables are specified in Annex. Standard errors are in parenthesis.***p < 0.01. ** p < 0.05. * p < 0.1. 

 

 

25th percentile 50th percentile 75th percentile 25th percentile 50th percentile 75th percentile

Received business 

training
0.940* 0.849*** 0.525 -0.019 0.07 -0.236

-0.525 -0.35 -0.342 -0.358 -0.371 -0.388

Lack of skills perceived 

as a barrier
-1.568  -1.608***  -1.080*** -0.005 -0.067 -0.121

-1.08 -0.637 -0.388 -0.415 -0.44 -0.434

Age of entrepreneur -0.195 -0.394  -0.928***  -0.747** -0.539 -0.405

-0.552 -0.36 -0.359 -0.353 -0.355 -0.368

Education -0.339 1.946** 2.320*** 0.975 1.458 2.723***

-1.654 -0.909 -0.588 -1.163 -0.912 -0.664

Prior sector experience -0.331 0.399 -0.139 -0.195 -0.387 -0.233

-0.654 -0.412 -0.361 -0.336 -0.296 -0.327

Profit motive -0.293  -1.118***  -1.295***  -0.861***  -0.736** -0.481

-0.569 -0.419 -0.373 -0.384 -0.363 -0.345

Hours worked weekly 0.007 0.016* 0.009 0.034*** 0.02 0.01

-0.013 -0.009 -0.009 -0.009 -0.015 -0.009

Age of business 0.007 -0.011  -0.027** 0.019 0.021 0.031*

-0.021 -0.015 -0.013 -0.016 -0.013 -0.019

Number of employees 0.050* 0.075 0.052 0.355*** 0.599*** 0.666***

-0.028 -0.117 -0.069 -0.134 -0.201 -0.277

Having an up-to-date 

business license
1.114* 1.085*** 0.575 0.604 0.794** 0.738*

-0.589 -0.42 -0.481 -0.424 -0.401 -0.379

Informal source of 

initial capital
-0.89  -0.951* -0.325 0.347 -0.599 -0.779

-1.396 -0.517 -0.343 -1.148 -1.322 -2.388

Applied for formal 

credit
-0.411  -0.930***  -0.875*** 0.553 0.369 -0.01

-1.013 -0.424 -0.372 -0.41 -0.396 -0.337

Intercept -0.591 -1.138 0.424  -4.385***  -3.005** -3.166

-1.945 -1.089 -0.727 -2.015 -1.482 -2.774

R
2 0.18 0.22 0.21 0.26 0.28 0.26

N 136 136 136 125 125 125

Men Women
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Figure 1. Human capital and entrepreneurship 

 

1a. New firm entry and human capital index, 2016 – 2018 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

1b. Innovation and human capital index, 2016 – 2018 
 

 
 

Source: World Bank (human capital index, new firm entry) and INSEAD (innovation). 
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Figure 2. Self-employment rates among men and women in developing countries, 2017 

(% of total employment) 
 

 
 

Source: Adapted from the World Bank data. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Perceived entrepreneurial capabilities and activity across countries, 2014 

% of population 
 

 
 

Source: Adapted from the GEM database (October 2018). Note: 2014 is the latest year available. 
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Figure 4. Women’s positive perceptions of their capacity to become entrepreneurs, by region 

In % of female population and relative to men 
 

 
 

Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Entrepreneurs’ access to training & start-up capital, by gender 

In % of male or female entrepreneurs 

 

 
 

Source: Adapted from OECD. 
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Figure 6. Kernel density estimate of weekly hours and (log of) sales for entrepreneurs 

 

6a. Men vs. women, sales in new firms 6b. Trained men vs. trained women 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6c. Women, sales in new firms, by skill barrier  6d. Young vs. adult women 
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