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Women and men  
as entrepreneurs

Most companies in Sweden are small. 68 per cent of them 
are run by one person and 90 per cent have less than five 
employees. However, most women and men entrepreneurs 
have growth ambitions. For both women and men the 
greatest growth barrier is personal lack of time. 

Most entrepreneurs, irrespective of sex, operate on the 
local market. 

The possibility of personal development as an entrepre-
neur and the ability to influence one’s own working condi-
tions are felt as positive factors in comparison with being 
an employee. 

There are many similarities between women and men 
entrepreneurs. But there are also differences. For example, 
the choice of sectors follows the same uneven sex ratio that 
applies to other parts of the labour market.

This brochure gives a quick statistical overview of women’s 
and men’s enterprise in Sweden. Information for various 
counties or for the country as a whole is given, for exam-
ple, on sex-dependent choice of sectors and attitudes to 
entrepreneurship in comparison with being an employee. 
For county statistics see also the PDF Statistical basis 
for county diagrams. It can be downloaded from 
www.tillvaxt verket.se/publikationer. 

The diagrams contain statistics chiefly taken from 
Nutek’s survey The Situation and Conditions of Enterprises 
2008 (Företagens villkor och verklighet 2008). This is a 
questionnaire survey targeted at a representative sample  
of Swedish small enterprises with up to 49 employees. 
Response s were obtained from a little more than 18 000 
enterprises in all sectors through out the country. The 
present brochure is an updated version of our 2006  
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brochure Women’s and men’s enterprise in Sweden. A statis-
tical description. However, response alternatives and ques-
tions have been changed, which makes the results not fully 
comparable. 

For further information on the survey The Situation and 
Conditions of Enterprises 2008 see Nutek’s report num-
bered R 2008:21, which contains documentation and dis-
tribution of responses. To complement the survey statis-
tics, such sources as ITPS, New Enterprises in Sweden 2008, 
and Statistics Sweden have also been used 

The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth 
uses this collection of statistical data in its endeavour to 
disseminate information and knowledge about the situa-
tion and conditions of the women and men who run com-
panies in Sweden today. Knowledge of the circumstances 
under which Swedish entrepreneurs operate is the basis for 
efforts to create sustainable economic growth through the 
establishment of more and stronger enterprises in all parts 
of the country. For further information on enterprises and 
entrepreneurs see www.tillvaxtverket.se/faktabanken 

For information on the work carried out by the Swedish 
Agency for Economic and Regional Growth to promote 
women’s enterprise see  
www.tillvaxtverket.se
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Most Swedish companies are small

Swedish economy is dominated by small enterprises.  
FIGURE 1A shows that roughly two out of three companies 
are run by one person. Small enterprises with less than five 
employees make up 90 per cent of all Swedish companies.

Only 0.8 per cent of Swedish companies have 50 em-
ployees or more. These companies account for 55.7 per 
cent of company employees, about 1.35 million persons. 
Companies with 0–49 employees account for 44.3 per cent, 
a little over one million persons. 

The table Appendix, p. 27, gives more detailed informa-
tion on the number of companies and employees in differ-
ent size classes in the country as a whole and eight regions.

FIGURE 1B DISTRIBUTION BY COUNTY OF COMPANIES 
IN  DIFFERENT SIZE CLASSES, PER CENT

FIGURE 1A DISTRIBUTION OF COMPANIES IN  DIFFERENT 
SIZE CLASSES, WHOLE COUNTRY 2008, PER CENT
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More women among new entrepreneurs

Most small-business entrepreneurs are men. FIGURE 2 shows 
that 78 per cent of Swedish small-business entrepreneurs 
are men and 22 per cent women.1 If, on the other hand, we 
look at the share of new entrepreneurs who are women, we 
find a slightly more even distribution (FIGURE 3A). A little 
over 30 per cent of new entrepreneurs are women and a 
little over 60 per cent men, while about six per cent of new 
firms are run by women and men together.

The fact that the share of women running new compa-
nies is consid erably higher than that of women running 
companies in general can be interpreted as indicating a 
gradual decrease in the uneven sex ratio of entrepreneurs.

1  In other studies the share of women entrepreneurs is stated to be about 25 per 
cent. One reason why the share is here somewhat lower can be that the survey The 
Situation and Conditions of Enterprises 2008 is targeted at the business leader. In the 
cases where a man and a woman run a company together, they (and others) tend 
to see the man as the business leader. See, for example, Sundin Holmquist, Kvinnor 
som företagare: osynlighet, mångfald, anpassning 1989 (Women as Entrepreneurs: 
Invisibility, Multidimensionality, Adaptation)

FIGURE 3B DISTRIBUTION BY COUNTY OF WOMEN AND MEN 
AMONG NEW ENTREPRENEURS, PER CENT

FIGURE 2 

DISTRIBUTION OF WOMEN AND 
MEN AMONG SMALL BUSINESS 
ENTREPRENEURS, WHOLE 
COUNTRY, PER CENT

FIGURE 3A 

DISTRIBUTION OF WOMEN 
AND MEN AMONG NEW 
ENTREPRENEURS, WHOLE 
COUNTRY, PER CENT
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Sex-based choice of sectors  
reflects the labour market in general

The majority of Swedish companies operate in the service 
sector. This dominance applies both to companies run by 
women and companies run by men. Women and men run 
companies in all sectors, but their choice of sectors as  
entrepreneurs follows the same pattern as we find in other 
parts of the labour market. The labour market is divided 
between the sexes. 

FIGURE 4A shows that women dominate as entrepreneurs 
in cleaning, recreation and other service, medical and 
health-care services, and education. Men as entrepreneurs 
dominate in manufacturing, construction, transport and 
communication. In hiring and business services, com-
merce, and hotels and restaurants the distribution is fairly 
even between women and men entrepreneurs.

FIGURE 4A DISTRIBUTION OF WOMEN AND MEN IN DIFFERENT 
SECTORS,2  WHOLE COUNTRY, PER CENT

2  The sector classification is based on that in 
The Situation and Conditions of Enterprises 2008.

FIGURE 4B DISTRIBUTION BY COUNTY OF WOMEN 
AND MEN IN DIFFERENT SECTORS, PER CENT
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The share of entrepreneurs is  
largest in the county of Stockholm 

TABLE 1 shows how the shares of women and men small-
busi ness entrepreneurs vary between different counties. 
The most even sex ratio exists in the following counties: 
Stockholm, Örebro, Norrbotten, Dalarna, Södermanland 
and Gotland. But the variation is even here very great. 23 
per cent of entrepreneurs in these counties are women and 
77 per cent are men. The greatest difference between the 
shares of women and men entrepreneurs are found in the 
counties of Halland and Jönköping. Here the women’s 
share is 18 per cent, while the men’s share is 82 per cent.

Share of entrepreneurs
Women Men

Stockholm 23 77

Uppsala 21 79

Södermanland 23 77

Östergötland 21 79

Jönköping 18 82

Kronoberg 19 81

Kalmar 22 78

Gotland 23 77

Blekinge 21 79

Skåne 21 79

Halland 18 82

Västra Götaland 21 79

Värmland 22 78

Örebro 23 77

Västmanland 21 79

Dalarna 23 77

Gävleborg 22 78

Västernorrland 22 78

Jämtlands 22 78

Västerbotten 19 81

Norrbotten 23 77

Whole country 22 78

TABLE 1      DISTRIBUTION BY COUNTY OF WOMEN 
AND MEN ENTREPRENEURS, PER CENT

On the basis of the figures in TABLE 2 it is possible to see 
how large the share of entrepreneurs in each county is in 
relation to the size of its share of the population. It appears 
that the share of entrepreneurs in the county of Stockholm 
in relation to its share of the population is higher than in 
other counties. This applies to both women and men. The 
majority of small-business entrepreneurs operate in the 
counties with big cities, Stockholm, Västra Götaland and 
Skåne, where almost 60 per cent of Swedish small-business 
entrepreneurs are active. 

TABLE 2 DISTRIBUTION BY COUNTY OF WOMEN AND 
MEN IN THE POPULATION AND OF WOMEN  
AND MEN ENTREPRENEURS, PER CENT

Share of the population Share of entrepreneurs
Women Men Women Men

Stockholm 22.0 21.5 30.0 28.0

Uppsala 3.6 3.5 3.0 3.0

Södermanland 2.8 2.8 3.0 2.0

Östergötland 4.5 4.6 4.0 4.0

Jönköping 3.5 3.6 3.0 3.0

Kronoberg 1.9 2.0 2.0 2.0

Kalmar 2.5 2.5 2.0 2.0

Gotland 0.6 0.7 1.0 1.0

Blekinge 1.6 1.7 1.0 1.0

Skåne 13.2 13.0 12.0 13.0

Halland 3.1 3.1 3.0 3.0

Västra Götaland 16.8 16.9 17.0 17.0

Värmland 2.9 3.0 2.0 2.0

Örebro 3.0 3.0 3.0 2.0

Västmanland 2.7 2.7 2.0 2.0

Dalarna 2.9 3.0 3.0 3.0

Gävleborg 2.9 3.0 3.0 3.0

Västernorrland 2.6 2.6 2.0 2.0

Jämtland 1.3 1.4 2.0 2.0

Västerbotten 2.8 2.8 2.0 2.0

Norrbotten 2.7 2.8 2.0 2.0

Whole country 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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Note. The last two bars show the total distribution between women and men who run 
limited companies,  43 per cent of women and 59 per cent of men, respectively.

A company with employees  
is usually a limited company 

A limited company is the most common type of company 
for a business with employees. Sole traders are dominant 
among businesses run by one person, while the share of 
limited companies increases the larger businesses we study. 
This applies to both women and men. 

As FIGURE 5A shows, men more often than women tend to 
run limited companies, 59 per cent compared to 43 per 
cent. The choice of company type is governed by several 
different circumstances, for example capital requirements 
and company size. This usually has to do with the business 
sector in which the company operates. The most common 
ways of engaging in business are to be a sole trader or to 
run a limited company. Approximately one out of ten small 
enterprises is operated as a trading, or limited, part nership.

FIGURE 5B DISTRIBUTION BY COUNTY OF WOMEN AND MEN WHO 
RUN THEIR BUSINESS AS A LIMITED COMPANY, PER CENT
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Companies usually focus on the local market

As shown by FIGURE 6A, small businesses primarily operate 
on the local/regional market. This applies both to those 
run by women and those run by men. However, the local 
market orientation is somewhat greater for women, 77 per 
cent, than for men, 68 per cent. 

A comparatively large group of entrepreneurs mainly 
operate on the na tional market. The share of women, 21 
per cent, is somewhat smaller than that of men, 26 per 
cent. Both sexes are considerably less internationally mar-
ket-oriented, only two per cent of women and six per cent 
of men. A main reason for differences in company market 
orientation between the sexes its that women and men  
often run companies in different business sectors.

FIGURE 6B COMPANY MARKET ORIENTATION, 
BY COUNTY, PER CENT

FIGURE 6A COMPANY MARKET ORIENTATION, 
WHOLE COUNTRY, PER CENT
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The age structure is the  
same for women and men

As appears from FIGURE 7A, the age structure is the same for 
women and men who run companies. The largest share of 
entrepreneurs, women as well as men, is found in the age 
category 41–50, which comprises about one third of them.

FIGURE 7B AGE DISTRIBUTION AMONG ENTREPRENEURS, 
BY COUNTY, PER CENT

FIGURE 7A AGE DISTRIBUTION AMONG ENTREPRENEURS, 
WHOLE COUNTRY, PER CENT
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The level of education of small-business  
 entrepreneurs has become higher

Traditionally small-business entrepreneurs have had a 
rather low level of education. But with the general increase 
in educational opportunities this has changed. FIGURE 8A 
shows the share of entrepreneurs with post-secondary  
education in 2008 in relation to that in 1996. The share of 
women with post-secondary education increased from 34 
per cent to 46 per cent. For men entrepreneurs the share 
with post-secondary education in creased from 27 per cent 
to 33 per cent.

It is also worth noting that the level of education of 
women is higher than that of men.

FIGURE 8B SHARE OF ENTREPRENEURS  WITH POST-SECONDARY 
EDUCATION, BY COUNTY, 1996 AND 2008, PER CENT

FIGURE 8A SHARE OF ENTREPRENEURS  WITH POST-SECONDARY 
EDUCATION, WHOLE COUNTRY, 1996 AND 2008, PER CENT
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Many small-business entrepreneurs  
want their company to grow

The growth ambitions of Swedish small-business entrepre-
neurs are strong. This applies to both women and men. 
FIGURE 9A shows that 40 per cent of women and 44 per cent 
of men want their company to grow, both as regards turn-
over and number of employees, and that 35 per cent of 
women and 30 per cent of men want their company to 
grow without increasing the number of employees. About 
one fourth of entrepreneurs do not want their company to 
grow. This share is equally large for women and men.

FIGURE 10 shows that half of small businesses increased 
their turnover by over 10 per cent over the period 2004 to 
2006. There are no strik ing differences between those run by 
women and those run by men. FIGURE 11 shows how the rate 
of employment in Swedish small businesses developed be-
tween 2004 and 2007. Approximately every fifth small busi-
ness states that it increased its number of employees during 
that period. The share of women entrepreneurs with employ-
ee growth during the period was 18 per cent, while the cor-
responding share of men entrepreneurs was 24 per cent.

FIGURE 9B ENTREPRENEURS  WHO WANT THEIR COMPANY TO 
GROW, BOTH AS REGARDS TURNOVER AND NUMBER  
OF EMPLOYEES, BY COUNTY, PER CENT

FIGURE 9A ENTREPRENEURS’  GROWTH AMBITIONS, 
WHOLE COUNTRY, PER CENT
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personal lack of time is  
the greatest growth barrier

Both women and men consider personal lack of time to be 
the greatest barrier to their company growing to the extent 
they would like to (FIGURE 12). The next greatest barriers are 
authority regulations and lack of adequate labour. 

When it comes to sex differences, it can be noted that 
men to a greater extent than women experience lack of  
adequate labour as a growth barrier. A larger share of men 
than women also state that laws and authority regulations 
are barriers. Conversely, a larger share of women than 
men, 20 and 18 per cent respectively, state that competi-
tion from other companies is a growth barrier. The ways 
women and men assess the significance of other growth 
barriers are rather similar. 

FIGURE 10  COMPANY TURNOVER GROWTH, WHOLE COUNTRY, PER CENT

Note: The data applies to companies operating in 2004, 2005 and 2006
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FIGURE 11 COMPANY EMPLOYMENT GROWTH, 
WHOLE COUNTRY, PER CENT

Note: The data applies to companies operating in 2004, 2005 and 2006
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The possibility of influencing one’s own  
working conditions is a positive experience

A majority of the women and men who run companies, 81 
per cent of women and 76 per cent of men, state that the 
possibility of influencing one’s own working conditions is 
better for an entrepreneur than for an employee. More 
than half, 56 per cent of women and 51 per cent of men, 
also maintain that opportunities for personal development 
are better for an entrepreneur than for an employee 

When it comes to differences between women and men, 
a larger share of men, 37 per cent, than of women, 26 per 
cent, state that income and personal economy are factors 
that make entrepreneurship preferable to being an em - 
plo yee. A larger share of women than men consider that 
entrepreneurship favours family life to a greater extent 
than employment.
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Women’s and men’s enterprise

What is the situation of small-business enterprise  
in Sweden today? In what business sectors and  
regions do women and men entrepreneurs  
operate? Do they want their companies to grow? 
What barriers to growth do they experience? 

This statistical summary gives a wide overview of 
the situation and conditions of the women and  
men who run companies in Sweden today.

In some cases statistics based on county  
distribution are also presented.

For more and expanding enterprises as well as a
sustainable and competitive business community
throughout Sweden. 


