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Introduction

Judging from the comprehensive body of research in Swedish Business history, it is fair to state that the emphasis has mainly been on the export-oriented manufacturing companies and the finance and banking sector that emerged during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The study of SMEs, and the development of the domestic business structure, especially outside of manufacturing, is still largely neglected. In this context, it is hardly surprising that the concepts of gender and female entrepreneurship have not succeeded in making their way into mainstream business history. 

Nevertheless, economic history shows us that in various branches, such as education, elder-care, commerce and other service industries, self-employed women and female entrepreneurs have been active on the domestic market since the mid-19th century. Female self-employment also became a vital bread-winning strategy during the first decades of the 20th century, and a great number of businesses were established. However, starting in the 1950s, most service industries were transferred from the market sector to the public sector because of the expanding welfare state. In this process, most female enterprises vanished. Very recently, however, new kinds of female entrepreneurship have started to grow in the wake of the eroding welfare state. The impact of the institutional framework upheld by the welfare state on female entrepreneurship and self-employment since the 1940s has to be considered as an important explanation.

This paper is a first attempt to discuss female self-employment and the service industries in Sweden during the 20th century in relation to the expansion and contraction of the welfare state and the public sector. The first issue to be addressed is the lack of prior studies of female business activities in business history and gender studies. Second, the major characteristics of the female and male business activities are briefly sketched for the period after 1930. Finally, this pattern is discussed in relation to the developments of the Swedish welfare state, and suggestions for future research questions in the field are presented.

Gender studies and Business History research in Sweden – a contradiction in terms?

So far, the characteristic feature of Swedish Business history research has been the preoccupation with the export-oriented manufacturing companies and the finance and banking sector that emerged during the late 19th and early 20th centuries and onwards. The existence of a handful large industries, such as Ericsson, Alfa-Laval, SKF, Volvo and IKEA etc., and well-integrated financial groups, such as the SHB- and the SEB spheres, has contributed to an ongoing interest in and focus on big men and big business.
 The body of insightful work on the major industrialists and bankers is vital in understanding how the business system in Sweden has developed. The canonical status, however, has tended to veil the importance of other changes in the business community, for example the development of the domestic market. From the interwar years onwards, a number of new industries emerged in the Swedish economy, such as retail, consumption and publishing.
 Also the cooperative industries, (KF, HSB, Riksbyggen, LRF) all became major players on the Swedish scene. Mainstream business history also tends to be focused on case-oriented, empirical approaches, and, with a few exceptions, until lately has shown limited theoretical ambition.
 With the growing importance of various neo-institutional frameworks, however, a new way of conceptualizing business enterprise and entrepreneurship is also making its way into business history.

Nevertheless, the study of SMEs, and the development of the domestic business structure, especially outside of manufacturing, is still largely neglected in business history – and to some extent in Swedish economic history writing. There is still a tendency to overlook domestic consumption and the third sector at large, and to subordinate these fields to the export market, foreign trade and manufacturing. 

Hence, the knowledge of the development of the service sector during the 20th century, both social- and producer-oriented, is still fragmented. Most attention has concerned the major shift in service production from the market to the public sector, which was brought on by the expanding welfare state after WWII. Little notice has been dedicated to the effects this process has had on the role played by the private market and firms in the service sector. As Magnus Henrekson argues, the lack of interest in small and medium-sized firms can be interpreted as an ideological feature in the framework of the Swedish model. There has been a strong coherence between the large-scale export-oriented industries and the Social Democratic Party in stressing the importance these industries had on growth, and thus they shared a common interest in regulating the economy in a way that enhanced this.
 In this perspective, it is not surprising that the number of small and medium-sized firms has been limited. Even at the best of times, the number of women active as entrepreneurs and employers has been fairly small in comparison to men. The nature and significance of women as employers, has been subordinated to the analyses of the effects the more dominant and rapid increase of women in the workforce had on economic development. Taken together, this may help explain the absence of a gender perspective in Swedish business history research. We should also keep in mind what Elisabeth Sundin has pointed out, namely that one of the notions underpinning the masculine connotation of entrepreneurship is leadership. As is frequently emphasized, since leadership is culturally considered a more natural male characteristic than female, the gendered impregnation tends to also spill over on entrepreneurship, which is considered a male activity.
 In this context, it is hardly surprising that the concepts of gender and female entrepreneurship have not succeeded in making their way into mainstream business history. However, what is more surprising is the absence of female entrepreneurs in the field of gender studies.

Throughout most of its expansion from the early 1970s, women’s history and gender studies in Swedish economic history have mostly dealt with the relations between gender, family and the labour market. This scholarship has focused overwhelmingly on women as labourers, either as a part of a household economy or as wage-earners.
 Only a few studies examine the role of female capitalists, business women and philanthropists in the industrialized economy from the 19th century and onwards.
 All in all, some of these studies are concerned with management organization like more traditional business historical studies. However, few of the scholars mentioned above, if even one of them, would consider themselves as established business historians. 

In gender studies, hitherto the main issues have been to explain the role of gender and the gender system and to explain the vertical and horizontal division of labour, and female subordination at large. As a result, in most cases, women, and to an increasing degree, men, are studied as agents in a gendered system of social hierarchy and subordination on different arenas, rather than as economic agents. This is even true for the studies of the development of female occupations, such as teachers and nurses, and their competition with their male colleagues in getting access to the labour market.
 

Hence, the economic history of women and gender study has emerged from social and labour history rather than from the sort of institutional concerns that guide traditional economic and business history studies. Here, the differences between management theories and gender theory are evident. Until recently, in orthodox economic theory, “non-gendered” individuals or groups were the main actors, and the focus has been on their behaviour on the market, whereas an explicit study of gendered business behaviour requires that both social patterns  as well as non-market preferences are studied closely. For example, even in the cases where the strategies of family firms are explored, the concept of gender as an analytical category is absent.
 On the other hand, the focus of historical gender studies in Sweden has mainly been to explain the construction of gender and gender relations in various social and political settings, and has seldom focused on women as actors in their own right. 

At the same time, to some extent, historical gender studies deals with the same topics as business historians, for example the accent on individuals and groups in organizations and on the labour market. An emphasis on entrepreneurship, economic relations, institutional structure and technological change may widen the study of the gendered nature of work and society. On the other hand, an awareness of the more complicated socio-economic and cultural structures, such as a gendered labour division, as well as gendered property rights and property relations, may deepen the insights into the way the business system works. 

It is not far from the truth to argue that in Sweden there is no gendered business history writing at present, in spite of the extensive work in the respective fields of business history and gender studies. Fortunately, however, historians both inside and outside the field of business history, as well as other social scientists, have started to recognize the connections among business and aspects of social identity such as race, ethnicity and gender.
 Economists are showing a growing interest in gendered issues, thus closing the gap between economy, gender and history.
 This is partly due to the increasing importance of the service industry, in a broad sense at all levels, local, national and international in the economy at large. In the ongoing transformation from an industrial- to a service- and knowledge based economy, very few manufacturing firms have been established in Sweden during the 1990s.
 

To sum up, in the Swedish context, the study of the service industry and the gendered business environment to some extent share the same difficulties. In both cases there is an urgent need to both empirically and theoretically cope with the expansion of the public sector and the economic-political regulation of a growing part of the Swedish economy and labour market starting from the 1930-1940s to the present. 

The following paragraph sets out to give a brief empirical picture of the historical development of female business and self-employment. Here, I would like to stress one of the most basic insights in women’s studies: gender is a relational concept, and thus it is important that in each case, at least briefly, try to present a picture of both the male and female situation. At this stage, it is not possible to make an in-depth analysis, but rather to point out some interesting issues that are worth pursuing in future research.

From female self-employment to the woman-friendly welfare state 

In order to discuss the trends in female entrepreneurship and the role played by women in the business system, a first important step is to map out the number of female entrepreneurs, i.e. women owning their own business, and what industries they were active in. In the Swedish case, to map out the number of women is a gigantic task still waiting to be carried out by future researchers. One of the major obstacles is the lack of coherent sources. At best, the data is fragmented, and the most reliable information is to be found in the census material. In this material, however, there are well-known flaws in the representation of female farmers and craftsmen etc. The figures for men are more certain, due to their more established presence on the market.

In most cases, female entrepreneurship is equivalent with female self-employment, since an absolute majority of women only employed themselves. In recent years, as many as 80% of the female employers are one-woman-companies, whereas the corresponding figure for men is 60%.
 There is, however, historical evidence that indicates that women were employed on a temporarily basis by other women, e.g. mothers employed daughters, friends each other etc. for certain odd jobs. The extent of this informal employment is still to be estimated. Female visibility is connected to the structure of the labour market; for example at times when traditional female tasks are introduced on the market, more women are registered as workers or employers. Thus I will use the term female self-employment and female entrepreneur alternately, but will refer to all categories of men owning firms as entrepreneurs to underline the differences between male and female patterns.

The pattern of female self-employment in Sweden 1930-1970

What then can be said about the number of female business/self-employed women in Sweden during the 20th century? First of all, there is a constant increase in the number of women in the workforce until the late 1990s, see Fig.1. 

Figure 1: Women in the workforce in Sweden 1900-2000. Ages 25-49.
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 Source: Löfström 2002, p 142.
The rapid expansion from the 1960s and onwards can be explained by the characteristics of the Swedish welfare state. This indicates a major shift from industrial to service labour in the Swedish economy. Industrial labour peaked in the early 1960s, hardly 35% of the workforce. Despite the general growth of the service industries as part of GDP and in employment figures, female self-employment experienced an almost opposite development as compared to the increase of employment in the public sector.  

The economist Eric Dahmén made a survey of the number of breadwinning firms established during the interwar period in Sweden and showed that the domestic market was booming, especially in consumption and services.
 Unfortunately, Dahmén does not discuss the gender pattern. Instead we have to rely on the population censuses and other official surveys. Even though we have to keep in mind that the figures are approximate, and any solid conclusion has to be restricted, two conclusions can be made from the material presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Number of self-employed women and men and their respective percentage of the total number of entrepreneurs.

Year
Women 

%
Men

%

(1000) 


(1000)

1930
 112  

20
450

80

1950 
  42*

18
220*

72

1970 
  37

12
320

88

1990 
  80

29
270

71

2000 
105

25
420

75

*= agriculture is not included

Sources: Population- and housing censuses 1930, 1950, 1970, AKU 2000.

First, it is obvious that the number of self-employed women decreased from 1930 to the 1970s. From this time on, there was a slow increase of self-employed women until the late 1990s. Second, the percentage of women fell very rapidly from 1950 to 1970. In 1930 20% of the firms were owned by women, in 1950 the share was 18% and in 1970 only 12%.
 

Some major economic changes may be used to explain this development. Here, the demographic and structural conditions of the population at large are vital. First of all, there are variables such as retirement and an aging population of business owners after 1930. To make a living, and not to build business empires, was the rationale of many women, as well as men, when they started what Dahmén called “livelihood-companies” in this generation. Another major explanation for the period from the 1940s onwards, was the rationalization and re-structuring of agricultural production that took place. In this process, many small farms and self-subsistence farm units were closed down, which dramatically reduced both the number of men and women registered as farmers with an enterprise. The other side of this process was a marked shift from agriculture to other industries. Especially younger women who moved to urban areas and took up work in households, offices, public and private service, etc. This was also a period with a rapid increase in the marriage rate, which led to an expansion of households and family building. The marriage rate increased from 6.4/1000 in the 1920s to peak in the 1940s with 9.0/1000.
 During the period 1930 to 1970 the number of households also increased from 1.6 million to roughly 3 million.
 At the same time members per household decreased, from almost 4 in 1920 to 2.5 in the 1970s and just 2.0 in 2000.

Second, the trends towards centralization and rationalization in consumption, industrial production, commerce, other services, transport and distribution, increased the pressure on a vast array of small-scale firms to cope in a new large-scaled business environment. This not only affected firms owned by women, but since these firms were in majority in this segment, they were hit harder. A major explanation to this development is the gendered market where men and women operated, see Table 2. 

Table 2: Female and male entrepreneurs by line of business, 1930 and 2000. 

(% of resp. sex)

1930 2000

       W
      M

W              M

Agriculture
37
68

10
16

Industry and crafts
31
15
9
22

Commerce and transport
30
16
19
27

Other services
2
1
62
35

Total
100
100
100
100
Source: Population- and housing census 1930, AKU 2000.

If we take a closer look, the branches most dominated by women were, not surprisingly, closely associated with traditional female tasks like sewing, food-preparation, laundering. The female employers were concentrated to a handful of business activities. In 1930, almost 50% of all cafes, hair dressers and restaurants and 25% of the shops were owned by women. Female activity was concentrated to bakeries and selling dairy products and women’s clothing. As regards industrial production, seamstresses and other textile production the percentage was 17%.
 This changed only slightly until 2000, when new trades, like social care expanded. Still, women were concentrated to the same, relatively few businesses since 1930. As before, men also dominated certain branches, such as R&D, forestry and agriculture, finance and banking maintenance, transport, retail, mining, and building and construction that were at least 70% male. The sectors where women owned at least 50% of the firms were hotel, personal services, restaurants, care, and general social services.

To sum up, first it is obvious that the female dominance in various branches of the service industry has been relatively constant during the 20th century. Second, even though the sectors dominated by women did not change, the size of the female commitment did change over time. Nyberg claims that the household services produced on the market were replaced by substituting processes in the households during the 1950s and 1960s. One explanation is the growing number of one-person households, often women, that performed services for themselves instead of producing this service on the market.
 However, it is also clear that the decline in female self-employment coincides with the expansion of the commitment of the welfare state and the female labour market in the public sector.

The Service Industry, Women and the Welfare State in decline after 1980

That the decrease of female employers abated from the mid-20th century may seem contradictory in the light of the institutional and judicial changes that actually have opened up new markets and positions previously denied to women.

However, it is possible to argue that other changes, i.e. ideological, organizational, institutional have had even larger impact in suppressing female self-employment as compared with the formal possibilities. One of the major forces behind the decline in female entrepreneurship in Sweden during the last 50 years is the expansion of the welfare state. 

In the beginning, the policies of the welfare state significantly improved the social security for children and women. From the late 1930s and onwards, the state both issued general benefits, such as child benefits and maternity welfare, and means tested benefits, such as housing allowances and supplementary benefits. However, beginning in the late 1940s, most service industries, as school, health care, elder care, etc., started to be transferred from the private market to the public sector. In this process, most of the female enterprises vanished from the scene. 

In the following stage, this meant that women withdrew from self-employment and became employed, often part-time in the expanding public service sector. The result was a rapidly growing female employment rate, but in the strictly regulated public sector. The increasing participation on the labour market in the public sector created a gendered labour market with a high proportion women working part-time. Soon by the 1960s, the public sector became the largest employer of women. Today, approximately 75% of the employees in the public sector are women. In medical- and health care from the 1960s and onwards, between 70-80% of the workforce are women. This made it possible for women to work for pay and still take responsibility for children and household. This process has been described by Anita Göransson as a shift from self-employment on the private market or in the household sector depending on the family, to employment in the public sector and  dependence of the state.

Today, social scientists have begun to question the impact of the so-called “women friendly welfare state”.
 Most researchers, naturally, also recognize the expansion of a publicly regulated, tax-financed labour market as a prerequisite for a today’s high gender equality in the household and the role of women as their own breadwinners. It is also true that on an individual level, the emancipatory effects of this development can hardly be overestimated. On a societal level, however, some of the issues raised concern the lock-in effects of the segregated labour market that has been established by the public sector in Sweden. It is true that the publicly produced services in health care, education, day care and elderly care led to an internationally high percentage of female participation in the workforce, but simultaneously this meant that a dominating proportion of the female work-force was dependent on the public sector. 

Not only was the expansion of the public sector financed by taxes, but at the same time all services performed were strictly regulated and practically monopolized by the state. This created a monopoly market for female service production, and even if the salaries also were subsequently kept down as a result, almost all private services for the household were priced out of the market.
 Thus, public sector expansion conquered the privately produced services for the household, whereas the private sector still was vital to the product-oriented industry and financial markets. As a consequence, Sweden has recently experienced an expansion of a black labour market for cleaning, laundry and baby care, especially in the major cities. 

In the 1980s, however, the expansion of the public sector as a female labour market came to a halt. Combined with institutional, as well as economic structural changes, the structure of the Swedish welfare state started to change during the 1990s. A major feature has been a shift of responsible authorities from the state to the municipalities in primary education, health care, elder care, psychiatric care and the care of disabled people.
 At the same time, the number of women employed as assistant nurses, child minders etc. slumped during the early 1990s. A number of regulatory changes in the public sector also opened up market opportunities in some of these sectors, primarily in education, child-, health and elder care. Together, this had effect on the female self-employment.

In the wake of the eroding welfare state, women once again entered the market, which is shown in both absolute figures and relative terms, as previously stated. Recently, the female entrepreneurship has started to grow. In 2000, women established almost 40% of the new firms. Considering the total business population, men still dominate as firm owners with a share of 75%. 

The erosion of the female labour market in the hands of the public sector has not yet changed the polarized and segmented labour market. Today, only two of the thirty largest industries have a balanced gender structure among the employees. Elisabeth Sundin and Carin Holmquist have also shown that roughly one-third of all newly established businesses are started in a sector where the owner has previous experience.
 One important exception, however, is that the corresponding figure for former employees in the public sector is only 9%.
 Since the public sector has been the dominating female labour market the last couple of decades, this is an indication that the future of female entrepreneurship may continue to be limited. The gendered pattern differs in other aspects as well. Women tended to be oriented towards a local market, almost 66%, whereas the same rate for men was 52%.
 This indicates that men and women are active not only in different industries, but also in different regional contexts, quite similar to the situation in the 1930s.

An interesting parallel feature in the contraction of the public sector as a labour market has been the increasing number of women that were promoted to managers, directors, etc., during the 1990s. In 2000, 19% of the leaders in the private and 56% in the public sector were women.
 Carin Holmquist has described this as a pattern where “female abilities” became re-evaluated in the painful restructuring of the public sector. Women’s ability to be “soft-hearted executioners” in implementing cutbacks opened up a career possibility for women.
 This picture is strengthened when the level of promotion is taken into account. Most of the women, 59%, became leaders on the local level, in organizations close to the clients, whereas only 38% held leading positions at higher positions in the central bureaucracy.

Concluding remarks and suggestions for further research

The history of the female entrepreneurship in Sweden is still waiting to be written. Since the 1940s, it has existed in the shadow of the welfare state, without attracting the interest of academic scholars.  An important empirical task in this endeavour will be to map out the extent of female self-employment over time, in various industries and regions.

This also highlights the need to shed new light on the relation between the public sector and the market for service, especially when it comes to its impact on the labour market and business structure, both in the private and the public sectors. The creation of a women-friendly welfare state was not without a price regarding certain groups of women, and especially those who earned their living in the traditionally ‘female’ trades: personal services. Hence, the conceptualizing of gender in the welfare ideology, as well as in the concept of growth, needs to be explored more closely than before.

Integrating a gendered perspective on entrepreneurship will also have effects on business history at large. Most, perhaps if male entrepreneurs, industrialists and businessmen are recognized as part of and active in a gendered business system. When this is carried out, the actual role of women will be self-evident and possible to theorize about.
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