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Abstract: Entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) - the belief in one’s ability to perform entrepreneurial tasks - is a well-established
predictor of entrepreneurial entry, persistence, and outcomes (Chen et al., 1998; Zhao et al., 2005; Newman et al., 2019). A
large body of research shows systematic gender gaps in ESE, with women consistently reporting lower entrepreneurial
confidence than men (Wilson et al., 2007; Shinnar et al., 2012). Yet most evidence comes from Anglo-American contexts,
while Nordic welfare states such as Finland, globally recognized for gender equality, remain understudied. Moreover,
although ESE is often treated as an antecedent of entrepreneurial behavior, fewer studies examine how entrepreneurial
experience itself may reinforce ESE, potentially creating a self-reinforcing cycle that disadvantages women. This study
addresses these gaps by analyzing data from the 2025 Finnish Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Adult Population
Survey (N = 2,050). We investigate how gender, age, household size, income, role model exposure, and business ownership
predict ESE, and whether ownership mediates gender differences. Multinomial logistic regression results show that gender,
age, role model exposure, and business ownership significantly predict ESE, while household size and income do not. Women
are markedly less likely than men to report moderate (OR = 0.38, p < .001) or strong (OR = 0.67, p < .001) self-efficacy.
Business ownership is the strongest predictor: owners are over three times more likely to report moderate ESE and more
than eleven times more likely to report strong ESE compared to non-owners (p < .001). Bootstrapped mediation analysis
further demonstrates that ownership partially mediates the gender gap: men are more likely to own businesses, and this
experience significantly strengthens self-efficacy. While ESE clearly influences entrepreneurial entry, our findings also
highlight the reverse pathway: entrepreneurial experience reinforces ESE (Markman et al., 2002). By situating Finland in
global debates on gender and entrepreneurship, this study contributes new evidence from a high-equality context and
underscores the dynamic interplay between self-belief and entrepreneurial experience. The results suggest that policy
measures enabling women to gain entrepreneurial exposure early, even through small-scale or low-risk ventures, could help
break the cycle in which lower ESE reduces entrepreneurial engagement and lack of experience further suppresses
confidence.
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1. Introduction

Entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) refers to an individual’s belief in their ability to perform the tasks necessary
for starting and managing a business. It is widely recognized as a central psychological construct in
entrepreneurship research (Chen et al., 1998; Zhao et al., 2005; Newman et al., 2019). High levels of ESE are
consistently linked to entrepreneurial entry, persistence, and success. Understanding ESE is therefore critical for
explaining who becomes an entrepreneur and why some individuals are more likely to pursue and sustain
entrepreneurial activity than others.

Despite its theoretical and empirical importance, previous research has repeatedly documented gender
differences in entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Women tend to report lower confidence in their entrepreneurial
abilities compared to men (Wilson et al., 2007; Shinnar et al., 2012). This finding has been replicated across
diverse national contexts and remains one of the most robust patterns in the field. However, the majority of
studies have been conducted in Anglo-American settings, while Nordic welfare states, which are globally
recognized for their high levels of gender equality, remain relatively underexplored. Examining gendered
patterns of ESE in Finland therefore provides a valuable opportunity to assess whether psychological gender
gaps persist in a context characterized by strong institutional support and egalitarian values.

In addition, existing research has primarily treated ESE as an antecedent of entrepreneurial behavior. While
individuals with high self-efficacy are more likely to engage in entrepreneurship, fewer studies have examined
the reverse relationship: how entrepreneurial experience may, in turn, enhance ESE. This feedback mechanism
could create a self-reinforcing cycle, where men’s greater participation in entrepreneurship further strengthens
their self-belief, while women’s limited access to entrepreneurial experience sustains lower confidence
(Markman et al., 2002).
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The purpose of this study is to investigate how gender and related individual-level factors influence
entrepreneurial self-efficacy in Finland and to examine whether business ownership mediates the relationship
between gender and self-belief. Specifically, the study explores how age, household size, income, role model
exposure, and current business ownership predict ESE levels, and whether differences in entrepreneurial
experience account for part of the gender gap in self-efficacy.

By situating Finland within global debates on gender and entrepreneurship, this study contributes to a more
nuanced understanding of how institutional equality interacts with individual-level psychological mechanisms.
The findings provide empirical evidence on whether gender equality at the societal level is mirrored by equality
in entrepreneurial confidence. From a policy perspective, the results highlight the importance of creating
opportunities for women to gain entrepreneurial experience through mentoring, training, and low-risk venture
programs, thereby helping to reduce persistent disparities in entrepreneurial self-efficacy and participation.

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses Development

Although entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) is a domain-specific belief, it does not form in a social vacuum.
Social role expectations and gender stereotypes about what an entrepreneur looks like or how they behave
shape the way in which women and men interpret their own skills and chances of success. Prior studies show
that the entrepreneurial role is stereotypically associated with masculine traits such as assertiveness and risk-
taking, and that these stereotypes dampen women’s entrepreneurial intentions (Gupta et al., 2009; Diaz-Garcia
& Jiménez-Moreno, 2010; Jennings and Brush, 2013). ESE research echoes this. Studies of adolescents, students,
and adults find that women often report lower ESE than men, and that these differences are associated with
weaker entrepreneurial career intentions (Wilson et al., 2007, Newman et al., 2019; Langowitz and Minniti,
2007; Koellinger et al., 2013). Meta-analytic evidence further indicates that self-efficacy is a predictor of
entrepreneurial outcomes (Miao et al., 2017; Glosenberg et al., 2022), which makes understanding gendered
patterns in ESE all the more important.

Beyond psychological and cultural explanations, gender differences in entrepreneurial self-efficacy are also
shaped by economic constraints. Thébaud (2010) shows that women’s entry into entrepreneurship is more
sensitive to financial risk and potential income loss, reflecting gendered differences in economic security. These
asymmetric risk conditions can discourage entrepreneurial engagement and influence how women assess their
entrepreneurial capability, thereby indirectly shaping self-efficacy. Such constraints may be further reinforced
by gendered evaluation practices among financial gatekeepers, which can limit women’s access to external
finance and, in turn, their opportunities to accumulate entrepreneurial experience (Carter et al., 2007).

At the country level, Finland is high on global gender-equality indices, ranking second in the Global Gender Gap
Report (World Economic Forum, 2025), and offers strong institutional support for entrepreneurship. Yet, GEM-
based analyses show a persistent gender gap in entrepreneurial activity: women are less likely than men have
entrepreneurial intentions and report lower perceived entrepreneurial skills (Saarela et al., 2024). These findings
are in line with broader cross-national evidence that gender gaps in perceived entrepreneurial skills and
confidence remain considerable even in advanced, equality-oriented economies (Koellinger et al., 2013). Taken
together, prior research suggests that gendered ideas about entrepreneurship and persistent differences in
perceived abilities translate into systematically lower ESE among women, even in contexts where equality is
relatively high and formal barriers relatively low. We therefore hypothesize:

H1. Women report significantly lower entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) than men, even within an
equality-oriented context such as Finland.

Social cognitive theory posits that self-efficacy develops through mastery experiences, i.e., successful
performance of relevant tasks, as well as vicarious learning, social persuasion, and the interpretation of affective
states, all of which affect the objectives, effort, and persistence of individuals (Bandura, 1997). In the
entrepreneurial domain, owning and actively managing a business provides rich opportunities for mastery
experiences: entrepreneurs identify business opportunities, mobilize resources, acquire customers, and cope
with uncertainty. Handling entrepreneurial challenges in practice gives individuals concrete evidence that they
can, in fact, handle such challenges, thereby strengthening ESE. Empirical studies support this mechanism. Zhao
et al. (2005) show that previous entrepreneurial experience positively predicts ESE, which in turn mediates the
relationship between experience and entrepreneurial intentions. Similarly, Chen et al. (1998) find that
entrepreneurs score higher on ESE than managers, suggesting that the experience of starting and running a
business is associated with stronger ESE. Also, a comprehensive systematic review by Newman et al. (2019)
shows that entrepreneurial experience—whether captured as prior founding, self-employment, or similar role
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exposure—is one of the most consistent antecedents of higher ESE, while more recent meta-analytic evidence
confirms the robustness and relevance of ESE for entrepreneurial outcomes (Glosenberg et al., 2022).

Current business ownership can be considered a particularly strong form of mastery experience: individuals who
are presently running a business are continuously exposed to entrepreneurial tasks and feedback, which should
reinforce their belief that they can successfully perform entrepreneurial roles. In line with this reasoning and
prior studies, we hypothesize:

H2. Entrepreneurial experience, operationalized as current business ownership, positively predicts
entrepreneurial self-efficacy.

Gender differences in ESE do not arise solely from internalized stereotypes. They are also shaped by gendered
patterns of entrepreneurial activity. Cross-national studies show that women are less likely than men to be
nascent entrepreneurs or business owners, and that this lower propensity is strongly associated with lower
perceived entrepreneurial skills (Koellinger et al., 2013). Using GEM data for Finland, Saarela et al. (2024)
similarly show a persistent gender gap in start-up intentions and perceived entrepreneurial skills, along with
higher fear of failure among women. These findings suggest that in apparently egalitarian contexts, women’s
lower participation in entrepreneurship is coupled with lower self-assessed capability in the entrepreneurial
domain.

Prior studies demonstrate that entrepreneurial experience and related learning opportunities influence
entrepreneurial intentions largely by increasing ESE (Ciuchta & Finch, 2019; Zhao et al., 2005), and that the
translation of experiential inputs, such as education, into ESE is gendered (Wilson et al., 2007; Shinnar et al.,
2014). Recent work also finds that ESE mediates the effect of perceived public support on entrepreneurial
intentions and that this indirect effect is stronger for women than for men (Ouni & Jarboui, 2025). Furthermore,
evidence from a study by Demsey and Jennings (2014) suggests that prior successful entrepreneurial activity
mediates the relationship between gender and ESE. Ciuchta and Finch (2019), however, argue that there is little
to suggest that the impact of entrepreneurial experience on ESE should vary across genders. Indeed, their study
confirms that ESE mediates the influence of experience on intentions but finds little difference between men
and women. They further suggest that the “initial entrepreneurial experiences may be less likely to occur for
females” (p. 8). Indeed, it is reasonable to expect that men’s higher likelihood of owning and managing a
business gives them more opportunities to accumulate mastery experiences in the entrepreneurial domain,
thereby elevating their ESE. Women, by contrast, are less often business owners and therefore have fewer
opportunities to build ESE through entrepreneurial experience.

In sum, existing mediation models have mostly cast ESE as the mediator between experience and
entrepreneurial intentions. We propose that experience—operationalized as current business ownership—acts
as a mediator between gender and ESE itself. That is, part of the observed gender difference in ESE may reflect
differential access to the experiential building blocks of ESE that come with owning and running a business.
Testing this mediation provides a way to examine how much of the gender gap in ESE can be attributed to
unequal participation in entrepreneurship, over and above any direct effects of gendered norms or stereotypes.
Hence, we hypothesize:

H3. Business ownership mediates the relationship between gender and entrepreneurial self-efficacy, so
that men’s greater likelihood of owning and managing a business partly explains their higher levels of
self-belief.

3. Data and Method

3.1 Sample Description

The empirical analysis is based on individual-level data from the 2025 Finnish Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
(GEM) Adult Population Survey (APS). The dataset includes 2,050 respondents aged 18—64 years, representing a
demographically diverse and nationally balanced sample of the Finnish working-age population. The youngest
respondents were 18 years old and the oldest 64. The age distribution was even, with the modal age groups in
their early and mid-thirties (M = 41). Only four cases were missing due to refusal or “don’t know” responses,
indicating excellent data completeness.

The gender distribution was nearly equal: 915 women (49.6%) and 929 men (50.4%). In terms of household
structure, 31.8% lived alone, 33.3% in two-person households, and 34.9% in households with three or more
members. Respondents were classified into three household income terciles, representing the lowest, middle,
and highest 33% of income earners. Approximately 33.0% were middle-income earners, 23.3% belonged to the
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highest-income group, and the remainder to the lowest-income category. Exposure to entrepreneurial role
models was relatively common: 53.5% of respondents personally knew at least one entrepreneur, while 46.5%
did not. In terms of entrepreneurial activity, 12.7% reported owning and managing a business, whereas 87.3%
did not.

3.2 Analytical Approach

All statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics, version 30 and AMOS version 30. Two
complementary analytical strategies were applied to examine how gender and business ownership predict
entrepreneurial self-efficacy, while age, household size, income, and role model exposure were included as
control variables. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy was measured with the item: “You personally have the
knowledge, skill, and experience required to start a new business.” Responses were given on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For further analysis, respondents were categorized
into three groups indicating weak belief (ratings 1-2), moderate belief (rating 3), and strong belief (ratings 4-5).

First, a multinomial logistic regression was used to predict three ordered levels of entrepreneurial self-efficacy
(weak, moderate, strong) based on the explanatory variables described above. The reference category for the
dependent variable was “weak belief,” and income was entered as three terciles (lowest, middle, highest), with
the highest tercile serving as the reference group. Odds ratios (ORs) and 95% confidence intervals (Cls) were
reported to assess the magnitude and direction of associations. Listwise deletion was used to handle missing
data, and statistical significance was set at p <.05.

Second, a bootstrapped mediation analysis was conducted to examine whether business ownership mediates
the relationship between gender and entrepreneurial self-belief. Gender (0 = woman, 1 = man) served as the
independent variable, business ownership (binary) as the mediator, and entrepreneurial self-efficacy (treated
as a continuous indicator based on the five-point scale) as the dependent variable. The mediation model was
estimated using structural equation modeling with AMOS, and bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples was applied
to obtain bias-corrected confidence intervals for the indirect effect, ensuring robust estimates of mediation
strength and reliability. Although entrepreneurial self-efficacy was measured with a single Likert-type item, it
was treated as a continuous variable for the purposes of the mediation model, a common approach when the
scale has multiple ordered response options and when bootstrapping is used to address non-normality.

The first two hypotheses (H1-H2) were tested using multinomial logistic regression, while H3 was examined
through a bootstrapped mediation analysis. This combined strategy enables both the identification of significant
predictors of entrepreneurial confidence and the exploration of the mechanisms through which gender
influences self-efficacy via entrepreneurial experience.

4. Results
4.1 Multinomial Logistic Regression

The overall regression model provided a significant improvement over the intercept-only model, x3(16) = 339.36,
p < .001, with a Nagelkerke R? of .20, indicating a moderate amount of explained variance. Four predictors —
gender, age, role model exposure, and business ownership — were statistically significant, whereas household
size and income were not consistently significant predictors. Table 1 presents the results of the multinomial
logistic regression predicting entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE), with “weak belief” as the reference category.

Table 1: Multinomial logistic regression predicting entrepreneurial self-efficacy (reference category = weak
belief, n =918)

Predictor Comparison (DV) B SE OR 95% CI for OR Jo)
Age (years) Moderate vs. Weak -0.021 0.007 0.98 [0.97, 0.99] .002
Strong vs. Weak 0.008 0.005 1.01 [1.00, 1.02] .080
Ge"dﬁ;(rg:g;’ma"’ Moderate vs. Weak 0813 | 04173 | o044 [0.32,062] | <.001
Strong vs. Weak —0.402 0.112 0.67 [0.54, 0.83] <.001

Household size Moderate vs. Weak (one-person
(ref. = three or | 3 : P -0.067 0229 | 094 [0.60, 1.47] 772

more persons)
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Predictor Comparison (DV) B SE OR 95% CI for OR Jo)
th‘;derate vs. Weak (two-person 0098 | 0204 1.10 [0.74, 1.65] 629
Strong vs. Weak (one-person hh) 0.058 0.150 1.06 [0.79, 1.42] .699
Strong vs. Weak (two-person hh) -0.211 0.137 0.81 [0.62, 1.06] 124
Role model (knows | /0 210 vs Weak —0327 | 0476 | o072 [0.51, 1.02] 062

entrepreneur)
Strong vs. Weak —0.681 0117 | 0.51 [0.40,0.64] | <.001
'““";ﬁé:;'d VS: | Moderate vs. Weak 0269 | 04134 o076 [0.59, 0.99] 045
Strong vs. Weak -0.388 0.160 | 0.68 [0.50, 0.93] 015
'“°°"r‘:i*g(r"‘;w VS. | Moderate vs. Weak —0064 | 0202 | 094 [0.63, 1.40] 753
Strong vs. Weak ~0.099 0.243 |  0.91 [0.56, 1.46] 684
Owns and Moderate vs. Weak -1.137 0.315 | 0.32 [0.17,0.60] | <.001
manages business

Strong vs. Weak -2.396 0.199 |  0.09 [0.06,0.14] | <.001

Note. OR = odds ratio; Cl = confidence interval. Nagelkerke R? = .20; Model x%(16) = 339.36, p < .001.

Older individuals were less likely to report moderate entrepreneurial self-efficacy compared to younger
respondents (OR = 0.98, p = .002), indicating a small but consistent negative association between age and
moderate self-belief. Gender differences were also clear: women were significantly less likely than men to report
either moderate (OR = 0.44, p < .001) or strong (OR = 0.67, p < .001) entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Knowing an
entrepreneur personally increased the likelihood of strong ESE (OR = 1/0.51 = 1.96, p < .001), confirming the
positive role of role model exposure in strengthening entrepreneurial confidence. Business ownership was the
strongest predictor in the model. Owners were over three times more likely to report moderate ESE (OR = 1/0.32
= 3.13, p < .001) and more than eleven times more likely to report strong ESE (OR = 1/0.09 = 11.11, p < .001)
compared to non-owners. Household size did not show any significant relationship with ESE: respondents living
alone, with two people, or with three or more persons reported similar confidence levels. Income terciles also
showed mixed but generally weak associations; while middle-income respondents showed a slightly lower
probability of high ESE, neither income nor household structure emerged as robust predictors of entrepreneurial
self-belief.

4.2 Mediation Analysis: Gender, Business Ownership, and Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy

To further understand the mechanisms behind the gender gap in entrepreneurial self-efficacy, a mediation
analysis was conducted using structural equation modeling. The model examined whether business ownership
functions as an intermediary pathway linking gender to entrepreneurial self-belief. A bootstrapping approach
with 5,000 resamples was used to obtain bias-corrected confidence intervals for the indirect effect.

The results revealed a clear pattern of relationships. Men were significantly more likely than women to own and
manage a business (path a: B = 0.11, 95% BC Cl [0.07, 0.15]), indicating that entrepreneurial experience is
unevenly distributed between genders. In turn, business ownership strongly predicted entrepreneurial self-
belief (path b: B = 0.39, 95% BC Cl [0.35, 0.43]), even when controlling for gender. Respondents with direct
entrepreneurial experience consistently reported higher confidence in their entrepreneurial abilities.

The indirect (mediated) effect of gender on entrepreneurial self-efficacy through business ownership was
positive and statistically significant (B = 0.04), with bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals that did not
include zero. This indicates that part of the gender gap in entrepreneurial self-efficacy can be explained by
differences in entrepreneurial experience.

At the same time, the direct effect of gender on entrepreneurial self-belief remained significant (path c: f =0.11,
95% BC Cl [0.07, 0.15]), demonstrating partial mediation. Men’s greater likelihood of having entrepreneurial
experience contributes to their higher self-assessed entrepreneurial capability, but other psychological or
sociocultural mechanisms, such as confidence norms, perceived risk, or gendered role expectations, continue to
shape how men and women evaluate their entrepreneurial competence.
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The statistical analyses provided clear evidence in support of the study’s three hypotheses.

H1, which predicted that women would report significantly lower entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) than men,
was supported. Women were consistently less likely than men to express confidence in their entrepreneurial
abilities, even after controlling for demographic and background factors. This finding confirms that gender
differences in entrepreneurial self-belief persist in Finland, despite the country’s reputation as one of the most
gender-equal societies in the world.

H2, which proposed that entrepreneurial experience, operationalized as current business ownership, positively
predicts self-efficacy, also received strong empirical support. Individuals who owned and managed a business
reported substantially higher levels of ESE than those without such experience. This result reinforces the
theoretical argument that direct entrepreneurial engagement strengthens confidence through mastery and
experiential learning.

H3 addressed the mediating role of business ownership in the relationship between gender and entrepreneurial
self-efficacy. This hypothesis was also supported. The mediation analysis showed that part of the gender gap in
ESE can be explained by differences in entrepreneurial experience: men were more likely to own and manage a
business, and this experience was strongly associated with higher confidence. However, the mediation was only
partial, suggesting that additional psychological, cultural, or social factors continue to influence gendered
patterns of entrepreneurial self-efficacy.

Taken together, these results confirm the study’s conceptual model. Gender remains an important factor
shaping entrepreneurial confidence, but much of this difference operates through unequal access to
entrepreneurial experience. While Finland’s institutional equality provides a supportive environment, the
findings indicate that experiential and psychological inequalities still play a key role in sustaining the gender gap
in entrepreneurial self-efficacy.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The results of this study provide new evidence on how gender and entrepreneurial experience shape
entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) in the Finnish context. Consistent with previous research (e.g., Wilson et al.,
2007; Shinnar et al., 2012; Newman et al., 2019), women reported significantly lower levels of entrepreneurial
self-efficacy than men, supporting H1. This finding indicates that gender differences in entrepreneurial
confidence persist even in societies that are often portrayed as gender-equal. While Finland has long been
recognized for its institutional commitment to equality, the labor market remains highly segregated by gender
(Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, 2023). Such structural divisions may limit opportunities for women to
gain entrepreneurial experience and contribute to enduring disparities in self-perception and confidence. In this
sense, formal equality does not automatically translate into psychological or experiential equality.

The strong positive relationship between entrepreneurial experience and self-efficacy, supporting H2, aligns
with Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory, which identifies mastery experiences as the primary source of
self-efficacy. Individuals who own and manage a business reported markedly higher confidence in their
entrepreneurial abilities, confirming that ESE is not a static personality trait but a dynamic construct that
develops through learning and experience (Markman et al., 2002; Zhao et al., 2005). Importantly, this study
contributes to a growing recognition that ESE can function not only as an antecedent of entrepreneurial behavior
but also as its outcome. Entrepreneurial experience appears to reinforce self-belief, creating a self-reinforcing
cycle in which those who engage in entrepreneurship build further confidence, while those who lack such
experience, more often women, are less likely to develop strong entrepreneurial self-efficacy. This dynamic
helps explain how gendered participation gaps can persist even in relatively egalitarian contexts.

The partial mediation effect found for H3 deepens this interpretation. Business ownership accounted for part of
the gender difference in ESE, but not all of it. This suggests that while entrepreneurial experience strengthens
self-belief, broader social and cultural mechanisms continue to shape gendered confidence. These may include
gendered expectations, socialization processes, and differences in perceived risk tolerance or legitimacy (Gupta
et al., 2009). The findings resonate with the concept of cumulative advantage (Minniti & Bygrave, 2001), where
initial disparities in confidence and opportunity amplify over time, sustaining structural and psychological
inequalities. Thus, gender gaps in ESE should be understood as emerging from the interaction between individual
experience, social learning, and institutional context.

Taken together, the results show that Finland’s institutional equality provides a supportive foundation, yet
gendered structures and norms within work and entrepreneurship continue to influence confidence formation.
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The Finnish labor market remains among the most segregated in Europe (Finnish Institute for Health and
Welfare, 2023), and entrepreneurship tends to concentrate in gendered sectors. Such conditions shape who
gains access to entrepreneurial experiences and how entrepreneurial capability is perceived. The persistence of
gendered patterns in ESE underlines the need to move beyond structural measures of equality toward
understanding the psychological and experiential dimensions of entrepreneurship.

From a policy perspective, these findings suggest that closing the gender gap in entrepreneurial confidence
requires more than equal access to resources; it also requires equal access to experience. Initiatives that provide
opportunities for women to gain direct entrepreneurial exposure through experiential learning, mentoring, and
role model programs can help build the mastery experiences necessary to strengthen ESE. Supporting such
pathways could mitigate the self-reinforcing cycle that currently disadvantages women and move toward more
genuinely inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystems.
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