
ULRR

Choices and constraints in female self-employment: an
investigation into the income and working conditions

of self-employed women in Ireland 2003-2017

Item Type Thesis

Authors Bari, Lauren

Download date 2026-01-15 04:37:30

Item License https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/

Link to Item https://hdl.handle.net/10344/9249

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/
https://hdl.handle.net/10344/9249


  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements 

of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, 

University of Limerick. October 2019. 

Supervised by Prof. Tom Turner and 

Dr. Michelle O’Sullivan 
 

CHOICES AND CONSTRAINTS 

IN FEMALE SELF-

EMPLOYMENT:  

AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE PAY AND 

WORKING CONDITIONS OF SELF-

EMPLOYED WOMEN IN IRELAND 

2003-2017 



i 

 

Choices and Constraints in Female Self-Employment: An 

Investigation into the Income and Working Conditions of 

Self-Employed Women in Ireland 2003-2017 

 

ABSTRACT:  There is a popular perception that self-employment, freelance 

work and small-business entrepreneurship offer increased flexibility and autonomy in 

working conditions compared to wage-and-salaried employment. In this sense, self-

employment is seen as offering a potential solution to some of the work-care dilemmas 

faced by women. Self-employment is promoted in policy and discourse at national and 

regional levels, with measures aimed at facilitating small business ownership for women 

and narrowing the gender gap in entrepreneurial participation.  

This research looks at self-employment from a different perspective. It asks whether, if 

self-employment is flexible and if the self-employed do have higher levels of autonomy 

over their working conditions, how might this manifest itself in terms of gendered trends? 

After all, women in Ireland are responsible for the bulk of unpaid domestic and caring 

work. Thus if flexibility is gendered and if self-employment is more flexible, this 

research asks whether gender gaps in the wider labour market in terms of income and 

working conditions might be reflected, or indeed exacerbated, among the self-employed.  

Through an examination of two large, nationally representative datasets for Ireland, the 

Labour Force Survey and the Survey on Income and Living Conditions, this research 

develops a profile of self-employed women in Ireland. Gender differences in working 

and income trends among the self-employed are observed and tested and comparisons 

are made with wage-and-salaried workers. 

The data reveal that despite very high levels of educational and professional human 

capital, self-employed women are more likely to opt for flexible working arrangements 

than their male and wage-and-salaried counterparts. An annual gender income gap in 

self-employment of 29 percent is uncovered and the data suggest that working time and 

the differing effects of parenthood on income for men and women are among the causes 

of this gap. Human capital attributes widen the income differences between self-

employed women and men and exacerbate the gendered effects of parenthood.  

These findings suggest that the flexibility of self-employment facilitates a gendered 

division of labour. It points towards a situation in which professional women in Ireland 

are seeking greater flexibility and control over working time and conditions not available 

in wage-and-salaried work. 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 
 

 

1.1. Overview  

Solo or freelance self-employment is unique in the labour market in how much 

flexibility and autonomy it offers over the timing and conditions of work. Yet little is 

known about how this flexibility might manifest itself in gendered trends among the 

self-employed. The gender income gap in the labour market is much discussed, yet 

we know far less about similar gaps among the self-employed. The dearth of 

knowledge is particularly apparent in Ireland, where research and policy focuses more 

on closing the gender gap in self-employment participation and on promoting self-

employment as a flexible work option than on analysing gendered trends within it.  

Only 5 percent of the female labour force in Ireland are solo self-employed or 

freelance workers and it perhaps for this reason that it is a relatively underexplored 

area. Yet this figure still accounts for around 30,000 self-employed women in Ireland 

and, moreover, studies show that increasing numbers are opting to set up businesses 

(GEM, 2017; ISPE, 2017). If self-employment offers, or is perceived as offering, a 

potential solution to issues around work-family balance, then it is an important area 

to consider. 

This research examines gender differences in self-employment working arrangements 

and financial outcomes. It provides a critical and at the same time robust analysis into 

how the flexibility inherent in self-employment might facilitate a division of labour 

in which self-employed women undertake a greater share of unpaid domestic and 

caring work compared to their male counterparts. Furthermore, this research estimates 

the effect that ‘human capital’ – an individual’s accumulated education and labour 

market experience– has upon these trends, particularly with reference to, and 

comparison with, those in wage-and-salaried work.  

This introductory chapter provides a brief outline of the social, cultural and labour 

market context within which women in Ireland make decisions around their work, 

careers and family lives. With this context in mind, the chapter presents a case for the 
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importance of the study of self-employment from a gender angle and sets out the aims 

and objectives of the research.  

 

1.2. Research context and rationale: gendered flexibility and work-

family balance in the Irish labour market 

The context of the study is one where flexibility and work-life balance are, despite 

rapid changes in labour force participation by women in recent decades, still highly 

gendered concerns. Women in Ireland continue to undertake a larger share of unpaid 

domestic and care work and seek flexible working arrangements to facilitate this 

(Barry et al., 2009; OECD, 2018). It is women who are more likely than men who 

adapt their careers to balance work and home responsibilities and women who adopt 

various strategies to meet these often conflicting demands (O’Hagan, 2015). There 

are cultural and social expectations placed upon women with regard to their roles as 

parents that are higher and more difficult to achieve than those placed upon men 

(Burgess, 2013; Notten, Grunow, and Verbakel, 2017). It is women who invariably 

make decisions with regards to how to manage these expectations, have to justify their 

decisions, often feel guilty about those decisions and experience whatever negative 

effects those decisions create be that financial, career-based or effects on family life 

(Burke et al, 2005; O’Reilly 2010). Whatever changes have occurred in terms of the 

education and labour market participation of women, these have not been matched by 

correspondingly rapid or dramatic changes in family, personal and gender relations 

(Crompton, 2002; Bittman, England, Folbre, Sayer and Matheson, 2003). The result 

is ‘work-family’ conflict often being felt more strongly by women (Grönlund and 

Öun, 2017; Notten et al, 2017) and, notably, by Irish women as economic, cultural 

and policy factors combine to make it ‘no country for working mothers’ (O’Hagan, 

2015: 1; OECD, 2016). In lieu of major structural or cultural change, it is left to 

women on an individual level to manage the incompatibility between work schedules 

and the care of children (Rubery, 2015; O’Hagan, 2015).  

It is against this backdrop that women seek flexible working arrangements. These 

arrangements might include part-time or reduced hours, job-sharing, home or 

teleworking or flexi-time (CIPD, 2019). Yet the availability of flexible working in 

many areas of employment in Ireland is not guaranteed and employee-led flexibility 
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relatively scarce compared to some other EU countries (European Commission, 2009; 

Citrix, 2013).  Part-time positions in certain industries or at higher-levels of 

professional or managerial occupations can be hard to come by and part-time work is 

more prevalent in lower-skilled or poorly paid sectors such as services and retail 

(Russell et al, 2007; Fagan, Smith and Gonzalez-Menendez, 2014; Turner et al, 2017). 

Flexible working arrangements are more common in the public than the private sector 

and while an employee has the right to request flexible working, the decision to grant 

it lies at the discretion of the employer (Russell et al, 2007).  In brief, there is a demand 

for flexible and part-time working that is not matched by supply (DBEI, 2019). 

Self-employment or freelance work can offer an alternative pathway in the labour 

market, one that allows for greater control over when, where and how to work. Self-

employment could facilitate home-working, reduce commuting time and the digital 

entrepreneurship and platform economy might offer opportunities for individuals to 

work according to their specific requirements (EIGE, 2014; Hatfield, 2015; Cooke, 

Diamond, Hall, List and Oyer, 2018). Deciding to set up your own business, while 

risky, offers the potential to choose one’s own hours and to adapt work schedules to 

meet family or other demands, perhaps reducing the need for expensive childcare 

(Connelly, 1992; Carr, 1994). An examination of self-employment in Ireland is 

therefore opportune and significant for several reasons.  

First, the promotion of self-employment and entrepreneurship1 and the narrowing of 

the gender gap in participation are policy priorities in Ireland and the European Union 

(European Commission, 2012; Enterprise Ireland, 2017). The contemporary 

economic and cultural climate is one focused on innovation and enterprise and where 

entrepreneurship is thought to provide benefits to both the individual and to society at 

large (Acs, Braunerhjelm, Audretsch, and Carlsson, 2016; Block, Fisch, and van 

Praag 2017). For women in particular, the dominant policy message is that self-

employment can offer advantages in terms of the simultaneous fulfilment of 

individual creative and innovative goals alongside the attainment of greater work-life 

balance and flexibility (Ahl and Nelson, 2006; EIGE, 2014)  

                                                           
1 How self-employment is defined and whether it is distinguishable from entrepreneurship is 

discussed in Chapter 5 
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Second, this message is reflective of, and reflected in, popular perceptions and 

discourse around self-employment. Freelance work and ‘going out on your own’ is 

commonly represented in the media as offering solutions to the frequently-lamented 

work-care dilemmas of ‘working’ mothers (O’Callaghan, 2015; Hatfield, 2015; 

Jenkins, 2017; Cooke et al., 2018). This association between flexible self-employment 

and domestic considerations is gendered in popular neologism: there are 

‘mumpreneurs’ but no ‘dadpreneurs’. The dominant neoliberal narrative is of the 

‘superwoman’ and the ‘role model’ entrepreneur who succeeds and performs 

personally and professionally thereby inspiring others to follow suit (Lewis, 2013; 

Byrne, Fattoum, Garcia, 2019) 

Third, being positioned outside the ‘standard’ full-time employment relationship so 

frequently regarded as androcentric or male-focused (Fraser, 1994; Vosko, 2006) self-

employment provides a unique and interesting case through which to examine issues 

of gender-related labour market inequality. If self-employment or freelance work is 

flexible, then might it offer a pathway to greater equality, perhaps bypassing the 

cumbersome norms of standard employment? (Cooke et al, 2018).  

Fourth, looking at self-employment from a gender angle is necessary because it has 

been regarded as ‘precarious’ work in the labour market (Fudge, 2006; Pembroke, 

2018). Precarious work is defined as that which lacks job security, generates low 

income and has little or no access to training, collective representation and entitlement 

to social benefits (Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989). Solo self-employment, being fully 

exposed to market demand for the goods or services on offer, inherently lacks job 

security (Fudge, Tucker and Vosko, 2006; Vosko and Zukewich, 2006). The self-

employed in Ireland have a lower median income than employees (Collins, 2015) 

while simultaneously experience reduced access to benefits, protections or 

entitlements that accrue to those in wage-and-salaried (European Parliament, 2016; 

Pembroke, 2018). Opting to become self-employed therefore involves important 

considerations in terms of job security, income adequacy and access to social 

protections. These considerations, which ought to be gender neutral, are often couched 

in stereotypical conceptualisations that see precarious work as unacceptable to men 

but ‘flexible’ for women (Mies, 1986; Young, 2010; Williams, 2013). This ‘gendered 

precariousness’, the way that poor quality work is legitimised for women, is a crucial 

issue in the context of self-employment and is a core concept in this research.  
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A final research rationale is that high levels of education, skills and experience of Irish 

women today do not necessarily reduce the difficulties associated with combining 

domestic, caring and work demands. This ‘human capital’ attainment might increase 

the range of options available but not alleviate work-family conflict, as work intensity 

at higher level occupations impose time demands (Gallie and Russel, 2009; Notten et 

al, 2017). Research has shown that socio-economic groups differ both in terms of their 

attitudes and expectations around the division of work and care and in the sense of 

having the financial and cultural capital to widen their labour market options (Davis 

and Greenstein, 2009; McGin and Oh, 2019). Through looking not just at self-

employed women overall, but at variations within occupational or educational 

categories, this research adds depth to our understanding of self-employment and the 

self-employed.  

Given this context and the general absence of detailed empirical research into self-

employment from a gender perspective, it is timely and relevant for an in-depth 

examination of the trends, working arrangements and outcomes for women in self-

employment in Ireland.  

 

1.3. Research Questions  

A review of the literature has identified certain characteristics of self-employed 

women, as compared to their male counterparts and women in wage-and-salaried 

work. Self-employed women tend to be older than women in waged work but slightly 

younger than self-employed men (Devine, 1994; Andersson-Joona, 2015; Semykina, 

2016). They are likely to be married, particularly to a self-employed spouse and 

studies have shown they are more likely to have children than their male and/or wage-

and-salaried counterparts (Connelly, 1992; Devine, 1994; Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998; 

Hundley, 2001; Wellington, 2006; Semykina, 2016). The available literature shows 

that the human capital attributes of self-employed women vary considerably 

according to study, sample and jurisdictions (Carr, 1004; Aidis and Wetzels, 2007; 

Wellington, 2006; Dawson, Henley and Latrielle, 2009; Semykina, 2016). Similarly 

with regard to occupational status, a review of the literature revealed mixed results. 

Therefore, the first research question asks:  

1. What is the profile of self-employed women in Ireland? 
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A review of the literature has identified the various factors that influence the decision 

to become self-employed for women and men. Household factors such as marriage 

and children have shown as strong predictors of self-employment for women in some 

international studies (Carr, 1994; Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998; Boden, 1999). Other 

research has found self-employed women to be more concerned with ‘lifestyle’ factors 

(Dawson et al, 2009: 1) or to be more inclined to cite flexibility or work-life balance 

as motivating factors (Carter et al., 2003; Hughes, 2003; Drew and Humbert, 2012). 

However, less is known about gender differences in working trends with a focus on 

flexibility specifically, and less still in the Irish context. Therefore, in order to explore 

how self-employed women work compared to men, the second question asks:  

2. Are flexible working arrangements more prevalent among self-employed 

women compared to self-employed men? 

While international studies on the subject have focused on motivating or determining 

factors for self-employment choice over wage-and-salaried work (Carr, 1996; Caputo 

and Dolinsky, 1998; Aidis and Wetzels, 2007; Patrick, Stevens and Weinstein, 2016) 

or to switch to self-employment from wage-and-salaried work (Boden, 1999; 

Wellington, 2006), few focus on how gender gaps in flexible working among the self-

employed compare to those in wage-and-salaried work. Furthermore, it is a contention 

of this thesis that the flexibility inherent in self-employment will exacerbate gendered 

trends as women use the autonomy over time and working arrangements to facilitate 

dual domestic and labour market roles to a greater extent than men. With this in mind, 

the third research question asks:  

3. Are gender gaps in flexible working arrangements wider among the self-

employed compared to wage-and-salaried workers? 

Studies into self-employment, entrepreneurship and gender differ in their conclusions 

as to the impact of human capital on working trends and outcomes. Wellington (2006) 

found that the association between marriage and children with self-employment was 

stronger for highly educated women and Boden (1999) found that self-employed men 

and women were more likely to be college educated. However much of the literature 

reviewed concluded that it was less educated women or those in poorly paid or lower-

level occupations and sectors who would turn to self-employment as a flexible work 

option (Connelly, 1992; Carr, 1996; Budig, 2006; Dawson et al, 2009). According to 
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much of the findings, women with high education or in professional jobs would tend 

to be more work-centred (Hakim 2000) or would face too high an opportunity cost to 

forfeit labour market participation for time in domestic or caring work (Mincer and 

Polachek, 1974; Becker, 1985; Boden, 1999). This research seeks to find out how 

professional experience affects gendered trends in the requirement or desire for 

flexible working in self-employment, and so asks: 

4. Are flexible working arrangements more prevalent among self-employed 

women than self-employed men regardless of human capital attributes? 

Some past research, stemming mainly from the US, has examined the issue of gender 

income gaps among the self-employed. With widely varying samples, time periods, 

methods and measurements the results are unsurprisingly mixed. However most 

studies do uncover some gender gap in self-employment income. Lawter (2016) 

estimated a gender gap in annual self-employed income of 50 percent. Simon and Way 

(2016) found the difference in weekly income of self-employed women and men to 

be 47 percent. Among non-professionals, Budig (2006b) uncovered a gender income 

gap per hour of $3.59, or 27 percent. With such variation in studies, and the absence 

of knowledge of gender-based financial differentials among the self-employed in 

Ireland, this research asks:  

5. Is there a gender income gap among the self-employed? 

A review of the available literature found that some studies did compare gender 

income gaps among the self-employed to those in wage-and-salaried work. Hundley 

(2001) found that the effects of children were more pronounced among the self-

employed compared to wage-and-salaried workers. Lechman and Schnabel (2012) in 

the German context also found the difference in income between self-employed 

women and men to be wider than among waged employees. Focusing on Ireland, 

therefore, this research asks:  

6. Is the income gap between self-employed men and women wider than in wage-

and-salaried work? 

International studies have looked at the impact that human capital has on self-

employment income. Results have been mixed. Simon and Way (2016) found a 

negative impact of education on self-employed income overall and that gender income 
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gaps were associated with women’s shortage of experience-based human capital 

compared to men’s. Similarly, Lechman and Schnabel (2012) found that women’s 

lower levels of work experience were contributing to the gender income gap among 

the self-employed. With Irish women having high levels human capital in terms of 

educational attainment and occupation in professional sectors (CSO, 2016; Turner, 

Cross and Murphy, 2017), this research asks:  

7. Does the income gap between self-employed men and women occur regardless 

of human capital attributes?  

These seven research questions are developed into six testable hypotheses as outlined 

in Chapter 5 on methodology.  

 

1.4. Methodological Approach 

Data for this research is derived from two sources. First, the Labour Force Survey 

(LFS) for Ireland 2003 to 2017 is used to examine self-employment working trends. 

Then, a pooled cross section of 2015 and 2017 data yielding a sample of  402 ‘solo’ 

or freelance self-employed women and 1, 364 solo self-employed men is investigated. 

Second, the Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2016 is used to examine 

gender differences in self-employment income and yields a sample of 82 self-

employed women and 215 men. The research compares data from several groups, 

chiefly: women and men, self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers and self-

employed women by professional or occupational status.  

 

The Central Statistics Office (CSO) Ireland designed and weighted these surveys to 

be nationally representative and give information on a range of labour market factors. 

Key demographic characteristics used are gender, age, marital and parental status. 

Key labour market characteristics are those which reflect working flexibility: part-

time work, home-working, atypical hours and citing caring, personal or family reasons 

for reduced working time. The main dependent variables for earnings estimations 

from the SILC is annual net disposable income, which represents individual income 

after tax and social transfers.  

 



9 

 

1.5. Thesis structure  

This introductory chapter has outlined the broad research context, rational and 

presented both research questions and methodological approach. Chapter 2 builds 

upon the introductory chapter by exploring the context in more detail, defining self-

employment and presenting recent trends in women’s self-employment in Ireland and 

other jurisdictions. Chapter 3 provides a review of the literature and explores in detail 

different theoretical ideas around gendered divisions of labour and gender-related 

labour market inequality. These are rational choice or human capital-based 

approaches and a critical, constraints-based or structural lens. Chapter 4 builds on 

these theoretical ideas to incorporate a discussion of self-employment as a labour 

market option, including how self-employment has been examined from a gender 

angle in international empirical work and the ways in which self-employment and 

entrepreneurship are conceptualised and promoted. The choice or constraint 

perspectives are operationalised into the research questions of this thesis.  

Chapter 5 describes the methodology and design of the research, introduces the logic 

behind the use of social surveys, presents the philosophical foundations and describes 

the research rationale and hypotheses construction in greater detail. The statistical 

techniques used are presented alongside the benefits of large scale datasets and the 

limitations or challenges of the research approach.  

Chapter 6 addresses the first research question which is to develop a profile of self-

employed women in Ireland using data from the Labour Force Survey. Descriptive 

statistics are presented and trends in self-employment from the 2003-2017 datasets 

are explored to find out how the characteristics or working trends of self-employed 

women have changed over time.   

Chapter 7 begins the hypothesis testing stage of the analysis by examining gender 

differences in profile and working arrangements of the self-employed. Comparisons 

are made with wage-and-salaried workers and the impact of human capital is 

investigated through a combination of descriptive statistics, hypothesis testing and 

multivariate logistic regression models. Chapter 8 then presents findings from the 

European Survey on Income and Living Conditions data detailing income outcomes, 

gender income gaps and the impact of human capital on income differentials between 

self-employed women and other groups.  
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Finally, Chapter 9 seeks to conclude the study by offering a summary of the evidence 

presented and an in-depth discussion of the contribution of this study to the literature 

and wider policy debate. It is argued that this research has generated new evidence 

and theoretical perspectives which further our understanding of self-employed women 

in Ireland in terms of how they work, what they earn and how they compare to their 

male and wage-and-salaried counterparts. The chapter also outlines some limitations 

of the research and suggests avenues for further study.  
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Chapter 2. Context: Trends in Self-Employment 

 

2.1. Overview  

By way of background, this chapter outlines some of what is known to date on self-

employment trends. Section 2.2 presents self-employment trends in the European 

context, including changes in self-employment rates, variations in the character of 

self-employment in recent years and where women are situated within these trends. 

Section 2.3 then presents information on self-employment in Ireland from national 

and EU-level studies and policy documents. Section 2.3 then moves on to investigate 

whether a profile of self-employed women can be developed from the international 

empirical research to date, including their demographic, household and human capital 

characteristics. Changes over time and jurisdictional differences and similarities are 

noted in order to lay a foundation for a gender-based analysis of self-employment in 

Ireland in subsequent chapters.  

2.2. Self-employment trends: Europe  

Comparing self-employment rates across countries is challenging because of the 

different ways self-employment is defined. Some surveys count all self-employed as 

inclusive of both solo self-employed (meaning without employees) and employers 

(self-employed hire employees) while other surveys separate the two categories. Self-

employment data might also be divided according to industry, with agricultural 

sectors included or not included depending on their relevance to the analysis. Studies 

concentrating on entrepreneurship as distinct from self-employment more broadly 

might attempt to narrow their definitions further according to factors deemed 

indicative of entrepreneurial activity. For these reasons it is difficult to treat (and thus 

measure) the self-employed as a homogenous group. More detail on the definitions of 

self-employment is outlined in Chapter 5 on methodology. Nevertheless, some trends 

can be identified from the recent literature.  

The share of self-employment (solo and employer) of all labour-active persons in the 

EU-28 is 14.5 percent from a low of 7.7 percent in Denmark to a high of 29.9 percent 

in Greece (Eurostat, 2017). This figure has been relatively unchanging over the last 

twenty years but there are variations across countries and in different types of self-
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employment. Rates of self-employment (employer and solo self-employed) as a 

proportion of the labour force are displayed in Figure 2.1.  

Figure 2.1. Self-employment rates EU 2018 

 

Source: Eurostat database 2018  

A growing share of the self-employed operate as ‘solo’, ‘own account’ or ‘freelance’ 

workers, rising from 65 percent of the total self-employed in the EU to 73 percent 

from 2000-2015 (Hormans and Marx, 2017). The financial crisis of 2008-12 had a 

less sharply negative impact on self-employment rates than it did on overall 

employment and while overall self-employment rates declined, certain forms such as 

freelance or part-time ‘solo self-employment’ were reflective of people entering into 

these forms of work for lack of other alternatives (Baldasserini, 2015). Moreover, this 

shallower rate of decline has been attributed to greater numbers of women in self-

employment in Europe, growing by 3.3 percent between 2008 and 2014 while male 

rates declined by 2.9 percent (Baldassernini, 2015: 4). In 2014 women represented 

31.5 percent of the self-employed in the EU (Baldasserini, 2015: 6).  

Economic fluctuations have been found to have had different effects on self-

employment depending on skill level, with highly skilled self-employment rates 

increasing by 22.6 percent during 2008-2014 (Baldasserini, 2017). Other factors such 

as enterprise or demand-side requirements for organisational flexibility, supply-side 
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requirements for flexibility over the hours and conditions of work and policy 

environments also contribute to the growth of solo or freelance self-employment.  

 

The self-employed in general are motivated by personal preference and choice to ‘be 

one’s own boss’, although this is more the case for employers (Eurofound, 2017). 

Among solo self-employed, just half chose this option out of personal preference, the 

other half driven by necessity or a combination of both (Eurofound, 2017: 16). Almost 

all self-employed people in the EU enjoy the autonomy and control of this form of 

work (Eurofound, 2017: 17). Eurostat 2017 figures show that nearly half of the self-

employed are satisfied or fairly satisfied with their work (46%) and have autonomy 

over working arrangements and conditions (45%) (Eurostat, 2017: 8). Most self-

employed persons choose their work status, with only 17 percent expressing a desire 

to be employed (Eurostat, 2017: 9).  

Research into female solo self-employment specifically is in fairly short supply. A 

European Commission study into women ‘entrepreneurs’ (defined as all business 

ownership including agricultural), found that they accounted for 31 percent of all 

entrepreneurs, up from 28 percent in 2008 (European Commission, 2014: 1). This 

same study found that in the EU as a whole, 78 percent of female entrepreneurs were 

solo entrepreneurs compared to 70 percent of men and 31 percent worked part-time 

compared to 12 percent of men (European Commission, 2014: 10).  

In the EU, over 38 percent of the solo self-employed (all sectors) are classified as 

managers, professionals or associate professionals. Among women, this proportion is 

higher, with 44 percent of European self-employed women working at professional 

levels (Eurofound, 2015). The European Commission study into entrepreneurship in 

Europe found that of the 5.9 million ‘liberal professionals’ 43 percent were women 

and of the 4.6 million ‘freelancers’, 45 percent were women. In 2012, female 

entrepreneurs in the EU on average were better educated than their male counterparts 

(European Commission, 2014: 17).  

The self-employed have been found to have low income levels and higher rates of ‘in 

work poverty’ compared to their counterparts in wage-and-salaried employment 

(Collins, 2015; Hormans and Marx, 2017). There can of course be discrepancies 

between income-based measures and actual living standards and it has been said that 

the self-employed in particular can often draw upon other accumulated assets 
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(Horman and Marx 2017: 38). Eurofound (2017) grouped the self-employed into five 

categories according to economic position and estimated that 17 percent of the self-

employed can be categorised as ‘vulnerable’ in terms of having low income, low job 

and income security, little control over working conditions and a less favourable view 

of their position. As shown in Figure 2.2, women are overrepresented here, 

constituting 51 percent of these vulnerable self-employed workers in the EU 

(Eurofound, 2017: 22).   

Figure 2.2. Self-employment clusters by gender and age  

 

Source: Eurofound, 2017 

The IPPR (2015) notes that while men are more likely than women to be self-

employed, in many European countries the female self-employment rate is rising 

faster than the male self-employment rate (Hatfield, 2015: 6). This report found that 

self-employment can be a route into labour market participation for otherwise 

marginalised groups such as women with caring responsibilities, older people and 

migrants and as such is heavily impacted by jurisdictional policy contexts. Denmark, 

for example, was found to have lower levels of female self-employment due to more 

generous parental leave entitlements and women’s greater attachment to the labour 

market (2015: 6). The IPPR acknowledged that:  

Self-employment, while offering greater freedom and flexibility, can also 

present significant challenges […] Self-employed workers often don’t have 

basic employment rights, and are subject to greater financial instability, 

particularly when starting out or when businesses are not performing well. 

They are also less likely to have paid into a private pension, and work can be 

irregular and insecure (Hatfield, 2015: 6).  
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Other UK2 research has noted a rise in the number of women working in solo self-

employed or freelance work, as illustrated in Figure 2.3. (Jenkins, 2017). An IPSE 

report found that between 2008 and 2017 the number of mothers in particular working 

freelance doubled, with 1 in 7 freelance workers now a working mother (Jenkins, 

2017: 7). The report found that freelance workers are active in in all industrial groups 

but mainly in the professions, health, education and the arts and that women are 

concentrated at both the highest occupational categories (professional, semi-

professional) and also in services, care and leisure. The fastest area of freelance 

activity found here was in health sectors at associate professional level (Jenkins, 2017: 

5). 

Figure 2.3. Increase in numbers of women with children in freelance self-

employment, UK 2008-2017 

 

Source: Association of Independent Professionals and Self-Employed, 2017 

At the EU level therefore we can see some evidence of an increase in solo self-

employment as a proportion of overall self-employment and part-time solo self-

employment, with a proportion of this increase associated with increased numbers of 

women opting to set up their own businesses. Coupled with these trends are increases 

in self-employment at highly-skilled, professional or semi-professional occupations 

and in sectors such as health, education, professional activities and the arts. Studies 

                                                           
2 At the time of writing the UK is an EU member state 
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from the UK suggest a growth in working mothers taking up freelance or solo self-

employment in particular. 

 

2.3. Self-employment trends: Ireland  
 

Using Quarterly National Household Survey3 data 2008-2016, the Irish Congress of 

Trade Unions noted that in 2016, 1 in 10 workers in the Republic of Ireland were self-

employed without employees. The proportion of solo self-employed working part-

time was found to have increased by 34 percent between 2008 and 2016, with women 

representing the majority (51%) of this group (ICTU, 2017: 20). They found that while 

the majority of full-time self-employed have less than degree-level education, among 

those working part-time 67 percent have degree level education or higher (ICTU, 

2017: 21). Solo self-employment rates by full-time/part-time status according to 

gender, age and educational level are displayed in Figure 2.4 below.  

 

Figure 2.4. Solo self-employment rates by full-time/part-time status, age and 

gender, Ireland 2016 

 

Source: ICTU, 2017 

                                                           
3 Now Labour Force Survey 
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According to the ICTU report, 32 percent of the solo self-employed work in the 

agricultural sector and a further one in five in construction. Among part-time solo self-

employed however, one in four work in education and health and the rest spread out 

across a range of other sectors. Among full-time self-employed, 25 percent are in 

professional or managerial occupations whereas among part-time self-employed, one 

in three operate at professional and/or managerial level (ICTU, 2017: 21). In a study 

into low income in Ireland in 2015, Collins (2015) found that the self-employed tend 

to earn less than wage-and-salaried workers: a median of just under €16,000 per 

annum in 2013.  

 

  

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) tracks rates of entrepreneurship4 across 

different phases and looks at characteristics and motivations of entrepreneurs in 64 

countries. The 2018 GEM Report ranks Ireland as the 5th highest in Europe when it 

comes to ‘early-stage’ entrepreneurship, up from 6th place the previous year. 

Individuals in early states of entrepreneurship include those who are planning to start 

a business as well as those who started a business in the last three years. Thus 

according to GEM data Ireland has a high number of people at least planning to set 

up their own business (GEM, 2018). The report measured that 11 percent of adults 

surveyed had participated in the ‘gig’ or digital ‘platform’ economy, a high proportion 

in the EU context. These individuals were found to be more likely to aspire to or 

participate in other forms of entrepreneurship  

 

The GEM data finds that women account for 39 percent of the 26, 900 new business 

owners in Ireland in 2018 (GEM, 2018: 12). Their figures show that 72 percent of 

Irish entrepreneurs have post-secondary level education. Rates of female 

entrepreneurship (classified as plans or aspirations as well as new business owners) 

were the eighth highest in Europe suggesting that women aspire to this type of work. 

The sectoral focus of entrepreneurial activity for women was found to be in health, 

education and social work and consumer services (GEM, 2018).  

 

                                                           
4 Includes those registered as self-employed but also those in the process of setting up a business 
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The OECD carried out an exploratory study into female entrepreneurship using 2016 

data. They found that among the 159 self-employed women surveyed, 25 percent said 

their primary motivation was ‘a desire to actualise oneself and use one’s talents’ 

(OECD, 2017: 14). The demographic profile of the respondents were mainly women 

aged 39-58 (73.3%), married with children (62.3%), with third level education (92%), 

a parent who was self-employed (44%) and were likely to play competitive sport 

(39.7%) (OECD, 2017: 14).  

 

From the empirical research on self-employment in Ireland to data, it appears that, 

there has been growth in certain types of self-employment, particularly part-time solo 

self-employment. This is reflective to some extent of the wider European situation 

and following trends (albeit to a lesser degree) in jurisdictions such as the UK. This 

growth in part-time solo self-employment seems attributable to a rise in female 

participation in entrepreneurship and freelance work. It might also be concluded that 

the higher rates of education and professional or managerial status among part-time 

solo self-employed in Ireland is reflective of the differing labour market and 

demographic characteristics of self-employed women compared to their male 

counterparts. While there is a positive view of self-employment and entrepreneurship 

in Ireland and a high degree of work satisfaction, as a labour market group they earn 

less than their wage-and-salaried peers.  

 

2.4. The profile and characteristics of self-employed women: 

international studies  

The chapter so far has presented some of the available data at a national and EU level 

on self-employment trends for women. While this information is relatively sparse, it 

appears that there is some evidence to suggest a growth in solo and part-time self-

employment, frequently in professional or semi-professionals occupations and that 

women make up a high share of this form of work. This section proceeds to examine 

what is known about the general characteristics of self-employed women from the 

international research.  

 

The self-employed overall have been shown to be older than their wage-and-salaried 

counterparts (Blanchflower, 2000; Henley, 2015; Eurofound, 2017). Self-employed 

women have been found to be in general slightly younger than their male self-
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employed peers but older than women in wage-and-salaried work (Devine, 1994; 

Carr, 1994; Simon and Way, 2015). This is not uniformly the case, however, with 

studies from Germany (Georgellis and Wall, 2006) and the US (Lawtor et al, 2016) 

showing self-employed women to be generally older than self-employed men. 

Research has found positive associations between migrant status and self-employment 

propensity overall (Clarke and Drinkwater, 2010; Clarke, 2015). Little is known about 

the gendered aspects of these trends, however with lower barriers to entry, self-

employment has been seen as a means of labour market participation for marginalised 

groups such as migrants, older workers and women with caring responsibilities 

(Alvord, Brown and Letts, 2004; Dawson et al, 2009; Clarke and Drinkwater, 2010).  

In terms of socio-economic status and other indicators, studies have shown that the 

self-employed to be more likely to be home owners (Dawson et al, 2009). However 

with such variation between different types of self-employment, from traditional 

business ownership to farming, entrepreneurs to ‘dependent’ or bogus self-

employment there are unsurprising difficulties in classing the self-employed in terms 

of a particular socio economic, wealth or class status. Nevertheless for self-employed 

women in particular, studies have tended to position them fairly firmly as a secondary 

earner within the nuclear family, for whom non-financial factors act as incentives 

(Carr, 1994, Hundley, 2001; Georgellis and Wall, 2005; Dawson et al, 2009; Hormans 

and Marx, 2017). 

The self-employed overall, and self-employed women in particular, tend to have 

larger proportions who are currently married than wage-and-salaried workers and 

several studies have found a positive association between the presence of children and 

the probability of being self-employed (Devine, 1994; Connelly, 1992; Carr, 1994; 

Wellington, 2006). These associations found between self-employment probability 

and household factors have been interpreted as indicating that flexibility or work-

family considerations factor highly for women, and more so than for men (Connelly, 

1992; Carr, 1994; Boden, 1999; Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998).  

 

The general profile of self-employed women in terms of human capital attributes such 

as education and professional status is inconclusive from the literature. Some studies 

have found that self-employed women are better educated than their wage-and-

salaried peers (Devine, 1994; Carr, 1994; Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998) but with fewer 
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human capital attributes – whether measured by education, experience or professional 

status- than their male self-employed peers (Carr, 1994; Budig, 2006a; Lechman and 

Schnabel, 2012). A consistent theme seems to be self-employed women’s activity in 

less lucrative sectors, particularly if they have children (Hundley, 2001; Budig, 2006b; 

Simon and Way, 2015). Income gaps among the self-employed are associated with 

working time, family size and the tendency for women with children to work in non-

professional and low-income sectors (Hundley, 2001; Budig, 2006b; Simon and Way, 

2015).  

Working trends data have shown self-employed women more likely than men to work 

part-time (Devine, 1994; Carr, 1994; Aidis and Wetzels, 2007) but in some cases less 

likely than women in wage-and-salaried employment to work reduced hours (Carr, 

1994; Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998). Studies have highlighted a degree of polarisation, 

with some women working very few hours and others working very many hours 

(Devine, 1994; Carr, 1994). Polarisation has been linked to a bifurcation between 

work-centred or careerist self-employed women and more family-oriented women 

perhaps constrained by caring responsibilities (Budig, 2006a; Patrick et al, 2016).  

Some variation by jurisdiction is evident. Aidis and Wetzel’s (2007) study linked 

gender differences in part-time working rates to the labour market characteristics of 

the EU countries studied. They considered that in countries (such as the Netherlands) 

where relatively high-quality part-time work is more commonly available, women 

would be less likely to turn to self-employment for working flexibility. In a study by 

Andersson-Joona (2016) findings were interpreted as being reflective of the particular 

labour market structure in Sweden, where institutions in place to facilitate the 

combination of motherhood and work, such as extensive parental leave and publically 

subsidised childcare (Andersson Joona, 2016: 2). As a consequence, women did not 

need to turn to self-employment as a flexible work option since this would be available 

in wage-and-salaried work. Similarly in Jenkins (2017), lower levels of female self-

employment in Denmark was interpreted as being associated with that countries 

higher levels of parental leave entitlements and women’s stronger attachment to the 

labour market.  

In terms work activity the overall trend emerging from international research seems 

to be that two different strands of self-employed women exist in the labour market. 

One strand is constrained by family factors and tends to work in lower occupational 
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levels and less lucrative industries. The other is not similarly constrained and is 

attracted to self-employment for ‘pull’ factors such as market opportunity, work long 

hours in professional occupations and high-opportunity sectors (Carr, 1994; Budig, 

2006a; Patrick et al, 2016). Budig (2006a), using US data, found that marriage and 

children were associated with self-employment in non-professional occupations for 

women. Budig’s research (Budig, 2006a and 2006b) also found that there were fewer 

gender differences among professional self-employed, with women and men working 

in similar sectors and with little or no differences in income. Among non-

professionals, the situation was different, with women concentrated in service sectors 

and men in trades and construction (Budig, 2006a).  

2.5. Conclusion  

This chapter has drawn together some of the findings in the international and Irish 

literature on self-employment trends, particularly from a gender perspective. While 

there are notable variations according to jurisdiction, it appears that while gender gaps 

in participation occur across the board, the numbers and proportions of women taking 

up solo self-employment or freelance work is increasing. From the empirical studies 

from Europe and the USA, the general profile of the self-employed woman seems to 

be someone who is married, has children and who is motivated by flexibility or work-

family balance concerns. The next chapter will explore these concepts of flexibility 

and work-family conflict in a broader sense. Applying some of the sociological and 

economic literature on labour market behaviour and divisions of labour, it asks the 

extent to which these concepts are reflective of individual choice and preference or 

might instead be rooted in gendered normative structures. 
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Chapter 3. Perspectives on gender-related labour market 

inequality: divisions of labour, human capital and work-family 

conflict  
 

3.1. Overview  

Gender-related labour market inequality refers to how opportunities are unequally 

distributed between women and men in terms of the quality of work and the financial 

outcomes that accrue from it (ILO, 2014). This inequality can manifest itself in 

different ways, to differing extents and can vary according to political, economic and 

cultural context (Rosenfeld and Kalleberg, 1991) and tends to be explained via two 

main types of argument. The first is that women are less productive because of their 

family responsibilities and because they prioritise domestic work over education, 

training and labour market experience (Mincer, 1962; Becker, 1964, 1981, 1985; 

Hakim, 2000, 2011; Polacheck, 2004). The second is that women are not less 

productive and do not have full and free choice but rather they operate within an 

essentially patriarchal societal structure that limits their opportunities and undervalues 

the work that they tend to do (Vosko and Zukewich 2006; Vosko, 2009; Fraser, 2013; 

Rubery, 2015; O’Hagan, 2015).  

Thus, two opposing viewpoints inform the research questions: ‘choice’ as represented 

by human capital and preference theories, and ‘constraint’ as represented by structural 

and critical arguments around precarious work and the gendered division of household 

labour. Human capital theory, and the rational choice paradigm upon which it rests, 

views decisions regarding the allocation of time to household production or market 

work as relatively simple calculations of utility. Those with more accumulated human 

capital and therefore greater potential to earn more in the labour market would 

naturally prioritise market work since the opportunity cost of not doing so would be 

greater (Becker, 1964; 1981; 1985; Polachek, 2004). The concept of tastes and 

preferences is also central to this approach, with work-oriented women more likely to 

prioritise their careers than those more inclined towards the domestic sphere (Hakim, 

2000). Structural or constraint theory, on the other hand, focuses on the gendered 

nature of domestic and care work and how this perpetuates social and economic 

inequality (England, 1989; Vosko and Zukewich, 2006; Vosko, 2009; Marlow, 2011). 

Decisions are not so much free and rational as grounded in complex cultural gender-
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roles and the constraints of a labour market built upon a male-centred normative 

model. Differing outcomes are the result less of varied tastes and preferences than of 

differing capacities to overcome these constraints, with intersections of class, gender 

and culture more important than human capital attributes alone.  

This chapter presents these two viewpoints. Section 3.2 examines the rational choice 

explanation for labour market behaviour and section 3.3 explores the structural and 

social constraints approach. Section 3.4 then moves on to discuss the particular 

position of women the Ireland and the structural, cultural and policy factors that 

impact upon their labour market choices. These discussions help lay the theoretical 

and conceptual foundations for the discussion on self-employment as a flexible work 

option in Chapter 4 and for the development of the research questions that follow.  

 

3.2. Choice, preference and the importance of human capital  

A rational choice view assumes that individuals are essentially rational in their pursuit 

of self-interest.  This assumption extends beyond neoclassical economic issues of 

supply and demand and into personal and household decision making (Mincer, 1963; 

Becker, 1985; Green and Shapiro, 1994). Economic concepts like complementarity, 

substitutability, opportunity cost and human capital become applicable to the analysis 

of the time-use of individuals and households (Mincer and Polachek, 1974). Central 

to this economic approach is utility - the value that the decision-maker assigns to each 

available option - expressed in mathematical models applied to predict or explain such 

decisions (Green and Shapiro, 1994). Here the family becomes the unit of analysis, 

income assumed to be pooled and the distribution of tasks or activities among family 

members dependent on tastes, preferences and relative specialisations or efficiencies, 

as stated by Mincer (1963: 64) 

[…] the distribution of leisure, market work and home work for each family 

member as well as among family members is determined not only by tastes 

and by biological or cultural specializations of functions, but by relative prices 

which are specific to individual members of the family.  

Domestic labour is, therefore, an efficiency allocation issue. Individuals within 

households make free choices about how to divide up paid market versus unpaid 
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domestic work according to how utility might be maximised. The person most 

efficient at a particular role will undertake it. If women undertake the bulk of domestic 

work, then this is seen simply as the arrangement that offers optimal utility under 

given circumstances. Becker’s ‘altruism’ theory is that families operate under a single 

utility function or are essentially interdependent (Becker, 1981). For each spouse (or 

partner) there is an implicit or explicit computation of the value to the family of the 

work that they could do at home versus the income that person would command in the 

labour market. That specialisation occurs is less a consequence of gendered 

constraints but rather reflections of their relative productivities or efficiencies at 

different tasks. 

Specialisation occurs, perhaps, because the woman has a personal preference for, or 

even a biological necessity towards, a gendered division of labour (Mincer, 1974; 

Becker, 1985; Hakim, 2002). As Hakim remarks, ‘symmetrical sex roles are {still} a 

minority taste’ (Hakim, 2000: 100) and according to Becker (1985) 

[…] men and women have intrinsically different comparative advantages not 

only in the production of children, but also in their contribution to childcare 

and possibly other activities. Such intrinsic differences in productivity would 

determine the direction of the sexual division of tasks and hence sexual 

differences in the accumulation of specific human capital. (Becker, 1985: 10) 

What is important to this model is how the level of human capital held by individuals 

within households impacts their decisions relating to the allocation of time between 

paid and unpaid work. Leisure time or time spent on domestic or caring labour has a 

measurable opportunity cost in terms of expected market income forfeited, depending 

on the human capital of the decision-maker (Mincer and Polachek, 1974; Becker, 

1985). The differentiation of roles emerges because of comparative advantages 

provided by the ‘skills and earnings powers with which family members are 

endowed’, skills which can be ‘augmented by processes of investment in human 

capital’ (Mincer and Polachek: 398).  

It is not so much that gender is irrelevant – as Becker’s somewhat deterministic 

approach illustrates - but rather that it is less relevant than human capital. Differences 

in labour market outcomes such as gender income gaps are explainable through 

divergences in investments into education, training and experience and therefore can 
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be naturally ironed out as men’s and women’s lifetime work expectations converge 

(Mincer and Polachek, 1974; Polachek, 2004). Cultural, social or historical reasons 

why women are more likely than men to forgo paid work for domestic production are 

not important to this conceptualisation of labour choice, which is assumed to be free 

in modern developed societies (Hakim, 2000; 2002).  

Hakim’s ‘preference theory’ (1998, 2000, 2002) is in many ways resonant of Becker’s 

rational approach, focusing on the choices, freedoms and opportunities of individuals 

in contemporary labour markets. Women today, according to Hakim (2000: 61), ‘have 

aspirations and expectations that were inconceivable before the equal opportunities 

revolution.’ Issues like gender income gaps or women’s tendency to occupy 

secondary labour market positions after childbirth have less to do with structural 

inequality and more to do with individual life choices.  

Preference theory argues that the choice for married women or women with children 

to take up lower-paid or lower-status positions in the labour market is merely a 

reflection of different work orientation. The woman might be a secondary earner able 

to rely upon a household income.  Thus for women maybe work is less important, 

providing ‘an opportunity to get out of the house and meet people’ whereas for ‘most 

husbands, a job is an economic necessity’ (Hakim, 2000: 71). There is an envisaged 

role-allocation here which is reflective of Becker’s idea of task specification within 

families. The most economically productive (usually the man) assumes a breadwinner 

role while the person for whom time spent at domestic or care work has lower 

opportunity cost (usually the woman) assumes either a full-time caring role or that of 

a secondary earner: 

Secondary earners are not earning a living: they are financially dependent on 

another person, or on state welfare benefits, for the basic necessities of life. 

Their income from employment are supplementary or secondary to this other, 

larger, source of income […] Secondary earners may take full-time jobs which 

are relatively low-paid but provide compensating advantages such as 

convenient hours. (Hakim, 2000: 70) 

‘Work-centred women’, meanwhile, are estimated by Hakim to represent about 20 

percent of women. They are fully committed to working, make large investments in 

education and training, work at professional levels in high-paid sectors and are 
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responsive to economic opportunities. Women who have invested in their human 

capital will prioritise paid work regardless of parental status (Hakim, 2000:6). Not 

only are these women more likely to be career-driven, but they would also face too 

high a cost for time out of the labour force in terms of forfeited income and work 

experience. Single women or women without children are represented in this category, 

unconstrained by care or domestic work but also those women who, being able to 

command high income in the labour market, will be in a position to purchase outside 

childcare.  

From a preference-based viewpoint, it is not necessarily feasible, or even desirable, to 

iron out all differences in labour market behaviour or trends between men and women. 

Rather, differences are natural and connected not only to individual motivation, life 

goals, attitudes and values but also, crucially, the preference among some people for 

a gendered division of labour. As Hakim points out, ‘despite feminist claims, the truth 

is that men and women have different career aspirations’ (Hakim, 2011: 1). This 

perspective acknowledges that the decision to alter one’s work position as a result of 

changing work-life priorities can be a freely-made choice. The assumption that full 

labour market participation ought to be the ultimate goal for all regardless of parental 

status is as unrealistic as it is undesirable.  

Where these ideas apply to empirical work, data is analysed on theoretical foundations 

of rational choice, utility maximisation or cost-benefit analysis. If different outcomes 

are visible, this is taken to reflect different utility factors, tastes or preferences and the 

purpose is not to delve into the reasons why such preferences exist. While ‘preferences 

do not predict outcomes with complete certainty’ (Hakim, 2003: 56), individual 

choices are more important determinants of observed outcomes or trends than 

contextual or environmental factors. 

 

3.3. Perspectives on structural constraint  

What differentiates the critical or structural argument from the choice-based approach 

is not in the acceptance of household decision making, nor the acknowledgement of 

sometimes necessary trade-offs between market and domestic work. Rather, it 

diverges in the extent to which it views the gendered allocation of domestic 

responsibility as more than a mere choice but, instead, reflective of socially and 
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culturally constructed gender roles and – ultimately- the patriarchal domination of 

economy and society (Mies, 1986; Alesina et al, 2013; Fraser, 2013)  

Critical ‘second wave’ feminism challenged the gender exclusions of the post-war 

male-breadwinner normative labour market structure that prevailed in much of Europe 

and North America. That ‘the personal is political’ became a guiding slogan, 

emphasising that divisions of labour in the home had wider political, social and 

economic ramifications. These were not ‘women’s issues’ requiring individual-level 

solutions but rather societal issues requiring collective action and radical political 

change (Hanisch, 2006). Friedman described the ‘problem that has no name’, referring 

to the stifled expectations and potentials of American housewives (Friedman, 1963).  

Increasingly, the ability for women to enter waged labour outside the household was 

seen as necessary for them to gain a material base for their independence and 

emancipation (Mies, 1986: 178). Yet the androcentric structure of the labour market 

that was constructed and which emerged in the 20th century was based on the 

presupposition of ‘long lasting, male-headed nuclear families, in which well-paid 

securely employed husbands support non-employed or low-earning wives’ (Fraser, 

2013: 8). As post-war ‘welfare’ states started to unravel towards the end of the 

century, with greater numbers of women entering the workforce, increased 

competition, individualisation and the reductions in job and income security, these 

assumptions became problematic.   

However what has occurred under these new circumstances has not been a radical 

reframing of social and cultural roles. Rather, there has been the continuation of 

gendered assumptions within an economic and ideological system that expects women 

to fulfil labour market and domestic/care work simultaneously, the latter sphere 

overlooked, undervalued or ignored (Mies, 1986; Fraser, 1994; Crompton, 2002; 

Fraser, 2013). According to a structural or critical viewpoint therefore, one set of 

issues of been merely replaced with another.  

Thus, as Fraser argues, the feminist critique of the male breadwinner model and of 

capitalisms inherent androcentrism served to legitimate a ‘new mode of capitalist 

accumulation’ idealized in the two-earner family (Fraser, 2013: 15).  In this new era 

of seemingly equal opportunities where women participate in the labour market, ‘the 

burden of private and care responsibilities still rests on their backs’ (European 
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Commission, 2020: 1). Even employed women do more unpaid domestic and care 

work than men and the capitalist system has merely co-opted the women’s liberation 

movement to increase the number of women in the workforce and to promote value 

systems around consumption and productivity (Fraser, 2013; Howard, 2020). 

In this system, women are disadvantaged; seeking flexible, often precarious and badly 

paid forms of work to accommodate dual demands of work and family. Growing 

numbers of divorced and never-married solo parents struggle to support their families 

without access to a male breadwinner wage and are at risk of poverty (EIGE, 2014; 

CSO, 2017). Sectors and industries in which female workers are concentrated are 

lower paid, offering fewer opportunities for advancement, less likely to receive 

bonuses, poorer training and development and more likely to be temporary (Evertsson, 

2004; OECD, 2014; Colebrook, Snelling and Longlands, 2018; EPSU, 2018).  

Thus gender inequality is not, according to structural perspectives, something to be 

solved with increased human capital investments and full labour market participation. 

Instead, domestic labour will continue to be undervalued, and career mobility will 

remain based on a male-dominated normative structure (Hochschild, 1989; Vosko, 

2006). Ignoring the intrinsic value of domestic labour and assuming that it is 

something to be outsourced to poorly paid, lower-status  (usually female) workers 

wherever possible perpetuates the same inequalities that women’s labour market 

access is designed to address (Mies, 1986; Fraser, 2013; Howard, 2020).  

Instead, the focus ought to be on tackling entrenched gender norms and redistributing 

care and domestic responsibilities equally between men and women. What is crucial 

is not the personal preference for career or family but how social factors impact people 

in varying ways according to gender, class or economic circumstances. Women might 

have very similar work preferences, for example, but will have very different labour 

market careers due to differing capacities for overcoming constraints (McRae, 2003; 

McGinn and Oh, 2017)  

Utility models applied by rational choice theorists are seen as inadequate in failing to 

acknowledge the complexities of women’s experiences. For example, they assume 

self-interest among individuals while simultaneously assuming the existence of an 

altruistic breadwinner within the household (England and Farkas, 1986; England, 

1989; Fraser, 2013). While liberal preference theorists such as Hakim emphasise 
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developments in women’s labour market equality, others are not so optimistic and 

maintain that little has changed in terms of the gendered allocation of unpaid domestic 

labour (Compton, 2002; Howard, 2020). Women are encouraged to enter traditionally 

‘male’ jobs and act in ‘male’ ways in order to achieve career ‘success’, to gain 

financial independence and to narrow labour market income gaps. Yet men are given 

no incentive – cultural, social or financial – to fulfil ‘women’s roles and, thus, work 

associated with women is undervalued. England (2010: 4) remarks upon this crucial 

imbalance:  

Most of the changes in the gender system heralded as revolutionary involve 

women moving into positions and activities previously limited to men, with 

few changes in the opposite direction. The source of this asymmetry is an 

aspect of society’s valuation and reward system that has not changed much – 

the tendency to devalue and badly reward activities and jobs traditionally done 

by women.  

Thus, according to this approach, as long as an unequal division of domestic labour 

lingers on in average households, gender-based labour market inequality is inevitable.  

A structural position does acknowledge the role of tastes and preferences but focuses 

on the cultural, class and gender-based intersections within them. Rather than largely 

gender-neutral cost-benefit calculations, a structural approach would see labour 

market decisions as influenced by class, culture, economy and society. If some women 

seek flexible work to improve their work-life balance this might point to a range of 

factors, such as having the financial means to do so, having particular types of social 

or cultural capital or because of contemporary norms around ‘intensive’ parenting 

(Warner, 2006; Warren, 2015; McGinn and Oh, 2017)5. What is of concern is the 

quality of this ‘flexible’ work and how women’s need for flexibility (whatever their 

capacity to offset or withstand its potential financial consequences) so often 

legitimises gender-based labour market inequality. Hence these issues are not 

addressed through human women’s human capital acquisition; rather, women face 

                                                           
5 Research from the US has found that women today who work outside the home spend as much time 

looking after children as full-time stay-at-home mothers did in 1965. This is a result of loss of 

community and familial support, increased rates of lone parents, changing environments for 

children’s play and cultural expectations of academic and extra-curricular activities (Bianchi, 

Robertson and Milikie, 2006) 
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challenges at different social and class levels (England and Farkas, 1986; England, 

2010, Lawter., 2016; Howard, 2020).  

US research has found that women with higher levels of education spent more time 

on childcare than their less-educated peers due to cultural, financial and class 

differences (England and Srivastava 2013). This reasoning was further explored in a 

paper by McGinn and Oh (2017) around class and gender intersectionalities through 

which middle or upper-class women tended to reduce working hours after having 

children compared to their working-class counterparts. Not only might highly-

educated or professional women be likely to be partnered with similarly high-earning 

individuals, therefore providing some financial leeway, but may be in a different 

position with regards to family support, cultural expectations or other factors which 

lead them to have not only the preference but also the ability to opt for more time at 

home (Warner, 2006; Notten et al, 2017). In summary, the decision to reduce working 

hours or prioritise domestic over market labour is indeed influenced by human capital, 

but in a more complex way than rational calculations of opportunity cost or expected 

income.  

The next section will examine how some of these complex structural factors impact 

the decisions of women in the particular circumstances of Irish society.  

 

3.4. Childcare, Flexible Working and Work-Family Conflict in Ireland  

It has been said that Ireland is ‘no country for working mothers’ (O’Hagan, 2015). A 

cultural expectation that women undertake caring roles alongside an economic 

expectation of labour market participation takes place against a backdrop of 

inadequate and expensive childcare options. These factors can make the simultaneous 

and satisfactory fulfilment of family and work considerations problematic for Irish 

women. ‘Work-family balance’ has been defined as ‘the degree to which an individual 

is able to simultaneously balance the temporal, emotional and behavioural demands 

of both paid work and family responsibilities’ (Hill et al., 2001: 49). Work-family 

conflict arises when people face severe problems reconciling these demands (OECD, 

2016; Grönlund and Öun, 2017; Notten et al, 2017). With change slow to emerge from 

state or policy level, it is left to families and individuals to find suitable solutions. 

Thus, to reconcile gendered expectations both at home and at work, women employ 
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‘coping strategies’ which might include adapting their work schedules, reducing 

working hours, outsourcing caring or domestic tasks, better time management or 

multi-tasking (Drew and Humbert, 2012; O’Hagan, 2015)  

Despite rapid and sharp increases in the rates of female employment alongside real 

cultural developments in the acceptance both of male caring roles and women’s 

economic independence, the distribution of tasks within the household still heavily 

influenced by traditional gender roles (Russell and McGinty, 2008; Loftus, 2009; 

Fine-Davis, 2011). Research has shown that Irish men spend less than the OECD 

average on household tasks and less than half as much as Irish women (OECD, 2018).  

To facilitate gender roles around caring and domestic work, women often reduce their 

labour market hours. Ireland has a high rate of part-time6 work for women: 37 percent 

compared to 12 percent for men and compared to the OECD average for women of 

25 percent (OECD, 2016). Part-time work, while associated with greater levels of 

work-life satisfaction, is generally of poorer quality, with lower hourly income and 

fewer opportunities for advancement than full-time equivalents (Barnett and Hall, 

2001; Hill, Martinson, and Ferris, 2004; Fagan et al, 2014). However, such flexibility 

is generally employer-led with women overrepresented in low-income, part-time 

occupations in sectors such as retail and personal services (Russell et al, 2009; CIPD, 

2017). In higher-level professional or managerial positions, upward career mobility is 

often predicated on long hours or inflexible working arrangements, a factor that 

contributes to the shortage of women in higher-level occupations and ultimately to the 

gender income gap in waged work (Morgan McKinley, 2016; Equality and Human 

Rights Commission UK, 2018: Eurostat, 2020).   

In Ireland, limited state regulation regarding flexible working mean that individual 

arrangements between employers and employees provides the framework for its 

provision (Plantenga and Remery, 2009). The decision to grant part-time work or any 

other form of reduced or flexible working time is at the employer’s discretion and this 

may contribute to the shortage of high-level or managerial part-time work. Employers 

in Ireland can be reluctant to accept requests for other forms of flexibility such as 

                                                           
6 Defined at working less than 30 hours per week. Variations in the definition of part-time work occur 

between sources. The Labour Force Survey, the data source for this analysis, is based upon a self-

identification as ‘part-time’ which could include working 35 hours or under (Eurostat, 1999). The 

CSO also use this definition, and from this the part-time work rate for women is 33 percent of the 

female labour force (LFS, 2017).  
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mobile or home working. One study by Citrix found that nearly three-quarters of the 

businesses they interviewed did not support employee-led flexible working in their 

organisations (Citrix, 2013). The rate of home working7 (4%) among employees in 

Ireland (Labour Force Survey, 2017) are lower than the EU average (5%) and can be 

compared to the Netherlands where 13 percent of all employees work remotely 

(Eurostat, 2018).  

Bearing in mind these factors the ability to combine work and home life depends upon 

the availability and affordability of childcare services or perhaps the presence of 

helpful family members. The strong emphasis on a liberal relatively unregulated 

market in Ireland, in common with jurisdictions like the US and UK, means limited 

state involvement in the provision of childcare services (Barry et al., 2009). The focus 

is on supporting private sector provision of childcare rather than on public services, 

and this supply-and-demand aspect can lead to high prices and shortage of availability. 

High childcare costs create barriers for secondary earners within dual-income 

families, who are typically female, or for single-parents, to taking up or continuing 

paid work, undermining their economic security in the long run (NCWI, 2005; ICTU, 

2016). Unpaid family members, mostly grandparents, are the preferred form of 

childcare in Ireland after parental care (McGinnity et al., 2013). Mothers who work 

outside the home and who do not have willing parents to step in continue to seek ways 

to accommodate conflicting roles through flexible forms of work.  

 

3.5. Conclusion  

This chapter has presented two broad theories that seek to explain labour market 

behaviour. A rational choice approach views the allocation of time between domestic 

or care labour and market work as an efficiency allocation issue. Decisions at 

individual and household level are hinged upon human capital, tastes and preferences 

with highly educated, professional or ‘work-centred’ women more likely to prioritise 

paid work. Childcare issues, according to this perspective would be dealt with by 

outsourcing childcare since, after all, with income a direct function of human capital 

they would have the means to do so. A structural or social constraints view takes issue 

                                                           
7 Defined as usually working from home 
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with the simplicity and problematic assumptions of this utilitarian approach. Instead, 

it expects a variety of complex factors play out in household decision making around 

work and care, not least women’s continued shouldering of domestic and care work 

regardless of labour market activity. The chapter thus proceeded to outline how 

women in Ireland make choices about their working lives against the backdrop of 

complex structural constraints. A legacy of traditional male breadwinner structures, 

economic imperatives towards a dual-earning family, gendered parental expectations 

and limited availability of childcare combine to limit women’s work options and 

increase their tendency towards poorer financial and career-based outcomes. Women 

are left to seek individual level solutions to structural dilemmas and adopt whatever 

strategies are available.  

The next chapter explores whether self-employment could be one such strategy. It 

looks at how contemporary narratives around entrepreneurship and freelance work 

present self-employment as offering a solution to the work-family conflict issues. 

With greater levels of control over the timing and conditions of work, fewer or no 

commutes, the ability to work from home and at a pace determined by the individual 

freelance or solo self-employment could provide improved work-life balance for 

working parents. The following chapter will explore how this idea is presented in the 

literature and how self-employment as a labour market option might be viewed 

through the theoretical perspectives of choice and constraint.  
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Chapter 4. Self-employment as a flexible work option: a review 

of the literature  
 

4.1. Overview  

Self-employment, with its potential for flexibility in both working time and 

conditions, presents a unique and interesting case through which to examine issues of 

gender-related labour inequality. Self-employment that does not require significant 

capital investment and the management of workers such as freelance or solo self-

employment gives people the ability to work with greater autonomy and flexibility 

than would be available in the private or corporate sector (Goldin and Katz, 2011). 

For women within households, this self-direction might allow more time spent in non-

market or domestic work and therefore accommodating, to some extent, dual caring 

and labour market activities (Hundley, 2001; Wellington, 2006). Indeed, flexibility 

factors have been cited as motivations for self-employment participation in surveys 

(Marlow, 1997; Hughes et al., 2006). As noted previously, in the UK, working 

mothers make up the fastest-growing demographic in freelance and particularly 

professional freelance work (Jenkins, 2017). Thus from one perspective, the flexibility 

of self-employment increases choices and opportunities for anyone seeking greater 

‘work-life balance’ or the fulfilment of life inside and outside paid work (Eurofound, 

2017).  

From another perspective however, if self-employed women are trying to 

accommodate dual roles, this is further evidence of structural inequality and will do 

little to advance women’s equal income position in the labour market (Vosko, 2009) 

Rather, flexibility in self-employment can have important gender-related 

considerations if women within families subsequently devote more time to non-

market work: more so than their husbands or partners and more than women in waged 

employment. Time-use studies have found that self-employed women spend more 

time on caring and household labour than their male and wage-earning counterparts 

(Hundley, 2001; Gurley-Calvez, 2009; Drew and Humbert, 2012). Qualitative data 

has shown women to be more likely than men to cite the need for flexibility when 

asked about self-employment choice (Boden, 1999; Hughes, 2006; Drew and 

Humbert, 2012). These sorts of findings point towards the possibility that, rather than 
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a panacea for working mothers, inequalities in the wider labour market are mirrored, 

or indeed exacerbated, in self-employment.  

 

4.2. Policy context in Ireland and Europe: the promotion of 

entrepreneurship  

The Irish government’s economic policy hinges upon creating a favourable business 

environment, both in terms of foreign investment and home-grown businesses 

(Enterprise Ireland, 2018). The Irish government placed the self-employed 

entrepreneur and Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SME’s) at the heart of its 

effort to deal with the economic crisis of 2008 (O’Connor et al., 2012). Following EU 

policy direction, Ireland pursued a programme of encouraging entrepreneurship and 

SME’s as a way to stimulate employment. As laid out by Frances Fitzgerald, former 

Minister for Enterprise and Innovation:  

Entrepreneurs are vital to maintain our recovery and build a sustainable 

economy of opportunity. Our vision is for Ireland to be among the most 

entrepreneurial nations in the world and to be a world-class place to start and 

grow a business.’ (GEM, 2017: 6) 

 

The government of Ireland’s 2014 National Policy Statement on Entrepreneurship set 

targets to raise the number of start-ups by twenty five percent, increase survival rates 

in the first five years by twenty five percent and improve capacity of start-ups to grow 

in scale by twenty five percent by 2019 (Dept. Enterprise and Innovation 2014: 8). 

The promotion of self-employment has also been used as an ‘alternative survival 

strategy for the unemployed’ (Duggan, 1998: 4) and in 2009 the Back to Work 

Enterprise Allowance Scheme (BTWEA) was introduced to encourage people in 

receipt of social welfare to set up businesses. The scheme allows for the retention of 

some welfare benefits for the first two years of business ownership as well as grants 

towards business set-up (Citizens Information, 2018). There were nearly 12,000 

recipients of the BTWEA in 2015 at a cost of €129 million (Dept. Social Protection, 

2016). 

At the European level, the promotion of self-employment is also a priority. ‘Europe 

2020’ the European Union’s ten-year growth strategy, recognises support for 
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entrepreneurship as necessary for ‘smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’, with self-

employment allowing unemployed and disadvantaged people to ‘participate in the 

economy and society’ (European Commission, 2015: 1).  

Promoting self-employment for women is also an important policy priority, both 

nationally and globally. In 1995 the UN Conference on Women stated that, in the 

context of globalisation and increasing flexibility of the labour market, self-

employment would be an important way of improving women’s employability (UN, 

1995). The Europe 2020 country analysis for Ireland stressed the importance of small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SME’s) and the promotion of self-employment for 

women were identified as necessary for achieving the Lisbon Strategy on Growth and 

Jobs (European Commission, 2015): 

[…] women constitute 52 percent of the total European population but only 

34.4 percent of the EU self-employed and 30 percent of start-up entrepreneurs. 

Female creativity and entrepreneurial potential are an under-exploited source 

of economic growth and jobs that should be further developed (European 

Commission, 2015: 11)  

 

Enterprise Ireland set up a Female Entrepreneurship Unit alongside a development 

fund to support capacity building. They also promote business networking, female 

entrepreneur role models and other programmes to help women to optimise their 

business capabilities. These schemes tend to focus on addressing perceived barriers to 

women’s business success, such as lower propensity to risk-taking, lack of capital or 

networking skills (ISME, 2015). Promoting self-employment has been presented as a 

means to improve the labour market participation of women and gender equality more 

broadly and was included as a policy priority in the EU’s ‘Strategy for Equality 

Between Men and Women’ 2010-2015. These aimed ‘to improve the work-life 

balance, promoting female entrepreneurship and working with Member States on the 

availability of high-quality childcare’ (European Commission, 2015: 5). Table 4.1 

presents some of the current national and international policy initiatives aimed at 

encouraging self-employment and self-employment for women in particular.  
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Table 4.1 Policy/Organisations to facilitate and promote entrepreneurship  

Ireland  Europe/global 

Enterprise Ireland Competitive Start Fund European Network to Promote Women’s 

Entrepreneurship  

Going for Growth (supporting women’s 

businesses)  

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor  

Funds from Local Enterprise Offices  

Feasibility Study Grants, Priming Grants, 

Expansion Grants, Assistance for Micro 

Exporters 

OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship (‘to 

create economies that are more 

entrepreneurial’)  

Irish Business Angel Network  Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan  

Irish Business Women’s Forum  EU Prize for Women Innovators  

Acorns (Rural start-ups) European Network of Female Business 

Ambassadors 

Dublin Chamber mentors for female start-

ups  

Network to Promote Women’s 

Entrepreneurship 

Women Mean Business  EU Access to Finance (Business Funding) 

Women’s Enterprise Awards   

Dept. Social Protection Enterprise 

Allowance Scheme  

 

 

Recent changes in Ireland have extended elements of social welfare and benefits to 

the self-employed to bring their entitlements more in line with wage-and-salaried 

workers. 8  Invalidity (long term illness) benefits, maternity and now job-seekers 

benefits will be available to the self-employed providing the requisite tax 

contributions have been paid. The legislation was introduced in furtherance of the 

Government’s aim of ‘creating a supportive environment for entrepreneurship, 

including providing an income safety net for self-employed and employees alike’ 

(Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, 2019).  

Thus it appears that self-employment, particularly that which is entrepreneurial, is 

regarded as something positive and worthy of increased promotion and facilitation.   

 

4.3. Self-employment through a choice-based lens: the 

flexibility/income trade-off  

Human capital, rational choice or preference-based theoretical approaches to labour 

market behaviour would view the self-employment decision (like any decision) as a 

calculation of expected utility. If flexible work is desired or required and if this has 

financial consequences in terms of reduced income (be that from self-employment or 

                                                           
8 The Social Welfare Bill 2019 is currently (July 2019) before the Seanad  
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any other type of flexible work) then this factor is weighted against the utility that 

flexibility affords. Flexibility might act as a ‘compensating differential’ for lower 

income or job insecurity. Since income is a function of human capital, the education, 

skills or work experience of the decision maker is of pivotal importance. 

By this reasoning, the self-employment decision could be viewed as an extension of 

secondary earner status, providing greater flexibility for married women or mothers 

within households. Hakim characterises women who forgo career mobility or 

monetary gain for working time flexibility as ‘adaptive’ (2000: 5). According to 

Hakim, these adaptive women, with intermittent or drifting relationships to the labour 

market, are likely to represent the majority and are not fully committed to their careers. 

They might self-select into the sorts of sectors and occupations that better facilitate 

home life. Adaptive women make a trade-off between their careers and time at home, 

taking up more flexible but perhaps less lucrative occupations. 

Self-employment could offer a viable career option for individuals who – for whatever 

reason – require working flexibility or autonomy and who are prepared to trade 

income or job security for these potential benefits (Hakim, 1989). If the flexibility to 

increase the ratio of non-market hours to market hours is greater in self-employment, 

resulting in lower wages for women, then this is evidence of the flexibility/income 

trade-off (Hundley, 2001; Wellington, 2006). Why women are more likely than men 

to make this trade-off is not necessarily relevant. The cost of time at home, whether 

leisure, caring or domestic activities, is calculated against the expected gains from 

labour market activity (Mincer, 1963; Mincer and Polachek, 1974; Becker, 1985). 

Individuals with greater human capital attributes such as higher education or more 

work experience could expect greater returns for market work and therefore would be 

more inclined to prioritise monetary or career factors. As such, the career trajectory 

or working arrangements of high human capital women would more closely resemble 

men; largely uninhibited by domestic labour (Polachek, 2004).  

Indeed, there is a choice-based theoretical framework that underpins a great deal of 

the empirical, econometric and statistical research on self-employed women 

internationally. This framework is sometimes explicitly presented or, as is more 

commonly the case, the default basis upon which these methodologies tend to rest. In 

other cases the theoretical framework is neutral or unstated, but the results can be 
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interpreted as lending credence to a choice or human capital based argument. For 

example, some research hypothesises that gender gaps would tend to be narrower 

among professional self-employed or that high human capital women would be less 

inclined to turn to self-employment as a flexible work option. Other research finds 

that the data point towards this situation or supports the idea of high human capital 

self-employed women being somehow less constrained by household factors or 

following different trajectories than their non-professional counterparts. These ideas 

form what could be presented as rational choice or human capital perspectives. Thus 

research which focuses on gender gaps in income or working trends among the self-

employed or among different groups of self-employed women tends to interpret 

differentials in the data in a utility or rational choice way (Hundley, 2001; Wellington, 

2006; Budig, 2006b; Lechman and Schnabel, 2012; Simon and Way, 2016).  

In the US, Carr (1994) posited – and the data in this study confirmed - that self-

employment is a strategy whereby women trade higher earnings for the opportunity 

to combine work and family responsibilities. Self-employment, it was argued, can be 

added to other flexible forms of work such as shift work, part-time work and home-

based work that are more convenient for working mothers and that self-employed 

women are likely to be not fully reliant on their own earnings for subsistence (Carr, 

1994: 5). This idea of freely forfeited income and job security and the hypothesis 

posed by Carr (1994) that it would be women with lower levels of experience-based 

human capital who would make that choice into self-employment is reflective of a 

rational choice or expected utility approach.  

Hundley (2001) used US data to explore time use and gender gaps in self-employment. 

The theoretical reasoning was essentially choice-based, with flexibility acting as a 

compensating differential for loss of income. Task allocation within households lead 

to women undertake a greater share of domestic labour and opt for self-employment 

to facilitate this. The results showed that, as expected, male-female differences in 

work hours were greatest among the self-employed, widening with increasing family 

size and that the gender gap in time spent on domestic/care work was also wider 

among the self-employed. Among self-employed men, income was positively related 

to marriage and family size, while the situation was reversed for women where income 

decline with additional children (Hundley, 2001).  
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Budig (2006b) aimed to highlight sources of labour market inequality by examining 

if gender differences in self-employed income existed to the same extent as for wage 

and salaried work. Budig hypothesised that income gaps ought not to occur in self-

employment in the same way as waged work since the self-employed are not subject 

to gender discrimination in hiring or promotions. Moreover, self-employment should 

reduce the penalty associated with motherhood, since inflexible working hours, long 

commutes or employer-driven conditions are not features of self-employment in the 

same way as within the wage-and-salaried sector.  

The data in Budig’s (2006b: 741) study showed that ‘in general, it appears that men 

gain while women lose, in terms of earnings, from becoming self-employed. For men, 

becoming self-employed was associated with a 5 percent increase in income over 

wage-and-salaried work and this increase was unaffected by the addition of family, 

demographic and human capital variables. For women, self-employment was 

associated with an income penalty of 16 percent (or 27 percent among full-time 

workers). Adding controls for industrial sector similarly had opposite effects for men 

and women, increasing the income premium for self-employed men while for women 

it sharpened the negative effects of self-employment. These data were interpreted as 

showing that the income gap felt by women in self-employment was closely linked to 

industrial sector, with self-employed women - at least those with household 

constraints – concentrated in low-pay sectors such as personal services (2006: 743). 

Budig (2006) posited that these findings show that some women value flexibility over 

income;  

Due to the incompatibility of family responsibilities and many work settings, 

mothers may choose self-employment for the greater flexibility it affords and 

trade higher income for the compensating ‘mother friendliness’ of self-

employment. (Budig, 2006: 729 

This choice is likely to be made by those in non-professional occupations because:  

The dilemma of earning enough to income for child-care hits women in low 

paid non-professional work the hardest; however, simultaneously caring for 

kids and running a home-based business can be done on low income (Budig, 

2006: 730) 



41 

 

Budig predicted that mother-entrepreneurs would choose non-professional self-

employment occupations with the greatest flexibility and the most ease at combining 

work and home and consequently receive the lowest returns to self-employment. For 

professional women, however, who ‘like men’ engage in self-employment to advance 

their careers, they should gain positive returns to self-employment (Budig, 2006: 731). 

The data in the Budig (2006b) study showed that, adjusted for hours worked, the 

gender gap in income was considerably higher among the non-professional group. 

There was no difference between women and men in terms of returns to self-

employment among professionals, with both men and women enjoying an earnings 

premium in self-employment compared to waged work. These findings are compatible 

with a choice or human capital-based idea of self-employment as outlined, with 

professional women with high levels of human capital attributes less likely to 

prioritise non-market work. Therefore, they will be less likely to experience income 

gaps than those in lower occupational levels.  

Lechman and Schabel (2012) addressed gendered financial outcomes in self-

employment in Germany and explored the ‘compensating differentials’ argument, 

asking:  

[…] whether it is different motivations and non-monetary aspects that 

contribute to the gender income gap, i.e. whether self-employed women earn 

less because they are seeking work-family balance rather than profits 

(Lechman and Schnabel, 2012: 4) 

The data in this study showed that education and experience did not predict self-

employed income in the same way as waged work but tenure in business and working 

time did explain a proportion of the gender gap. In the US, Simon and Way (2015) 

examined gender income gaps among self-employed ‘millennials’ 9  finding the 

negative impact of marriage and parenthood on women’s income to be associated with 

business characteristics such as occupation, sector and incorporation status. The 

research found that women were more likely to self-select into crowded and less 

lucrative industries such as service sectors that might be more flexible than higher-

paying or professional industries (2015: 12). In particular, working from home was 

                                                           
9 Generally thought of as people born between 1980 and 2000.  
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found to be negatively correlated with income for self-employed women, but not for 

men.  

As stated, the empirical literature on self-employment from a gender angle does not 

necessarily proclaim a particular choice or constraints-based approach. Rather, it is 

through the methodologies, hypothesis framing and data analysis that one might 

interpret support for one or the other. Nevertheless, the findings presented in this 

section were broadly resonant of a theoretical lens through which human capital, 

opportunity cost and efficiency are important determinants of self-employment status. 

In these studies, women trade income for the family-friendliness of self-employment 

and it is those with less human capital – the less educated, the non-professional or the 

women working in lower-paid sectors – who would be most likely to do so.  

 

4.3. Self-employment in the structural literature: facilitating gendered 

trends  

The concern of a structural approach is the household divisions of labour in which 

women are responsible for most caring and domestic labour. This, coupled with an 

economic and social system that undervalues the types of work women tend to do 

means that labour market and indeed wider inequalities will always exist. Within this 

system, women at various professional or educational levels will face constraints and 

challenges to their work, careers and financial security in the long run but may have 

different capacities for overcoming these constraints. Thus the literature on self-

employment from a structural angle focuses on the quality aspects or ‘precariousness’ 

of self-employment and particularly freelance or solo self-employment. It asks about 

gendered assumptions around the entrepreneurship narrative, where work-care 

balance issues are presented as of concern to women only. A structural perspective 

also views human capital as having less relevance, positing that gender gaps will occur 

at all levels of self-employment. 

This approach critiques the choice-based assumption that self-employed women 

freely choose flexibility over income. According to Vosko and Zukewich (2006), 

women’s concentration in solo and part-time self-employment points to gendered 

divisions of labour. Moreover, their research pointed to factors such as the lack of 

access to social protection, market exposure and collective representation are 
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‘dimensions’ of precarious work as defined by Rogers and Rogers (1989). Solo or 

freelance self-employment, including full-time but particularly part-time self-

employment, is more precarious than self-employment with employees since the 

longer job tenure associated with employer status points to greater stability. Self-

employment in contemporary labour markets is:  

[…] characterised by a continuum of increasing insecurity, moving from full-time 

employers to the full-time solo self-employed to part-time employers and the part-

time self-employed. […] the part-time solo self-employed are less likely than 

those in all other forms of self-employment to be incorporated, to belong to an 

association, or to have extended benefits. They are also the group most likely to 

have short job tenure and least likely to have adequate incomes (Vosko and 

Zukewich, 2006: 76) 

Women, who are over-represented in part-time self-employment and who might have 

their financial security and access to social benefits tied to the work status of their 

spouse are experiencing gendered labour precariousness even if the choice to opt for 

self-employment was subjectively ‘free’. Vosko and Zukewich (2006) point out that 

this dominant narrative of free choice around self-employment is based on a number 

of problematic assumptions. Firstly, if women’s self-employment is more precarious, 

perhaps with insufficient income and lacking access to benefits or job security, then 

this is assumed to be a private matter to be negotiated within the home. Secondly, the 

precarious nature of women’s self-employment is regarded as unproblematic because 

their income is assumed to be supplemented by the income of a male primary earner. 

If, however, male self-employment is precarious, this becomes a policy issue. A 

structural view would take issue with the choice or utility-based assumptions that 

resources are not only distributed fairly within the family structure and that this 

sharing is continuous throughout the life cycle; ignoring the high proportions of lone 

parents and older women with low incomes and at risk of poverty (Vosko and 

Zukewich, 2006: 75) 

Vosko and Zukewich (2006: 68) argue that gender relations and the distribution of 

unpaid caring shape the ‘choice’ for self-employment that is flexible but often 

precarious. Studies, for example, that cite flexibility as a motivating factor into self-

employment for women ‘fail to see women’s domestic responsibilities as a structural 
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concern’ (Vosko and Zukewich, 2006: 70). If waged work is unsuitable because of 

lack of child-care, inflexible hours or shortage of family-friendly policies this is a 

policy concern, not one that can be solved by the individualisation of work through 

self-employment. Their empirical study, using Canadian data, found that while there 

was a gender gap in overall participation, women occupied a larger share of part-time, 

solo self-employment. Women working in full-time, employer self-employment were 

less likely than their male counterparts to have children at home, pointing to gendered 

divisions in unpaid caregiving (2006: 82). Women in part-time, solo self-employment 

were more likely than their male counterparts to be married or have children at home. 

The fact that women in solo, part-time self-employment might have low incomes or 

experience job insecurity is relatively unproblematic since they are ‘assumed to have 

access to sources of subsistence beyond the wage’ (2006: 74). Self-employment can 

lead to gendered patterns of dependency where the male wage is still the ‘locus for 

delivering social entitlements and benefits’ (Vosko and Zukewich, 2006: 84).  

Recognising the ‘patriarchal pressures’ that underlie women’s experience of the 

labour market, Marlow (1997: 1; see also 2006; 2011) researches gender and 

entrepreneurship in the UK context. According to Marlow (1997: 200), the successful 

experiences of a handful of high-profile businesswomen cannot mask the empirical 

evidence that women face cultural and societal barriers in the labour market and 

remain concentrated in low-wage sectors. Using data on male and female business 

owners, Marlow (1997: 205) found that women cited the need to combine domestic 

and waged labour as a primary influence on their self-employment decision whereas 

none of the men in the sample expressed concern with these demands. These findings 

were interpreted as indicating that ‘enterprise culture’ is not heralding new choices or 

offering an escape from subordination for the majority of female small business 

owners but instead:  

[…] those who choose the self-employment option to accommodate the 

demands of domestic labour are, by definition, still undertaking a dual role, 

and are no more likely than those in paid employment to gain assistance from 

other family members with domestic tasks (Marlow, 1997: 202) 

Thus the positioning of women within self-employment merely ‘reflects and 

reproduces embedded socio-economic norms’ (Marlow, 1997: 118). Women pursue 
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fragmented and flexible working patterns as a response to expectations that they will 

undertake primary responsibility for domestic labour and childcare. Women are not 

necessarily exhibiting a free choice for lack of entrepreneurial ambition when opting 

for home-based or part-time self-employment but instead are ‘responding to social 

imperatives’ (1997: 118).  

Lawtor, Rua and Andreassi (2015), using US data, explored the ‘glass cage’ within 

self-employment. They posited that professional women are being pushed into self-

employment due to organisational restructuring, lack of promotional opportunities 

and frustration over trying to balance demanding careers with family life. The data in 

this study supported this idea, with income gaps found to exist even when controlling 

for industry, occupation and hours worked. There is an underlying assumption, they 

wrote, that ‘self-employment will lead to increased income, a positive career 

trajectory and increased flexibility’ (Lawtor et al 2015: 23-24):  

Professional women who are using self-employment as a surrogate for part-

time employment experience a punitive impact on their income such that, 

regardless of their occupation, they are unable to close the income gap and end 

up being trapped in a ‘glass cage’  

Drew and Humbert (2012) looked at entrepreneurship in Ireland from a gender angle. 

They explored how self-employed entrepreneurs negotiated their work and family 

roles hypothesising that gendered roles would be evident as women adopt flexible 

working strategies. Using a sample of business owning parents the study found that 

business owning women were considerably more likely to have experienced a work 

interruption due to childcare/family commitments, worked fewer hours in general and 

that it was ‘mothers, rather than fathers, ,who saw entrepreneurship as a means of 

reconciling their dual roles’ (Drew and Humbert, 2012: 57).    

Exploring new forms of digital entrepreneurship and platform self-employment, Dy, 

Marlow and Martin (2018) argue that these are not acting as a leveller in terms of 

intersecting gender and social positions. Digital technologies, with low barriers to 

entry, have increased entrepreneurial opportunities and require neither formal 

premises nor costly equipment. Therefore the online space is assumed to encourage 

meritocracy and the participation of marginalised or previously excluded groups 

(OECD, 2018). Yet Dy et al.’s (2018) research found that traditional gender roles, far 



46 

 

from being eliminated, are reproduced as flexibility and family life remain gendered 

concerns. Women are more likely than men, if they do work from home, to attempt to 

care for children at the same time (Dy et al. 2018: 297).  

The specific policy, cultural and economic context within which labour market 

decisions are made is of crucial importance to a more structural interpretation. Trends 

that emerge from data on self-employment gender differences are interpreted in light 

of the particular circumstances.  Part-time work, for example, was not found to be 

associated with self-employment in countries such as the Netherlands where higher-

quality part-time work was more readily available (Aidis and Wetzels, 2007). In 

Sweden, with its more generous parental leave entitlements and flexible-working 

norms, household factors were found to have different effects or at least could be 

interpreted differently. Here women would have less cause to require self-

employment to achieve work-life balance (Andersson-Joona, 2016). Research from 

the US, while varied, does suggest a need for women with children to strategise ways 

to combine work and home. With less generous parental and maternity entitlements, 

minimal state involvement in the provision of childcare and workplace benefits 

associated with one’s employment status, the research findings from the US reflect a 

situation in which women – particularly, perhaps, those in lower-level occupations 

less likely to offer benefits – to seek flexibility through self-employment (Carr, 1994; 

Simon and Way, 2016).  

Thus we can see that structural and constraints-based viewpoints on self-employment 

focus on issues of gendered divisions of labour above other considerations such as 

human capital. Sociological and econometric research is carried out not from the 

starting point of utility frameworks but rather hinged around inequality and gendered 

normative structures. The next section expands on how both choice and constraint 

ideas around labour market behaviour might expect different outcomes from data on 

self-employment from a gender angle. 

 

4.4. Operationalising choice and constraint frameworks: developing the 

theoretical model  

The two dominant frameworks discussed are used here to understand the experiences 

or behaviours of women in the labour market. The primary questions and hypotheses 

as well as the statistical methods used to address them are based upon these 
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frameworks.  Of course, the differences between these two theoretical positions are 

not always clear cut. Human capital theories acknowledge unequal gender roles 

(Polachek, 2004) just as structural positions recognise subjective choice in decision 

making, with some women with children choosing to spend more time at home (Budig 

and England, 2001; McGinn and Oh, 2017). Economists recognise that the rational 

pursuit of self-interest can include both pecuniary and non-pecuniary rewards such as 

the satisfaction of spending time with children or the importance of leisure time while 

structural positions also see choices made by individuals striving for the ‘best deal’ 

they can get (Farkas and England, 1989: 20). If there is a determinable difference 

between these two approaches, it is in the level of emphasis placed on either human 

capital or household divisions of labour and whether self-employment is seen as a 

positive solution or as having the potential to exacerbate already-existing gender gaps. 

Therefore, it is upon these distinctions that the models are developed and the analysis 

of results is carried out.  

Thus are two ways in which choice and constraint perspectives might have varying 

expectations about the data. First, while a choice perspective might expect gender 

differences in working arrangements and income, it would not see any reason why 

these would be unique to, or be exacerbated in, self-employment. On the contrary, 

self-employment with its potential for greater flexibility could reduce commuting 

times, increase autonomy, facilitate home working and encourage labour market 

participation for women (Cooke et al., 2018; OECD, 2018). An approach which 

emphasises the role of structural constraint, however, would see self-employment 

with its potential to shift the ratio of market to non-market work as ideally positioned 

to reflect gendered norms around work and domestic roles. If flexibility is gendered 

and self-employment is more flexible, a constraints-based approach would expect 

gendered trends to manifest themselves within self-employment to a greater extent 

than in wage-and-salaried employment.  

The second way in which choice and constraint perspectives would differ is around 

the crucial issue of human capital. Human capital is pivotal to a choice-based 

understanding of differences in working arrangements and income between self-

employed women and men. Work-centred women with accumulated human capital 

will not opt for self-employment to balance work and home life. Instead they will have 

greater incentive to work longer hours, earn more money and progress in their careers. 
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Household factors like marriage and children would have less impact on income or 

working trends for those with higher levels of human capital since they would be more 

likely to outsource care or domestic work. A constraints-based view would regard the 

gendered division of household labour to be far more important than human capital in 

explaining gender differences. Highly educated or professional women face barriers 

to labour market activity that, while perhaps different, are just as common as those 

experienced by less educated or non-professional counterparts. Indeed, various 

complex factors might lead women with high levels of human capital to seek 

flexibility through self-employment.  

Drawing upon these perspectives, this research presents three core propositions based 

upon a structural constraints perspective. The first proposition is that significant 

differences in working arrangements and income will occur between self-employed 

women and men. The second proposition is that gender differences in the working 

arrangements and income of the self-employed will be wider or more pronounced than 

in wage-and-salaried employment. The third proposition is that significant differences 

in working arrangements and income between self-employed men and women will 

occur regardless of human capital.  These broad propositions form the basis of the 

research hypotheses examined in this thesis. Should the data not uncover enough 

evidence to accept these propositions then these might be interpreted as instead 

pointing towards a choice or preference-based reasoning.   

The research will explore whether the experiences of self-employed women in Ireland 

are comparable to those found in international studies. In these studies, self-employed 

married women or women with children are secondary-earners within families, tend 

to work in less lucrative sectors or occupations and thus lack experiential or education-

based human capital (Hundley, 2001; Budig, 2006a; Lechman and Schnabel, 2012; 

Simon and Way, 2016). It furthermore investigates whether the human-capital based 

idea that professional women would be less inclined to require or prioritise flexibility 

through self-employment applies in the Irish context. 

Certain concepts are also used in the interpretation of data, as discussed in this chapter. 

The concepts relevant to a choice-based view include opportunity cost, expected 

utility, the importance of human capital, and compensating differentials. Concepts 

associated with a constraints-based position include precariousness in work, gendered 
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divisions of labour, cultural and policy context and the gendered flexibility in working 

arrangements. Chart 4A below outlines how these theoretical viewpoints feed into the 

research hypotheses:  

CHART 4A  

 

As the left hand side of the model illustrates, a choice-based approach in which human 

capital is key to understanding the labour market would apply economic ideas such as 

expected utility, compensating differentials and opportunity cost. Households and 

individuals make labour market decisions, including the decision to become self-

employed, based upon the level of utility to be gained from it and, by and large, these 

are rational and free choices. Time spent looking after children or engaging in any 

other unpaid or leisure pursuits has a cost in terms of time forfeited in paid work 

therefore. Those with higher levels of human capital and hence greater expected 

income would be less inclined to prioritise these pursuits. On the other hand those 

with fewer human capital attributes who could expect less financial rewards from 

work might be more inclined to prioritise time in unpaid care work, with the flexibility 

of self-employment acting as a compensating differential for lower income. Gender 

gaps in working arrangements and financial outcomes would, according to this theory, 

be narrower among professionals since both women and men would display a 

preference for, and have a greater incentive towards, labour market work.  
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The right hand side of the model shows how gender differences in self-employment 

might be viewed from a constraints-based narrative. This would focus on the gendered 

nature of flexibility: how women more than men seek flexible work to accommodate 

dual domestic and labour market roles and consequently experience precarious work 

and disadvantageous financial outcomes. The cultural, social and policy context is 

crucial here. Women make decisions not merely on calculations of expected utility 

but against the backdrop of a patriarchal domination of economy and society, a culture 

where care work is undervalued and where women at all occupational and educational 

levels experience barriers to their labour market participation. This view would expect 

gender differences in working arrangements between self-employed men and women 

and, what’s more, would expect the flexibility inherent in self-employment to lead to 

wider gaps than in wage-and-salaried work. Human capital attributes would not 

narrow such differentials but would have little effect as professional and highly 

educated women continue to seek working flexibility not available in wage-and-

salaried work.  

Several broad questions are addressed: who are self-employed women in Ireland and 

how do their working trends and income outcomes differ from their male and wage-

and-salaried counterparts? What is the impact of human capital attributes on gender 

gaps in self-employment? In order to address these overarching questions, seven 

specific and measurable research questions are asked: 

Research questions:  

1. What is the profile of self-employed women in Ireland? 

2. Are flexible working arrangements more prevalent among self-employed 

women compared to self-employed men? 

3. Are gender gaps in flexible working arrangements wider among the self-

employed compared to wage-and-salaried workers? 

4. Are flexible working arrangements more prevalent among self-employed 

women than self-employed men regardless of human capital attributes?  

5.  Is there a gender income gap among the self-employed? 

6. Is the gender income gap among the self-employed wider than in wage-and-

salaried work? 

7. Does the gender income gap among the self-employed occur regardless of 

human capital attributes? 
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4.5. Conclusion  

This chapter has attempted to bring together some of the complex and interwoven 

factors which might influence self-employment trends for women. Labour economics 

has long been concerned with how non-market work, largely undertaken by women, 

impacts upon market-work outcomes. Self-employment is an interesting component 

of this analysis, not only because of how it is evolving in current contexts but because 

of how, at the micro-level, self-employment is seen as a way of better combining 

market and non-market work. Thus, the theoretical and conceptual framework 

outlined attempts to draw these components together and provide some explanation 

for chosen variables and the rationale behind the main research questions. It uses a 

comparison with self-employed men to explore questions relating to gender 

differences and with women in wage-and-salaried work to highlight whether 

differences are unique to self-employment or merely reflections of wider labour 

market trends.  

There is to date a dearth of research into solo or freelance self-employment from a 

structural, sociological or critical perspective particularly that which attempts to 

examine gender differences and especially in the Irish context. This lack of analysis 

could stem from the difficulties involved in defining and conceptualising such a 

heterogeneous form of work. It might also be a result of a deeply-held assumption that 

self-employment is a positive labour market option for men and women. Self-

employment is often synonymous with entrepreneurship, innovation and the liberal 

values of autonomy and choice. In this ‘enterprise culture’, viewing self-employment 

as overwhelmingly positive leaves little room for critical analysis lest the successes 

of numerous self-employed men and women be underestimated or the desirability of 

self-employment be undermined (Burrows, 2015).  

Yet analysing gender-related labour market inequalities requires highlighting ways in 

which cultural or normative assumptions such as women’s dual responsibility for 

market and non-market work are manifested. In this sense, the research is not a 

critique of self-employment but rather a reflection on gendered divisions of labour.  
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Chapter 5: Methodology and Research Design 
 

 

5.1. Overview 

In Chapters 1 to 4, the context was laid out, outlining the demands and challenges 

confronting working mothers in Ireland. Social, cultural and economic expectations 

of women are that they participate in the labour market while at the same time 

maintaining primary responsibility for unpaid care and domestic work. These often-

conflicting demands are accompanied by a relative shortage of family-friendly 

flexibility in wage-and-salaried work, particularly in high-level occupations and in 

certain sectors (Russell et al., 2009; O’ Hagan, 2015; Morgan McKinley, 2016; 

Plantenga and Remery, 2019.)  

Thus it is against this backdrop that research questions relating to self-employment, 

gender and income are posed. In the particular economic, social and cultural 

circumstances of the Irish labour market it is expected that there will be gender 

differences in self-employment working trends. This will be reflective of a situation 

in which women attempt to reconcile dual caring and labour market roles more so 

than their male counterparts. Human capital attainment will have little or no effect on 

these differences as women at all occupational levels face similar gender-role 

expectations.  

This chapter outlines the methodology, that is, the tools or techniques applied to 

address the research questions, how this combination of techniques is used and the 

theoretical basis upon which they are interpreted. First, the epistemological and 

ontological assumptions of the research are discussed. Secondly, the rationale for a 

critical realist approach is presented. Thirdly, the study design, including the sources 

of data used and the statistical and analytical techniques applied are laid out. Fourthly, 

the conceptual and theoretical frameworks outlined in the review of the literature are 

revisited in order to detail the manner in which they are measured or operationalised 

in particular how the core concepts were broken down into a set of specific and 

measurable research questions.  
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5.2. Research philosophy 

The worldview, ‘basic set of beliefs’ (Guba, 1990: 17) or ‘general philosophical 

orientation’ (Creswell, 2012: 4) held by any researcher inevitably shapes the nature 

of their inquiry. These beliefs can be roughly sorted into ‘paradigms’ containing 

different assumptions about the nature of reality (ontology) and knowledge 

(epistemology), assumptions which guide research design, methods and interpretation 

(Crotty, 1998: 10).  

The multidisciplinary nature of organisational, work or management research (the 

subject matter of this thesis) means there is no agreed ontological or epistemological 

paradigm (Tranfield and Sarkey, 1998; Tsoukas, 1994). Instead, methodologies are 

drawn from the associated social science fields of psychology, economics, sociology 

and politics. Yet such philosophical considerations are as important here as anywhere 

else. As Johnson and Duberley (2000: 1) point out in relation to management research: 

How we come to ask particular questions, how we assess the relevance and 

value of different research methodologies so that we can investigate those 

questions, how we evaluate the outputs of research, all express and vary 

according to our underlying epistemological commitments.  

The central point of ontological considerations is whether social entities (the things 

being studied) have an objective reality. Do they exist separate to the subjective 

experience of the social actors or are they constructions based purely around the 

perceptions of those involved (Bryman, 2015). These two interpretations – 

objectivism and constructionism – form the dichotomy of worldview about how social 

entities can be known or knowable and as such, are closely connected to the choice of 

research strategy and methodology. Objectivism implies that there are facts associated 

with social phenomena that are knowable without being influenced by our perceptions 

of them. Objectivists seek out reasons, effects and causal explanations without 

necessarily taking the subjective states of people into consideration. The goals of the 

objectivist researcher are usually to break social phenomena into quantifiable 

variables that can be studied independently through hypothesis testing and developing 

theories that can predict outcomes or observations within groups (Gill and Johnson, 

1991). Taking these considerations on board, it is clear that the ontological position 
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guiding this research is objectivism, since data based on social facts are used to 

support various hypotheses around gender and work.  

The next aspect of paradigm choice to address is epistemological and it is holistically 

tied to one’s ontological position. It concerns how knowledge can be obtained and 

how the social world can be investigated. (Bryman, 2015). Again, epistemological 

viewpoints are dichotomised around whether the social world is objective enough to 

be studied according to the principles of the natural sciences or, on the other hand, 

whether the social world, being inherently subjective, requires a different logic. The 

first approach, positivism assumes the existence of objectively knowable facts while 

the second, interpretivism, looks for culturally defined or historically situated 

interpretations of the social world (Okasha, 2016).  

Quantitative social science in the field of work or management studies often takes the 

default ontological and epistemological positions of objectivism and positivism. In 

many ways this makes sense since social phenomena are quantified through data 

gathering, hypotheses are tested and trends, results and outcomes from these data are 

observed. Moreover, central to the positivist tradition is the use of deductive methods: 

generating hypotheses through the development of theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks that can be tested. The deductive method is the one applied in this thesis. 

The data being used in this study also represents some relatively objective and 

measurable ‘facts’ such as age group, location or work status.  

However, a default objectivist or positivist position can be problematic or at least 

worthy of further interrogation. The standards of the natural sciences - universal laws, 

predictability and objectivity - are tough baselines from which to study the social 

world that by its nature is dynamic, without universal laws and heavily influenced by 

context. Furthermore, the researcher can never be entirely objective or separate from 

the people they are studying.  

Even data-driven research cannot escape issues of subjectivity or complexity behind 

survey responses or, even more importantly, value-biased interpretations of results. 

The researcher generates hypotheses after making observations about his or her own 

social world and their subjective interpretations reflect particular theories or concepts. 
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The data sources used in this thesis contain some subjective elements 10  and the 

theories upon which the hypotheses are drawn – gender inequality, choice, constraint 

and so forth – refer to a complex social world. 

 

5.2.1. The case for a critical realist approach to statistical research  

Realism itself is similar to positivism in that it assumes a separate reality capable of 

being measured that is a belief that the natural and social sciences can be observed in 

much the same way (Bryman, 2015). Critical realism is a specific form of realism that 

simultaneously acknowledges both objective reality and how that reality can have 

multiple interpretations (Fleetwood, 2013). The social world, like the natural world, 

is open to investigation and regularities can be observed yet at the same time context 

is crucial because it interacts with and influences these regularities (Bryman, 2015).  

There is some debate around whether critical realism offers an alternative paradigm 

to positivism in quantitative, data-driven or statistical research. This debate centres on 

the issue of ‘closed’ and ‘open’ systems. Statistical or econometric modelling assumes 

‘closure’ in the sense that the phenomena under study are constant, are relatively 

isolated from other potential influencers and a cause always produces the same effect 

(Lawson, 1997). As such, some argue that to model the social world as if it is a closed 

system creates a rift between the way the social world actually is and the way it is 

represented through statistical models. Others view the distinction between open and 

closed systems as overestimated and that while the social world is characterised by 

open systems this does not necessarily rule out the existence of patterns or regularities 

(Fleetwood, 2017).  

Olsen and Morgan (2005) provide a defence for the use of statistics in its application 

to social research by bringing in elements of critical realism. They recognise that 

practitioners inevitably come from a variety of epistemic positions and propose that 

statistical methods should be applied within a more critical-realist understanding.  For 

example, one can apply a healthy scepticism to the application of statistical techniques 

but not reject their use. The key is to be modest about findings and what they represent, 

                                                           
10 For example the respondents’ reasons for working part-time or whether they desire 

increased working hours 
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realistic about alternative positions and self-questioning about how outcomes are 

interpreted. Variables in equations are not to be ‘facts’ (due to survey response 

subjectivities or measurement error) and the relationships between them are not 

necessarily causal, yet:  

[…] separating out variables and slope coefficients, or the odds of an outcome 

broken down by types of actor, are useful separations which have heuristic 

use. They can lead to insights about the real, complex social system. (Olsen 

and Morgan, 2005: 21) 

Babones (2016: 466) uses the term ‘interpretive quantitative research’ to describe 

analysing data from multiple perspectives and thinking reflexively about how the data 

has come into existence:  

Classical statistical methods are not the problem in quantitative sociology. The 

problem is that in most cases quantitative sociology unnecessarily retains the 

philosophical, rhetorical and methodological baggage of the experimental 

sciences […] interpretative approaches can make quantitative analysis more 

meaningful (Babones 2016: 466). 

Similarly, Ron (2002) argues that while techniques such as regression analysis can’t 

be used for every inquiry into social science and the mindless throwing of variables 

into a regression model should never be justified, such methods can still be useful and 

powerful ways of understanding social concepts. As such, the usefulness of critical 

realism is in making sense of existing methods rather than rejecting them.  

The epistemological positioning of data-driven social research is a complex topic that 

would warrant an entire thesis of its own. Thus it suffices at this point to just 

acknowledge this complexity. Survey data as is used in this research has many 

limitations and can certainly over-simplify a complex reality while statistics, 

particularly multivariate regressions, do not reveal laws or causations in the social 

context but rather associations. Nevertheless, with these limitations in mind it is 

possible to justify a broadly objectivist and positivist approach informed by a critical 

realist rationale that supports the basis for the choice of analytical statistics as a 

method to provide answers to the research questions posed here.  
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5.3. Definitions of self-employment 

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) categorises the workforce into 

employers, own-account workers, employees, unpaid family workers, members of 

cooperatives and persons not classifiable by status. The first two of these relate to the 

self-employed, grouped as either employers or ‘own account workers’. The ‘own 

account worker’ or ‘solo self-employed’ is the primary focus of this research and is 

someone who is self-employed but does not engage employees on a continuous basis 

(ILO, 2018). 

 

The Irish Central Statistics Office (CSO), considers an individual to be self-employed 

if he or she ‘works in his or her own business, professional practice or farm for the 

purposes of earning a profit, even if the enterprise is failing to make a profit’. It 

includes within that bracket a person looking after children for incomement, 

freelancers (under circumstances of economic independence) and members of 

producer’s cooperatives. The primary classification used in the census and the Labour 

Force Survey (LFS) is the Principle Economic Status classification, in which a person 

is either at work, unemployed, looking for their first job, a student or looking after 

family. If a person is in work and self-identifies as self-employed, he or she is either 

self-employed with staff or self-employed without staff (LFS, 2015: 68). 

 

This separation between employer and solo self-employment is a common distinction 

in policy and statistical analysis. The reason is that the solo self-employed are likely 

to be in a different financial or work situation than those who can hire employees. 

According to some measures, employers are less likely to be exposed to precarious 

work qualities such as job and income insecurity, lack of access to social protection 

and lack of collective representation (Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989). Longer tenure in 

employer self-employment might mean more job certainty, and more likely to have 

adequate income or be members of organisations such as employers’ guilds or 

industry associations that provide some collective voice (Cranford, Vosko and 

Zukewich, 2003b). However the solo self-employed range from cleaners to childcare 

workers, models to builders and tradespeople, musicians to technical consultants. 

While there are huge variations in the income, job conditions and levels of work 

satisfaction among the self-employed, it is widely accepted that as a labour market 
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group they are more ‘exposed’ to elements of precariousness such as insecurity, low 

income and lack of access to social safety nets (Bradley and Roberts, 2003; OECD, 

2017) 

A further crucial distinction is between the self-employed and employee. A self-

employed person operates under a contract for services rather than an employment 

contract and this renders them subject to a very different set of rights, protections and 

obligations. Full access to social safety nets and protections afforded by employment 

law tend to be centred on the employee-employer relationship and limited for the self-

employed (European Commission, 2015). Employers are furthermore required by law 

to abide by a wide range of laws and obligations such unfair dismissal, minimum 

wage, health, safety, redundancy, insolvency, working hours, parental and family 

leave - obligations that do not necessarily extend to the self-employed. 

Table 5.1. Describes the various ways in which self-employment is defined or 

identified by the relevant institutions:  

 

Table 5.1.  Definitions of Self-employment 

ILO Employer: ‘a person who operates 

his or her own economic enterprise, 

or engages independently in a 

profession or trade, and hires one or 

more employees’. 

Own Account Worker: ‘a person 

who operates his or her own 

economic enterprise, or engages 

independently in a profession or 

trade, and hires no employees.’ 

OECD Self-employment: ‘employers, workers who work for themselves, 

members of producers' co-operatives, and unpaid family workers’  

Revenue Self-employed:  

 Own your own business 

 Exposed to financial risk and bear the cost of substandard work  

 Have control over what you do, how you do it and your own 

hours of work  

 Free to hire other people  

 Provide materials for the job 

 Can provide business to more than one customer.  

 Provide your own insurance 

 Cost and agree a price for the job  

 

CSO/LFS Self-Employed: ‘‘works in his or her own business, professional 

practice or farm for the purposes of earning a profit, even if the 

enterprise is failing to make a profit’  

Self-Employed with Employees Self-Employed without 

Employees 
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This research relies on individuals self-identifying as being self-employed within the 

survey data. Furthermore, the focus of this study is on self-employed without 

employees. The definition ‘solo self-employed’ as identified as a measurable variable 

in the survey data could encompass all non-agricultural subcontracting, freelancing, 

tele-working, independent professional practice, small business ownership, 

entrepreneurship as well as dependent or ‘bogus’ self-employment11.  

The self-employed respondents in the survey data may also be employees in the sense 

that they have a second job. They are included in the analysis if their primary area of 

work is self-employment and the income variable, net disposable income, would in 

these cases include income from these secondary sources. Approximately 4 percent 

of self-employed men and 5 percent of self-employed women have a second job (LFS 

2017). While the nature of this work goes beyond the scope of this study it is worth 

pointing this out from the perspective of defining the self-employed.  

The sample is further defined as non-agricultural self-employment. This was 

following similar definitions in previous research (Carr, 1994; Wellington, 2006) and 

also to avoid the tendency for large numbers of solo self-employed male farmers to 

skew the trends. Non-agricultural solo self-employed individuals would better 

represent the sort of freelance work that is the focus of this research. To do this, 

sectoral activity in both datasets that fall under the heading ‘agriculture, forestry, 

fishing’ have been excluded from the sample.  

 

5.4. Secondary analysis of primary sources 

This section explains the logic behind the choice of using already existing data rather 

than collecting new survey data. It then discusses why the Labour Force Survey and 

the Survey on Income and Living Conditions have been selected for this purpose and 

outlines some of the characteristics of these, including sampling frames, coding and 

limitations. These surveys cover self-employed and solo self-employed individuals in 

Ireland and provide high-quality, standardised and nationally representative data that 

would not have been possible to gather as a primary source, at least not to an extent 

                                                           
11 False or bogus self-employment occurs where an employer wilfully and wrongly treats an 

employee as a self-employed contractor in order to avoid tax and social insurance contributions and 

other employment rights which attach to employment. (Oireachtas). 
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that would allow for the application of statistical techniques. As explained in the last 

section, the research questions are explored through a broadly realist or objectivist 

ontological and positivist epistemological standpoint.  

The research is based on social survey data and is informed by literature on 

economics, employment, gender relations and the policy context. It expands on and 

contributes to existing knowledge by focusing on the profile of self-employed women 

and examining gendered trends within self-employment as compared to wage-and-

salaried work. The aim here is primarily descriptive and explanatory to view patterns 

that emerge from the existing data. Techniques are applied to the data to support or 

reject the hypotheses set out rather than to assume any causal links or predictive power 

between variables. Associations or correlations between variables uncovered through 

regression analysis are viewed in conjunction with descriptive data, backed up by 

theory and a conceptual framework.  

McInnes defines secondary data analysis as ‘using evidence, usually quantitative, that 

someone else has collected and compiled’ (2016: 2). In this case, the information is 

collected by the Central Statistics Office (CSO), the Irish government’s statistical 

institute that has the authorisation, resources and technical capability to produce large-

sample, high-quality national data on demographics, employment, economics and a 

range of other issues. With the volume of data increasing exponentially and the 

software available to analyse them becoming increasingly advanced, resources 

collected by the CSO can be used by researchers to answer a wealth of social and 

economic questions. While the expensive and time-consuming tasks such as sampling, 

interviewing, collating and standardising has already been done it is crucial that the 

researcher understands these processes, is aware of the limitations of the data and is 

armed with theoretical and conceptual frameworks to minimise the chances of making 

spurious or presumptive links.  

There are two ways to approach secondary analysis of data: driven by the research 

question or by the data (Cheng and Philips, 2014). This study is research-question 

driven in that a hypothesis has been generated using existing literature, theories and 

concepts on the topic of self-employment, gender and work and the data was chosen 

based on its ability to help address this hypothesis.  
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The Labour Force Survey and the EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions have 

been chosen as the best way to describe and explain the position of self-employed 

women in Ireland. These social survey sources provide standardised data that allows 

for different groups to be compared across selected measures and can be a key player 

in social science research (McInnes, 2016). The ability to make comparisons between 

women and men and between self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers allows 

us to address the questions of this research and in order to provide an accurate 

assessment of self-employment in the Irish labour market the use of these national 

social surveys is the most appropriate strategy to employ. 

 

5.5. Construction of the research hypotheses and methods applied  

In the previous chapter, sociological and economic concepts such as gendered 

flexibility, precarious work and the unequal division of household labour are 

developed into a set of eight research questions. The first of these questions relates to 

developing a profile of self-employed women in Ireland and is explored using 

observations of frequency distributions for main variables in the Labour Force Survey. 

The other seven questions are translated into testable hypotheses to be addressed using 

more sophisticated statistical methods and are sorted into two groups according to 

source.  Hypotheses 1-3 focuses on working arrangements using Labour Force Survey 

(LFS). Hypotheses 4-6 relating to income use data from the Survey on Income and 

Living Conditions (SILC).  A number of measures and techniques are used to test 

these hypotheses. Below, the measures used and the rationale for each separate 

hypothesis are outlined.  

Hypothesis 1: Flexible working arrangements will be more prevalent among self-

employed women compared to self-employed men.  

Flexible working factors from the Labour Force Survey and those which are deemed 

to indicate at least some constraint to labour market activity, are selected: (i) part-time 

work, (ii) home-working, (iii) caring reasons for part-time work, (iv) personal or 

family reasons for part-time work, (v) atypical hours and (vi) not looking for full-time 

hours/not underemployed. This proposition reflects the theoretical position that 

women adapt their working arrangements to suit the demands of domestic and caring 

considerations more so than men or that ‘flexibility’ is gendered within self-
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employment. This hypothesis provides a test of whether more self-employed women 

adopt flexible working arrangements than men and whether flexible working 

arrangements are more of an influence on self-employment choice for women 

compared to men. Furthermore, since this thesis is concerned with the gendered 

division of labour it has been decided to explore this issue by testing how full-

time/part-time work status is associated with household variables for self-employed 

women and men.  

Hypothesis 2: Gender gaps in flexible working arrangements will be wider among the 

self-employed compared to wage-and-salaried workers.  

This question goes to the heart of the concept of gendered flexibility by seeing self-

employment, with its greater potential for autonomy and flexibility of working 

arrangements, as being uniquely positioned to reflect normative divisions of 

household versus market labour. Therefore, it is decided to carry out a comparison 

with wage-and-salaried workers to explore whether trends merely reflect those in the 

wider labour market or whether the nature of self-employment lends itself to more 

visible gender differences.  

Hypothesis 3: Flexible working arrangements will be more prevalent among self-

employed women than self-employed men regardless of human capital attributes.  

The term ‘human capital’ denotes an economic or monetary value based upon how 

much education, skills or work experience a person has and, subsequently, how much 

money they would earn in the labour market (Becker, 1964, 1985; Mincer, 1963). The 

term is applied here both for practical reasons (to describe educational and 

professional status) and for more theoretical reasons (a way to measure the choice-

based human capital theory). The hypothesis is constructed in such a way that if 

enough evidence could be found to support it (that, indeed, gender gaps flexible 

working arrangements did occur among professionals in a similar manner to non-

professionals) then this would undermine the choice or human-capital based approach 

that would assume narrower gender gaps in working arrangements among high human 

capital individuals.  

A number of statistical approaches are chosen to test this hypothesis. First, data on 

working trends among self-employed at different occupational or professional levels 

are observed and the differences or associations tested. Second, differences in how 
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full-time/part-time self-employed status is associated with household variables 

(marriage and children) for professional women and men are observed using 

frequencies and non-parametric hypothesis testing. Third, regression analysis are used 

to estimate the strength of associations between flexible working arrangements and 

the likelihood of self-employment when controlling for human capital factors. Finally, 

regression analysis is used to estimate how flexible working and other factors impact 

upon the likelihood of self-employment for women in professional compared to non-

professional (or service/manual level) occupations.  

Hypothesis 4: There is an income gap between self-employed men and women which 

favours men.  

The EU-SILC survey provides the data to test whether self-employed men earn more 

than self-employed women. Regression analysis allows an estimate of the size of the 

gender income gap in self-employment and the extent to which it might be affected 

by other factors such as the presence of children. Thus, applying these methods, not 

only the existence of a gap but also some explanation of its source is possible.  

Hypothesis 5: The income gap between self-employed men and women is wider than 

in wage-and-salaried work.  

The gender income gap in the labour market is known, reported and frequently 

discussed. What this thesis aims to do is show how, since the flexibility of self-

employment might lead to gendered trends, differences in income between men and 

women might be wider or more stark than in waged employment. Differences in the 

size of the gender income gap between self-employed women and men are compared 

to that which arises between women and men in wage-and-salaried work. First, the 

difference in median income between self-employed men and women is observed and 

tested. Interaction term regression models are estimated to provide robustness to the 

findings and show the effects of gender on income in self-employment compared to 

wage-and-salaried work.  

Hypothesis 6: The income gap between self-employed men and women occurs 

regardless of human capital attributes.  

Finally, hypothesis 6 tests the choice or utility-based assumption that gender income 

gaps would tend to narrow as women attain higher human capital. Basic regression 
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models are used to estimate the effect of education and professional status on the 

gender income gap among self-employed. Multivariate analysis is then applied to 

estimate the association of variables with self-employed income while controlling for 

human capital.  This method also estimates the differing effects of flexibility and 

household variables on income for professional compared to non-professional self-

employed.  

The following sections proceed to describe these two data sources in more detail 

including sampling, data cleaning and recoding and the way in which concepts like 

human capital, flexible working, household status and others have been coded, 

categorised and operationalised. 

 

5.6. The Labour Force Survey  

The Labour Force Survey (formerly the Quarterly National Household Survey) is a 

large-scale, nationwide survey of households in Ireland designed to produce quarterly 

employment and demographic estimates (CSO, 2018). These data are used in two 

ways in this thesis. First, to gain information about changes in self-employment rates 

over time and changes in some key variables between 2003 and 2017. Second, and 

primarily, the LFS years 2015 and 2017 are pooled to create a large sample capable 

of facilitating robust regression estimates and hypothesis testing.  

The Labour Force Survey is conducted in line with the requirements of EU Council 

Regulation (EC) No. 577/98 in relation to the production of quarterly employment 

estimates for member states and is based on International Labour Organisation (ILO) 

definitions and standards. Individual-level information is collected throughout the 

year every quarter with a rotating panel, meaning every quarter 20 percent of the 

households are replaced. Information is collected using face-to-face interviews and 

when household members are not present their information can be gathered by another 

household member or ‘proxy interview’.  

A sample frame of households is clustered into blocks, each containing a minimum of 

60 households and this is then stratified using county and population density (based 

on the Census). Then the sampling design is carried out in two stages: first, 1300 

blocks are selected using Probability Proportional to Size (PPS) sampling and then, 

second, 20 households are selected using Simple Random Sampling (SRS). This 
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method ensures that each household in the sampling frame has an equal chance of 

selection, resulting in a total of 26,000 households per quarter. Households are asked 

to participate in the survey for five consecutive quarters and are then replaced by 

another household in the same block. This 20 percent overlap between quarters is 

important because it has implications when pooling datasets or attempting to analyse 

the data longitudinally.  

Labour Force Survey data are weighted to population totals each quarter by sex, age, 

and region based on the last census. Individual returns are matched to these population 

estimates and the grossing factor (GF) is calculated by dividing the total estimated 

population in a given cell by the number of valid responses in that cell. This allows 

sample data to be generalisable to the population. As such, this research applies the 

GF sample weights prior to analysis.12 

 

5.6.1. Labour Force Survey: Key variables and recoding 

Gender (sex) is the primary independent variable of interest, included as a control and 

to analyse separately (0=male, 1=female). Age group was recoded into seven 

categories (15-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-64, 75+) and then further into age group 

25-54, the principle cohort of analysis for the LFS. The reason for this categorisation 

was to control for what would generally be considered ‘prime’ age: that most likely 

to be labour active and/or be impacted by parenting-related labour market constraints. 

This decision follows previous research that controls for ‘prime’ or ‘peak parenting’ 

age to best reflect trends in the gender-related labour market and welfare outcomes 

(Aidis and Wetzels, 2007; Dias et al., 2018). Moreover, less than 9 percent of self-

employed men and 8 percent of self-employed women actually fell outside this age 

bracket, so the sample was large and representative enough to carry out the analysis.  

The most important labour variable is solo self-employed status or self-employed 

without employees, recoded into dummy variables 1=self-employed (solo), 0 = 

                                                           
12 This strategy of weighting prior to the application of statistical techniques is not without its issues, 

the main issue being the effective ‘inflating’ of sample size and hence the degrees of freedom in 

inferential statistics (Osborne, 2011) This increases the chance of a significant ‘p’ value (<.05). 

Nevertheless, coefficient estimates in regression models and effect sizes in Cramer’s V tests are not 

impacted by sample weights and these are analysed in conjunction with p-values where applied. To 

run tests on unweighted samples would mean the results were not representative of the population 

and, also, that non-response or other sample discrepancies would be unaccounted for.  
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employed/waged. Hence, self-employed employers are left out of the analysis. 

Education is re-coded into five categories: Junior Cert (lower secondary) or less, 

Leaving Cert (upper secondary) or less, Post Leaving Cert/Training (third level less 

than a degree), Degree (bachelors or equivalent), Post Graduate/Professional (Masters 

level, PhD or professional qualification). These are further categorised, for the 

purposes of regression analysis into a dummy variable with 1 = degree level education 

or more 0 = less than degree-level education, designed to capture the effects of high 

education-related human capital.  

The LFS provides a wide variety of information relating to working time, 

arrangements, occupation and industrial sector. One of the most important for this 

study is part-time work rates, coded as (1 = full-time, 0 = part-time). Secondly, 

information relating to working flexibility is captured in the proportion working 

atypical hours: evenings, nights and weekends as well as the proportion working from 

home (1 = atypical working, 0 = not; 1= working from home at least sometimes, 0 = 

never working from home). Occupation and sector coding is worth explaining in some 

detail since how they are grouped and categorised has implications in terms of how 

the activities of self-employed are presented in this research. In the LFS, occupation 

is included in its long (UK-Soc10) groupings and then further categorised into 

professional/managerial, skilled craft or clerical and services/manual level 

occupations for the sake of ease of reference. Similarly, industrial sector is analysed 

both in its long (Nace-Rev2) format, and grouped into 

construction/industry/manufacturing (CIM), services (SERV), professions, science, 

technology and finance (PTSF) and health, education, social and community work 

(HESC). How these variables have been recoded is laid out in Table 5.2 below 
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Table 5.2.  Occupation and sector recoding/grouping: Labour Force Survey  

UK Soc 10 coding (Occupation)  NACE Rev 2 coding (Sector)  

Managers, 

Directors, 

Senior 

Officials 

 

 

 

Professional/ 

Managerial  

Agriculture, 

Forestry, 

Fishing  

Not applied  

Professional  

 

Industry   

Industry/construction  

Associate 

Professional 

and Technical 

 

Construction  

Administrative 

and Secretarial 

 

 

 

Skilled/craft 

Wholesale retail 

trade, repair of 

motor vehicles 

 

 

Services  

Skilled Trades 

 

Transportation 

and Storage  

Caring, 

Leisure and 

Other Services 

 

 

Service/Manual  

Accommodation 

and food 

services  

 

Sales and 

customer 

service 

Administration 

and Support  

Information and 

communication  

 

Prof/Sci/Tech/Finance 

Process, plant 

and machine 

operatives  

Financial, 

insurance and 

real estate  

Elementary  Professional, 

scientific and 

technical  

 Public 

administration 

and Defence  

Not applicable to self-employed  

Education  Health, Edu, social  

Human health 

and social work  

Other activities  Not applied  
 

 

Two further variables are used to capture motivations relating to working time 

flexibility: reasons for part-time work and, within this, whether these reasons signify 

‘underemployment’ or a desire for full-time work, or caring reasons, signifying dual 

market and non-market roles. Thus, the LFS variable that outlines six main reasons 

for part-time work, including education, illness or disability and so forth, is recoded 

to highlight caring responsibilities (1 = care reasons, 0 = other reason) and a desire for 

full-time work (1 = wants full-time work, 0 = other reason).  
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For household variables, marital status, coded as (1 = married, 0 = single) is a primary 

factor. The distinction doesn’t include, for the regression analysis at least, widowed 

or divorced since the possible effects of this status on self-employment probabilities 

are complex. For simplicity and to estimate the impact of having a current spouse 

which would likely – and have been found to – increase the likelihood of self-

employment (Carr, 1994; Hundley, 2001) only ‘currently married’ individuals are 

considered. However, being widowed or divorced is included in all descriptive 

statistics and preliminary hypothesis tests (Chi-Squared), as is being a lone parent. 

One limitation of the variable construction in the data sources used (both the LFS and 

the SILC) is that cohabitees are included under ‘single’ rather than in a category of 

their own right. This will inevitably mask some differences, as an increasing number 

of households are unmarried cohabitees with many of the same characteristics, such 

as shared income, as married couples. Nevertheless, the principle distinction applied 

in this analysis is currently married versus never married/single. The presence and 

ages of children among respondents to the LFS is included as a variable derived from 

family unit category results (CSO, 2015: 25) and is further re-categorised into four 

child-age groups here: preschool13  (aged 0-6), school-age14  (6-15), older children 

only15 (15+) and no children, means no children under 15.  

 

5.7. The EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions  

In addition to the Labour Force Survey, data from the Irish component of the European 

Survey on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) for 2016 is analysed.16 The 

reason for supplementing the Labour Force Survey analysis was that the EU-SILC 

contains detailed financial information relating to net and gross annual income for all 

respondents including the self-employed.  

The SILC is conducted annually and has both a longitudinal (over time) and cross-

sectional (‘snapshot’ in time) element. Interviews are carried out in waves: households 

interviewed for the first time are Wave 1 households.  Households who are 

                                                           
13 At least 1 child aged 0-6. Could have other older children also.  
14 No younger children present  
15 All children are aged 15 or older/adult children  
16 Data for 2017 was not available at the time of the principle data analysis.  
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interviewed in subsequent years are Wave 2 households (2nd year in the sample), 

Wave 3 households (3rd year in the sample) or Wave 4 (4th and final year in the 

sample). The initial sample design attempts to seed the sample with 25 percent for 

each new wave. What this design means is that around a quarter of the households are 

repeated for the four consecutive waves, meaning pooling cross sections is not 

possible.  

5.7.1. Survey on Income and Living Conditions: Key variables and recoding  

Variables chosen and recoded for the purposes of this analysis mirrored that for the 

LFS insofar as was possible. One important difference was the way in which age 

group was coded did not allow for grouping of age 25-54 as was done in the LFS 

analysis. Instead, analysis had to be carried out on age 25-64, meaning results apply 

to samples aged ten years older than was the case for the LFS. In terms of proportions, 

75 percent of self-employed men and women are in the 25-64 age cohort according to 

the SILC 2016 figures. Age is always an important factor in any social data analysis 

for it influences most other outcomes and acts as a proxy for time, experience and so 

on. That the two sources used in this thesis are applied to slightly different age cohorts 

requires consideration to ensure there are no theoretical or practical implications in 

terms of the interpretation of results. Since financial outcomes are the chief concern 

of the SILC component of the analysis, age in the 25-64 is appropriate since the legacy 

of gendered income gaps can continue throughout the working lifespan. 

Initially the aggregate SILC datasets obtained from the CSO did not contain a 

distinction for ‘solo’ self-employed as separate from employers. This was a major 

issue bearing in mind the focus of the research on freelance or self-employed without 

employees. At my request, the statisticians at the CSO very helpfully amended the 

‘Work Type’ Variable to include this distinction. Thereafter, the primary labour 

variable was solo self-employed versus wage-and-salaried status (1= self-employed, 

0 = wage-and-salaried).  

A further distinction that arose between the LFS coding and that of the SILC was in 

occupation and sector coding. Therefore, Table 5.3 below lists how SILC coding and 

categorisation was carried out. The difference occurs in the inclusion, in the SILC data 

collection, of separate categories for Arts and Recreation sectors, with a further 

category of ‘other services’ not identifiable in the LFS.  



70 

 

 

Table 5.3 Occupation & sector recoding: SILC 

UK Soc 10 coding (Occupation)  NACE Rev 2 coding (Sector)  

Managers, 

Directors, Senior 

Officials 

 

 

 

Professional/ 

Managerial  

Agriculture, Forestry, 

Fishing  

Not applied  

Professional  

 

Industry   

Industry/construction  

Associate 

Professional and 

Technical 

 

Construction  

Administrative and 

Secretarial 

 

 

 

Skilled/craft 

Wholesale retail trade, 

repair of motor vehicles 

 

 

Services  

 Skilled Trades 

 

Transportation and 

Storage  

Caring, Leisure 

and Other Services 

 

 

 

 

Service/Manual  

Accommodation and food 

services  

Administration and 

Support  

Arts and Recreation  

 Other services  

Sales and customer 

service 

Information and 

communication  

 

Prof/Sci/Tech/Finance 

Process, plant and 

machine operatives  

Financial, insurance and 

real estate  

Elementary  Professional, scientific 

and technical  

 Public Admin and 

Defence  

Not applicable  

Education  Health, education, 

social Health and Social Work  
 

Household variables in the SILC include marital status, again including currently 

married persons only for the regression models. There is some difference in how the 

presence and ages of children are coded, with some challenges around getting the 

measurement of variables to match as closely as possible with those in the LFS. The 

SILC provides data on the number and presence of ‘children not yet at school’ and 

those ‘at school’ so these are categorised as ‘preschool’ and ‘school-age’ and include, 

presumably, all children under the age of 18 rather than, with the LFS, under 15. 

Therefore the variable ‘children or not’ used in the bulk of regression analysis includes 

children under 18 only. Trends and percentages of the presence and ages of children 

are also correlated with age and since the SILC sample includes all individuals aged 
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25-64 the median age is higher than in the LFS. This naturally leads to a higher 

proportion of individuals who do not have children under 18, explaining some 

discrepancy here.  

5.7.2. Dependent income variables: EU-SILC 

One primary dependent variables representing individual income is used in this 

research: individual net disposable income. In the context of ascertaining how much 

income is generated from self-employment activities, how these compare to wage-

and-salaried workers and in terms of income gaps it is felt that net income, rather than 

pre-tax or gross income, is a better reflect the financial situation or income adequacy 

of the respondents. Moreover, the pre-tax figure for the self-employed, whose tax 

obligations may be substantial, might over-represent the actual financial 

circumstances of that individual. However, the annual net income from self-

employment (‘Ann_self_emp_net_i’) variable, while likely the most accurate 

reflection of post-tax income from self-employment specifically, cannot be used to 

compare self-employed with wage-and-salaried workers and so the decision has been 

taken to use the disposal net income variable (‘Ann_disp_inc_i’,) instead. This 

variable has the advantage of applying to all respondents, enabling a direct 

comparison between the self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers.  

Disposable income refers to money available to the individual and thus applies post-

tax but also post social transfers, household income in the form of money from rented 

properties, investments and income that might arise from the holding of a second job. 

As such, it is somewhat different to the net self-employment income variable, as 

presented in Table 5.4  below.  

Table 5.4.  Median income by SILC net income variables  

 Self-employed 

Women n82 

Self-employed 

men n215 

Difference m/f 

Ann_disp_inc_i €15, 185 €20, 225 €5, 040 

Ann_self_emp_net_i €13, 566 €17, 284 €3, 718 

Difference  €1, 619 €2, 941  

sample weights applied  

Source: Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2016 
 

This research is focused on individual earned income, therefore the conceptual issues 

of using a variable that includes some household-level or pooled assets and thus 

includes both earned and non-earned income are acknowledged as a limitation. 
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However, it is unlikely that gender or other income gaps identified by this research 

are unduly distorted by this choice of variable, as where household-level income is 

applied, each partner’s income is raised by equal amounts. Table 5.3 shows that both 

variables calculate self-employed women’s income to be around 75 percent that of 

their male counterparts.  

5.7.3. Normality issues with SILC income dependent variable  

Income distributions among the self-employed are more skewed than among wage-

and-salaried workers; with extreme values at the upper and, particularly, the lower 

end of the income scale. A proportion of the self-employed report zero net disposable 

income, but more for women than for men, with 4 percent of self-employed women 

and 1.5 percent of self-employed men reporting zero individual net disposable 

income. The gender gaps here are noteworthy, but from a more technical point of 

view, the non-normal nature of the variable distribution and the presence of zero 

values influences the assumptions necessary for parametric statistics (such as linear 

regression or any analysis centred on the mean). The histograms in Charts 5A and 5B 

below show the shape of the income distribution for self-employed men and women.  

Chart 5A  

 

 

 



73 

 

      

 

Chart 5B 

 

 

Measures of spread in the distribution of the variable was women: skewness .684 

(SE.014), kurtosis 1.169 (SE.028), men: skewness 3.568 (SE .008), kurtosis 25.903 

(SE .016). All figures are positive, reflecting the fact that the data are right-skewed. 

Dividing skewness and kurtosis figures by their standard errors it is clear that all are 

outside of the +/- 1.96 ‘rule of thumb’ (Rose et al, 2015) indicating non-normality of 

distribution.  Normality plots and tests such as Kolmogorov-Smirnov show results 

consistent with a finding of non-normality, impacted heavily by the presence of 

several outliers at either extreme of the income distribution. The problem with outliers 

in a distribution is that by impacting the central tendency they can then impact upon 

the parameters in a regression equation, leading to weak models with limited 

prediction powers.  

Whether to remove outliers from a dataset ought to be a decision taken with sufficient 

regard to what they represent and whether, more importantly, removing them would 

lead to inaccuracies or biases in the sample (Esbensen et al, 2012). In this instance, 

splitting the sample into male and female and into women with and without children, 
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show that it is women, and women with children in particular, who report a zero value 

for net annual income from self-employment. In other words, 2.6 percent of self-

employed men reported zero income compared to 6.5 percent of self-employed 

women and, within the female sample, 2 percent of women with no children reporting 

a zero net income compared with 11.6 percent of mothers. Thus, far from being 

equally spread across the groups, the reporting of zero income appear to mirror 

divisions within them. Removing these values, therefore, would risk distorting the 

data.  

One common option for dealing with these issues is to obtain a log-transformation of 

the income variables which can have the effect of improving normality. A natural log 

of disposable net income is taken and the new variable analysed for improvements in 

distribution as shown in Chart 5C and 5D below:  

CHART 5C  

     

 

 

 

 

 



75 

 

 

Chart 5D 

 

There is some small improvement towards a normal distribution in the log-

transformed variables but skewness and kurtosis still indicate a non-normal 

distribution. However, skewness and kurtosis measures are impacted by sample size, 

and since male and female samples are different sizes in this case comparing them is 

pointless. A more accurate measure might be Kolmogorov-Smirnov or Shapiro-Wilk 

tests. These tests on the log-transformed income variables show the null hypothesis 

that the observed data are normally distributed was rejected (p<.01). These tests are 

highly sensitive to outliers, particularly in larger samples (Ghasemi and Zahediasl, 

2012). Finally, therefore, a visual examination of QQ-plots and the frequency 

distributions (histograms) above, indicate some small improvements towards 

normality in the log-transformed variables; enough, perhaps, to warrant their use. 

However, the major problem with log-transformed variables is it naturally treats zero 

values as missing something which, as explained, is problematic in these data. 

Since neither raw nor log-transformed income variables pass the requisite tests for 

normality, it is necessary to pay attention to sample size, for the larger the sample size 

the easier it is to rely on the central limit theorem. This states that as sample sizes 

increase so does the tendency towards normality. The 2016 EU-SILC cross section 

contains information on 82 self-employed and 1,747 employee women, 215 self-

employed and 1,565 employed men. A general ‘rule of thumb’ with regards to the 
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central limit theorem is that sample sizes of greater than 30 might be considered large 

enough to rely on this concept with regard to the requirement of normal distributions 

(Hogg and Tanis, 2005).  

 

5.8. Research design  

This thesis is a deductive (theory driven) approach based on quantitative 

methodology. These sources are analysed as cross-sections whereby statistical 

techniques are applied to the representative sub-set, at a specific point in time. For the 

LFS two cross sectional samples could be ‘pooled’ to increase sample size. Due to 

overlap between quarters in the LFS sampling design, a gap between years is required 

to prevent repetition. Therefore, the years 2015 and 2017 are chosen to be the most 

up-to-date cross-sections to pool. For the SILC pooling was not possible due to the 

sampling design applied therefore a cross section of 2016 data only is examined. Table 

5.5 shows the sample sizes available for the bulk of the analysis:  

Table 5.5. Sample sizes  

 Labour Force Survey 

Pooled cross sections 2015 

and 2017  

Survey on Income and 

Living Conditions 2016  

Self-employed women  402 82 

Self-employed men  1,364 215 

Employee women  11,724  1, 747 

Employee men  22,673 1, 565 
 

 

5.8.1. Statistical analysis  

The Labour Force Survey with its large sample size and wide variety of labour-related 

variables is used to:  

a. Examine trends in self-employment between 2003 and 2017 

b. Assess differences in profile and working arrangements between self-

employed women and men  

c. Assess differences in profile and working arrangements between self-

employed and wage-and-salaried workers, including a comparison of 

gender gaps.  
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d. Uncover whether gender gaps in working arrangements occur among 

those with high human capital attributes (professional status) 

e. Estimate the impact of labour flexibility, human capital and household 

factors on self-employment probability for men and women,  

f. Estimate the impact of labour flexibility and household factors on self-

employment probability for women at opposite ends of the 

professional occupational spectrum.  

A three-stage process is undertaken to this effect:  

1. Descriptive statistics: percentages, frequencies and differences 

between samples 

2. Non-parametric hypothesis tests to test the statistical significance of 

observations and trends: Chi-Square and Cramer’s V  

3. Binary Logistic Regression models: outcome variable self-

employment as opposed to wage-and-salaried work. 

The Survey on Income and Living Conditions, with its smaller sample size but crucial 

inclusion of financial variables, is used to:  

a. Estimate differences in income between self-employed women and men 

b. Estimate differences in income between self-employed women and 

women in wage-and-salaried work, including a comparison of gender 

gaps   

c. Highlight the impact of human capital, household factors and working 

arrangements on the gender income gap for the self-employed.  

d. Estimate whether human capital, household factors and working 

arrangements impact men’s and women’s income from self-employment 

in different ways  

For this, a four-stage process is applied:  

1. Descriptive statistics: median, range, mean, standard deviation and percent 

frequencies  

2. Non-parametric hypothesis tests to test the significance of observations 

and differences in median figures for the various groups: Mann Whitney 

U test.  
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3. Simple bivariate linear (OLS) regressions and interaction-term regressions 

applied to log-transformed income variables  

4. Multivariate linear regressions with log-transformed income as dependent 

variable 

 

5.8.3. Statistics: Labour Force Survey   

Since all relevant variables in the LFS are categorical, percent distributions are 

analysed at the descriptive stage. In addition, any differences or trends are tested for 

significance using both Chi-Square tests and Cramer’s V tests for effect sizes. The 

Chi-Square test effectively tests the null hypothesis of no relationship between the 

variables in question. Assumptions for this test17 are analysed in the context of the 

data and are met. A Chi-Squared test of significance should be followed up with a 

strength statistic, or correlation measure, such as Cramer’s V (McHugh, 2013). This 

test was therefore applied to all the variable relationships being tested. Either results 

of weak, moderate or strong associations are estimated with the acknowledgement 

that when studying social phenomena, one can only ever expect a relatively weak 

correlation. One variable can only ever be partially dependent on another (Gingrich et 

al, 2005). The combination of descriptive statistics, Chi-Squared and Cramer’s V tests 

are used to address research questions relating to differences in the profile and 

working arrangements of self-employed men and women and comparisons with wage-

and-salaried workers.  

In some respects, the research hypotheses around gendered trends in profile and 

working arrangements among the self-employed can be answered sufficiently using 

this simple analysis of frequencies and the accompanying statistical tests. 

Nevertheless, it is felt that estimating regression models provides a more rigorous test 

of the associations between the variables by allowing controls to be added the 

equations. It also enables the data to be examined in a slightly different way, by seeing 

how the different variables specifically influence the likelihood of self-employment 

over wage-and-salaried work. A series of binary logistic regressions are therefore 

estimated to uncover gender differences in the determinants of self-employment and 

                                                           
17 Level of measurement nominal, sample sizes can be unequal, is robust to distribution (normality 

not required), sample size of at least 5 in each cell  
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differences in how certain household and labour variables impact women’s self-

employment choice at professional and non-professional levels.  

What is being modelled or predicted in these regressions is self-employment as a 

binary choice with wage-and-salaried work. This is by no means a straightforward 

strategy and requires a brief explanation as to its meaning, implications and 

limitations.  

The application of binary logistic regression techniques can assume by default a 

particular theoretical baseline. This was visible in the range of empirical studies 

modelling self-employment choice presented in the review of the literature. Discrete 

choice modelling assumes at least some degree of rational decision making on the part 

of the individual and the most common ‘rule’ for this decision is utility, or the 

usefulness that derives from one option over another impacted by a range of factors 

including context, tastes and preferences. Individuals choose between two alternative 

options, in this case self-employed and wage-and-salaried work. Therefore, 𝑈𝑖𝑛 =

𝑈 (𝑋𝑖𝑛, 𝑆𝑛)  where 𝑋𝑖𝑛  is a vector of the attribute values (say, flexible working 

arrangements) and 𝑆𝑛 is a vector of different characteristics of the decision maker 

such as education, professional status or gender (Ben-Akiva et al, 1987).  

Logistic regression is a commonly used statistical method for modelling the 

probability of a discrete outcome using categorical data (Wilson and Kent 2015). It 

can be used to predict outcomes and assess the relative importance or impact of each 

predicting factor and it can also be applied to cross sectional data, which is the form 

of data available in this study. Logistic regression works by using a logarithmic 

transformation on the outcome variable that allows it to be modelled in a linear way. 

The logit is the natural logarithm (ln) of the odds of Y (self-employment) and the odds 

are ratios of the probabilities (π) of Y happening to the probability of it not happening 

(wage-and-salaried work).  

In order for a binary logistic regression model to make sense, the options must be (i) 

mutually exclusive and (ii) exhaustive. The decision to be either self-employed or in 

waged work is not exhaustive, for other options – labour market inactivity, being an 

employer or assisting relatives – are also available. This is important because while a 

great deal of research models only the self-employment/employment choice 

(Connelly, 1992; Carr, 1994; Wellington, 2006) it is worth acknowledging that other 
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options do exist. Nevertheless, while recognising this limitation the models applied 

here predict a binary option between self-employment and wage-and-salaried work. 

The function of the analysis of regression coefficients in this research is to explain 

and add robustness to findings already made from frequency observations. It is 

considered acceptable that the assumption of an exhaustive outcome variable is not 

fully met here.  

The basic cross-sectional models estimate the probability of self-employment as a 

function of factors that might affect its utility under certain circumstances: 

𝑝(𝑆𝐸) =  𝛽𝑜 +  𝛽1 (𝐹) +  𝛽2 (𝐹𝐶) +  𝛽3 (𝐻𝐶) +  𝜀 

Where SE equals 1 if the respondent is self-employed.18 The vector F represents 

labour flexibility factors – part-time work, home working and atypical hours. FC 

contains data reflecting certain constraints or opportunities – marriage, which may 

provide a supplementary income source but also may impose time-constraints, and 

the presence of children. HC includes information about the respondent’s human 

capital attributes and sector – education at degree level, professional or managerial 

occupational status19 and three industrial sector dummies.20 𝜀 is an error term which 

captures all other factors that might influence the likelihood of self-employment. This 

model is applied to separate samples of male and female respondents and to female 

respondents at professional and non-professional occupational levels.  

Failing to address model adequacy can lead to mistaken or incorrect inferences being 

made about the relationships between the variables (Hosmer, 1991). In this research 

the regression models are used to add depth to the findings of the descriptive statistics 

and initial hypothesis tests. However, it is still necessary to pay some attention to 

overall model fit, tests of individual predictors, goodness-of-fit statistics and 

validations of predicted probabilities (Peng et al, 2002). Bearing in mind the relatively 

large sample size which can make weak relationships statistically significant, greater 

attention is paid to coefficients than p-values. Confidence intervals are examined and 

the pseudo R² reported (Naglekerke) was treated as a guide or as useful in comparing 

models rather than portraying model fit (McInnes, 2016). Additional model 

                                                           
18 Solo self-employed, no employees, non-agricultural sectors  
19 For the male/female model  
20 IND: industry, construction. PTSF: professional activities, science, technology and finance. HESC: 

health, education, social work. Reference category: services sector  
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diagnostics are run such as Hosmer-Lemeshow but its value is debateable for various 

reasons (Peng et al, 2002). An examination of the Hosmer-Lemeshow contingency 

table, which displays the difference between observed and expected values are 

assessed rather than the Chi-Squared/p-value test results.  

 

5.8.3. Statistics: Survey on Income and Living Conditions 

With some variables being continuous (income, working hours) and others 

categorical, descriptive statistics display percent values, median (including 

interquartile range) and mean (including standard deviation). Significance of 

differences or associations are tested using the Mann Whitney U test, which is a non-

parametric test that can be used when the assumptions of the t-test (chiefly, normal 

distribution) are not met and can be used to detect differences in population medians 

(Hart, 2001). As with the Chi-Squared test described above, in large samples Mann 

Whitney U can detect differences even when median values are similar, however the 

sample size in the SILC analysis was not particularly large to cause issue here. 

Furthermore, frequencies and Mann Whitney U hypothesis tests are followed by a 

series of regression models adding depth and robustness to findings.  

The primary issue to be examined in this section was differences in income between 

female and male self-employed, and whether these differences are similar to, or wider 

than, those evident in the wage-and-salaried sector. The impact of the human capital 

attributes of education and professional status are also analysed. To these ends, 

bivariate (two variables), interaction term (are a third variable influences the 

relationship between two other variables) and multivariate (several predictor 

variables) are estimated.  

The regression models are estimated on a continuous outcome (income) with largely 

categorical predictor variables. The basic model for the gender income gap, for 

example, was of the form:  

𝐿𝑜𝑔 D𝑖𝑠𝑝 𝑁𝑒𝑡 𝑖𝑛𝑐 =  𝛼 +  𝛽(𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒) +  𝜀𝑖  

Where Log Disp Net is the log-transformed annual income variable. An interaction 

term regression to estimate whether the income gap is wider or narrower in self-

employment compared to wage-and-salaried, was of the form:  
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𝐿𝑜𝑔 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑝 𝐼𝑛𝑐 =  𝛼 +  𝛽1 (𝑤𝑜𝑚𝑎𝑛) +  𝛽2 (𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑)

+  𝛽3 (𝑠𝑒𝑙𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑 ∗ 𝑤𝑜𝑚𝑎𝑛) +  𝜀𝑖  

The first pooled multivariate model estimating the impact of numerous factors on the 

gender gap in income was expressed as:  

𝑌 (𝐿𝑜𝑔 D𝑖𝑠𝑝 𝑁𝑒𝑡 𝑖𝑛𝑐)

= 𝑎 + 𝑏1(𝑤𝑜𝑚𝑎𝑛)

+ 𝑏2 (log 𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑘 ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑟𝑠) + 𝑏3(𝐹) + 𝑏4(𝐻𝐶) + 𝑒  

Where F is a vector of factors representing household circumstances (marriage, 

children) and HC represents human capital attributes (professional status, education, 

sector) and e is an error term allowing for residuals. 21 

One of the main concerns with these models was the availability of relevant variables 

and keeping the model parsimonious (not adding variables that are not useful in 

explaining variance in income). After all, the factors included in multivariate 

regression models only explain at best 20 percent of the income of the self-employed. 

It is possible therefore that omitted factors could bias the coefficients of the model 

making it difficult to interpret (McInnes, 2016). If relevant variables are omitted, the 

common variance they share with the included variables can be wrongly attributed to 

those variables. The availability of grandparents for childcare, for example, is not 

included in the model but might well impact the effect of children on income. 

Similarly, spousal income is not included but might impact the effect of marriage on 

income. Nevertheless, the possibility of omitted variable bias has been considered. 

Furthermore, as already stated, the purpose of the multivariate models here is not so 

much to predict income but rather to add depth to the findings of the descriptive 

analysis, preliminary hypothesis tests and more basic income regressions.  

Further matters to consider are homoscedasticity, collinearity, residual outliers and 

non-linearity. Model diagnostics are reviewed to ensure there are no major issues here. 

Collinearity diagnostics and variance inflation factors (VIF) are checked to see the 

extent to which standard errors for a coefficient have been impacted by 

                                                           
21 The difference between actual and observed values or the effect of exogenous variables  
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multicollinearity22 Normal probability plots are assessed to check the distribution of 

residuals23 and scatterplots of standardised values predicted by the model against 

standardised residuals are checked for linearity or heteroscedasticity24 issues.  

 

5.9. Conclusion: methodological limitations and challenges 

Aside from the epistemological challenges of a quantitative approach to research as 

noted above, a number of further issues can be identified that are associated with 

measurement issues. For instance, the primary theoretical constructs upon which the 

hypotheses are based – choice, preference, constraint – are not directly measurable 

and so, instead, variables deemed associated with different concepts are used. Part-

time work, atypical hours, home working and citing caring reasons for reduced 

working hours are categorised as flexible working arrangements that are in turn 

associated with labour market constraint. Yet flexible working arrangements do not 

point to constraint necessarily therefore inferences are drawn only when the 

information is considered alongside gender differences, lower income outcomes and 

so forth. This is ‘construct validity’ and can be a concern in quantitative research 

(Bryman, 2015). In brief, drawing social conclusions from a limited range of data can 

be problematic.  

Reliability or replicability are also concerns for quantitative researchers and refer to 

whether the results vary when carried out in different ways or under different 

conditions. These are addressed through the application of the 3-stage statistical 

process: descriptive statistics, non-parametric hypothesis tests and regression models. 

During the course of the research it also became necessary to repeat the tests for 

various reasons: altering the sample slightly, remedying a mistake in variable coding 

or updating the year of the sources as more up-to-date data become available from the 

CSO. Through this reliability could be checked by observing whether there are any 

major differences in outcomes or results across the different samples or years. Actions 

in SPSS are recorded in Syntax form for future clarification and replication.  

                                                           
22 When independent variables are too correlated with one another to effectively interpret their impact on the 

dependent variable. 

23 Difference between actual and predicted values.  
24 When the absolute value of residuals increases with predicted values of the dependent variable.  
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This thesis uses cross-sectional data to empirically investigate the research questions, 

that is, data collected at one point in time 25  and can provide a snapshot of the 

distribution of factors at that point. Cross sectional analysis allows for the use of large 

data sets particularly through the pooling of a number of surveys as the numbers of 

self-employed women in the sample are relatively small and pooling enables samples 

to be further stratified by marital status, age, occupation etc. (Wellington, 2006). Cross 

sectional data such as that applied here is designed to be representative of the 

population and therefore can be generalised from the sample to the wider context. In 

this way it is useful in monitoring conditions in a population such as differences in 

outcomes or factors, which are the focus of this research. Nevertheless, this approach 

to the data does have several important limitations.  

The first limitation of cross sectional research is temporality bias. Since factors are 

measured simultaneously, it is not possible to know which came first. For example, 

in looking at how professional status influences the likelihood of self-employment it 

cannot be ascertained whether being professional encourages self-employment or 

whether self-employed people are more likely to be professional. Similarly, one 

cannot tell from the analysis whether having children decreases self-employed 

women’s income because of constraints to labour market activity or whether self-

employed women with children earn less because of other factors not captured in the 

data. A cross sectional design can give no indication of the sequence of events or 

reveal temporal contexts. Using the data longitudinally or looking at repeated 

observations might enable a different sort of analysis, perhaps looking at movement 

into and out of self-employment. Examining the data in this way might have the 

advantage of highlighting how, say, the presence of children, impacts transitions into 

self-employment for women. While this would have been interesting, for the purposes 

of addressing the research questions at hand a cross sectional design is sufficient.  

The nature of the data utilised and, in particular, how it is categorised and recoded 

creates some challenges. Sectoral coding necessitated the grouping of different 

activities, much of which was unproblematic. However, in categorising ‘service 

sectors’ used as a reference to ‘high paid sectors’ in regression models it is possible 

that some workers are misclassified or rather that their activities are presented as 

                                                           
25 Two combined points in time in the case of pooled cross sections.  
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‘lower paid’ when that might well not be the case. For example, in the SILC analysis, 

arts and recreation are grouped with service sectors as a contrast to higher paid sectors, 

with the latter being construction, industry, professional activities, science, 

technology, finance, real estate, health, education and social work. Yet there are surely 

instances where a self-employed person working in the arts earns more than one 

working in health or construction. Nevertheless, the grouping rationale is based upon 

the information on median incomes laid out in Table 5.6, below:    

Table 5.6.  Median incomes from self-employment per industrial sector grouping  

Industry/Construction €22, 225 

Service sectors  €17, 379 

Professions, Science, Tech, Finance €31, 963 

Health and Education €25, 344 

Arts and Recreation  €18, 143 

Source: Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2016.  

Sample weights applied 
 

Limitations in how income variables are captured have already been explained, as 

have the challenges around their distribution and measurement.  

Pooling cross sections of SILC data is not possible due to the sampling design creating 

overlaps between waves. The ability to do so, as is done with the LFS data, might be 

preferable both for consistency and to increase the sample size. While a sample size 

of 82 self-employed women is sufficient, a larger number could generated standard 

errors that are more robust. 

Finally, while the LFS and SILC data sets provide crucial measures that bear on issues 

of self-employment and financial outcomes it is likely that many relevant measures 

are missing from these surveys. For example, it may be that absent variables such as 

working from home, parent’s self-employed status, husbands’ employment status and 

household wealth are all measures that may have an effect on the gender income gap 

or be associated with the likelihood of being self-employed.  

To conclude, the objectivist quantitative approach adopted in this thesis is considered 

to be the most method to address the proposed research hypotheses. The two cross-

sectional data sources facilitate an examination of the differences in self-employment 

characteristics and outcomes between men and women with a relative degree of 

robustness. Yet there are limitations and omissions. A more complete explanation of 

why women opt to become self-employed and the role of how household and personal 
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attributes affect self-employment outcomes could benefit from the additional 

application of longitudinal models and/or a qualitative component. 
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Chapter 6: Who are self-employed women? Analysis of the 

trends and characteristics of self-employed women in Ireland 

2003-2017 

 

6.1. Introduction  

This chapter seeks to address the first research question, namely; what is the profile 

of self-employed women in Ireland? The chapter is structures as follows. First, the 

sample population is presented, that is, non-agricultural solo or freelance self-

employed women in the Irish labour market. The labour force composition and gender 

participation is outlined. Labour Force Survey data is then used to develop a profile 

of self-employed women in terms of their demographic, household, labour and human 

capital characteristics and also as compared to their male and wage-and-salaried 

counterparts. Next, changes in the characteristics of the self-employed over time are 

explored. The data source for this section is the Labour Force Survey 2003-2017. By 

developing a general profile of self-employed women and examining changes over 

time, this chapter provides the basis for the remainder of the thesis where gender 

differences in working arrangements and income are focused upon.  

 

6.2. The sample population: Self-employed women in the Irish labour 

market 

In order to investigate changes in self-employment trends and characteristics over the 

fifteen year period in question cross sections of data from Labour Force Survey (Q2) 

from 2003, 2007, 2011 and 2017 are utilised. If figures are to be interpreted, both in 

terms of changes in gender composition or demographic trends, it is first necessary to 

present overall labour force and population trends during that period. Table 6.1 

presents the number and proportions of persons in work in Ireland 26  alongside 

population figures in 2003 and 2017. As can be seen, there was an increase in the 

labour force corresponding to general increases in the population but there has also 

been a considerable increase in the numbers and proportions of women entering the 

                                                           
26 The Republic of Ireland 
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labour force. Here, the labour force is described as the numbers of people available 

for work (in work and unemployed).  

Table 6.1 Population and labour force participation rates 2003 and 2017  

 2003 2017 

 Men  Women Men  Women 

Population 1, 976,000 2, 002, 000 2, 405,000 2, 451,000 

Labour Force  1, 081, 000 779, 000 1, 691, 557 1, 498, 022 

Participation 

rate  

75% 55% 70% 60% 

Source: Labour Force Survey Q2 2003 and 2017 

Labour Force = total unemployed and employed persons  

“Participation” – at work persons  

Sample weights applied  
 

Table 6.2 presents the composition of labour active individuals by gender from 2003-

2017 in all sectors of the economy. The figures show that solo self-employment rates 

for women increased from 4 percent to 5 percent in the four year period between 2007 

and 2011 while men’s solo or own-account self-employment participation increased 

from 14 to 17 percent. This might be indicative of increased numbers opting to go 

self-employed during the years of the economic downturn 27  Overall, it seems 

women’s take-up of solo self-employment has remained fairly steady at 4-5 percent 

while men’s participation has fluctuated slightly more. 

Table 6.2 Active labour force composition Ireland 2003-2017  

 Men  Women  

 2003 2007 

 

2011 2017 2003 2007 2011 2017 

Employer 
7.6 7.7 6.9 6.2 2.2 2.4 2.2 2.1 

Self-employed 
15.0 14.3 17.3 15.2 4.0 3.7 4.8 4.9 

Employee 
76.6 77.4 75.1 77.9 92.4 92.9 92.3 92.5 

Assisting relatives 
.8 .5 .7 .7 1.3 .9 .8 .5 

 100% 100% 100% 100 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Source: Labour Force Survey Q2 2003 and 2017 

Labour Force = total unemployed and employed persons  

“Participation” – at work persons  

Sample weights applied 
 

                                                           
27 The economic downturn lasted from 2008 to 2013, during which time unemployment rose from 

6.5% to 14.8%. Solo self-employment has been shown to be associated with loose labour markets 

(Henley, 2015) 
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As outlined, the focus of this research is on non-agricultural ‘freelance’ self-

employment. For this reason, and to prevent the skewing effect that large numbers of 

male farmers might have on demographic trends, figures for non-agricultural sectors 

are henceforth presented. Table 6.3 and Chart 6A present solo self-employment rates 

and numbers from 2003-2017 by sex.  

Table 6.3. Self-employment rates and numbers 2003-2017 non-agricultural sectors 

 Men Women  

 2003 2007 

 

2011 2017 2003 2007 2011 2017 

Self-employed (%) 
9.0 9.2 11.4 10.3 2.9 2.8 3.5 3.6 

Count  
84, 896 102, 779 99, 501 105, 691 20, 632 24, 738 28, 501 32, 301 

Source: Labour Force Survey Q2 2003 and 2017 

Sample weights applied 

 

Chart 6A 

 

 

As would be expected, in non-agricultural sectors the rates and numbers in self-

employment are lower. Similar trends are apparent however in terms of gender 

participation, with far greater numbers of male solo self-employed compared to 

women but women’s participation rate and numbers rising slowly but steadily. 

Between 2003 and 2017, an additional 12,000 women took up solo self-employment, 

something no doubt reflective of the increases in women in the labour force overall as 

outlined in Table 6.1. Table 6.4 presents figures on gender composition within self-

employment alongside those in wage-and-salaried employment for comparison. 
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Again we can see increases in the proportions of women in both forms of work, with 

women representing half of all employees and almost one quarter of solo self-

employed or freelance workers in 2017.  

Table 6.4  Gender composition (% male/female) Non-Agricultural sectors 

 Self-employed Wage-and-Salaried workers  

 2003 2007 2011 2015 2017 2003 2007 2011 2015 2017 

 

Men  

 

80 

 

80 

 

79 

 

78 

 

77 

 

54 

 

53 

 

48 

 

49 

 

50 

 

Wome

n  

20 20 21 22 23 46 47 52 51 50 

 

 100
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% 

100

% 

100

% 

100

% 

100

% 

100

% 

100

% 

100

% 

100

% 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2003, 2007, 2011, 2017 

sample weights applied  

all age groups  
 

Chart 6B below summarises the breakdown of agricultural/non-agricultural self-

employment. 

 

 

Chart 6B.  

 
 

This research is concerned primarily with the 138, 000 non-agricultural solo self-

employed in Ireland who in 2017 accounted for 11 percent of the labour force. 

Specifically, we are concerned with the 32, 300 women in solo self-employment who 

in 2017 accounted for 4 percent of the female labour force and around a quarter of 

solo self-employed.  

UK studies have found that increases in freelance or solo self-employment has been 

partly reflective of ‘working’ mothers opting to set up small businesses (Jenkins, 

2017). Therefore, looking at the count data from the Irish Labour Force Survey the 

numbers of self-employed women with children under 15 increased from 7, 492 in 

2003 to 15, 124 in 2007 to 19, 592 in 2017 (Source: LFS, 2003, 2007, 2017). In terms 
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of numbers, this represents a significant increase in participation by self-employed 

women with children in Ireland, as can be seen in Chart 6C  

 

However, as a proportion of all women active in the labour market, the rates of self-

employment for women with children has increased only marginally, from 2.8 percent 

in 2003 to 3.2 percent in 2017 (Source: LFS 2003, 2017). Rates among those without 

children, or with adult children, are higher, with 4.9 percent self-employed in 2017. 

Age is an important factor with the self-employed occupying older age cohorts overall 

and therefore more likely to have older or adult children. Thus, while participation 

rates among women and working mothers remain proportionally relatively low, there 

is still a substantial number of women in self-employment.   

 

6.3. Self-employed women in Ireland: a profile  

This section uses Labour Force Survey data to develop a general profile of self-

employed women in Ireland. Demographic, household, human capital and labour 

characteristics are presented. Comparisons with self-employed men and wage-and-

salaried employees are included as a reference.  
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6.3.1. Demographic characteristics  

Table 6.5, below, displays demographic characteristics for self-employed and wage-

and-salaried women and men in 2017.  

 Table 6.5 Demographic characteristics of the solo self-employed and wage-and-

salaried workers 2017 (%) 

 Self-employed Employee  

 Women 

n=263 

Men 

n=875 

Women 

n=7168 

Men  

n=6856 

Age  

15-24  3 4 12 12 

25-34 24 20 25 25 

35-54 29 28 49 34 

55-64 11 15 12 12 

65+ 5 3 1 1 

Nationality 

Irish  81 88 85 82 

EU* 18 6 11 14 

Non-EU 1 5 3 4 

Household 

Couple no children  25 22 17 16 

Couple with children  48 58 53 61 

Lone parent  12 4 14 6 

Single 14 15 15 16 

Housing status      

Home owner 78 78 69 66 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2017 

sample weights applied  

all age groups 

*Inclusive of the UK 
 

This cohort of self-employed women are predominantly Irish (81% N=26, 019), 

followed by EU-28 (18% N=5, 892) and non-EU (1.2% N=390). This can be 

compared to male self-employed, a slightly higher proportion of whom are Irish (87% 

N=92, 568) and a lower proportion from the EU (11% N=11, 399) and a similar 

proportion of self-employed men in Ireland are non-EU nationals (1.3 % N=1, 422). 

Thus while the numbers of self-employed men overall are higher, the LFS data 

suggests that a higher proportion of non-Irish EU women are working as solo self-

employed or freelance workers compared to their male counterparts.  

This demographic trend can be compared to wage-and-salaried workers in 2017. Here, 

85 percent of women are Irish (N=738, 468), followed by EU nationals (11% N=99, 

693) and non-EU nationals (4% N=27, 072). Among wage-and-salaried men in the 

Irish labour force in 2017, 82 percent are Irish (N=700,106), 14 percent EU nationals 

(N=118, 656) and 4 percent non-EU (N=38, 680). Again, while the numbers in self-
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employment are much lower than in waged work, the data on nationality show a small 

difference in terms of the proportions of EU national women taking up self-

employment. In other words, a greater proportion of self-employed women are non-

Irish EU nationals compared to in wage-and-salaried work, pointing to a tendency 

among this group to work in freelance or solo self-employment.  

In terms of age, self-employed women are slightly younger than self-employed men 

overall with 80 percent in the 25-54 age bracket compared to 76 percent of men. This 

reflects men’s slightly higher proportion in the 54-65 age group (15%). The self-

employed overall tend to be older than their wage-and-salaried counterparts. 

Almost half of self-employed women in Ireland are in a couple with children (48% 

N=15,643), and/or currently married (61% N=19, 795). This can be compared to self-

employed men, 58 percent of whom are in a couple with children (N=61, 584). This 

difference might stem from the higher proportion of self-employed women (12% N= 

3, 949) who are lone parents compared to men (4.3% N=4,580), something which is 

reflective of the wider labour market. Again comparing these household structures to 

wage-and-salaried workers we can see that the proportions in couples with children 

are roughly similar: 53 percent of employee women are in couples with children, 14 

percent lone parents. Among wage-and-salaried workers, just under half (48.5%) of 

women and just over half (53.8%) of men are currently married.  

Finally, home ownership is included as an indicator of socio-economic status or 

household wealth (Dawson et al, 2009). Labour Force Survey data shows significantly 

higher rates of home ownership among self-employed compared to wage-and-salaried 

workers. There are no gender differences, but rather the data points to differences in 

socio-economic status between self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers. This 

might be connected to the self-employed concentration in older age cohorts. It may 

also be associated with the economic positon of the households which self-employed 

people find themselves within, that perhaps has the capital to allow for the more risky 

venture of small business entrepreneurship or freelance work.  

6.3.2 Human capital characteristics and industry/sector  

Measuring ‘human capital’ here in terms of education, professional achievement and 

tenure the Labour Force Survey data for 2017 is presented in Table 6.6.  
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Table 6.6 Human capital and sector characteristics of self-employed and wage-and-

salaried workers 2017 (%) 

 Self-employed Employee  

 Women 

n=263 

Men 

n=875 

Women 

n=7168 

Men  

n=6856 

Education  

< Lower secondary (JC) 4 21 8 13 

Upper secondary (LC) 11 21 24 28 

Post Leaving Cert/Dip 23 28 27 23 

Degree 36 21 28 25 

Postgraduate/PhD  25 9 13 10 

Occupation 

Professional/Manager 74 41 39 39 

Skilled clerical/craft 13 35 21 24 

Services/Manual  12 24 40 37 

Tenure (years in current job) 

<4 years  23 19 32 35 

4-14 years  49 44 43 41 

15-25 years 19 24 18 16 

>25 years  9 12 6 8 

Sector 

Industry/manufacturing 8 37 10 30 

Services  21 31 32 34 

Professional/Science/Tech/Finance 34 26 15 19 

Health/Education/Social Work 36 5 43 16 

 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2017 

sample weights applied  

all age groups 

*Inclusive of the UK 
 

Self-employed women are the most highly educated group surveyed, both in terms of 

having the smallest proportions at the lower end of educational attainment and the 

largest proportion at the highest end. Over 60 percent of self-employed women in 

Ireland in 2017 (N=19,449) have a degree level education or higher, twice that of self-

employed men and twenty percentage points more than women in wage-and-salaried 

work. A quarter of self-employed women (N=8,083) have a postgraduate 

qualification, sixteen percentage points more than self-employed men and twice that 

of women in waged employment.  

A similar picture emerges when measuring human capital in terms of professional 

achievement. Again, self-employed women show not only the largest concentration 

at upper levels but the smallest concentration in lower level service or manual 

occupations compared to both their male and wage-and-salaried peers. Nearly three-

quarters of self-employed women (74% N=23, 837) work at professional, semi-

professional or managerial levels. This is almost twice that of both self-employed men 
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and women in wage-and-salaried work. It can also be seen that gender differences in 

human capital attainment, both in terms of education and professional experience, are 

wider among the self-employed. Self-employed men and women differ greatly in their 

levels of educational and occupational attainment while wage-and-salaried workers 

display much more similar trends here. Chart 6D below displays gender gaps in human 

capital attainment for self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers.  

 

 

Self-employed women primarily work in professional, scientific, technical, financial, 

health and education sectors (70% N=22,699). This concentration is larger than for 

self-employed men, women or men in wage-and-salaried work. It also shows that self-

employed women are not polarised in higher paid and lower paid sectors, but rather 

are more spread out among what would generally be considered to be higher paid or 

higher opportunity sectors of the economy. Indeed, only 21 percent (N=6, 095) of self-

employed women work in service sectors, an area which – as has been pointed out - 

tends to generate lower incomes. The 2017 Labour Force Survey data therefore shows 

that not only are self-employed women the most likely group to work at upper-level 

professional or managerial occupations, but they are also active in professional, 

health, scientific, technical, financial sectors.  

Moving onto tenure or length of time in the position, the data show that the self-

employed tend to be in their positions longer than wage-and-salaried workers overall, 

but men more so than women. That being said, 28 percent (N=8,757) of self-employed 
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women have over fifteen years tenure and three-quarters (N=24,172) have more than 

four years’ experience.  

6.3.3. Job and working characteristics  

While the working arrangements of self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers 

will be explored in more detail using a larger sample in the following chapter, Table 

6.7 displays information on the working arrangements of self-employed women in 

2017.  

Table 6.7 Working arrangements of self-employed & wage-and-salaried workers 

2017 (%) 

 Self-employed Employee  

 Women 

n=263 

Men 

n=875 

Women 

n=7168 

Men  

n=6856 

Working arrangements  

Full time  53 85 69 88 

Part-time  47 15 31 12 

Atypical hours  61 65 43 50 

Work from home  47 33 9 9 

Second job  3 3 2 2 

Reasons for reduced working time  

Education .8 .9 16 32 

Caring responsibilities  41 4 24 4 

Personal or family reasons  27 33 28 10 

Wants full time hours  12 33 21 44 

Other  19 29 11 10 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2017 

sample weights applied  

all age groups 

*Inclusive of the UK 
 

Almost half of self-employed women work part-time, which is three times that of self-

employed men and 16 percentage points more than women in wage-and-salaried 

work. A majority of both self-employed women and men work atypical hours, that is, 

evenings, weekends and/or nights. A very small percentage of the self-employed 

overall (3%) have a second job and this figure is almost the same as that among wage-

and-salaried workers at 2 percent. The self-employed are far less likely than waged 

employees to cite education as a reason for reduced working time. Self-employed 

women are the most likely to cite caring responsibilities, with three-quarters of self-

employed women working part-time citing caring, personal or family reasons for 

reduced working time. Self-employed women are the least likely to cite a desire for 

full-time work that isn’t available (underemployment).  
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6.4. Profile of self-employed women: changes over time  

Table 6.8 below presents changes in some of the primary household, human capital 

and labour market characteristics28 of the self-employed in the fifteen year period 

between 2003 and 2017. Figures for wage-and-salaried workers are included for 

comparison.  

Table 6.8. Profile of self-employed women: changes over time 2003-2011 

 2003 

n499 

2011 

n358 

2017 

n263 

Household 

Couple no children 23 30 25 

Couple with children 50 47 48 

Lone parent 7 6 12 

Single 20 16 14 

Human capital 

Degree level + 54 62 61 

Professional/manager 80 73 74 

Working arrangements 

Part-time  38 42 47 

Atypical hours  73 68 61 

Work from home  61 58 47 

Caring reasons for p/t n/a 19 41 

Personal/family n/a 38 27 

Wants full time hours n/a 15 12 

Industry/manufacturing 7 8 8 

Services 37 31 21 

Prof/science/finance 29 31 34 

Health/education/social 26 30 36 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2017 

sample weights applied  

all age groups 
 

The most notable household composition characteristics is the increase in the 

proportion of self-employed women identifying as a lone parent household, which 

almost doubled in the in the 2003-2017 period. Otherwise, roughly half of self-

employed women live in couple-with-child households in each of the years in 

question. Self-employed women became slightly more educated, with the proportions 

having degree level education or higher increasing from 54 to 61 percent between 

2003 and 2017, likely reflecting increases in female education level in the country 

overall. Interestingly, it appears that self-employed women have consistently been 

operating at professional occupational levels, from 80 percent in 2003 down slightly 

to 74 percent in 2017. In terms of labour market characteristics, self-employed women 

became more likely to work part-time during the period (from 38% to 47%) and the 

                                                           
28 Data on reasons for reduced working time not available in 2003 
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proportions citing caring reasons for doing so increased substantially between 2011 

and 2017 (from 19% to 41%). Women report decreased rates of home working 

between 2003 and 2017, something which is surprising when you consider advances 

in technology that would have occurred during this time. Similarly, women appear to 

be less likely to work atypical hours in 2017 compared to 2003. Finally, looking at 

sectoral activity, self-employed women appear to have decreased their concentration 

in service sectors and increased activity in professional, scientific, financial, health 

and education sectors between 2003 and 2017. Chart 6E summarises this information.  

 

 

 6.5. Conclusion  

The data presented in this chapter have identified both trends and notable 

characteristics of self-employed women as compared to their male and self-employed 

counterparts and over time. The first thing to note is the increased rates of female 

labour market participation overall between 2003 and 2017, from 55 percent to 60 

percent. However increases in female participation in solo self-employment as a 

percentage of that overall female labour force have increased. While the increase is 

small, just one percentage point, this relatively slow but steady increase can be 

compared to men, whose participation in solo self-employment appears to be more 

fluctuating, particularly around 2011 which could be reflective of the wider economic 

situation around that time. In terms of count figures, the numbers of women in Ireland 

taking up self-employment rose by 12, 300 in the fifteen year period in question. By 

2017, 32, 300 women worked in freelance or solo non-agricultural self-employment.  
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The Labour Force Survey data shows that the numbers of self-employed women with 

young children increased considerably, from 7, 492 to 19, 592 between 2003 and 

2017. This suggests similar patterns as have been identified in studies from the UK, 

where an increase in part-time, solo self-employment among ‘working’ mothers has 

been noted (Jenkins, 2017).  

Looking at the profile of self-employed women in Ireland, it was notable that a higher 

proportion of them are EU nationals compared to men and women in wage-and-

salaried work. Thus while the vast majority of self-employed are still Irish nationals, 

the data points to a slightly higher take up of small business entrepreneurship or 

freelance work among women from other EU members states. The self-employed 

overall are slightly older than their wage-and-salaried counterparts and trends in other 

factors are likely to be associated with this difference. However, the self-employed 

are notably and considerably more likely to be home owners than wage-and-salaried 

employees, pointing to differences in the socio-economic position of the households 

within which the self-employed are situated.  

Self-employed women, like self-employed men, are likely to be in a couple with 

children. Rates of lone parent status for self-employed women have increased between 

2003 and 2017. Marriage rates are higher for the self-employed than wage-and-

salaried workers even though proportions with children are broadly similar.  

The most notable characteristic of self-employed women in Ireland is their high levels 

of human capital, both in terms of educational attainment and professional status. 

Nearly three-quarters of self-employed women are in professional, managerial or 

semi-professional occupations and nearly two-thirds have degree level education or 

higher. A quarter of self-employed women have post-graduate qualifications. These 

figures are considerably higher than both their male and wage-and-salaried 

counterparts. Furthermore, self-employed women are active in what would be 

considered to be better-paid sectors of the economy, in professional activities and in 

science, technology, finance, health and education. Self-employed women are 

therefore not only operating at upper occupational levels but are also active in higher-

paid sectors.  

Despite this, almost half of all self-employed women in 2017 work part-time, a figure 

which has increased substantially in the fifteen year period since 2003. The 
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proportions of those citing caring reasons for these reduced working hours has also 

increased sharply from 19 percent in 2011 to 41 percent in 2017. Almost half of self-

employed women work from home at least sometimes and 40 percent work atypical 

hours (evenings, weekends and nights).  

The next chapter proceeds to explore gender differences in self-employment working 

arrangements more closely through testable hypotheses. 
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Chapter 7: Gender differences in self-employment working 

arrangements and the impact of human capital 
 

7.1. Introduction.  

The previous chapter used descriptive data from the Labour Force Survey to address 

the first research question, namely; what is the profile of self-employed women in 

Ireland? As part of this, Chapter 6 also presented information on trends in self-

employment rates and composition and explored distributions of the data to get a 

snapshot of the types of work being carried out by the self-employed. This chapter 

follows on from this to address the second, third and fourth research questions, 

namely; are flexible working arrangements more prevalent among self-employed 

women compared to self-employed men, are these gender gaps wider than in wage-

and-salaried work and what might be the impact of human capital on these trends? 

This stage of the analysis uses both descriptive data, hypothesis testing and more 

sophisticated binary logistic regression techniques. It also utilises a larger, pooled, 

sample of 2015 and 2017 Labour Force Survey data.  

Here, three specific hypothesis are tested. We expect to find that (1) that flexible 

working arrangements are more prevalent among self-employed women compared to 

self-employed men, (2) that these differences will be wider than in wage-and-salaried 

work and (3) that these differences will occur regardless of human capital attributes.  

The chapter is structured as follows. First, section 7.2 first presents the sample and 

population. Section 7.3 proceeds to address questions about whether flexible working 

arrangements are more prevalent among self-employed women compared to self-

employed men. In furtherance of these questions, the data is also explored to find out 

how is working time (full-time/part-time) is associated with household status for self-

employed women compared to men. Observations of frequency are made and 

preliminary hypothesis tests are applied to address these research questions. Section 

7.4 then investigates the fourth research question which is the extent to which the 

gender gaps in working arrangements identified among the self-employment are 

reflective of those in wage-and-salaried work.  
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To explore the impact of human capital on gendered trends, section 7.5 presents 

findings on gender differences by occupational or professional status. To reflect again 

on gender differences in the impact of household variables, but this time amongst 

seemingly ‘high human capital’ or professional self-employed people, data on 

proportions in part-time versus full-time work by marital and parental status are 

presented. The method of analysis includes an observation of descriptive data backed 

up by non-parametric tests of significance and effect size. 

In order ensure the robustness of the findings, section 7.6 presents the results of binary 

logistic regression models. These techniques have the advantage of investigating the 

data on gender differences in working arrangements and the impact of human capital 

in a different way by estimating the impact of various factors on self-employment 

probabilities. The dependent variable here is self-employed status, modelled as a 

binary option with wage-and-salaried employment. This is similar to the approach 

used by Carr (1994), Caputo and Dolinsky (1998) and Dawson et al. (2009). The 

independent variables are chosen to capture personal characteristics such as human 

capital level (measured by professional status and education), household status 

(marriage or presence of children) and working arrangements that indicate a need for 

flexibility (measured by part-time work, home-working and atypical hours).   

7.2. Sample population  

This research is concerned with the 4 percent of the female labour force who work as 

solo self-employed or freelance workers. This amounted to 32, 300 women in 2017. 

For this stage of the analysis however a pooled cross section of Labour Force Survey 

data from 2015 and 2017 is used. The sample consists of all labour-active individuals29 

and includes (for the 2015 and 2017 pooled datasets) 25, 555 respondents.  

In particular, the sample consists of self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers 

aged 25-54. As outlined in Chapter 4, this age bracket represents ‘prime’ age in terms 

of labour market participation and also the stage during which people are most likely 

to be impacted by the constraints of parenthood in that regard (OECD, 2018; Bittman, 

2004) This gives a sample of 402 self-employed women and 1, 364 self-employed 

men.  

                                                           
29 Employer, self-employed, employee and assisting relatives, non-agricultural sectors  
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7.3. Gender differences in flexible working among the self-employed  

This section uses LFS data to test the first hypothesis that: flexible working 

arrangements are more prevalent among self-employed women compared to self-

employed men  

Descriptive statistics and preliminary or bivariate statistical tests are used to test for 

differences in working arrangements (such as part-time work, caring reasons for part-

time work, home working, atypical hours) between self-employed women and men 

and between self-employed and employee women.  

Table 7.1, below, presents descriptive information on working arrangements for the 

self-employed. Non-parametric hypothesis tests are applied to indicate whether results 

are statistically significant (Chi-square) and whether there is any effect size to the 

relationship (Cramer’s V). 

Table 7.1. Working characteristics of the self-employed (% distributions, Chi square 

and Cramers V tests) 

 Women Men   

Part time 43 10 +33 χ² 23802 p ≤ .001,  .354 

Wants full time work   14 50 -36 χ² 618 p ≤ .001,  .103 

Care reasons 40 7 +33 χ² 5042 p ≤ .001,  .295 

Personal/family 

reasons  

28 13 +15 χ²12789 p ≤.01. 215 

Works from home* 47 32 +15 χ² 3347 p ≤ .001.133 

Atypical hours  63 67 -4 χ² 233 p ≤ .001,  .035 

Construction/Industry 9 40 -31  χ² 14227 p ≤ .001, .274 

Service Sector  23 30 -7  χ² 996 p ≤ .001,  .073 

PTSF 37 25 +12  χ² 2456 p ≤ .001,  .114 

Health, Edu, Social 31 4 +27  χ²24302 p ≤ .001,  .358 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2015 & 2017  

sample weights applied  

Sample age 25-54  

 

 

The data in tables 7.1 show that 43 percent of self-employed women work part-time 

compared to just 10 percent of self-employed men. Of those working reduced hours, 

40 percent of self-employed women cited caring responsibilities compared to 7 

percent of self-employed men. In addition to this, 28 percent of women cite personal 

or family reasons for self-employment, more than twice that of self-employed men at 

13 percent. Self-employed women are 36 percentage points less likely to cite a desire 

for full-time working hours compared to self-employed men, at 14 percent. Nearly 

half (47%) of self-employed women work from home at least occasionally, which is 
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15 percentage points more than their male counterparts. In terms of atypical hours 

such as evening work, nights and weekends, the rates between self-employed men and 

women are similar with 63 percent of self-employed women and 67 percent of self-

employed men working atypical hours. Chart 7A displays differences in flexible 

working arrangements between self-employed men and women compared to wage-

and-salaried workers. It is clearly visible that on all measures expect atypical working 

hours, self-employed women display the highest take-up of flexible working. 

 

 

The data indicates that flexible working arrangements (bar atypical hours which is 

evenly distributed) are more prevalent among self-employed women than men. The 

reasons for part-time work are in large measure a result of caring and family 

responsibilities among self-employed women that are largely absent among self-

employed men. The rates of underemployment, that is the proportion citing a desire 

for full-time working hours, show that self-employed women display a choice around 

reduced working hours, again indicative of a situation in which they undertake a 

greater share of non-market work.  

Gender differences can also be highlighted in terms of how household status impacts 

men and women’s working arrangements. Vosko and Zukewich’s (2006) study of 

self-employed women in Canada indicates a significant gendered division of domestic 

labour among this labour market group. In a sample of full-time self-employed women 

are less likely than men to be married or have children, and more likely to be single. 

Among part-time self-employed however, Vosko and Zuckewich (2006) found that 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

SE women

SE men

W&S women

W&S men

Chart 7A. Flexible working arrangements  

Caring reasons Work from home Atypical hours Part-time
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women are significantly more likely than men to be married or have children. These 

findings illustrate the way in which marital or household status is linked to reduced 

working hours for women rather than men, pointing to a gendered division of labour.  

Using split samples of full time and part-time workers the data presented in Table 7.2 

shows that a smaller proportion of self-employed women working full time are 

married or have young children compared to their male colleagues. The part-time 

sample shows a different picture. A higher proportion of self-employed women are 

married or have children than their part-time male colleagues. Among part-time self-

employed, two thirds of women have children under 15 compared to half of men. 

Again, these data (while not controlling for other factors) at least suggest that among 

the self-employed marriage and children act as a constraint on women’s – but not 

men’s - availability for market work.  

Table 7.2. Distribution of household variables (%) by full-time/part-time status (self-

employed) 

 Full-Time  Part-time  

 Women 

n322  

Men  

n1732 

%diff P-value 

Chi-Square 

and effect 

size 

(Cramer’s 

V) 

Women 

n275  

Men  

n339 

%diff P-value 

Chi-Square 

and effect 

size 

(Cramer’s 

V) 

 

Married* 

 

 

62 

 

78 

 

-16 

 

χ² 2536 p ≤ 

.001, 

Cramer’s V 

.137 

 

77 

 

72 

 

+5 

 

χ²366 p ≤ 

.001, 

Cramer’s V 

.101 

 

 

Children  46 57 -9 χ² 546 p ≤ 

.001, 

Cramer’s V 

.065 

66 50 +16 χ²306 p ≤ 

.001, 

Cramer’s V 

.094 

Source: Labour Force Survey pooled cross sections 2015and 2017  

sample weights applied  

*currently married  
 

These results provide significant support for the first research hypothesis that flexible 

working arrangements are more prevalent among self-employed women compared to 

self-employed men.  
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7.4. Gender differences in self-employment working arrangements: 

comparison with wage-and-salaried workers.  

This section tests the second hypothesis which is that: gender gaps in flexible working 

arrangements will be wider among the self-employed compared to wage-and-salaried 

workers. 

Observation of frequency distributions are used to compare gender gaps in working 

trends between the self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers. Chi-Square and 

Cramer’s V tests are applied to test the null hypothesis of no difference in working 

arrangements between self-employed and employed women. As noted in Chapter 5, 

statistical techniques to test the significance of these differences could not be applied. 

Notwithstanding, the large sample size mean observations have adequate reliability.  

Table 7.3. Working characteristics of wage-and-salaried workers (% distributions, Chi 

square and Cramer’s V tests) 

 Women  Men  % point 

difference 

Tests wage-

and-salaried 

men/women 

Tests wage-and-

salaried/self-

employed 

women 

Part time 27 8 +19 χ² 183981 p ≤ 

.001,  .236 

χ² 4692 p ≤ .001,  

.060 

Wants full time work   28 67 -39 χ² 14891p ≤ 

.001,  .189 

χ² 108 p ≤ .001,  

.018 

Care reasons 34 5 +29 χ² 31264p ≤ 

.001,  .274 

χ² 124p ≤ .001,  

.019 

Personal/family reasons  25 6 +19 χ² 96775 p ≤ 

.001,  .171 

χ² 6273 p ≤ .001,  

.060 

Works from home* 10 11 -1 p>.05 χ² 58565 p ≤ 

.001,  .213 

Atypical hours  41 51 -10 χ² 19157p ≤ 

.001,  .076 

χ² 8815 p ≤ .001,  

.083 

Construction/industry 10 31 -21 χ² 157633 p ≤ 

.001,  .252 

χ²45 p ≤ .01,  

.006   

Service Sector  29 31 -2 χ² 2265 p ≤ 

.001,  .252 

χ² 750p ≤ .001,  

.024 

PTSF 17 22 -5 χ² 7432p ≤ .001,  

.055 

χ² 11688 p ≤ 

.001,  .095 

Health, Edu, Social 44 16 +28 χ²222183 p ≤ 

.01,  .299 

χ² 2989 p ≤ .001,  

.048 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2003, 2011, 2017 

sample weights applied  

sample age 25-54 

 

The data in Table 7.3 show that self-employed women are 16 percentage points more 

likely than women in wage-and-salaried employment to work part-time. Not only is 

part-time work more prevalent among self-employed women compared to wage-and-

salaried women but the gap between self-employed men and women in part-time 
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working rates is much higher. In waged-and-salaried work, 27 percent of women work 

part-time compared to 8 percent of men – a considerable gap - but the difference 

between self-employed men and women is far broader, at 33 percentage points.  

In terms of why people opt for part-time work, the gap of 33 percentage points 

between self-employed women and men who cite caring responsibilities is more 

extensive than that between wage-and-salaried employees. The gender gap in the 

proportion citing a desire for increased working hours is roughly similar between self-

employed and wage-and-salaried workers.  The self-employed, in general, are less 

likely than waged workers to be underemployed. In other words, self-employed men 

and women are more likely to choose part-time work than waged counterparts. 

Rates of home working are higher among the self-employed overall and self-

employed women in particular and the difference in rates of home working between 

self-employed women and men are wider than that among employees. Differences in 

the proportion of working atypical hours are wider between men and women in 

employment compared to the self-employed, and the self-employed are more likely to 

work non-standard hours overall. Self-employed women are 22 percentage points 

more likely to work atypical hours than their female waged counterparts. These results 

could reflect a need for flexibility among self-employed women. It could also point 

to differences in the structure of self-employment compared to waged work with self-

employed less confined by the ‘standard’ or ‘typical’ working time of the wage-and-

salaried sector.  

The evidence on gender gaps in working arrangements between the self-employed 

compared to wage-and-salaried workers provides partial support for the second 

hypothesis (that gender gaps in flexible working arrangements will be wider among 

the self-employed compared to wage-and-salaried workers)  as it relates to part-time 

work, reasons for part-time work and home-working. However, no support is shown 

for hypothesis 2 as it relates to underemployment and atypical hours for self-employed 

women. 

It could be argued that part-time work, caring responsibilities and home working are 

better indicators of a gendered division of labour. Underemployment or citing a desire 

for increased working hours would point to a willingness or preference for full-time 

work that is not available. Not being underemployed, hence preferring or choosing 
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one’s part-time status and not seeking full-time work, points instead to a situation 

where other considerations are being prioritised, perhaps domestic production. If self-

employed women are the least likely to be actively seeking full-time work then, when 

considered in light of the other findings, it is conceivable that they are attempting to 

balance unpaid domestic and labour market work (Fagan et al, 2014).  

7.5. Human capital attributes and gender differences in occupational 

categories 

This section tests the third hypothesis which is that: flexible working arrangements 

will be more prevalent among self-employed women than self-employed men 

regardless of human capital attributes  

To address this question and to enable a more detailed look at the profile and working 

arrangements of high human capital self-employed women, tables 7.4 and 7.5 below, 

present the relevant variables split according to professional status for self-employed 

men and women. Differences between professional and non-professional self-

employed women, and between professional self-employed women and men, are 

assessed using non-parametric statistical tests. 

Table 7.4 Working characteristics of self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers by 

gender: professional/managerial occupations  (% distributions, Chi square and 

Cramers V tests) 

 Wome

n 

Men  %point 

difference 

 

Part time 43 7 +36 χ²16030 p ≤ .01 .423 

Wants full time 

work   

11 37 -26 χ²149.4 p ≤ .01  .092 

Care reasons 40 9 +31 χ²1310 p ≤ .01  .274 

Personal/family 

reasons  

29 19 +10 χ²5796 p ≤ .01  .210 

Works from 

home* 

49 46 +3 χ²47 p ≤ .01  .023 

Atypical hours  64 64 - p>.05 

Construct/industry 6 12 -6 χ²1249 p ≤ .01  .118 

Service Sector  14 18 -4 χ²255 p ≤ .01  .053 

PTSF 44 59 -15 χ²1903p ≤ .01  .146 

Health, Edu, 

Social 

36 9 +27 χ²9845 p ≤ .01  .332 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2015 and 2017  

sample weights applied  

Sample age 25-54 
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Table 7.5 Working characteristics of self-employed and wage-and-salaried 

workers by gender: Service/manual occupations (% distributions, Chi-square and 

Cramer’s V tests) 

 Women Men % point 

difference  

  

Part time 37 14 +23 χ²1890 p ≤ 

.01  .219 

χ²60 p ≤ .01  .040 

Wants full time work   31 44 -13 χ²101 p ≤ 

.01  .129 

χ²14.3 p ≤ .01  .024 

Care reasons 23* 18 +5 χ²15 p ≤ .01  

.050* 

χ²193 p ≤ .01  .112 

Personal/family 

reasons  

32 20 +12 χ²929p ≤ .01  

.153 

p>.05 

Works from home* 32 18 +14 χ²525 p ≤ 

.01  .116 

χ²575 p ≤ .01 .123 

Atypical hours  61 84 -23 χ²1472 p ≤ 

.01 .194 

p>.05 

Constructindustry 3 16 -13 χ²608 p ≤ 

.01  .124 

χ²79 p ≤ .01  .045 

Service Sector  56 78 -18 χ²1046 p ≤ 

.01  .163 

χ²5773 p ≤ .01  .389 

PTSF 15 3 +12 χ²1456 p ≤ 

.01  .192 

χ²1616 p ≤ .01  .206 

Health, Edu, Social 23 3 +2- χ²3629 p ≤ 

.01  .303 

χ²366 p ≤ .01  .094 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2015 and 2017  

sample weights applied  Sample age 25-54 

 
 

Tables 7.4 and 7.5 show that professional self-employed women have highest 

proportion of working part-time, at 43 percent, compared to just 7 percent of 

professional self-employed men. Not only are professional self-employed women 

more likely than non-professional self-employed women to work part-time but the 

gender gap in part-time work is wider among professional self-employed. Of those 

professional self-employed women working part-time, 40 percent cite caring reasons 

for doing so, 31 percentage points higher than self-employed professional men and 17 

percentage points more than their non-professional peers. A higher proportion of self-

employed professional women cite personal or family reasons for reduced working 

hours (29%) than their male professional counterparts (19%). Only 11 percent of 

professional self-employed women cite a desire for increased working hours 

compared to 37 percent of men. Professional self-employed women are also three 

times less likely to desire increased working hours than women in non-professional 

self-employment. These trends suggest that among professional self-employed 

women, there an element of choice in opting for part-time work, or perhaps as 

explained previously an acceptance of constrained circumstances with regard to 
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caring responsibilities. Almost half of the professional self-employed women work 

from home at least occasionally, slightly more than their male counterparts and 17 

percentage points more than women non-professional self-employment.  

Next, the sample of self-employed respondents is split according to full-time or part-

time status. Results, including percent distributions and statistical tests of significance 

and effect size, are presented in table 6.6 below in order to ascertain whether the 

findings of Vosko and Zukewich’s (2006) research apples among professional self-

employed.  This cross-tabulation of frequency data seeks to examine whether 

gendered trends in the association between household status and working time still 

holds among high human capital or professional groups.  

Table 7.6. Distribution of household variables by full-time/part-time status 

(professional self-employed) 

 Full-Time  Part-time  

 Women 

n168 

Men  

n454 

%diff P-value Chi-

Square and effect 

size (Cramer’s V) 

Women 

n127 

Men  

n38 

%diff P-value Chi-

Square and 

effect size 

(Cramer’s 

V) 

 

Married 

 

57% 

 

71% 

 

-18 

 

χ²1072 p ≤ .001, 

Cramer’s V .125 

 

80% 

 

47% 

 

+33 

 

χ²1647 p ≤ 

.001, 

Cramer’s V 

.312 

 

Children  46% 58% -12 χ²622 p ≤ .001, 

Cramer’s V .094 

66% 40% +26 χ²914 p ≤ 

.001, 

Cramer’s V 

.224 

 

Source: Labour Force Survey pooled cross-sections 2015 and 2017 

sample weights applied  

Children refers to under 15 

 

Contingency table and frequency distributions are limited and do not allow for the 

effect of confounding factors. Nevertheless, the trend is clear: rates of marriage and 

children are noticeably lower among professional self-employed women working full 

time, with over half not having children under 15 almost half being not currently 

married. These results can be compared with part-time self-employed professionals, 

80 percent of whom are currently married, and two-thirds have children under 15. 

Among professional self-employed men, the trends are reversed, with full-time 

professionals more likely to be married and have children than their part-time peers. 
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These results point to the existence of a normative male breadwinner/secondary earner 

household model even in cases where women are highly educated professionals. It 

indicates a situation in which marriage and children act as a facilitator of professional 

men’s labour market activity but act as a constraint to women’s.  

Overall, the data on professional self-employed show support for Hypothesis 3 that 

differences in flexible working arrangements between self-employed men and women 

will occur regardless of human capital status   

7.6. Gender differences in the choice of self-employment 

Logistic regression techniques can estimate how various factors affect the binary 

choice between self-employment and wage-and-salaried work. In this way it offers 

the chance to approach the research questions in a different way. The percent 

distributions and accompanying Chi-square tests used to address the research 

hypotheses thus far show whether variables are associated with each other and the 

strength of that association. Logistic regression provides a more robust test of whether 

flexible working arrangements will be more prevalent among self-employed women 

compared to self-employed men while simultaneously controlling for possible 

influencing factors like marriage, children, human capital attributes, industrial sector 

and location. In so doing, it also contributes to the development of a profile of self-

employed women at least in terms of how various factors impact their self-

employment choice. 

Furthermore, by controlling for human capital factors and by running the models on 

separate samples of professional and non-professional self-employed women the 

regression techniques can test the impact of human capital. This can be achieved in 

two ways, first to find out whether household and labour flexibility variables impact 

self-employment choice for women and men differently when human capital is 

controlled for and, second, whether household and labour flexibility variables impact 

self-employment choice differently for women in professional and non-professional 

occupations.  

Table 7.7 below present’s logit model results for basic cross-sectional analysis for 

men and women, with model I highlighting the effects of labour-related and household 

variables on self-employment probability, and model II including controls for three 

industrial sectors. 
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Table 7.7 Logistic regression model self-employment choice for women/men. DV self-

employment/wage-and-salaried work 

 Model I Model II 

 Women  Men  Women  Men  

Married 1.397** 

(.012) 

1.250** 

(.007) 

1.261** 

(.014) 

1.401** 

(.009) 

Children .924** 

(.011) 

1.111** 

(.005) 

.927** 

(.011) 

p>.05 

Part time 2.527** 

(.011) 

1.647** 

(.006) 

3.933** 

(.012) 

1.656** 

(.013) 

Atypical hours  2.451** 

(.011) 

1.810** 

(.007) 

2.724** 

(.011) 

2.225** 

(.008) 

Home working  8.749** 

(.009) 

3.895** 

(.005) 

4.465** 

(.011) 

3.460** 

(.009) 

Professional/manager    

 

4.550** 

(.016) 

1.150** 

(.010) 

Degree or more    .901** 

(.011) 

.687** 

(.009) 

Professions, Sci, Tech   2.340** 

(.016) 

1.408** 

(.009) 

Health, Edu, Social   .664** 

(.016) 

.284 

(.013) 

Industry, Construct   .631** 

(.025) 

.525** 

(.010) 

Constant  -4.856 

(.013) 

-3.030 

(.009) 

-5.805 

(.023) 

-3.433 

(.013) 

Observations 11, 336 11, 863 8, 602 8, 461 

Proportion self-employed  5% 11%   

Chi-Square (7/8DF) 2093 1658 2321 3708 

Pseudo R²* .154 .084 .206 .134 

Source: Labour Force Survey pooled cross sections 2015 and 2017  

**significant at 99% confidence 

Odds ratio (Exp(B)) Reported. Standard errors in parentheses.  

Reference category for industrial groupings is “services” 

Sample age 25-54 

 

There are several issues with these methodologies, as outlined in Chapter 5.  

Interpreting the coefficients as impacting on self-employment propensity is 

problematic since the size of b1 reflects not only the effect of the predictor (x1) but 

also the degree of unobserved heterogeneity in the model. This also poses a problem 

when comparing coefficients across groups, as in the male and female samples above: 

we do not know how unobserved heterogeneity affects the coefficients within groups 

in different ways. (Mood, 2010). Interpreting, for example, the differing effect of 

professional status on the probability of self-employment for men and women can be 

misleading. Observed differences in coefficients might be due to residual variances or 

the impact of factors that are unobserved and exogenous to the model. Nevertheless, 
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these regression models can be used to add depth to, or support for the findings already 

gathered from descriptive and basic hypothesis testing analysed earlier in the chapter.  

The odds ratio gives the multiplicative effects on the odds of being self-employed, 

and are reported. Model I looks at the differing effects of household and labour 

flexibility variables on the likelihood of self-employment. The results suggest very 

similar effects of marriage and children on the likelihood of self-employment for men 

and women, with marriage slightly positively associated with self-employment choice 

and the presence of children not related to a significant degree. Part-time work is a 

significant predictor of self-employed status, with part-time working women 2.5 times 

as likely to be self-employed and part-time men just slightly more likely to be self-

employed as opposed to in waged employment. Atypical hours also appear to be 

important, with women working atypical hours more than twice as likely to be self-

employed. The association between home working and self-employment is highly 

positive for women and men, but especially for women, with home-working women 

more than eight times more likely to be self-employed than in waged employment.  

Model II includes controls for human capital (education and professional/managerial 

status) as well as three industrial sectors. Here, the effect of being married is similar 

to model I for men and women and, again, there is no impact of children on the self-

employment choice. Professional/managerial women are four times as likely to be 

self-employed than their non-professional counterparts, while for men, this effect is 

only a very marginal increase. There is no significant association between degree-

level education and self-employed status for either men or women. Controlling for 

human capital and sector increases the predictive strength of part-time work and 

atypical hours, with part-time work associated with a fourfold increase in the 

likelihood of self-employment for women.  

Table 7.8 below, presents the results of logistic regression models estimating the 

determinants of self-employment for professional compared to non-professional 

women in the labour market. The purpose of this analysis is to ascertain whether 

household and labour flexibility factors have a stronger impact on self-employment 

probabilities for high human capital women.  
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Table 7.8. Logistic regression model: self-employment choice: professional/non-

professional women. DV self-employment/wage-and-salaried work  

 Model I Model II 

 Professional Service/Manual Professional   Service/Manual  

     

Married 1.124** 

(.015) 

1.415** 

(.029) 

1.288** 

(.014) 

1.414** 

(.030) 

Children .882** 

(.015) 

p>.05 

 

.885** 

(.014) 

p>.05 

Part time 5.286** 

(.013) 

.957** 

(.029) 

5.737** 

(.013) 

.867** 

(.030) 

Atypical hours  3.081** 

(.012) 

1.163 

(.007) 

3.335** 

(.013) 

.918** 

(.030) 

Home working  4.370** 

(.012) 

n/a  

 

4.065** 

(.012) 

n/a 

Professions, Sci, 

Tech 

  2.258** 

(.018) 

1.317 

(.044) 

Health, Edu, 

Social 

  .601** 

(.016) 

.381 

(.030) 

Industry, 

Construct 

  .770** 

(.024) 

.255 

(.077) 

Constant  -4.324 

(.017) 

-4.809 

(.033) 

-4.432 

(.029) 

-4.392 

(.016) 

Observations 5, 121 3,722 5, 121 4, 887 

Ci square (/8DF) 1450 1087 48771 733 

Pseudo R²* .174 .117 .216 .141 

Source: Labour Force Survey pooled cross sections 2015 and 2017 

**significant at 99% confidence 

Odds ratio (Exp(B)) Reported. Standard errors in parentheses.  

Reference category for industrial groupings is “services” 

Sample age 25-54 

 
 

Table 7.8 model I includes household and labour flexibility (constraint) variables 

only, whereas model II controls for three industrial sectors. Results for model II are 

considered since this has slightly greater predictive ability. Firstly, it appears that 

being married or previously married has a small positive impact on both professional 

and non-professional women’s likelihood of self-employment, although the effect is 

slightly stronger for the non-professional group. Having children, again, has no 

discernible impact on self-employment probabilities for either group. Part-time work, 

however, has a considerable effect on the likelihood of self-employment for 

professional women, increasing their likelihood of self-employment as opposed to 

waged work by a factor of almost six. For women in service-manual level occupations, 

part-time work does not affect their likelihood of opting for self-employment.  
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Working atypical hours (evenings, nights or weekends) means professional-level 

women are three times as likely to be self-employed, while this has no impact on the 

self-employment choice for women in service/manual level occupations. Similarly, 

professional women working from home are four times as likely to be self-employed 

as in waged work. The impact of home working on the self-employment choice in the 

service/manual level sample could not be reliably estimated due to the small sample 

size.  

The results from model II show that rather than having no impact for professional-

level women, labour flexibility indicators are positively and significantly related to 

self-employment status. These results provide support for the constraint-based theory 

that for women in Ireland, high human capital status does not necessarily equate to 

prioritisation of market over non-market work or domestic labour. These regression 

models also add depth to the analysis into differing trends presented in the first part 

of this chapter.  

 

7.6. Conclusion  

In this chapter, three core hypotheses have been tested concerning working 

arrangements and human capital attributes of self-employed women and men. 

Applying a variety of techniques, the nature of these differences, how they compare 

to the situation in wage-and-salaried employment and the impact of human capital 

variables have been investigated.  

Descriptive statistics and preliminary statistical tests show support for the first 

hypothesis that flexible working arrangements (part-time work, home-working and 

caring reasons) are more prevalent among self-employed men compared to self-

employed women. Binary logistic regression models back up these findings, with 

flexibility (part-time work and home working) variables more strongly associated 

with self-employment choice for women compared to men. Frequency observation 

show support for the second hypothesis that gender differences in flexible working 

arrangements are wider among the self-employed compared to wage-and-salaried 

workers.  

Descriptive data, Chi-square and Cramer’s V tests show support for the third 

hypothesis that flexible working arrangements will be more prevalent among self-
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employed women than self-employed men regardless of human capital attributes. 

Rates of part-time work, the citing of caring reasons and home working are higher 

among professional self-employed women compared to their non-professional 

counterparts and gaps between professional men and women in the take up of flexible 

working are wider than non-professionals. To provide further support for these 

findings, binary logistic regression models show that flexibility factors impact 

women’s choice for self-employment over wage-and-salaried work more strongly 

when human capital is controlled. In addition to this, flexibility variables were more 

strongly associated with self-employment choice for professional compared to non-

professional women in the labour market.  

The following chapter proceeds to examine the financial aspects of the research, 

testing for gender differences in income among the self-employed.  
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Chapter 8: Gender income gaps among the self-employed 
 

8.1. Overview  

Using data from the Irish component of the EU Survey on Income and Living 

Conditions (SILC), this chapter tests the second group of questions which relate to 

financial outcomes. Based on theoretical perspectives around labour market constraint 

and gendered flexibility, we expect to find support for hypothesis 4 that there is an 

income gap between self-employed men and women which favours men. This chapter 

also tests the hypothesis 5 that the income gap between self-employed men and 

women is wider than in wage-and-salaried work and, finally, hypothesis 6 that the 

income gap between self-employed men and women occurs regardless of human 

capital attributes. Descriptive statistics, non-parametric hypothesis tests and a series 

of regression models are applied to data from the 2016 Survey on Income and Living 

Conditions in order to test these hypotheses. 

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 8.2 presents the sample population. 

Section 8.3 proceeds to address the fifth research question – is there a gender income 

gap among the self-employed? This is explored through observations of descriptive 

statistics, hypothesis tests and a series of log-linear regression models. Section 8.4 

moves on to investigate whether gender income gaps among the self-employed are 

wider than in wage-and-salaried work. This, again, is achieved through a combination 

of observations of descriptive data, preliminary hypothesis tests and log-linear 

interaction term regressions. Section 8.5 then examines the impact of human capital 

attributes – education and professional status – on income trends among the self-

employed using descriptive statistics and regression models.  

In order to provide added robustness to the findings, the analysis is continued in 

section 8.6 through a series of multivariate log-linear regression models. These enable 

the estimation of the gender income gap among the self-employed plus its possible 

sources, such as human capital, sector, parenthood or working time. Multivariate 
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models also allow estimation of how these factors affect the income of self-employed 

women and men differently.  

8.2. Sample population and dependent variable  

This stage of the research uses a cross section of data from the 2016 Survey on Income 

and Living Conditions for Ireland, a source which contains detailed financial and 

labour-related information. Due to the sampling design of this survey, pooling cross 

sections was not feasible, therefore the sample is more limited to 82 solo self-

employed women and 215 men. Again, agricultural sectors are excluded from the 

analysis. The age range of the sample here is 25-64. The nature of the age-coding in 

the SILC did not allow for a direct reflection of the Labour Force Survey age cohort 

sample which was 25-54. Nevertheless, while the analysis of working arrangements 

was seen to be best applied to those at both prime working age and peak parenting 

age, analysis of financial outcomes need not be as limited since the effects of income 

can extend beyond parenthood and throughout the lifetime (Blau and Kahn, 1992, 

1997, 2016).  

The dependent variable here is Individual Annual Net Disposable Income. This 

captures the income of both self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers. It includes 

income after tax and social transfers, the details of which are outlined in Chapter 4. 

While there are issues with this measure that have been discussed, it has the advantage 

of allowing for the most accurate estimation of the actual financial situation of an 

individual.  

 

8.3. The gender income gap among the self-employed  

Table 8.1 below presents descriptive information on individual annual income 

(median and IQR/mean and standard deviation), for self-employed both at the 

aggregate level and split by sex. Non-parametric (Mann Whitney U) results are also 

presented to test hypotheses 4 that self-employed women earn less than self-employed 

men 
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Table 8.1. Descriptive statistics: annual net income self-employed  

 Self-employed (aggregate) 

n=297 

Tests* 

Median net annual 

income  

€18, 497 

(€11000/€29427) 

 

 

 Women n82 Men n215  

Median Individual 

Net Annual Income 

€15, 185 

(€5000/€23057) 

€20, 450 

(€13383/€30948) 

U=8241 

Z= -4.395 

P<.01 

Source: SILC 2016 

Mann Whitney U tests  

Sample weights applied   

IQR in parentheses 

Sample age 25-64 
 

Statistical tests show a significant difference in median individual income between 

self-employed men and women at 99 percent confidence, showing support for 

hypotheses 4.  The gender income gap in self-employment might also be estimated 

using simple linear regression. The effects of being a woman (as compared to a man) 

on the log of annual net income are displayed in Table 8.2, below. The sample is all 

self-employed women (n82), Disp Net Inc is individual net annual disposable income 

transformed to the natural log, 𝛼 is a constant and 𝜀 is an error term (the difference 

between the estimated income and the actual observed income from the data).  

8.2. Raw gender income gaps for the self-employed – Bivariate log-linear model 

𝜶 Constant  9.868 

(.003) 

𝜷 Female  

(0=male, 1 =female)  

-.341 

(.006) 

R² .031 

Observations  297 

Source: EU-SILC 

Sample weights applied  

standard errors in parentheses  

 unstandardised coefficients presented 

 Sample age 25-64 
 

The value of interest,𝛽, denotes the mean difference between the income of self-

employed men and women. This difference is statistically significant at 99 percent 

confidence. The value ἀ equates to the mean male income, as they are the reference 

category (male = 0). The unadjusted gender gap in annual income of around .341 log 

points equates to a percent gap of 29 percent30 What this equates to is the effect of 

                                                           
30 The interpretation of variables transformed to natural logarithm can be achieved through 

𝑒(2.718)ˣ − 1 ∗ 100 where ˣ is the coefficient on the predictor variable (Benoit, K, 2016) 
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being a woman is earning 29 percent less income than men per year in self-

employment, all other factors held equal.  

8.4. Income gaps in self-employment compared to wage-and-salaried 

work  
Descriptive statistics and regression models are used to address the hypothesis that 

the gender gap in income among the self-employed is wider than among wage-and-

salaried workers. Table 8.3 below displays summary statistics, t-tests and non-

parametric Mann Whitney U tests for the annual income of men and women in wage-

and-salaried employment compared to the self-employed.  

Table 8.3  Annual net individual income: self-employed and wage-and-salaried 

workers 2016 

 Self-employed (aggregate) 

n=297 

Tests* Employees  

n=3,312 

Tests 

Annual 

Income 

(net) 

€18, 490 

(€11000/€29427) 

 €30466 

(€21649/€42384) 

 

 Women n82 Men n215  Women 

n1747 

Men n1565  

Annual 

Income 

(net) 

€15, 185 

(€5000/€2305

7) 

€20, 450 

(€13383/€3094

8 

U=824

1 

Z= -

4.395 

P<.01 

€27088 

(€18374/€372

48 

€34690 

(€25644/€46

924) 

U=537

32 

Z= -

6.779 

P<.01 

Source: EU-SILC 

Sample weights applied  

IQR in parentheses  Sample age 25-64 

Mann Whitney U tests  
 

The data in Table 8.3 show that while the self-employed report lower levels of annual 

income than waged employees overall, self-employed women earn the least per 

annum. If median annual income presented above are used to interpret whether the 

gender income gap is wider in self-employment, as per hypothesis 5, it appears that 

in percentage terms the difference in income is roughly similar, with self-employed 

and employee women both earning around 75 percent that of their male counterparts, 

an income gap of 25 percent.  

Regression models can be used to ask the same question, essentially: do the negative 

effects of being a woman (all other things held constant) on income differ between 

self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers? This question might be determined by 

using a log-linear regression equation using interaction effects, the results of which 

are displayed in Table 8.4. Where the sample is all labour-active individuals in self-
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employment or wage-and-salaried work (n2,190) 𝛽1 is a dummy variable 1 = woman, 

0 =man, 𝛽2 is a dummy variable 1=self-employed, 0 = employee, and 𝛽  3 is an 

interaction term for self-employed and woman. 

Table 8.4 Effects of gender on income self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers: 

log-linear (interaction term) model  

main effects  

𝜶 Constant 

Man 

Woman (𝜷1) 

Employed  

Self-Employed(𝜷 2) 

 

10.451** (.001) 

Reference  

-.311** (.001) 

Reference  

-.583** (.002) 

Interaction Effects (𝜷 3) 

Employee*woman 

Self-Emp*woman 

 

Reference  

-.030** (.004) 

R² .111 

Observations  3,609 

Source: EU-SILC 

sample weights applied  

standard errors in parentheses  

unstandardised coefficients presented 

sample age 25-64 

**significant at 99% confidence  

The results in Table 8.4 show that, as expected, the negative effects of being a woman 

relative to a man are greater among the self-employed, although to a fairly small 

extent. The coefficient on 𝛽3 estimates the change in the effect of being a woman and 

self-employed. In other words, being a woman results in around 3 percent less income 

annually for self-employed than it does for wage-and-salaried workers, supporting 

hypothesis 5.  

8.5 Self-employed income gaps - the impact of human capital  

With human capital measured by education (degree/no degree) and professional status 

(professional/non-professional), the first question to tackle is the impact of education 

on the gender income gap. A simple linear regression equation estimating the effects 

of being a woman and having a degree are applied, Where the sample is all self-

employed individuals (n297), 𝛽1 is a dummy variable for gender and 𝛽2 is a dummy 

representing 0=less than degree-level education, 1=degree level or higher 
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Table 8.5  Effect of education: Self-employed women-  bivariate log-linear model 

𝜶 Constant  9.794 (.003) 

 

𝜷𝟏 Woman 

𝜷𝟐 education 

(0=no degree, 1 =degree or more)  

 

-.392** (.006) 

 

.304** (.005) 

R² .059 

Source: EU-SILC 

sample weights applied  

standard errors in parentheses  

unstandardised coefficients presented 

sample age 25-64 

**significant at 99% confidence 

The results in Table 8.5 above that the negative impact on income, all other things 

equal, of being a woman among the self-employed is not eliminated by controlling for 

higher education. On the contrary, it appears to increase to just over 32 percent, 

supporting hypothesis 6 as it refers to the effects of education as a human capital 

attribute.  

Turning to another aspect of human capital, professional status, the question to ask is: 

how does professional or managerial status impact on the self-employed gender 

income gap? Again, a simple linear regression estimating the effects of being a woman 

on annual net income while controlling for professional status was applied.  

Table 8.6  Effect of professional status: Self-Employed women-Bivariate log-linear model 

𝛂 Constant  9.768 (.003) 

 

𝛃𝟏 Woman 

𝛃𝟐 Professional 

(0=non professional, 1 = professional)  

 

-.402** (.006) 

.284** (.005) 

R2 .058 

Source: EU-SILC 

sample weights applied  

standard errors in parentheses  

unstandardised coefficients presented 

sample age 25-64 

**significant at 99% confidence 
 

The information in Table 8.6 shows that having professional or managerial status has 

little or no impact on the income gap between men and women in self-employment. 

As with high education status, controlling for professional occupation appears to 

widen the gap, to around 33 percent rather than eliminate it.  
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From the models estimated in this section, support can be shown for the hypothesis 

that human capital measured by either education or professional status does not reduce 

the gender income gap among the self-employed.  

8.6. Exploring the Gender income gap and its sources: multivariate 

regression models 

Descriptive statistics, frequency analysis and simple regression models have been 

used to investigate gender-related income differentials and how these are impacted by 

human capital and parental status.  However, income from self-employment, as with 

any employment, is influenced by a complex range of factors with gender gaps 

similarly impacted by crucial elements such as working time and arrangements, 

sectoral or occupational location, household or other characteristics.  

Gender pay gaps in the Irish labour market have been found to be associated with 

occupational segregation, differences in working hours and women’s disproportionate 

carrying of care and domestic responsibilities (Barry et al., 2006; Morgan McKinley, 

2016). International research has linked earnings differentials in self-employment to 

human capital attributes (Lechman and Schnabel, 2012), occupational or sectoral 

segregation of women into low-paying activities (Budig, 2006b; Simon and Wall, 

2015) and variations in working time (Hundley, 2001).  

This section uses multivariate regression models for two purposes. First, to examine 

how various household and human capital factors impact on gender income gaps in 

self-employment, using pooled male and female samples. This technique sheds light 

upon the research hypotheses in a different way by asking how these various factors 

contribute to or alleviate, the negative financial impact of being a woman in self-

employment and how these compare to pay gaps in wage-and-salaried work. Second, 

models are applied to separate samples of male and female self-employed to see how 

these same factors affect income outcomes in different ways. For example, is the 

presence of children positively or negatively associated with income for self-

employed men and women? How are these effects altered when controlling for human 

capital attributes or working time? Again, investigating these questions through 

regression models allows for the research hypotheses around gender income gaps and 

the impact of household and human capital factors to be further addressed.  
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Table 8.7 model I, as shown in the univariate models presented earlier in the chapter, 

shows the overall impact of being a woman as opposed to a man on annual net income 

for the self-employed which is a negative effect of 29 percent. Model II includes 

household factors (presence of children under 18 and marriage). In this model, the 

gender income gap widens to 33 percent indicating that marriage and parenthood has 

a significant impact on the gender income gap for the self-employed. Model III 

controls for factors which would be associated with higher income: human capital 

variables (education and professional status), location in an urban area and activity in 

a sector other than services. Here the gender income gap widens to 39 percent, 

indicating that gaps widen towards the upper end of the occupational, educational and 

sectoral spectrum. Model IV controls for a log of working time and here we can see 

that the income gap narrows back down to around 29 percent. The coefficients on 

these gender-pooled models indicate several things. First, that gender (being a man or 

being a woman) can predict about 4 percent of income for the self-employed. Second, 

that being married and having children widens the negative effect that being a woman 

has on income for the self-employed by five percentage points. Third, that this income 

gap, which favours men, is wider among those self-employed who have a degree level 

education or higher, are working at professional or managerial levels in higher-paid 

sectors and live in urban areas. Fourth, that even when working time is accounted for 

(men and women working equal hours), the fact of being a woman as opposed to a 

man is still associated with 29 percent less income per annum.  

Comparing this to the wage-and-salaried sample, table 8.7 model I shows that the 

overall effect of being a woman on annual income is a decrease of 27 percent. The 

coefficients on the variable ‘woman’ in model II indicates that the inclusion of 

household factors has no noticeable impact on the gender income gap. When human 

capital and sector factors are included in model III, again that coefficient on ‘woman’ 

remains relatively unchanged at 27 percent. The only variable that has a discernible 

impact on the gender income gap for wage-and-salaried workers in working time, 

which reduces the difference between the annual income of men and women to 17 

percent. Comparing these models enables us to draw several conclusions. First, the 

different R² values show that the predictor variables explain a larger share of the 

gender income gap for wage-and-salaried workers that for the self-employed, for 

whom at least 80 percent of the factors impacting income are exogenous to the model. 



125 

 

Second, household factors play a larger role in explaining the gender income gap for 

self-employed than for wage-and-salaried workers or, to put it another way, marriage 

and children have a more negative impact on self-employed women than their wage-

and-salaried counterparts. Third, that having high levels of education and professional 

experience widens the gender income gap for the self-employed but not for wage-and-

salaried workers. Finally, that working time plays a larger part in explaining the 

gender income gap for wage-and-salaried workers than it does for the self-employed.  

Table 8.7 Multivariate log-linear regressions. Gender pooled models. Self-employed. 

DV Log annual net income. 

 Model I Model II Model III Model IV 

Woman  -.341** 

(.006) 

-.396** 

(.005) 

-.490** 

(.006) 

-.350** 

Married  .244** 

(.006) 

.278** 

(.005) 

.275** 

(.007) 

Children   .106** 

(.006) 

.121** 

(.005) 

.131** 

(.005) 

≥Degree   

  

.082** 

(.007) 

.073** 

(.006) 

Professional    

 

.038** 

(.006) 

-.004 

(.006) 

Non-service sector  . 

 

.336** 

(.006) 

.429** 

(.005) 

Urban    

 

.303** 

(.005) 

.286** 

(.007) 

Log w/work hours    .305** 

(.005) 

Constant  9.868 (.003) 9.637(.002) 8.357 (.017) 8.198** 

R² .043 .065 .125 .185 

Source: EU-SILC 2016 

Standard errors in parentheses 

Unstandardised coefficients presented  

Sample weights applied 

**significant at 99% confidence 

‘non service sector’ = construction, manufacturing, professional activities, science, technology, 

finance, health and education 
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Table 8.8 Multivariate log-linear regressions. Gender pooled models. Wage-and-

salaried workers. DV log annual net income. 

 Model I Model II Model III Model IV 

Woman  -.321** 

(.001) 

-.317** 

(.001) 

-.322** 

(.001) 

-.181** 

(.001) 

Married  .117** 

(.001) 

.098** 

(.001) 

.096** 

(.001) 

Children   .047** 

(.001) 

.039** 

(.001) 

.056** 

(.001) 

≥Degree   

  

.199** 

(.001) 

.164** 

(.001) 

Professional    

 

.365** 

(.001) 

.317** 

(.001) 

Non-service sector  . 

 

.059** 

(.001) 

.069** 

(.001) 

Urban    

 

.034** 

(.001) 

.011** 

(.001) 

Log w/work hours    .565** 

(.001) 

Constant  10.452 (.001) 10.342(.001)** 10.075 (.002)** 8.006(.004)** 

R² .076 .088 .283 .415 

Source: EU-SILC 2016 

Standard errors in parentheses 

Unstandardised coefficients presented  

Sample weights applied 

**significant at 99% confidence 

‘non service sector’ = construction, manufacturing, professional activities, science, technology, 

finance, health and education 
 

The next set of regressions examine gender income variation through split 

male/female samples. This technique allows for a comparison of how the various 

factors impact income for the self-employed in different ways. Identical models 

applied to wage-and-salaried workers are included for the sake of comparison and to 

see how associations between the variables might be unique to the self-employed.  
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Table 8.10 Multivariate log-linear regressions. Self-employed women and men separate 

effects. DV: Log annual net income. 

 Women Men 

Model I II III I II III 

Children -.040** 

(.013) 

-.273** 

(.011) 

-.223** 

(.011) 

.143** 

(.006) 

.189** 

(.005) 

.196** 

(.006) 

Marriage  .024 

(014) 

.211** 

(.013) 

.036 

(.012) 

.303** 

(.007) 

.324** 

(.007) 

.375** 

(.005) 

≥Degree   .436** 

(.012) 

.376** 

(.012) 

 -.072** 

(.008) 

-.072** 

(.008) 

Prof  .006 

 (.011) 

-.036** 

(.012) 

 
.078** 

(.007) 

.039** 

(.007) 

Non-service 

sector 

 .361** 

(.010) 

.389** 

(.010) 

 
.434** 

(.006) 

.561** 

(.008) 

Urban  .418** 

(.011) 

.397** 

(.010) 

 
.232** 

(.006) 

.239** 

(.006) 

Log w/w hours   
 

.269** 

(.007) 

 
 .356** 

(.005) 

Constant  9.468 

(.008) 

9.012 

(.010) 

8.216 
 

9.493 

(.005) 

7.933 

(.009) 

R² .011 .223 .233 .026 .119 .169 

Source: EU-SILC 2016 

Standard errors in parentheses 

Unstandardised coefficients presented  

Sample weights applied 

**significant at 99% confidence 

‘non service sector’ = construction, manufacturing, professional activities, science, technology, finance, 

health and education 
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Table 8.11 Multivariate log-linear regressions. Wage-and-salaried women and men 

separate effects. DV: Log annual net income. 

 Women Men 

Model I II III I II III 

Children -.006 

(.001) 

-.024** 

(.001) 

-.025** 

(.001) 

.082** 

(.002) 

.084** 

(.001) 

.082** 

(.001) 

Marriage  .030** 

(001) 

-.004** 

(.001) 

.012** 

(.001) 

.284** 

(.007) 

.251** 

(.001) 

.225** 

(.005) 

≥Degree   ..220** 

(.001) 

.149** 

(.012) 

 .166** 

(.001) 

.165** 

(.001) 

Prof  .389 

 (.001) 

-.321** 

(.001) 

 
.343** 

(.001) 

.317** 

(.001) 

Non-service 

sector 

 .077** 

(.001) 

.068** 

(.001) 

 
.048** 

(.001) 

.067** 

(.001) 

Urban  .041** 

(.001) 

.010** 

(.001) 

 
.022** 

(.001) 

.007** 

(.001) 

Log w/w hours   
 

.637** 

(.001) 

 
 .384** 

(.001) 

Constant  10.158 

(.001) 

9.840 

(.001) 

7.741 

(.005) 

10.203 

(.001) 

9.975 

(.001) 

7.933 

(.009) 

R² .001 .232 .443 .077 .264 .312 

Source: EU-SILC 2016 

Standard errors in parentheses 

Unstandardised coefficients presented  

Sample weights applied 

**significant at 99% confidence 

‘non service sector’ = construction, manufacturing, professional activities, science, technology, finance, 

health and education 
 

 

In model I we can see that the presence of children has a very small negative impact 

on income for self-employed women of around 3 percent. For self-employed men 

however, having children is associated with a small but still significant increase in 

annual income of 15 percent. These diverging effects of parenthood on income for 

self-employed men and women become noticeably more stark when human capital 

and sector factors are included in model II: the coefficient on the variable ‘children’ 

shows a negative impact on income of 24 percent for women while the coefficient on 

the same variable for men indicates a positive impact of 21 percent all other things 

held equal. Marriage appears to have a significant and positive effect on income for 

self-employed women, particularly when human capital is controlled for. The 

coefficient on the variable ‘marriage’ is associated with a 24 percent increase in 

income for women versus not being married and a 38 percent increase in income for 

self-employed men.  
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Putting these results another way, marriage affects income positively for self-

employed women and men but there are diverging effects of having children. These 

effects become much more prominent once education, sector and professional status 

are controlled for. Finally, in model III, working time is included. This has the effect 

of lowering the negative impact of children on income for women slightly to 22 

percent. The coefficient on the variable ‘log of weekly working time’ appears to have 

a more strongly positive association on income for men than for women in self-

employment. Human capital factors appear to impact income for self-employed men 

and women quite differently. Having a degree level education is associated with a 50 

percent increase in income for women all other things held equal whereas for men it 

has little or no effect. Then having a professional occupation doesn’t seem to impact 

income for the self-employed at all, even having a negative effect for women in model 

III. Working in a non-service sector does appear to have a significant and positive 

effect on income for self-employed men and women, as does location in an urban area.  

It is interesting that running the same models on the wage-and-salaried sample the 

patterns are quite different. The presence of children has only a very small impact on 

employee women or men, negative for women of 2 percent and a positive impact of 

less than 8 percent for employee men when all the other factors are included in model 

III31. There are also noticeable differences in how human capital variables affect 

income. Having a degree level education or higher is associated with a small but 

significant and positive increase in income for employee women and men. Working 

at professional or managerial occupational level is associated with a 42-47 percent 

increase in income for women compared with non-professional occupations and a 40-

42 percent increase for men. Sector, however, no impact on the income of wage-and-

salaried employees and neither does location in an urban area.  

Thus several conclusions can be drawn from these models. First, from the R² values 

we can see that the factors included in these gender-separate models explain a larger 

share of self-employed women’s income than men’s (23% compared to 17%). That 

                                                           
31 That is not to say there is no motherhood pay gap in waged employment currently and to investigate whether 

one exists goes beyond the scope of this study. These models just show that using the sample available of all 

individuals in wage-and-salaried employment the impact of children on women’s earnings is negligible. Clearly, 

then, the sample includes those currently labour-active. A wider motherhood pay gap may be evident in a 

different sample inclusive of all individuals regardless of labour market status, for example.  
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having been said, at least 75 percent of the factors that predict self-employment 

income are exogenous to the model. The presence of children impact self-employed 

women’s income negatively while impacting self-employed men’s income positively. 

This indicates the presence of a ‘motherhood income gap’ and ‘fatherhood income 

bonus’ among the self-employed (Rubery, 2015). Having a degree education 

positively impacts income for self-employed women and, to a lesser extent, male and 

female wage-and-salaried workers, but has no impact on income for self-employed 

men. Having professional experience has no effect on income for the self-employed 

but a highly positive effect on wage-and-salaried income compared to occupation in 

non-professional (or service, manual or craft sectors). Self-employed women’s 

income is less elastic to working time than men’s and the income of wage-and-salaried 

workers overall is highly positively impacted by working time. These interpretations, 

based on the results on the coefficients in the model must be made with some caution 

however, since multivariate models must account for the presence of all other 

variables and take into consideration the factors which are unseen or exogenous to the 

equation.  

 

8.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, three core hypotheses have been tested: that there is a gender income 

gap among the self-employed, that this gap is wider than in wage-and-salaried work 

and that the income gap occurs regardless of human capital attributes. Observations 

of frequencies and descriptive data, preliminary hypothesis tests and a range of simple 

and multivariate regression techniques have been applied to investigate the nature, 

extent and possible causes of these differences. The three main hypotheses are all 

confirmed through the the multi-layered techniques applied.  

The Survey on Income and Living Conditions 2016 shows that self-employed women 

earn the least annually among all the labour market groups, 29 percent less than self-

employed men and nearly €12,000 per annum less than women in waged employment. 

The gender gap in income among the self-employed shows as either equal to or higher 

than, the gap in wage-and-salaried work depending on what measurement approach is 

applied. Multivariate models suggest that among the possible contributors to the 

gender income gap among the self-employed are the diverging effects of the presence 
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of children on income for men and women, with women experiencing a reduction in 

income associated with parenthood and men experiencing an increase. Working time 

accounts for around 10 percent of the gendered income differential as modelled here.  

Human capital was found not to narrow the gender income gap among the self-

employed. Neither education nor professional status reduced the difference between 

the income of self-employed men and women; rather it widened it to 32-33 percent 

all other factors equal. These data showed support for the sixth hypothesis relating to 

the impact of human capital. Moreover, the multivariate models showed that human 

capital attributes widened gender income differentials.  
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Chapter 9. Discussion and Conclusion 
 

9.1. Introduction  

The aim of this research has been to investigate the profile, working arrangements and 

income of self-employed women. In order to assess their particular position in the 

labour market, self-employed women are compared with self-employed men and with 

women in wage-and-salaried employment. The broad contention of this thesis has 

been that in the particular circumstances of the Irish labour market self-employment 

offers a certain degree of autonomy and working flexibility which serves to increase 

women’s ratio of domestic production to market work. This, it is proposed, would 

have the effect of widening gender gaps among the self-employed compared to wage-

and-salaried workers as the ability to choose one’s own hours and conditions of work 

facilitates a gendered division of labour.  

The hypotheses have been that:  

1. Flexible working arrangements will be more prevalent among self-

employed women compared to self-employed men  

2. Gender gaps in flexible working arrangements will be wider among the self-

employed compared to wage-and-salaried workers 

3. Flexible working arrangements will be more prevalent among self-

employed women than self-employed men regardless of human capital 

attributes  

4. There is an income gap between self-employed men and women which 

favours men 

5. The income gap between self-employed men and women is wider than in 

wage-and-salaried work  

6. The income gap between self-employed men and women occurs regardless 

of human capital attributes    

 

Previous research has viewed self-employment as a means for married women or 

women with children to gain flexibility in working time and conditions, trading higher 

earnings for greater autonomy and control (Carr, 1994; Boden, 1999, Hundley, 2001 

and Wellington, 2006). Other studies have focused on the divergent career paths that 
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self-employed women might experience, with so-called ‘high human capital’ 

professional, women seen as less likely to require or prioritise the flexibility self-

employment can afford (Carr, 1994; Budig, 2006a). To some extent, empirical studies 

into gender gaps in self-employment have supported this idea. Income gaps have been 

found to be associated with self-employed women having fewer human capital 

attributes such as education or work experience or who tended to be located in lower-

paying occupations and sectors (Budig, 2006b; Lechman and Schnabel, 2015; Simon 

and Way, 2016). Gender differences in self-employment, whether in terms of working 

arrangements or income, have frequently been explained through the utility-based lens 

of efficient task allocation within the home, where women opt to take on a primary 

carer/secondary earner status. Such arguments have rested loosely upon human 

capital, rational choice or preference based theories such as those of Becker (1964), 

Mincer (1974) and Hakim (2000; 2011).  

This thesis has instead focused on the structural and social constraints of gendered 

divisions of household labour. This does not preclude the existence of some sort of 

rational or utility-based calculations either at an individual or household level nor does 

it deny the role of financial incentives, tastes and preferences. What a constraints-

based approach hinges upon is the often-neglected importance of domestic 

production, precariousness in women’s work and the more complex bases upon which 

labour and household decisions are made (See Vosko and Zukewich,2006; England, 

1989; 2010; 2013; Marlow, 1997; 2011). 

The argument put forward has been that, in the Irish context, where women at all 

educational or occupational levels might similarly be expected to experience work-

care dilemmas, ‘human capital’ attributes such as education or professional work 

experience would play less of a role than that found in the international studies. With 

flexible, family-friendly working arrangements at high occupational levels and in 

many private sector industries in short supply, it has been put forward as conceivable 

that professional women might seek such flexibility through self-employment. A 

consequence of this and the basis for the main hypotheses tested has been that 

differentials in income and working arrangements are a function of the gendered 

division of labour, where women are more likely than men to make career decisions 

based around domestic circumstances. It has been expected, therefore, that the 

working arrangements of self-employed women would differ from that of both self-
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employed men and women in wage-and-salaried work and that income differentials 

would arise at least partly as a consequence of this. Furthermore, these differences 

would pertain regardless of their human capital attributes, measured by education and 

occupational level.  

The primary contribution of this thesis has been that by using comprehensive national 

databases with social and economic measures it has provided a critical, and at the 

same time robust, investigation into the experiences of self-employed women in the 

Irish labour market. This approach is notably absent from the literature and research 

into self-employment in Ireland to date. The results obtained have shown differences 

in working arrangements and income outcomes between self-employed women and 

men that point to a gendered division of labour along primary male-breadwinner, 

female secondary earner lines. This general pattern is not impacted by the human 

capital of the woman, with self-employed women at all levels displaying differing 

trends and earning less than men. 

This final chapter evaluates the empirical results in the context of previous studies and 

the theoretical and conceptual framework outlined.  

 

9.2. Key findings and comparisons with past research  

This section presents the main findings and the extent to which each of the six 

hypothesis (or seven research questions) have been supported or addressed. It outlines 

whether and how the results of this study compare with comparable international 

empirical research. The first research question on the profile of self-employed women 

in Ireland is assessed before proceeding to examine the seven testable research 

hypotheses.  

9.2.1. Developing a profile of the self-employed woman in Ireland  

Labour Force Survey data show that rates of female non-agricultural solo or freelance 

self-employment have increased between 2003 and 2017, albeit slowly and still 

representing only 4 percent of the female labour force. In count terms, the numbers of 

women in solo self-employment rose by 12, 300 during this period, likely mirroring 

increases in labour market participation overall. In terms of gender composition, 

women’s share of self-employment rose from 20 percent to 23 percent between 2003 
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and 2017. By 2017 there were 32, 300 solo self-employed women in Ireland. This 

figure represents the population of interest of this study.  

The data show that while self-employed women are predominantly Irish (85%), a 

higher proportion of them (18%) are from another EU member state than either self-

employed men or wage-and-salaried workers. This suggests that while the numbers 

are still low (N=5, 892 in 2017) there is a tendency for female EU nationals in Ireland 

to work in freelance self-employment compared to other groups. While research on 

self-employed women and nationality is in short supply, studies focused on the self-

employed in general have found a positive association between small business 

ownership and migrant or ethnic minority status (Dawson and Henley, 2009; Clarke 

and Drinkwater, 2010; Clarke, 2015).  

Self-employed women tend to be slightly younger than self-employed men but the 

self-employed overall are older than wage-and-salaried workers. This reflects, 

perhaps, the requirement for financial and other forms of capital for small business 

ownership and mirrors the findings of other international studies (Devine, 1994: Carr, 

1996; Blanchflower, 2000).  

Self-employed women in Ireland are likely to be currently married (61%) and almost 

half (48%) are in a couple with children. The proportions of self-employed living in 

households of couples with children is slightly lower than waged employees for both 

men and women, however marriage rates are higher among the self-employed in 

general compared to wage-and-salaried workers. This trend of higher marriage rates 

but lower rates of children at home is most likely connected with the concentration of 

the self-employed in older age cohorts, increasing the likelihood that adult children 

have left home.  Higher marriage rates among the self-employed has been found in 

other studies (Connelly, 1992; Devine, 1994; Carr, 1996; Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998; 

Boden, 1999; Hundley, 2000). Perhaps noteworthy are the similar rates of lone parent 

status between self-employed and wage-and-salaried workers (12%/14%) despite how 

self-employment is often characterised as the labour market choice of secondary 

earners within nuclear families (Carr, 1994; Caputo and Dolinsky, 1998; Boden, 1999; 

Hundley, 2001; Wellington, 2006).  

Rates of home ownership are found to be notably higher among the self-employed 

compared to wage-and-salaried workers, a difference of nearly 10 percentage points. 
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While some of this difference could be explained through differing age cohorts and 

older ages being positively associated with home ownership, it might also point to 

variations in the socio-economic situations of the self-employed (Dawson et al., 

2009).  

Self-employed women emerge as the most highly educated group, both in terms of 

the smallest proportion at the lower end of the educational spectrum (Junior 

Certificate) and the largest proportion at the upper end (post-graduate). The wide gap 

in educational attainment between self-employed men and women, with sixty percent 

of women having degree level or higher compared to less than thirty percent of men 

is far wider that comparable gaps between men and women in wage-and-salaried 

work, where proportions with degree level education are almost the same.  

This situation is mirrored in the other measure of human capital applied in this 

research – professional status. Nearly three quarters of self-employed women work at 

professional, semi-professional or managerial levels compared to 41 percent of men. 

There are also wide gaps in favour of women at the lower end of the occupational 

spectrum, with self-employed men twice as likely to work in service/manual level 

occupations. Again, these differences are considerably wider than among wage-and-

salaried workers, among whom the distribution of occupations is more even. In terms 

of tenure, the data show that while self-employed women have fewer overall years in 

business compared to men, almost thirty percent have over fifteen years’ experience 

in business.  

Looking finally at sector and industry, self-employed women primarily work in 

professional, scientific, technical, financial, health and education sectors. This 

concentration is larger than for self-employed men, women or men in wage-and-

salaried work. It also shows that self-employed women are not polarised in higher 

paid and lower paid sectors, but rather are more spread out among what would be 

considered to be higher paid or higher opportunity activities.  

It is around this issue of human capital that the profile of self-employed women 

generated in this research differs most starkly from many other studies. Previous 

studies have found self-employed women (or at least married self-employed women 

or those with children) concentrated in low-paid service sectors or in lower-level 

occupations (Connelly, 1992; Hundley, 2000; Budig, 2006a; Simon and Way, 2016) 
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and in some cases with less educational or experience-based human capital (Devine, 

1994; Lechman and Schnabel, 2012). This connection which has been made between 

marriage and children and having fewer human capital attributes is not evident from 

the data here.   

In developing a profile of freelance or solo self-employed women in Ireland therefore, 

broad picture can be presented. The self-employed woman is typically Irish, aged 35-

54, currently married, about equally likely to have children at home as to have adult 

or no children, she is a home owner, holds a degree level education or higher, works 

at a professional level in professional sectors such as law, accountancy, finance, 

science and technology, health or education. She works part-time, for reasons 

associated with personal, family or caring responsibilities and does not actively seek 

increased working time. The average self-employed woman in Ireland is likely to 

work atypical hours and works from home at least occasionally. She earns 

approximately €15, 000 per year.  

9.2.2. Gender differences in flexible working 

There are significant differences in rates of part-time work, the reasons for part-time 

work, atypical hours and home working between self-employed women and men. The 

data show that 43 percent of self-employed women work part-time compared to just 

8 percent of self-employed men and 27 percent of women in wage-and-salaried work. 

The gender gap in part-time work among the self-employed (33 percentage points) is 

greater than the gender gap in wage-and-salaried work (19 percentage points). 

The reasons cited for part-time work sheds light on these trends, with a larger share 

of women citing caring responsibilities; self-employed women in particular, at 40 

percent. Personal and family reasons account for a further 20 percent of the reasons 

that self-employed women cite for taking up part-time work. Taken together, almost 

70 percent of part-time self-employed women cite caring, personal or family reasons, 

compared just 20 percent of self-employed men. The data indicate that self-employed 

women are the least likely group to cite a desire for full-time working hours. That 

women undertaking a larger share of caring or domestic work compared to men tend 

not to express ‘underemployment’ or a desire for increased working time does not 

necessarily negate the existence of an inequity in terms of labour market access. 

Instead, it might reflect both subjective choice and, simultaneously, the reality of that 
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woman’s situation within structural constraints (Fagan et al., 2014). In contrast, half 

of all part-time self-employed men express a preference for full-time hours. 

Predictably, the data shows that both female and male self-employed are more likely 

than wage-and-salaried employees to work irregular hours. This is slightly more the 

case for men than for women. Still, a significant proportion (63%) of self-employed 

women work irregular hours perhaps indicating a degree of working time flexibility 

not available in the wage-and-salaried sector. Unsurprisingly a higher proportion of 

the self-employed work from home than their waged counterparts, but this is 

considerably higher for women, 47 percent of whom work from home. When the 

figures on home working are considered alongside the part-time work rates and 

caring/family responsibilities, a picture emerges of self-employed women attempting 

to balance dual market and non-market (domestic) labour demands. 

Cross-tabulations of household variables (marriage and children) by full-time/part-

time status for self-employed women and men also point towards a division of labour 

in which self-employed women undertake a greater share of domestic production. 

Marriage rates and the proportion with young children are noticeably higher among 

part-time self-employed women than their full-time counterparts are, while roughly 

half of full-time self-employed women are unmarried or had no young children. Part-

time self-employed men are far less likely to be married or have children. Thus, a 

picture emerges of the married, self-employed man with children working full-time 

while the married, self-employed woman with children works part-time. This is in line 

with Vosko and Zukewich’s (2006) findings on the self-employed in Canada.  

In order to add robustness to the descriptive analysis and preliminary testing, binary 

logistic regression models have been applied to determine the factors associated with 

self-employment choice for women and men. The results on the coefficients for part-

time work, home-working and atypical hours show support for the hypothesis that 

these flexibility measures are more critical for self-employed women compared to 

men. Household variables such as marriage and presence of children, however, have 

not shown as essential predictors of self-employed status for either women or men.  

Previous studies have shown that flexibility factors are cited as motivators for self-

employment choice for women more than men (Hughes, 2003; Dawson et al, 2009). 

The findings of a 2003 study using 1995 data from several jurisdictions including 
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Ireland showed that self-employed women are less likely than employees to cite caring 

reasons for part-time work (Hildebrand and Williams, 2003). While a different sample 

was applied, these findings contradict the results here and perhaps suggests changes 

in work priorities for self-employed women in Ireland in the 25 years since Hildebrand 

and Williams’ data. However, they did find that self-employed women spent a greater 

number of hours caring for children compared to wage-and-salaried workers 

(Hildebrand and Williams, 2003). The results from the Drew and Humbert study 

(2012) in the Irish context resonates here, where female business owners were found 

to be more likely to place high value upon, and adopt, flexible working, careers gaps 

and reduced working time.  

Some divergence is evident concerning connections between household structure and 

self-employment choice. A positive association between marriage, the presence of 

children and self-employed status formed the crux of many comparable studies into 

gender differences in self-employment (Connelly, 1992; Carr, 1994; Caputo and 

Dolinskey, 1998; Boden, 1999; Wellington, 2006). Such findings have been used to 

support the overall contention that women are using self-employment as a flexible 

work option to balance domestic and care roles. Such associations have not been 

forthcoming in this data, with marriage and children not noticeably associated with 

self-employment over wage-and-salaried work for men or women. In one sense, this 

is not surprising since half of the self-employed women in the sample used in this 

research do not have any children, so the regression results mirror these frequencies.  

The results of the various forms of data analysis all show support for hypothesis 1 that 

flexible working arrangements are more prevalent among self-employed women 

compared to self-employed men. It also shows some support for hypothesis 2, that 

gender gaps in flexible working will be wider among the self-employed compared to 

wage-and-salaried workers, at least as it refers to part-time work, citing caring reasons 

and working from home.  

9.2.3. The impact of human capital: differences between professionals  

The third hypothesis proposes differences in work arrangements between self-

employed men and women will occur among those with high human capital attributes 

(professional or managerial occupational levels). This question has been addressed by 

analysing trends among self-employed women and men at both professional and non-
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professional (service/manual) occupational levels. Multivariate regression analysis 

also furthers this question in two ways. First, by using human capital variables as 

controls to estimate their impact on male and female self-employment propensity and, 

second, using separate samples of professional and non-professional women to 

estimate differing effects of variables on self-employment choice.  

Labour Force Survey data show that professional self-employed women are six times 

more likely to work part-time than professional self-employed men. This gap is 

considerably wider than among non-professionals, where women are three times more 

likely to work part-time than their male counterparts. Among part-time professional 

self-employed women 40 percent identified caring reasons for working part-time 

compared to just 9 percent of professional men. Among non-professionals, less than 

a quarter of women cite caring reasons for part-time work compared to 18 percent of 

non-professional self-employed men, a much narrower gap. Almost half of all 

professional self-employed women work from home at least occasionally, a slightly 

higher proportion than their male colleagues. A far smaller proportion of non-

professional self-employed women work from home (32%), but the gap is wider, with 

non-professional self-employed women around twice as likely as their male 

counterparts to work from home. Equal proportions of professional self-employed 

women and men work atypical hours.  

Human capital factors are also included as controls in multivariate analysis to estimate 

their effect on gender differences in self-employment probability. As expected, the 

positive association of part-time work and home working is strengthened when 

controlling for high human capital attributes. Regression models are used to estimate 

how labour flexibility variables impact self-employment propensity for professional 

compared to non-professional women. Again as expected, part-time work, home-

working and atypical hours have a stronger association with self-employed status for 

women in the professional group. Part-time professional women are almost six times 

as likely to be self-employed while for the service-manual group part-time work does 

not affect their self-employment propensity. Similarly, working atypical hours and 

working from home increases the probability of self-employment for professional-

level women while it does not affect women in non-professional occupations. These 

results point to a situation in which self-employment is sought as a flexible work 

option for professional women.  
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Overall, the Labour Force Survey analysis shows gender differences in working 

arrangements at professional levels which support the hypothesis 3: that gendered 

patterns remain regardless of human capital attributes. Moreover, the gender 

differences in many areas – most notably part-time work and caring responsibilities – 

are wider among professional than non-professional self-employed. Trends among 

professional self-employed women, who are more likely to be married, have children, 

work from home, work part-time, work atypical hours and have caring responsibilities 

than their non-professional peers, point to a need or desire for flexibility among these 

groups. Finally, multivariate analysis lends further support for the hypothesis that 

labour flexibility remains a high priority for professional self-employed women.  

 

9.2.4. Gender gaps in self-employed income compared to wage-and-salaried work 

The results of the median tests show that self-employed women earn less than both 

self-employed men and women in wage-and-salaried employment. The median 

annual net income for self-employed women is just over €15,000 but with quite a wide 

spread or range, indicating that 25 percent of self-employed women earn less than 

€5000 per year while only the top 25 percent earn over €23,000.  

In terms of the gender gap in income, differing results emerge between the median 

tests and the regression models. Tests of medians show that in percentage terms, both 

self-employed and wage-and-salaried women earn around three-quarters of their male 

colleagues all things being equal. Through basic regression analysis, which focuses 

on the mean, the unadjusted gender gap in annual income for the self-employed was 

29 percent. Interaction term regression show that the negative impact of being a 

woman is sharper for the self-employed than for the wage-and-salaried group, but 

only by about 3 percent. Thus regression results appear to show a slightly wider 

gender income gap than uncovered through an assessment of medians and indicate 

that the gender gap is wider than in wage-and-salaried work. Which results can best 

be relied upon is difficult to say since both use a different measure of central tendency 

but, nevertheless, it is possible to safely conclude that the gender difference in income 

among the self-employed is either equal to or wider than in wage-and-salaried work.  

Multivariate regression models have been applied to add strength to the findings and 

estimate the effects of controlling for other factors likely to impact upon income. First, 
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a gender-pooled model is run to highlight how household and labour factors impact 

on the gender income gap. Controlling for working hours reduces the gender income 

gap from 29 percent to 23 percent. This suggests that only a relatively small portion 

of income differences can be explained through working time. In the wage-and-

salaried sample the addition of working time reduces the income gap from 27 percent 

to around 14 percent, a sharper reduction 

Looking at how these income gaps compare to previous studies, the Devine (1994) 

US study found that full-time self-employed women earned 56 percent that of their 

male colleagues compared to wage-and-salaried women who earned 75 percent of 

male earnings. Simon and Way (2016) found that self-employed ‘millennial’ women 

in the US earned 75 percent that of men. Both of these measured income per hour, 

which naturally accounts for working time. Lawtor at al (2016), again in the US, found 

that self-employed women earned roughly half that of men per annum while Lechman 

and Schnabel (2012) found a raw gender pay gap of 44 percent among the self-

employed in Germany.  

In this study, pooled regression models show flexibility factors (weekly working time) 

account for a small portion – around 8 percent - of the overall gender income gap. 

Previous studies have not generally elaborated on the effect of controlling for working 

hours individually but have included time as a control in multivariate models. The 

Lechman and Schnabel (2012) German study found that the gender income gap 

roughly halved when all other factors, which included weekly working hours, are 

included in the model. The effects of the working-time variable on the gender gap 

itself are not discernible other than that, as would be expected, working hours had a 

positive impact on income overall.  

The Hundley (2001) study is pivotal in how its theoretical basis reflects some of the 

reasoning behind the hypotheses of this research. Here they proposed that the 

flexibility inherent in self-employment would lead to even greater specialisation of 

labour versus household functions along gender lines than is possible in waged 

employment. Gender income gaps among the self-employed would, therefore, be 

wider, as women undertake a larger share of domestic labour than their male and 

wage-and-salaried counterparts. The findings of Hundley’s research supported this, 

with male-female differences in working hours and in time spent on domestic labour 
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higher among the self-employed than among waged workers. Gender income gaps are 

found to be in part reflective of this but also associated with lower-levels of occupation 

and poorer-paying sectors. While time-use was not a focus of this research, wide 

differences in part-time/full-time work rates are found between self-employed men 

and women. It would therefore be expected that working time would make up a 

substantial proportion of the difference in women’s and men’s income but controlling 

for working hours made only a small difference to gendered differentials. The 

importance that the Hundley (2001) study found in terms of the effects of occupation 

and sector have not been reflected in this data, where income gaps have not been found 

to be associated with self-employed women’s positioning in less favourable sectors 

or activities.  

The results of the descriptive analysis, tests of medians and the regression models 

applied all show strong support for hypothesis 4: that there is a gender income gap 

among the self-employed. Whether this is wider than among wage-and-salaried 

workers, as posited in hypothesis 5, differs according to the method, with descriptive 

analysis and median tests showing a roughly equal gender income gap while 

regression models indicating that the negative impact of being a woman is sharper 

among the self-employed. With this in mind, cautious support can be shown for 

hypothesis 5: that income differences are wider than in wage-and-salaried work. 

 

9.2.5. The impact of human capital on income for the self-employed  

As shown from the LFS analysis, self-employed women are more likely than any other 

labour market group to be in professional occupations and to have degree-level 

education or higher. One might reasonably expect that the elevated levels of human 

capital amongst self-employed women would lead to positive financial returns, which 

might narrow the gender income gap. The contention of this thesis has been, on the 

contrary, that the concentration of self-employed women in Ireland into upper-level 

managerial and/or professional occupations would not reduce income disparity.  

The results of the basic regressions show that, as expected, neither education nor 

professional status narrow the gender income gap among the self-employed. Instead, 

controlling for both human capital indicators appears to widen the gap to 32 percent 
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and 33 percent respectively. The findings of this study therefore show that human 

capital has no positive impact on gender income gaps among the self-employed.  

In the gender-pooled multivariate analysis, controlling for human capital factors 

widens the gap in income between self-employed women and men, even when 

working time is accounted for. Among highly educated, professional, urban, self-

employed individuals aged 25-64 who work in non-service sectors and when working 

time is controlled for, there remains a gender gap of around 30 percent in annual 

income. Furthermore, in the gender-separate regressions the negative impact of 

children on women’s self-employed income compared to the positive impact for men 

is exacerbated when human capital attributes, sector and urban location are included 

in the model. In other words, the negative impact of children showed as stronger for 

highly educated, professional women working in high-pay sectors.  

Studies have attributed gender income differentials to variations in human capital, 

whether in terms of education, experience or occupation/professional status. Lechman 

and Schnabel (2012) found that self-employed women had lower levels of human 

capital (education and experience) than men, accounting for part of the gender gap in 

income. Budig (2006a) found that disadvantageous financial outcomes are the result 

of self-employed women with children self-selecting into non-professional or low-

paid occupations and sectors. That study moreover found no gender income gap 

among self-employed professionals with ‘professional women benefiting as much 

from self-employment, in terms of income, as do professional men’ something which 

was found to be unique to self-employment and not reflected in waged work (2006a: 

26). Along a similar vein, the 2016 study by Simon and Way into gender gaps among 

self-employed ‘millennials’, found that it was business characteristics such as 

concentration of women in low-pay service sectors and a lack of work experience that 

accounted for the variation in income (Simon and Way, 2016: 11). Similarly, Connelly 

(1992) found women with children more likely to work in lower-paid childcare sectors 

and that women with lower levels of education were less likely to opt for self-

employment.  

With the exception of a US study by Lawter. (2016) in which gender gaps in self-

employment earnings were to be wider among professionals, the findings of 

international studies are generally at odds with those presented in this thesis. Self-
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employed women in Ireland display very high levels of human capital measured both 

in terms of educational and professional attainment. Nor is there evidence that income 

differentials are associated with a concentration in low-paid sectors. Gender income 

gaps are wider among professionals than non-professionals. 

The findings from bivariate, interaction-term and multivariate income regressions 

show support for hypothesis 6: that income differences occur regardless of human 

capital attributes. Self-employed women with high human capital attributes appear to 

also experience sharper adverse effects on income of the presence of children. 

9.3. Data and analysis limitations, practical and policy implications 

The difference in annual net income between self-employed men and women should, 

from either a choice-based or structural perspective, be at least partly explainable 

through differences in working arrangements and human capital. From the results 

here, it is clear that human capital differences do not explain income differentials 

among the self-employed; on the contrary, gaps are wider for high human capital 

women. Yet other factors (working time, marriage, the presence of children) also 

explain only a small portion of income differentials between self-employed women 

and men. It is also important to bear in mind that the regression models themselves 

can only account for around 20 percent of the factors influencing self-employed 

income. In other words, most of the factors that account for self-employed income for 

women or men are exogenous to the model. These could be any number of 

environmental, economic or personal characteristics: the state of the economy, the 

market demand for the business or service being provided, the financial, cultural or 

social capital of the individual, and so forth.  

Nevertheless, working time appears to account for a small but notable proportion of 

the gender income gap between men and women, with women – including 

professional/managerial level women working in high-paid sectors – opting to work 

fewer hours. Variables that available in the LFS, such as home working, caring 

responsibilities or underemployment are not present in the SILC, which contained the 

income data, and these would have been useful to see the effect they might have on 

income for the self-employed. Hence in some ways, conclusions are drawn together 

from both sets of analyses rather than, as would be preferable and more accurate, from 

the same models. Applying these methods however, and analysing all the resulting 
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outcomes, there is certainly an argument that high human capital, professional-level 

women with children are opting for self-employment as a flexible work option, 

working fewer hours, perhaps from home in order to balance dual market and 

domestic roles, and paying a disproportionate price in terms of financial outcomes.   

A median net income of €15,000 would suggest that the individual would need access 

to an alternative source of subsistence, be that from a spouse or partner, family 

member, second job and/or from the social welfare system. This dependency is 

problematic from the perspective of labour market or financial equality. It also renders 

self-employment, based on earnings at least, to be largely out of reach for those 

without a primary or supplementary source. With high marriage rates among the self-

employed it might be deduced that the primary income within households comes from 

an earning spouse or partner, as has been uncovered in previous empirical work 

(Hundley, 2001). This renders self-employment a viable option only to a limited 

section of society, i.e. those with wage-earning or self-employed spouses as opposed, 

for example, to single parents for whom this income would be insufficient to provide 

for a household. That likelihood notwithstanding, as outlined in the literature review, 

supplementary benefits are available to self-employed people through various 

schemes such as Enterprise Allowance. It is therefore not beyond the realms of 

possibility that the individuals surveyed here are in receipt of these benefits. 

Measuring the extent to which that might be the case would be a matter for further 

research.  

What this thesis broadly posits has been that due to gender-role allocation within 

households, self-employed women are using the flexibility of self-employment to 

reduce their ratio of market to non-market work and are experiencing income 

disadvantages as a result that are not felt by their male colleagues. Through a 3-stage 

hypothesis testing method and utilising two data sources, it was possible to support 

this contention. However, it does not explain the whole picture. The data available 

can only point to why women in Ireland are self-employed, under what circumstances, 

through what limitations, constraints or motivations. The ability to combine the 

empirical results gathered here with qualitative information such as interviews, focus 

groups or participant observations could conceivably add depth to the analysis that 

might better support or contradict the findings.  
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The household structure that has been considered in this study is the male/female 

married couple or couple with children as compared to their single counterparts. With 

a very high proportion of self-employed people being married (63-75 percent 

depending on the source) this makes sense, but this is not to assume that the 

heteronormative nuclear family is all that exists within the labour market. Indeed, this 

is increasingly not the case in Ireland (CSO, 2017). From the current data, it appears 

that 13 percent of self-employed women are lone parents, for example. A focus on the 

proportion of single or unmarried self-employed people, or those with older or no 

children which account for around 30 percent of self-employed individuals32 and who 

would presumably not be as constrained by domestic or care responsibilities would be 

an interesting area for further research.  

This research has been concerned with issues of work-life balance, flexible working 

and gender disparity. The data used has meant the attention is predominantly on 

professionals since they make up the bulk of self-employed women in Ireland. This 

sort of focus can have the effect of ignoring the manner to which these issues might 

play out in working-class lives. Warren (2015) notes that the dominant 

conceptualisation of work-life balance in which people seek to – and might be in a 

position to - work fewer hours in professional occupations disregards the work-life 

challenges of the working class. The working class may experience financial 

insecurity and precarity without the backing of higher household incomes. Indeed, the 

13 percent of self-employed women in service or manual occupations uncovered in 

this analysis are less likely than their professional counterparts to work part-time, 

more likely to want full-time hours and less likely to work from home. Their lower 

take-up of flexible working may not be because of a lack of desire for work-life 

balance but might instead be due to less financial capability and differing 

circumstances. Warren (2015) argues that the dominance of middle-class researchers 

has led to a dominance of middle-class issues that have limited acknowledgement of 

working-class circumstances. The self-employed women in this study have by and 

large been able to ‘disregard’ money in favour of flexible working, an ability which, 

as Skeggs (2011) argues, differentiates the middle from the working class. A specific 

                                                           
32 Labour Force Survey 2015-2017 pooled samples  
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focus on the self-employment trends of non-professional women would be a useful 

area of further research.  

The analysis utilised samples of labour-active individuals aged 25-54 for the Labour 

Force Survey and 25-65 for the Survey on Income and Living Conditions. This cohort 

was seen as representing ‘peak’ parenting age, when people are most likely to have 

their working activity constrained by the presence of children. Roughly 80 percent of 

self-employed women and men are in the 25-54 age category (LFS 2017).  This thesis 

does not deal with trends that might occur after this age, as in for the over 55/65’s. 

What trends are evident among older self-employed individuals would be a further 

area for future research.  

The next two sections look at how the findings of this research might be positioned in 

reference to the theoretical framework of choice and constraint perspectives.  

 

9.4. The theoretical context: choice or constraint in flexible working 

The rational choice-based, human capital or preference theories put forward by 

Mincer (1963), Becker (1964, 1985), Polachek (2004) and Hakim (2000; 2002; 2011) 

would, albeit in varying ways, see human capital as central to employment decisions. 

Those who have invested in their human capital, be that education, labour market 

experience or professional status, would be less inclined to prioritise time in domestic 

labour because they would be forfeiting a higher price in terms of lost income for 

doing so. If the choice-based argument held, one would expect narrower differences 

between professional men and women, since women’s career trajectories, or rather 

priorities, would more mirror their male counterparts. High human capital ‘careerist’ 

women through this lens, if they did become self-employed, would do so for other 

reasons than the need for flexibility, such as market opportunity, the satisfaction of 

being one’s own boss or the potential for increased income (Hakim, 2000; Budig, 

2006a; Patrick et al, 2016).  

 

The choice-based idea is that human capital would be a pivotal factor in terms of the 

priority given to flexible working. Hakim’s conceptualisation of the ‘career-focused’ 

woman and Becker, Mincer or Polachek’s theory that human capital might determine 

how decisions around time in market work versus domestic labour are made, seem to 
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run counter to the results generated here. What emerges instead is a picture of a highly 

educated, professional self-employed woman working in what would generally be 

considered to be high income or high opportunity sectors such as law, finance, science 

and health and yet who continues to prioritise flexibility in working arrangements, 

most notably in the form of reduced working hours and working from home. Since 

these women would presumably pay a more significant opportunity cost for time out 

of market work, the results here suggest that the conceptual value of opportunity cost 

is negated or perhaps that financial calculations take a back seat to other priorities 

such as tastes or preference for time with one’s children.  

Instead, the trends suggest more complex forces at play, resonant perhaps of 

sociological research into the effects of gender, class and cultural intersections. Here, 

highly educated or professional women are more inclined or able, to reduce working 

hours upon parenthood. After all, being likely partnered with a higher-earning 

individual, women with greater levels of human capital are more likely to be able to 

afford to reduce working hours and may have cultural or class-based tendencies 

towards, as well as the financial ability for, more intensive parenting (Warner, 2006; 

England and Srivastava, 2013; McGinn and Oh, 2017). Self-employed women and 

particularly professionals are the most likely group to work part-time, from home and 

for reasons associated with caring responsibilities. 

Furthermore, this picture of the high-achieving self-employed woman choosing to 

forfeit market work in favour of time at home is not mirrored in the male samples. 

Self-employed men are less educated than women, are more evenly distributed among 

the occupations and sectors, working primarily at non-professional levels and in 

industrial and service-related activities. Their working time is not significantly 

different from men in wage-and-salaried work, and only 5 percent of those working 

part-time do so for caring reasons.  

These gender differences suggest that working flexibility is still a gendered concept 

within self-employment, with trends and patterns among self-employed men and 

women reflecting a male-primary-breadwinner, female secondary earner household 

model. This is what Marlow referred to as self-employment ‘reflecting and 

reproducing socio-economic norms, mirroring the expectation that women will 

undertake primary responsibility for childcare’ (Marlow, 2011: 218). Women in part-
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time, freelance self-employment may well be exhibiting a subjectively free choice and 

have valid reasons for doing so. Spending time at home, work-life ‘balance’, caring 

for children or in other leisure or personal pursuits is important and increasingly 

desired by many people (Eurofound, 2017; Petriglieri, 2018). Outsourcing childcare 

is not always the optimal or preferred option for many families and seeking flexible 

or part-time income-generating activities is understandable in order that one might be 

able to maximise one’s work-life balance.  

That having been said, the gendered nature of the prioritisation of flexibility points to 

inequity. Women might not be able to fulfil their career-based potential, utilise their 

human capital or secure their long-term financial health in the same way as men. If it 

is predominately women in part-time, home-based, freelance self-employment for 

reasons associated with caring responsibilities then it will generally be women whose 

financial situation will be more precarious. As noted by Fine-Davis (2005):  

Flexible working arrangements […] may actually be reinforcing the gendered 

division of labour in the home, whereby women have main responsibility for 

domestic tasks and child-care, giving them a ‘dual burden’. This situation 

renders women less able to maximise their contribution to the labour force 

[…] and serves indirectly to perpetuate traditional gender roles and behaviour. 

(Fine-Davis, 2005: 56)  

The results of the Labour Force Survey analysis show that within self-employment, 

gendered trends that are prevalent in wage-and-salaried work are exacerbated and that 

high levels of human capital attainment and investment for women make little 

difference to these trends.  

9.5. The theoretical context: income disadvantages for high human capital 

women 

A rational choice or human capital-based conceptualisation of the labour market 

would predict income to be a function of human capital variables. If self-employed 

women have higher human capital than men then, all other things being equal, their 

income should at least begin the converge (Mincer, 1963; Mincer and Polachek, 1974; 

; Polachek, 2004). The theoretical underpinning of the hypotheses of this research, on 

the contrary, is that gender gaps will exist regardless of human capital because women 
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in Ireland at all occupational and educational levels potentially experience similar 

structural dilemmas.  

The international studies cited tend to support this utility or choice-based perspective 

towards labour decision making, in which women, or those with children and who 

have the backing of a self-employed or wage-earning spouse, opt for flexibility over 

income. The economists’ idea of opportunity cost rings true in many of these studies, 

where women with lower human capital or less earning potential such as those in non-

professional sectors would naturally be more inclined to prioritise time in domestic 

labour, widening gender income gaps among these groups (Hundley, 2001; Budig, 

2006b; Simon and Way, 2016). The results in this study do not necessarily negate the 

idea that there may be some utility-based decision making where flexibility is 

favoured over income under circumstances of caring or domestic considerations. Nor 

does it deny the possibility that flexibility might indeed be a compensating differential 

in this way. Where it does refute the choice-based approach is in the profile of the 

self-employed woman in Ireland who emerged as having very high levels of 

educational and professional experience and yet who continues to seek flexibility 

through self-employment.  

The results in this study therefore, in which gender income gaps occur among such 

professional self-employed, contradict the assumption that income is a function of 

human capital and that the professional achievement of ‘work-centred’ women would 

lead them to prioritise market work over flexibility. Instead, a more complex structural 

argument is supported, in which the allocation of unpaid domestic labour is pivotal 

and where women at all levels of professional and occupational experience face 

similar labour market constraints.  

Sociological studies that emphasise the financial, class or cultural taste factors that 

might facilitate or encourage upper or middle class women to spend more time with 

children do not necessarily negate rational choice arguments. Rather, the structural or 

constraint-based concern is with why it is so often women who shoulder the higher 

proportion of domestic, chiefly caring, roles and what the implications are of this with 

regard to long-term financial dependency and the woman’s ability to fulfil any career-

based aspirations that she might have. From a structural perspective the negative 

impact that parenthood has on income for self-employed women ought not to be seen 
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as highlighting an inevitable consequence of women’s choice to have children and 

prioritise their care. Instead the focus is on the divergence between the effect of 

children on men’s and women’s income whereby men experience a positive effect 

from fatherhood and the way in which this divergence is wider in self-employment 

than in wage-and-salaried work.  

 

9.9 Conclusion: a structural analysis of gender differentials  

Educational and professional achievement for women in Ireland has not been matched 

by correspondingly momentous alterations in gender roles, household divisions of 

labour, social policy or labour market equity (Crompton, 2002; Fine-Davis, 2009; 

Howard, 2020). Despite what classical economic theory would assume would be a 

higher opportunity cost for doing so, the data investigated here has shown that 

professional self-employed and freelance women in Ireland are opting for flexible, 

low income and often-precarious working arrangements in order to accommodate the 

dual and often conflicting demands of work and home life.   

Ideological and economic shifts on a wider scale characterised by deregulation, 

competition and the decline of ‘standard’ employment in the labour market is 

accepted, taken on board and legitimised at individual and societal level by the 

supposed need of women, or working mothers, for ‘flexible’ working arrangements 

(Pollert, 1988; Vosko, 2009, Fraser, 2013). One of the achievements of contemporary 

‘neoliberal’ society is its ability to ‘conjure the appearance of individual freedom and 

choice on the part of the enterprising subject’ (Vallas and Hill, 2012: 182). Within this 

context, the ability to adapt and innovate, to choose enterprise over job security and 

to face complex societal, economic and cultural challenges in a fundamentally 

individual way are ideologically valorised attributes (Verhaeghe, 2014). Women are 

‘doing it for themselves’ through entrepreneurship and innovation, motivated by, or 

at least adapting to, their continued shouldering of caring and domestic production 

(Lewis, 2013; O’Callaghan, 2015; Jenkins, 2017). 

Thus self-employment is promoted at a policy level as a feasible and desired option 

for women, even to the point where it is regarded as a potential solution to work-care 

dilemmas. In lieu of any impending or transformational cultural, technological and 

gender-role shifts perhaps this makes sense. After all, many women desire increased 
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flexibility in their working arrangements, the opportunity to pursue their creative and 

entrepreneurial goals and to spend more time with their children. Critiquing the 

precariousness of women’s self-employment ought not necessarily undermine the 

often preferred, and under some circumstances necessary and convenient, male 

primary breadwinner/female secondary earner household model.  

The concern of a structural analysis is not to assume that all personal and economic 

worth must rest upon full labour market participation, with anything less than that 

being suboptimal. Rather, the issue is whether, in a climate where flexibility in work 

is encouraged and venerated, this leads to a transformation of power structures or, as 

Crompton (2002; 2008), Vosko (2009, 2011), Fraser (2013) and Howard (2020) 

argue, the division of labour remains more or less as it has always been. The focus is 

on gender imbalance rather than the merits or otherwise of certain forms of work. 

What the trends uncovered in this research point to is differences in the working 

arrangements and income outcomes of self-employed men and women in Ireland that 

reflect a division of labour in which women assume the primary care role and men 

remain unencumbered by family factors. It is the very flexibility of self-employment, 

its scope for choosing hours and conditions of work which, rather than narrow gender 

differentials, can exacerbate them as women – more so than men and more so than 

women in wage-and-salaried work – undertake larger shares of domestic labour.  
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