
What lottery 
wins reveal about 
the gender gap

The UK has seen a rapid increase in self-employed 
workers over the last two decades, but only one-
third are women. Sarah Flèche and colleagues 
analyse data on lottery winners to show that 
improving women’s access to capital could help 
reduce the gender gap in entrepreneurial activity. 

O
ver the last two decades,  

self-employment in the UK  

has grown steadily, from  

about three million in 

December 2000 to a peak of more than 

five million at the beginning of 2020.  

But during this time, men have 

consistently been more likely to become 

self-employed than women.

According to the Office for National 

Statistics (ONS), in 2018 only 33% of self-

employed workers were women. The UK 

is not an exception: men are substantially 

more likely to become self-employed than 

women in all developed countries.

Self-employed workers have been 

hit particularly hard by the pandemic 

(Blundell and Machin, 2020) and among 

the self-employed, women have been 

more likely to suffer from the crisis than 

their male counterparts. Therefore, the 

entrepreneurial gender gap in the UK 

has widened – in 2021 just 30% of self-

employed workers were women.

This raises two important questions: 

what causes the gender gap in self-

employment; and how do we close it?

There have been many contributions 

to understanding the determinants of 

self-employment. Previous studies have 

emphasised the importance of capital as 

one of the main factors. Others include 

individuals’ desire for flexibility, as well as 

personality traits such as risk tolerance. 

 Women’s reasons for entering self-

employment might differ from those 

of men. Yet researchers have paid less 

attention to why women are less likely to 

become entrepreneurs.
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Increasing women’s access to 
capital could reduce the gender 
gap in entrepreneurship 

Lottery wins boost the  
likelihood of self-employment
In our research, we explore whether limited 

access to capital is one important barrier to 

entry for aspiring women entrepreneurs. 

We use data from the British Household 

Panel Survey (BHPS), a survey that follows 

the same representative sample of people 

over a period of years, between 1997 and 

2008 to investigate whether lottery wins 

affect women’s propensity to become self-

employed.

Lottery wins provide a setting that  

is as close as possible to a natural 

experiment: conditional on winning, the 

amount of money won in the lottery is 

assumed to be randomly distributed across 

lottery winners.

Hence, the nature of lottery gains 

allows us to test whether an increase in 

capital has an effect on the probability 

of women becoming self-employed and 

whether this effect is the same in terms of 

direction and magnitude across genders. 

Much is at stake. Many countries, 

such as France, the UK, Germany and 

others, have implemented government 

programmes aimed at providing financial 

support to individuals who want to 

become self-employed. It is crucial to 

understand whether these policies will be 

efficient in increasing women’s propensity 

to become entrepreneurs and help to 

reduce the entrepreneurial gender gap. 

We find that lottery gains predict a 

significant increase in the probability of 

being self-employed. Seen through the 

lens of the theory of capital constraints on 

potential entrepreneurs, this result is not 

surprising: lottery gains are new resources 

that can be used. 

We also find that the effect of 

lottery gains on the probability of being 

an entrepreneur is the same for men 

Lottery pay-outs  
increase the 
probability 
of winners 
becoming  
self-employed

Source: British Household Panel Survey (1997-2008)

Notes: The figure represents the total effect of being in the top 25% winners of the lottery in year 

t-1 on the probability of self-employment in year t by gender (using an interaction term to capture 

gender differences). The regression is estimated using logit models and random fixed effects. 

Control variables include age, age squared, the log of real household income, dummies for marital 

status, dummies for self-reported health, education dummies, home ownership, the number of 

days spent in hospital in year t-1 and the number of dependent children. Sample: individuals aged 

between 16 and 65 and who report at least one lottery win in year t-1. The bars show standard 

errors at the 10% level of significance. 

Figure 1: 

Effects of being in the top 25% lottery winners on the 
probability of self-employment the following year
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and women on average. This suggests 

that capital constraints matter as much 

to women as men in determining 

the decision of whether to enter self-

employment. 

In terms of magnitude, the top 25% 

winners (an average win = £831.16) in 

any one year are significantly more likely 

to be self-employed in the following 

year, than winners of smaller amounts. 

Moreover, the increased probability of 

becoming self-employed is approximately 

2.2 percentage points for men and 1.4 

percentage points for women (see Figure 

1): the difference is not statistically 

significant. Note that these are substantial 

effects: they are approximately 20-30% of 

the entrepreneurial gender gap, as there 

are only 4% of women compared with 

12.7% of men (using the entire working-

age population) that are self-employed in 

the BHPS between 1997 and 2008.

These results also hold when we 

restrict the sample to individuals not 

already self-employed in the year of the 

lottery win. 

Access to capital matters
An extensive body of research (including 

Muravyev et al, 2009; OECD, 2012) 

has shown that access to capital varies 

substantially by gender. Other things being 

equal, it is more difficult for women to 

get an entrepreneurial project funded. 

Consequently, our results imply that if 

lottery gains increase women’s probability 

of being an entrepreneur, increasing 

women’s access to capital should, in 

principle, reduce the gender gap in 

entrepreneurship. 

We do not find any significant 

differences across age, education, 

household income, marital status, 

parenthood or home ownership status. 

Overall, men are significantly more likely 

than women to be self-employed across 

all groups. 

Nonetheless, we notice that lottery 

wins have a stronger effect on the 

likelihood of becoming self-employed 

for women who are aged 40 and above, 

with low levels of education and income 

(below the median), with a partner or a 

husband, with children and who own their 

house, compared to other women. This 

could suggest that for these women, self-

employment can be seen as a substitute 

for part-time work or labour market 

inactivity, allowing them to have more 

flexibility and greater opportunity to deal 

with household/childcare responsibilities. 

We also test whether being married 

or cohabiting with someone who wins 

the lottery matters. We find little evidence 

that a win increases the probability of 

self-employment in the following year for 

the spouse. Hence, effect of lottery wins 

on self-employment is only present among 

the winners. 

We believe that our results provide a 

promising first step in highlighting how 

access to capital matters for women’s 

decisions to become entrepreneurs. 

Although women’s decisions to enter 

self-employment could depend on non-

pecuniary factors (such as flexibility and 

the opportunity to work from home), 

policy-makers who wish to narrow the 

entrepreneurial gender gap should also 

consider the role of liquidity constraints 

– which are likely to be stronger for the 

aspiring women entrepreneurs than they 

are for men. 

Of course, our study has limitations. 

Although lottery gains are randomly 

distributed among winners, lottery 

players are likely to have unobservable 

characteristics significantly different from 

the rest of the population. While this is 

not a problem for the internal validity of 

our study, its external validity might be 

somehow limited, as only slightly more 

than half of the UK adult population plays 

the lottery. 

This article summaries ‘The Importance of 

Capital in Closing the Entrepreneurial Gender 

Gap: A Longitudinal Study of Lottery Wins’, 

published in the Journal of Economic Behavior 

and Organization 188: 591-607 (https://

www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/

S0167268121002304?dgcid=coauthor). 
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Access to 
capital matters 
for women’s 
decisions 
to become 
entrepreneurs 
as much as  
for men’s
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