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Parity Without Socialism:  
Economic Freedom and Opportunity for Women

Abstract

In dealing with past illiberal practices, liberal societies can face a dilemma.  On the one hand, 
members of groups that have faced past discrimination are at a disadvantage.  On the other hand, 
active state intervention (in the form of quotas, for example) is illiberal, as it treats individuals as 
members of groups.  How, then, does a liberal society rectify past injustices without losing itself?  
We examine one aspect of this question, by studying public and private female leadership across 
countries, as a proxy for female opportunity, regressed against economic freedom.  The literature 
on economic freedom shows that greater economic freedom means more opportunity Ð for all, 
but especially for previously disfavored groups; it thus predicts that higher levels of economic 
freedom will be correlated with greater female leadership, without the unintended consequences 
of state interventionism.

Introduction

Classical liberalism Ð the philosophy of individual liberty and limited government Ð can find 

itself in a deep conundrum.  A liberal society aspires to maximize opportunity and give voice to 

all Ð based on ability, work, and merit (economic considerations), rather than birth, gender, or 
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"reverse discrimination" Ð which is ultimately just discrimination Ð lies at the heart of today's 

identity politics and has no place in a free society (see, e.g. Whaples et al. 2023).

This paper studies the status of women and the lingering effects of past discrimination.  We 
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Generally, the literature simply assumes (a) that greater representation of women is ipso facto 

good, without explaining why (although some of the literature explains why (e.g. better returns 

or better governance);1 and (b) that because greater representation of women is good, then quotas 

must be good.  A representative example is this, from the OECD:  "In the political world, quotas 

ensure that parliament truly reflects the population it represents." Or "Quotas help rectify 

women's under-representation in prominent positions, and make it entirely normal for women to 

take up managerial roles in the political, economic and academic systems."2  However, the 

literature also expresses some concerns about quotas.  Caleo and Heilman (2019), while 

generally pro-quota, also point to some unintended consequences, such as undeserved 

advancement and tokenism; see also Post et al. 2021.  Ahern and Dittmar (2012) find that quotas 
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to stick, in the way that emergent rules (which match the underlying culture) do (see Boettke et 

al. 2008).

All this, of course, in addition to the inherently illiberal nature of quotas, which treat individuals, 

not as individuals, but as members of groups.
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Our main explanatory variables used as proxies for market openness include the EFW summary 

index measure, as well as four of its area3 measures (Gwartney et al. 2022 Ð Area 2: Legal 

Systems; Area 3: Sound Money; Area 4:  Freedom to Trade Internationally; and Area 5: 

Regulation. The summary measure is an equally weighted composite variable; the areas are its 

subcomponents. 

Predicted impacts for our subcomponents are listed in Table 1.
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Table 1: Summary of predicted signs for the Areas of economic freedom.

 

The five dependent variables we include in our analysis are:  (1) percentage of women in 

ministerial positions; (2) percentage of women in parliament; (3) percentage of firm female 

managers; (4) percentage of firm female ownership; and (5) percentage of female sole 

proprietors.  The measures come from the World Bank's Gender Data database.4 

Finally, in regressions (2) and (4), we include several controls. When we regress women in 

government leadership postions on EFW, we include (1) female labor force participation rates, to 
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3.  Results
The results presented in Tables 3-7 show findings for five regressions, using various independent 

measures. As the regressions progress, we add more information and constraints, which test the 

causal strength of hypotheses (1) and (2).  The first regression is a random-effects GLS 

regression that shows us our initial correlation.  The second regression adds controls to our 

original correlation. The third regression is our fixed-effects regression; the fourth regression 

includes fixed effects and controls. The final regression includes our strongest constraints, and 

adds time effects to our fixed-effects regression.
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Table 3: The symbol "***" indicates a high level of significance with a p-value < 1%, "**" indicates a p-value < 5%,  "*" 
indicates a p-value < 10% and " " indicates a p-value < 15%.

Table 3 presents the results of our panel fixed-effects regression sequence for EFW on the 

percentage of women in ministerial positions. The regressions contain information over ten years 

(2008-2019), for 127 to 163 countries (based on available data). Results from our summary 

measure indicate that a one-unit increase in EFW increases the percentage of women in 

ministerial positions by a range of 2.1% to 3.2%, with a 2.2% increase in our fixed-effects 

regression.  Area 4 (Freedom to Trade Internationally) maintains statistical significance in our 

fixed-effects regression, with impacts ranging from 1.4% to 1.9%.  Area 2 (Legal Systems) 

passes the correlation regression hurdles; the results suggest that increasing Area 2 increases the 

percentage of women in ministerial positions by 1.9% to 2.6%. 

Area 3 (Sound Money) has unexpected results.  As expected, our GLS regression is strong and 

positive (a one-unit increase in Area 3 increases women in ministerial positions by 0.945%).  But 

when we add fixed effects and time effects, our result becomes negative (a one-unit increase in 

Area 3 decreases women in ministerial positions by -.759%).  It could be that women in areas of 

high monetary stability have more freedom to choose between various opportunities. For 

example, women may decide to opt out of government leadership positions and instead work in 

the private market where they can earn higher returns. They may also have enough financial 

freedom or confidence in the economy to devote more time and effort to domestic chores or 

responsibilities.  We leave this unexpected result to future research. 
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Table 4: The symbol "***" indicates a high level of significance with a p-value < 1%, "**" indicates a p-value <5%,  "*" 
indicates a p-value < 10% and " " indicates a p-value < 15%.

Table 4 shows the results of our panel fixed-effects regression sequence for EFW on the 

percentage of women in parliament; this regression contains our largest sample size of 

comparable data, covering 2001 to 2019 and up to 163 countries6.  This model sequence also has 

the most consistent statistical significance from regressions 1 to 4 and contains information on all  

subcomponents mentioned above. Across four out of five regressions, EFW's impact on the 

percentage of women in parliament is positive and significant.  Our summary measure includes 

largest impacts, suggesting a one unit-increase in our composite measure leads to increases in the 

percentage of women in parliament, ranging from 3.5% to 4.8%.  The major contributors to this 

increase are Area 2 (Sound Money) and Area 5 (Regulation), which increase these leadership 

roles for women by as much as 3.5%.  

6 Our controls decreased the sample size by 36, from 163 countries to 127 countries. Despite this, regressions 1 
through 4 maintained statistical significance.
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Table 5: The symbol "***" indicates a high level of significance with a p-value < 1%, "**" indicates a p-value <5%,  "*" 
indicates a p-value < 10% and " " indicates a p-value < 15%.

Tables 5 to 7 present information on EFW's impact on private leadership.  One might expect the 
strongest results here, as the subcomponent areas of EFW, along with the summary measure 
itself, are measures of market institutions. Indeed, they specifically measure characteristics of the 
market that make it easier to engage in trade, start businesses, or have confidence in the  
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economy.  However, this is where we have the least amount of information available Ð with a 
maximum of only 289 observations, 129 countries, and only four years of comparable data 
(2015-2018) in some regressions. With the low sample size, we heed the results with some 
caution. 
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All significant results for firm female ownership (Table 6) are positive as anticipated. This 

indicates that increases in EFW (in both composite form and sucomponents) lead to increases in 

percentage of female managers (at firms), percentage of female owners (at firms), and 

percentage of female sole proprietors. As mentioned above, poor observation counts mean we 

likely won't see significance in the more complicated models. However, there are a few worth 

noting. 

We see other results in Table 6, after regressing percentage of female owners (at firms) on Area 

3 (Sound Money) (although results are only signifant at a p-value of .15).  This regression has 

signs that we anticipate and are significant for our fourth regression sequence, which includes 

fixed effects and controls.  For  Area 3 (Sound Money), a one-unit increase in sound money 

increases the percentage of female ownership at firms by as much as 2.74%. This suggests that 

stable, low-inflation economies allow for greater financial freedom and confidence for women, 

providing incentives for entrepreneurship and other work in the private sector.

X7$*0',&I*+'*,,*"-5')*8)*55&#$'5*\2*$"*'#,'*"#$#%&"',)**+#%'#$'4*)"*$-78*'#,',*%70*'5#0*'
4)#4)&*-#)5.&4

' :U< :=<'Y#$-)#05 :F<'(!
:J<'(!C'
Y#$-)#05

:M<'K!C'(!

'

'() ME=T=]]] MEUMU]]] ^TEURR ^TEJRU ^TEMF=

N#325-'1-7$+7)+'!))#)5 :UEFM=< :UEJFS< :=E=UM< :=E=WW< :=EJWS<

P35aZ)#245 =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU

'

!"#$%7% FE=ST]]] FESUT]]] ^TEFW= ^TEFMJ ^TEUTM

N#325-'1-7$+7)+'!))#)5 :TEWUT< :TEVRF< :UE==M< :UEUSF< :UETVR<

P35aZ)#245 =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU

!

!"#$%8 UEUTW` UETVS` ^TETUM ^TETJM TETTR

N#325-'1-7$+7)+'!))#)5 :UEUTW< :TESJT< :TEJMV< :TEJSR< :TEJSS<

P35aZ)#245 =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU =FT_'MU

!

Page 14 of 19Contemporary Economic Policy





For Review O
nly

16

(4), when regressing women in public leadership and our EFW summary measure. These strong 

results indicate an empirical relationship stronger than an association. Women in positions of 

public leadership also have the most authority and ability to alter the system in their favor, but 

our results for these regressions shouldn't be statistically significant Ð if the model describing the 

world were the opposite, the model would break down.

We do not have many statistically significant results for the non-associative regressions for 
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