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These studies shed light on the consequences of legal disparity between men and women’s 

economic rights. The scant literature on determinants of women’s economic rights focuses almost 

exclusively on economic factors. Fernández (2014), for example, argues that men’s self-interest 

combined with economic change is largely responsible for the extension of rights to women. 

Related, 
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receiving benefits in return. Thus, capitalism stands in opposition to traditional gender roles that 

impose the burden of self-sacrifice on women. 

Economic freedom promotes a legal framework that respects individual choices and allows 

women to exercise their rights freely by removing barriers to economic participation. By 

empowering women economically, free markets can contribute to the expansion of legal rights and 

protections for women. When women are granted the same economic freedoms as men, their legal 

rights are fortified, as they gain the liberty to challenge discriminatory laws and advocate for legal 

reforms that protect their rights. By empowering women as economic actors, respecting individual 

autonomy, limiting state intervention, fostering entrepreneurship, and leveraging market 

dynamics, economic freedom encourages legal reforms that protect and advance women's rights. 

Several recent papers are conceptually aligned with my hypothesis. Davis and Williamson 

(2019, 2022) show that pro-market values, i.e., individualism, increase women’s de facto economic 

rights, educational attainment, and labor force participation. Individualism is also associated with 

reduced patriarchal attitudes and lowered fertility. Additional work documents that individualism 

is associated with economic freedom (Nikolaev and Salahodjaev 2017). These pro-market values 

emphasized by individualism are inherently egalitarian and transcend gender identities, generating 

greater gender equality. Thus, national institutions aligned with economic freedom represent 

preferences for more economic opportunity for everyone, not just men.  

To test this hypothesis, a panel dataset is created from 1970-2019 with 5-year averages for 

up to 159 countries. Economic freedom is measured by the Fraser Institute’s Economic Freedom 

of the World (EFW) index (Gwartney et al. 2021). The EFW index measures limits on markets 

created by government or crony elites. Countries are scored on five equally weighted categories 

related to government’s role, size, and activeness in the economy. Women’s economic rights are 
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measured by the World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law (WBL) index, which quantifies 

legal differences between men and women’s access to economic opportunities. 

There is strong empirical support for my hypothesis. Economic freedom is positive and 

significantly associated with women’s economic legal rights. Countries with less regulated markets 

tend to impose fewer regulations on the economic lives of women. This finding is robust to a 

variety of controls, including measures of modernization, economic factors, and political and legal 

institutional quality. 

This paper contributes to the literature on determinants of legal gender equality. For 

example, Hyland et al. (2021) present a determinants model where income per capita, democracy, 

geography, religion, legal origin, and year fixed effects are included as predictors of the WBL 

index. Analyzing a 50-year panel in 190 countries, they show that income per capita, geography, 

civil legal origin, democracy, and religion are significant predictors of gendered laws. Omitted 

from their analysis, however, are economic institutions. This paper rectifies this omission.  

Overall, my paper contributes to the existing literature by demonstrating the impact of 

economic freedom on the laws governing women's economic opportunities. The findings highlight 

that freer markets are linked to increased freedom for women.   

 

2 Model and data description  

A panel dataset is created from 1970-2019 with 5-year averages for up to 159 countries.5 

There are several reasons for constructing the dataset in this manner. Data for economic freedom 

and regulation of women are available starting in 1970. The sample ends in 2019 to avoid biases 

from the Covid-19 pandemic. Averaging data over five-year periods smooths data and minimizes 

 
5 10 time periods are created by averaging data over 5 years from 1970 to 2019. For example, the 1970 period is the 

average of data from 1970 to 1974, 1975 is the average from 1975 to 1979, and so on. 
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inflation and the freedom to own foreign currency domestically and abroad. (4) Freedom to trade 

internationally, which measures the extent of tariff and non-tariff trade barriers, international 

capital market controls, exchange rate regulation, or other regulations on the ability to trade 

internationally. Finally, (5) Regulation, which covers government control of credit markets, 

minimum wages, price controls, time to start a new business, the number of licenses, permits and 

other bureaucratic approvals involved with starting and operating a business, and restrictions on 

hiring and firing workers.  

Based on the above categories an overall index of economic freedom is created that ranges 

from zero (completely unfree) to ten (completely free).6 For ease of interpreting economic 

significance, data are standardized. Hong Kong is the most economically free country in the 

sample, holding the top eight country-period spots (1995, 1985, 1975, 2005, 1980, 1990, 2010, 

2015). Singapore ranks second highest in economic freedom (1995, 2015). Nicaragua is the most 

unfree country in the sample (1985). Venezuela (2015), Uganda (1985), Bangladesh (1975), and 

Ghana (1980) round out the bottom five least free countries in the sample. Jordan (1990) and 

Mauritania (2015) have economic freedom scores at the sample mean.  

[Insert Tables 1 and 2 Here] 
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same way a man can. Thirty-five aspects of the law are scored based on binary questions related 

to eight key aspects of economic rights. The eight areas are mobility and freedom of movement, 

workplace equality, equality of pay, marriage rights, parental rights, entrepreneurship and business 

equality, assets and property rights, and pension equality.  

Appendix 1 lists the eight areas with their corresponding legal questions. Each area’s sub-

index averages 
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that economic freedom is not operating through its effect on income, but that economic freedom 

is directly associated with legal economic rights for women.  

To visualize the correlations established in Table 1, Figure 1 plots the association between 

economic freedom and the WBL index. There is a clear positive linear association between 

economic freedom and regulation of women. Also present is a non-linear association. To test this 

non-linearity, a quadratic term for economic freedom is added to the estimation and presented in 

column (6).  

[Insert Figure 1 Here] 

Economic freedom’s coefficient is positive and highly significant; the coefficient on the 

quadratic term is also positive and significant at the 5% level. This suggests that economic freedom 

has an increasingly positive effect on the WBL index. As countries become more economically 

free, the legal disparities between men and women decline at a faster rate. As such, economic 

freedom’s total effect on the regulation of women may be even greater than the linear model 

suggests. For example, a one standard deviation increase in economic freedom for a country with 

a standardized economic freedom score of 1, such as Jordan in 2005, experiences a 22% standard 

deviation increase in the WBL index, which is the difference between Peru and Canada in 2015. 

Overall, the results suggest that economic freedom promotes laws and regulations that 

equalize women’s economic opportunities. The results also show that gender equality is strongly 

related to past gender equality, i.e., there is substantial persistence in the WBL index. The 

remaining estimations control for a two-period lag of the WBL index, lagged log GDP per capita, 

and country and period fixed effects. 

[Insert Table 4 Here] 
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[Insert Table 5 Here] 

Economic freedom’s coefficient is positively associated with all WBL sub-indices, and it 

is significant in five estimations. These results suggest that economic freedom increases women’s 

mobility, workplace equality, equal pay, marriage rights, and entrepreneurship equality. Economic 

freedom is uncorrelated with the sub-indices measuring parental rights, assets, and pension 

equality. The largest effect is with WBL’s entrepreneurship category, presented in column (6). A 

one standard deviation increase in economic freedom increases the WBL entrepreneurship index 

by 16% of a standard deviation.  

Further examination of the individual binary questions in the WBL index illustrates several 

interesting findings (see Appendix 1 for all questions in the WBL sub-indices). Table 6, Panels A 

and B, presents results using logit estimations controlling for income per capita and period fixed 

effects.7  

[Insert Table 6 Here] 

Economic freedom significantly increases the likelihood of equal legal rights concerning 

women's mobility. For example, economic freedom increases the likelihood that a woman does not 
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inherit assets, and retire with full benefits, for example. Economically free countries demonstrate 



15 

 

with liberal democratic principles, such as protecting citizens’ 
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can move and live where they please, they can ‘vote with their feet’ to put political pressure on 

government for legal reform. Indeed, the results suggest that freedom of movement for women is 

significantly correlated with more legal parity between men and women. Economic freedom 

remains positive and significant.  

To further test the robustness, other political institutional measures, collected from 

Worldwide governance indicators (WGI) (Kaufmann and Kraay 2022), are included in additional 

estimations. None of the WGI governance measures significantly relate to the WBL index. 

Economic freedom retains its sign and significance. Due to data availability, the ob
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Lastly, a more educated population is likely to favor equality before the law and grant women 
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Table 1: Data Description 

 

Variables Data Description Source 

Dependent variables   

WBL  

Women Business and the Law (WBL) index 

measures legal differences between men’s and 

women’s access to economic opportunities. 

Calculated by taking the average of eight 

areas: mobility, workplace, pay, marriage, 

parenthood, entrepreneurship, assets, and 

pension. Scored 0-100 with 100 representing 

equal economic rights for women. Data are 

standardized. 

World Bank 

(2022) 

WBL mobility 

Women Business and the Law (WBL) 

mobility subindex (1-100) measures laws on 

freedom of movement. Data are standardized. 

World Bank 

(2022) 

WBL workplace 

Women Business and the Law (WBL) work 

subindex (1-100) measures laws related to 

women's work. Data are standardized. 

World Bank 

(2022) 

WBL pay 
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Electoral plus liberal 

democracy 

Collected from the regimes of the world 

measure, which quantifies regimes based on 

competitiveness of access to power and liberal 

principles. This index combines electoral 

democracy with liberal democracy. Data are 

standardized.  

V-dem version 12 

Political corruption 

Measures the pervasiveness of political 

corruption across executive, 
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Table 2: Summary Statistics 

  
# Observations Mean   

Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 
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Table 3: Economic Freedom and Women’s Economic Rights, Baseline Results 

Dep. Var: WBL (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

              

EFW(t-1) 0.16*** 0.26*** 0.10***  0.09** 0.14*** 

 (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)  (0.03) (0.04) 

EFW(t-1)2 
     0.04** 

 
     (0.02) 

Log GDP pc(t-1) 
   0.02 -0.01 -0.02 

 
   (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) 

WBL(t-2) 0.84*** 0.65*** 0.38*** 0.39*** 0.38*** 0.36*** 

 (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) 

Country FE NO YES YES YES YES YES 

Year FE NO NO YES YES YES YES 

Constant 0.42*** 0.40*** -0.03 -0.29 0.01 0.14 

 (0.02) (0.00) (0.05) (0.49) (0.50) (0.50) 

# observations 996 996 996 968 968 968 

# countries 159 159 159 154 154 154 

R2 (within) 0.69 0.70 0.77 0.77 0.77 0.77 

 

Notes: Detailed variable descriptions are provided in Table 1. Clustered standard errors are reported in 

parentheses. ***, **, and * denote significance at 1%, 5%, and 10%, respectively. 
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Table 5: Economic Freedom and Women’s Economic Rights, WBL indices 

Dep. Var: 

WBL 

mobility 

WBL 

workplace 

WBL 

pay 

WBL 

marriage 

WBL 

parenthood 

WBL 

entrepreneurship 

WBL 

assets 

WBL 

pension 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

EFW(t-1) 0.03* 0.12** 0.09** 0.06** 0.01 0.16*** 0.01 0.01 

 (0.02) (0.06) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

Log GDP pc(t-1) 0.06 -0.07 -0.08 0.05 0.11 0.04 -0.05 -0.05 

 (0.04) (0.11) (0.08) (0.06) (0.07) (0.10) (0.08) (0.11) 

Dep. Variable(t-2) 0.22*** 0.24*** 0.43*** 0.36*** 0.32*** 0.29*** 0.35*** 0.29*** 

 (0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.06) 

Country FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Year FE YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

Constant -0.52 0.28 0.72 -0.55 -1.01 -0.25 
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Table 6: Economic Freedom and Women’s Economic Rights, WBL individual questions 

Panel B:  WBL parenthood   WBL entrepreneurship 

Dep. Var: paid leave Gov leave paternity leave paid parental leave pregnant dismissal sign contract register business bank account access to credit 

  (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) (26) 

EFW(t-1) -0.19* -0.52*** 0.02 -0.07 0.28** 0.45* 0.58** 0.52** 0.87*** 

 (0.10) (0.10)  

(21)
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Table 
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Figure 1: The Association between the Economic Freedom Index and the Women, Business 

and the Law Index 

 

 
Notes. This figure plots the standardized values of the economic freedom index and the WBL index using 

panel data from 1970-2019 with five-year averages. World Bank country codes are used to identify data 

points. Linear and quadratic fitted lines are included in the figure. 
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