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Abstract

Female entrepreneurs in developing countries often face significant stress from the
combination of long working hours, family responsibilities and barriers to work that requires
being away from home'?. This randomized evaluation studied whether targeting women'’s
ability to cope with such daily stresses could help improve well-being and business outcomes.
Results show short-term effects from cognitive-behavioral therapy on stress levels among
female entrepreneurs, and a more pronounced effect among entrepreneurs operating in
sectors with a low concentration of female entrepreneurs.

Policy Issue

Female entrepreneurs in the developing world own a third of all small and medium sized
enterprises (SMEs), but their firms tend to grow more slowly than men’s and are more likely
be concentrated in low value-added sectors, such as sales, retail and other services™*. Prior
research suggests that anxiety and depression reduce work productivity, but the impact of
well-being improving interventions on female entrepreneurship is not well understood™®.
Recent studies have shown that cognitive-behavioral counseling programs can improve
economic outcomes in working environments’. This study evaluated if offering female
entrepreneurs cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) focused on priority-setting exercises and
relaxation techniques could help lower stress levels and business outcomes.

Context of the Evaluation

In Bangladesh, more than 97 percent of enterprises employ less than ten workers, with
nearly 79 percent employing three workers or less®. Across the country, women own less than
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half a percent of all businesses. Even in Dhaka, the city with the highest concentration of
educated and working women, the percentage of female-owned firm is less than one percent.
This project targets female owners of SMEs selling or trading fashion-rich, personal effects,
wear and consumption goods in Dhaka Division. A recent census showed that one out of
three female-owned firms in the country belonged to this sector’.

Details of the Intervention

Researchers partnered with the Bangladesh Women Chamber of Commerce and Industry
(BWCCI) to evaluate whether a CBT program had any effects on female entrepreneur well-
being and on firm performance. The research team measured the immediate and the six-
month effects on entrepreneurs’ well-being (self-reported levels of stress) and business
outcomes (business assets, profits and hours worked). 300 female entrepreneurs were
randomly offered one of two programs:

1. CBT Program: This program covered priority-setting, time-allocation exercises,
problem-solving skills, mediation and relaxation exercises.

2. EL Program (Active comparison group): An equal number of therapy sessions were
offered to EL trainees. This type of counseling consisted of listening and repeating the
situations and feelings shared by the patient in different words, both factual and
emotional, without providing an interpretation.

Both programs took place over ten weeks, during five two-hour sessions, and were hosted by
BWCCI. Prior evaluations of the efficacy of CBT have used active comparison groups based on
EL.

Results and Policy Lessons

e Short run effects: CBT led to a significant reduction in stress levels (or a reduction of .33
standard deviations in the stress index) compared to the EL group.

e Long run effects: Six months after the treatment, entrepreneurs in the CBT group still
showed lower levels of stress relative to baseline, but this longer-term effect was
smaller than immediately after treatment.

 Effects on firm inputs and outcomes: Neither program led to significant effects at the
firm level, whether in the long or short run. Similarly, neither intervention led to
differences in the number of hours worked or number of employees.

Among entrepreneurs in sectors with a low concentration of women (e.g., electronics, food
processing), CBT participants reported even lower stress levels immediately after treatment,
compared to their peers in the EL group, and to other CBT recipients operating in female-
dominated industries. Six months later, firm profits also increased among the CBT recipients
operating in sectors with low concentration of women.

These results support the notion that encouraging entrepreneurs to devote more attention to
their goals and operations can have effects on firm performance in select sectors.
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Nonetheless, it remains difficult to pinpoint the exact personality traits and skills necessary to
elevate firm performance among female entrepreneurs.
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