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Abstract

This paper examines the differences in capital structure decisions between firms operating in developed and emerging 
markets. Using a comprehensive analysis of existing literature and empirical evidence, we investigate how institutional 
frameworks,  market conditions,  and  firm-specific  factors  influence  financing  choices  across  these  distinct  economic 
environments. Our findings indicate that while traditional capital structure theories provide some explanatory power in 
both  contexts,  their  applicability  varies  significantly  due  to  institutional  voids,  information  asymmetries,  and 
macroeconomic volatility present in emerging markets. Firms in emerging markets tend to rely more heavily on internal 
financing, short-term debt, and relationship-based borrowing compared to their counterparts in developed markets. These 
differences  have  important  implications  for  corporate  financial  management,  investor  decision-making,  and  policy 
formulation in developing economies.

Keywords: Capital structure, Developed markets, Emerging markets, Institutional frameworks, Information asymmetries, 
Financing choices, Internal financing, Short-term debt, Relationship-based borrowing, Corporate financial management

1. Introduction

Capital structure decisions—how firms choose between debt and equity financing—represent one of the most fundamental 
aspects of corporate financial management. Since the seminal work of Modigliani and Miller (1958), researchers have 
developed various theories to explain these financing choices, including trade-off theory, pecking order theory, and agency 
theory. However, the majority of these theories were developed within the context of well-functioning capital markets 
characteristic of developed economies.

In  recent  decades,  emerging markets  have  gained  increasing  importance  in  the  global  economy,  yet  their  institutional 
environments  differ  substantially  from  those  in  developed  markets.  These  differences—including  weaker  legal 
protections, less developed financial systems, greater information asymmetries, and higher macroeconomic volatility— 
create unique challenges for firms making capital structure decisions.

This paper aims to systematically compare capital structure decisions between firms in developed and emerging markets, 
addressing the following research questions:

1. How do institutional differences between developed and emerging markets affect the applicability of traditional capital 
structure theories?

2. What firm-specific and country-specific factors influence capital structure decisions in these distinct contexts?

3. What are the implications of these differences for corporate managers, investors, and policymakers?

By addressing these questions, this paper contributes to the existing literature by providing a comprehensive comparative 
analysis of capital structure determinants across different market contexts and proposing a modified theoretical framework 
that accounts for the unique characteristics of emerging markets.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Traditional Capital Structure Theories

2.1.1 Trade-off Theory

The static trade-off theory posits that firms balance the tax benefits of debt against financial distress costs to determine 
their optimal capital structure (Kraus and Litzenberger, 1973). This theory predicts that profitable firms with tangible 
assets and stable cash flows should employ higher debt levels to maximize firm value.

2.1.2 Pecking Order Theory

Myers and Majluf (1984) proposed that information asymmetries between managers and investors lead firms to follow a 
financing hierarchy:  internal funds  first,  followed  by  debt,  and  equity  as  a  last  resort.  This  theory  suggests  that  more 
profitable firms should have lower leverage ratios since they can rely more heavily on retained earnings.
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2.1.3 Agency Theory 

Jensen and Meckling (1976) highlighted how capital structure can mitigate agency conflicts between shareholders and 

managers or between shareholders and debtholders. Debt can serve as a disciplining mechanism for managers but may 

also create asset substitution problems. 

 

2.1.4 Market Timing Theory 

Baker and Wurgler (2002) suggested that firms issue equity when market valuations are high and repurchase when 

valuations are low, leading to capital structures that reflect the cumulative outcome of past market timing attempts rather 

than an optimal target. 

 

2.2 Institutional Differences Between Developed and Emerging Markets 

2.2.1 Legal and Regulatory Frameworks 

La Porta et al. (1998) demonstrated that legal origin and investor protection significantly influence financial market 

development. Developed markets typically feature stronger creditor and shareholder rights, better contract enforcement, 

and more efficient bankruptcy procedures compared to emerging markets. 

 

2.2.2 Financial Market Development 

Emerging markets are characterized by smaller, less liquid capital markets with fewer financial instruments available to 

firms (Demirgüç-Kunt and Maksimovic, 1999). Banking systems often dominate financial intermediation, with bond 

markets remaining underdeveloped. 

 

2.2.3 Information Environment 

Information asymmetries tend to be more severe in emerging markets due to weaker disclosure requirements, less analyst 

coverage, and lower accounting standards (Bhattacharya et al., 2003). This creates greater challenges for external 

financing. 

 

2.2.4 Macroeconomic Factors 

Emerging markets typically experience higher inflation rates, greater exchange rate volatility, and more pronounced 

business cycles (Eichengreen and Hausmann, 1999). These factors increase uncertainty and risk premiums for both debt 

and equity financing. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Analytical Framework 

Our analysis employs a comparative framework examining how the determinants of capital structure differ between 

developed and emerging markets. We review empirical evidence from published studies across both market types, 

synthesizing findings to identify patterns and contradictions. 

 

3.2 Data Sources 

This paper draws on published empirical studies conducted between 1990 and 2024. We focus on studies that directly 

compare capital structures across multiple countries or provide country-specific analyses that can be synthesized for 

comparison. 

 

3.3 Variables and Measurements 

We examine multiple measures of capital structure, including: 

- Total debt ratio (total debt/total assets) 

- Long-term debt ratio (long-term debt/total assets) 

- Short-term debt ratio (short-term debt/total assets) 

- Market leverage (total debt/market value of assets) 

 

Key explanatory variables include: 

- Firm-specific factors: profitability, tangibility, growth opportunities, size, business risk 

- Country-specific factors: GDP growth, inflation, stock market development, banking sector development, creditor 

rights, investor protection 

 

4. Empirical Evidence on Capital Structure Differences 

4.1 Observed Patterns in Capital Structure 

4.1.1 Leverage Ratios 

Empirical evidence consistently shows that firms in emerging markets maintain lower overall leverage ratios compared 

to those in developed markets (Booth et al., 2001; De Jong et al., 2008). However, emerging market firms tend to have 

higher proportions of short-term debt within their total debt portfolios. 
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4.1.2 Debt Composition 

The composition of debt differs significantly between the two contexts. Firms in developed markets have greater access 

to public debt markets and can more easily obtain long-term financing. In contrast, emerging market firms rely more 

heavily on bank loans, with a higher proportion of short-term debt (Demirgüç-Kunt and Maksimovic, 1999; Fan et al., 

2012). 

 

4.1.3 Financing Hierarchies 

While firms in both market types exhibit some preference for internal over external financing, this pattern is more 

pronounced in emerging markets, suggesting stronger adherence to pecking order behavior (Chen, 2004; Delcoure, 2007). 

 

4.2 Determinants of Capital Structure 

4.2.1 Firm-Specific Factors 

● Profitability: The negative relationship between profitability and leverage predicted by pecking order theory is 

consistently stronger in emerging markets (Booth et al., 2001; Chen, 2004), reflecting greater information asymmetries 

and higher costs of external financing. 

● Tangibility: Asset tangibility positively affects leverage across both market types, but the relationship is stronger in 

emerging markets where tangible assets more critically support borrowing capacity due to weaker creditor protection 

(Jõeveer, 2013). 

● Size: Firm size positively correlates with leverage in both contexts, but the effect is more pronounced in emerging 

markets where larger firms face relatively fewer financing constraints compared to smaller firms (Céspedes et al., 2010). 

● Growth Opportunities: The negative relationship between growth opportunities and leverage predicted by agency theory 

is weaker in emerging markets, where growth firms have fewer financing alternatives (Kayo and Kimura, 2011). 

● Business Risk: Business volatility negatively affects leverage in both contexts, but more strongly in emerging markets 

where financial distress costs are higher due to less efficient bankruptcy systems (De Jong et al., 2008). 

 

4.2.2 Country-Specific Factors 

● Financial Market Development: Stock market development negatively correlates with debt usage in developed markets 

but shows inconsistent effects in emerging markets (Demirgüç-Kunt and Maksimovic, 1999). 

● Legal and Institutional Factors: Stronger creditor rights and legal enforcement typically lead to higher leverage in 

developed markets, but the relationship is more complex in emerging markets where relationship-based financing may 

substitute for formal institutions (La Porta et al., 1998; Fan et al., 2012). 

● Macroeconomic Conditions: Inflation and exchange rate volatility more significantly influence capital structure in 

emerging markets, generally reducing long-term debt usage (Booth et al., 2001; Jõeveer, 2013). 

 

5. Analysis and Discussion 

5.1 Applicability of Traditional Theories in Different Market Contexts 

5.1.1 Trade-off Theory 

The trade-off theory has reduced explanatory power in emerging markets for several reasons. First, tax benefits of debt 

may be less valuable in environments with weaker tax enforcement or more opportunities for tax avoidance. Second, 

financial distress costs are typically higher due to less efficient bankruptcy procedures and greater economic volatility. 

Third, the optimal debt level is more difficult to determine and maintain in volatile environments. 

 

5.1.2 Pecking Order Theory 

Pecking order behavior appears more pronounced in emerging markets, consistent with greater information asymmetries. 

However, the traditional pecking order theory inadequately accounts for the constraints firms face in accessing different 

financing sources. In emerging markets, the hierarchy may be involuntary—reflecting availability constraints rather than 

preference-based choices. 

 

5.1.3 Agency Theory 

Agency considerations differ substantially between market contexts. In developed markets with dispersed ownership, 

agency conflicts between managers and shareholders are paramount. In emerging markets with concentrated ownership, 

the primary conflict often exists between controlling and minority shareholders, changing how capital structure decisions 

address agency problems. 

 

5.2 Toward a Modified Framework for Emerging Markets 

Our analysis suggests the need for a modified theoretical framework that accounts for the distinct characteristics of 

emerging markets. This framework should incorporate: 

1. Institutional voids: How capital structure decisions compensate for missing or inefficient market institutions 

2. Relationship-based financing: The role of business groups, political connections, and banking relationships 

3. Financial constraints: How limited access to certain financing sources shapes observed capital structures 
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4. Risk management motivations: How capital structure choices reflect broader financial risk management in volatile 

environments 

5. Flexibility premium: The greater value placed on financial flexibility in uncertain institutional environments 

 

5.3 Implications 

5.3.1 For Corporate Financial Management 

Managers in emerging markets should: 

- Place greater emphasis on financial flexibility and liquidity buffers 

- Consider the signaling effects of capital structure decisions in environments with high information asymmetries 

- Develop strong banking relationships to enhance access to debt financing 

- Carefully manage debt maturity structures to mitigate refinancing risks 

 

5.3.2 For Investors 

Investors evaluating firms across different market contexts should: 

- Interpret leverage ratios differently across market types 

- Recognize that optimal capital structures vary based on institutional environment 

- Consider how capital structure choices reflect firm-specific constraints versus strategic decisions 

- Evaluate the sustainability of debt levels in light of country-specific macroeconomic volatility 

 

5.3.3 For Policymakers 

Policy implications include: 

- Strengthening creditor rights and bankruptcy procedures to increase access to long-term debt 

- Developing domestic bond markets to reduce reliance on bank financing 

- Improving information disclosure requirements to reduce asymmetries 

- Enhancing macroeconomic stability to encourage longer-term financial planning 

 

6. Conclusion 

This paper has demonstrated that capital structure decisions differ substantially between firms in developed and emerging 

markets due to variations in institutional environments, information asymmetries, and macroeconomic conditions. While 

traditional capital structure theories provide useful insights, they require significant modification to explain financing 

patterns in emerging markets. 

The evidence suggests that firms in emerging markets face greater constraints in their financing choices, leading to higher 

reliance on internal funds, shorter debt maturities, and stronger banking relationships. These differences reflect both 

rational adaptations to institutional voids and involuntary limitations imposed by underdeveloped financial markets. 

Future research should focus on developing more integrated theoretical frameworks that account for these institutional 

differences and examining how capital structure decisions evolve as emerging markets develop. Additionally, exploring 

how digital financial innovations are changing access to financing in emerging markets could provide valuable insights 

into the future trajectory of capital structure patterns. 
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