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The report ’Growth and patterns of self-employment’ is written at the commission of the European
Parliament by a consortium of four institutes: The University of Utrecht (NL), the Free University
of Brussels (B), Ruskin College, Oxford (UK), and B&A Group Policy Research and Consultancy,
The Hague (NL), the latter of which acted as the co-ordinating partner. On the basis of literature
study, analysis of Eurostat statistics and three essays on the situation of self-employment in
respectively the Netherlands, Belgium and the United Kingdom, the report provides a broad
overview of developments around self-employment and draws conclusions and implications with
relevance for policy makers and researchers. This executive summary summarises the highlights of
the report.

Patterns of self-employment
1. Self-employment is at the same time one of the oldest forms of labour and a very modern one.

Its existence is connected to well-established sectors like agriculture, as well as to newly
developing high-tech sectors involving information and communication technologies and
telework. It includes established occupational forms like the sole trader and the independent
professional, as well as new occupations that arise from the use of new technologies and the
growing flexibilisation of labour forms and contracts. The Self-employed can view themselves
as entrepreneurs, as workers bearing a heavy load of economical and social risks, or as
something in-between. The self-employed are an increasingly diverse and heterogeneous
group, who cannot easily be brought under one definition.

2. The number of self-employed in the EU has, in absolute terms, risen in the last ten years, from
17.6 million in 1986 to 21.2 million in 1996. Because of the increase of total employment
within the EU in that same period, the self-employment rate decreased, from 15.3% in 1986
to 14.6% in 1996. The level of self-employment differs strongly between the different EU
Member States. In some countries the level of self-employment is very high (over 30% in
Greece), in others it is low (below 10% in Denmark, Germany and Luxembourg), in some it
is rising (Italy, United Kingdom and the Netherlands), in others it is going down (Ireland,
Spain and France). This is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: self-employment rates of EU Member States; 1986-1996 (source: Eurostat)

3. In the decade the dynamics of self employment have been subject to a continuous process of
change. Compositional change as the level of self employment rose or fell in different sectors
of the economy and demographic change in the self employed themselves (i.e. their level of
education and sex. In the EU as a whole, the contribution of the agricultural sector to the level
of self-employment is steadily declining (from 3.8% to 2.5%), the share of self-employed who
work in industry has remained largely constant, whereas the share of the services sector
(which is the largest source of self-employment anyway) has increased (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2: sectors of the economy
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Educationally, it is apparent that there has been a gradual decrease in the proportion of the
self-employed with only the lowest level of eucational achievement (though they still are the largest
group), whereas the proportion with medium and higher levels of education has slightly increased
(see Figure 3). As to the division between the sexes, it still holds that the propensity of men to
become self-employed is far higher than that of women. Compared with women, men are around
4.5 times as likely to be self-employed. But while the rate of male self-employment is decreasing
(from 12.1% in 1986 to 10.5% in 1996), the rate of female self-employment is slowly gaining
ground (from 3.4% to 3.8% in that same period) (see Figure 4).

Figure 3: level of education

Figure 4: male/female self-employment
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4. Within these broad trends a wide variety of different patterns exist in different EU member
states:
* In some countries self-employment is most common in the service sector (75% of

self-employment in Belgium and Luxembourg), in other countries agriculture is the more
important sector (over 40% in Ireland and Austria), whereas in the UK over 30% of
self-employment is situated in industry. 

* In some countries the majority of the self-employed population have only the lowest level
of educational attainment (over 70% in Portugal, Spain and Greece), in other countries
they are a minority (below 30% in Germany, the Netherlands and Austria),

* In some countries the male/female ratio in self-employment is more than 4 or 5 to 1
(Ireland, Denmark, Greece), in some other countries it is below 3 to 1 (the Netherlands
and Portugal).

5. There are some general economic and demographic developments, and explanations
connected to them, that account to a certain extent for these overall changes, international
parallels and differences. There is for instance the development of the EU Member States’
economies (in gross GNP) bringing along with it change to patterns of economic activity that
are less favourable to self-employment. Other factors include the changing sector composition
of these economies, in which the role for agriculture (in which self-employment is
traditionally strong) is decreasing and the service sector is becoming more and more important
(bringing along new chances for new forms of self-employment); and the growing
participation of women on the labour market (whose propensity to become self-employed is
traditionally much lower than it is for men).

6. However, the development of self-employment in the Member States and the differences
between these, cannot be accounted for sufficiently nor satisfactorily by any of these or other
explanatory factors. It is assumed that this is the case because on the one hand it is not clear
enough what and who we mean exactly when we refer to the self-employed, and because on
the other hand we lack the required in-depth insight into the subject matter to understand the
social, economical and cultural processes that are at work. Two fundamental problems are
assumed to lie at the root of this:
* the institutional distinction between labour and entrepreneurship - a distinction which in

real life is becoming more and more blurred in modern Europe;
* the growing diversity of the group - and the various subgroups - of the self-employed,

which allows less and less for simple generalisation (think of the many different
occupational forms and positions in the service sector vis-à-vis the relative uniformity in
agriculture).

7. If one wants to enable policy makers and scientists to know more about the development and
conditions among the self-employed, and to identify proper target groups to focus their
scientific or policy attention upon, it follows from the previously presented findings that:
* a further typology of sub-groups of self-employed should be developed, which display

more homogeneity in their interests, problems and need for support;
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* highly practicable definitions and criteria should be developed to apply policies that are
meant to offer protection to dependent workers; whereas policies that are meant to
stimulate and support the (potentially) self-employed would best be applied by using the
self-definition of the target group as a starting point;

* one should be aware of the existence of definitional, measurement-methodological and
cultural biases in data on self-employment, and account for them in the interpretation of
information on self-employment.

The position of the self-employed
8. Self-employment can contribute a good deal to the quality of (working) life. It offers

individuals a chance to participate on the labour market and to exploit their talents in a less
restricted way than in a situation of (un-)employment, thus also gaining more job satisfaction
than they would have acquired otherwise. Moreover, self-employment can offer a good deal
of societal benefit, as it contributes to more dynamic economy and a fuller mobilisation and
utilisation of human resources to generate new economic activity and technological
innovation. For some forms of benefits it appears as if they haven’t been fully recognised nor
realised. These concern for instance the improvement of urban centres and problem areas, or
the integration of different ethnic groups in society. For these benefits to be fully exploited,
a broader view on and approach towards self-employment is necessary.

9. There are also, however, several aspects of self-employment that make it a less attractive
position to be in. Examples are the sometimes problematic health and safety conditions of
self-employed work. These may be the consequence of the kind of work and of the
circumstances under which self-employed occupations typically take place, but they may also
follow from the lack of systematic attention these aspects typically get in small and medium
sized enterprises.
The same holds for lacking entrepreneurial abilities, and for insufficient opportunities for
ongoing training in entrepreneurial and professional skills. These shortcomings may cause the
high-potential self-employed to perform systematically below standard, or may even cause
serious damage to any market position (see the following point). 
Both where health and safety and training conditions are concerned, a proper monitoring of
the situation with the self-employed within the EU is still lacking.

10. The major threats of self-employment are, however, most of all connected to social security.
In general, social security systems within EU Member States are not adjusted to deal with
mixed forms of labour and entrepreneurship. Savings or private insurance offer insufficient
alternative cover for some self-employed. This group runs a serious risk of marginalisation
and social exclusion, especially in the case of bankruptcy. For these unwanted side-effects,
as well because of the fact that the present circumstances fail to foster a climate in which the
individual and societal opportunities of self-employment are fully exploited, serious reflection
on the European social protection systems is deemed advisable.

Policies on self-employment
11. The importance of self-employment and of the stimulation of entrepreneurship is gradually

being recognised. The experience of individual member states of massive structural
unemployment, trends towards individualisation in society, and Europeanisation and
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globalisation, have all aided this process. Besides the relevant authorities (and sometimes also
instigated by the relevant authorities), different actors are active with regards to the position
of the self-employed. In the Dutch essay reference is made, for instance, to the Chambers of
Commerce, special institutes for the support of small- and medium enterprises, innovation
support institutes, municipalities, local and regional foundations, and more. The British essay
pays particular attention to trade associations and professional bodies, noting that the higher
the level of professionalisation of the self-employed, the more the associations effectively
operate as a barrier to entry to the market, thus protecting the market for those already in the
profession.

12. Policies on self-employment arise from different policy fields. Examples are given in the
national essays of typical labour market policies, industrial policies, technology policies,
welfare policies, social protection and insurance policies and fiscal policies. Taken together
they provide a patchwork of measures that influence the position of the self-employed, or,
more specifically, have differential impact on the self-employed in different positions. About
the extent and nature of this impact little is known. Some evaluations have been carried out,
but only with respect to separate policies. Integral evaluations of more policy measures on
their combined impact, looked at from the perspective of the self-employed themselves are
largely lacking.
Broadly speaking, it appears that information and advice seem to stimulate people’s desire to
start their own business and to have a positive effect on the quality of their enterprise. Specific
financial measures have a direct effect on the relative number of entrepreneurs who start their
own business.

13. On the basis of an analysis of the policies and measures now operative, it is concluded that
to the extent that self-employment can be promoted through labour market policies, integral
schemes are required. A further conclusion is that there is a simultaneous need for tailor-made
policies. The diversity of self-employment requires a differentiated approach, which offers
tailor-made (integral) schemes for various categories of self-employed people, taking into
account their individual attitudes towards self-employment and their background, aspirations
and visions. In order to develop such policies, a further typology of the self-employed should
be developed, possibly in terms of different ’self-employment careers’.
With an eye to effective policy-making more research is needed, especially from a more
integral perspective, overarching the separate policy measures. Moreover, given the fact that
the policy focus on self-employment is relatively new for all individual Member States and
also clearly affects the European economy and labour market, it seems particularly important
to perform international comparative studies, to engage in benchmarking activities, and to
organise for a collective learning experience throughout  the EU.


