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Seniors’ self-employment

Sharanjit Uppal

T
he potential impact of workforce aging is
widely discussed as baby boomers enter their
retirement years. The Minister of Human

Resources and Social Development Canada established
the Expert Panel on Older Workers in 2007 in
response to two issues that could affect the standard
of living in Canada. First, population aging could
reduce the growth potential of the Canadian economy
since income generally declines with retirement. The
second question is how to provide for the older work-
ers who are displaced as the economy adapts to a
changing environment.

The risks associated with an increase in the old-age
dependency ratio—defined as the ratio of retired
individuals to the number of working people—are
often debated. On the one hand, many believe that the
increase in the number of retirees will put a strain on
public resources, and possibly also lead to labour short-
ages in certain areas. Others argue that recent cohorts
are likely to work longer since they tend to be healthier,
better-educated, and more entrepreneurial than previ-
ous generations of retirees.

Indeed, the employment rate among seniors has
increased in recent years (Uppal 2010). Between 1996
and 2006, the share of working seniors (65 and over)
climbed from 11.8% to almost 14.8% among men,
and from 4.0% to 5.8% among women. However,
the fact that many of these employed seniors are self-
employed has not been widely reported. According
to the latest census data, 44.1% of senior men and
28.6% of senior women who had a job in 2006 were
self-employed. Moreover, self-employment among
older Canadians increased by more than 100,000 dur-
ing the recent economic downturn (LaRochelle-Côté
2010).

Self-employment is typically seen as providing more
flexibility and imposing fewer constraints on retirement
timing, which could explain why many working sen-
iors choose self-employment (Quinn 1980 and
Hochguertel 2010). In addition, seniors typically have
higher levels of human and financial capital to invest in
a small business, two conditions thought to stimulate
entrepreneurial activity (Beaucage and Najem 2006,
and Zissimopoulos and Karoly 2007). Alternatively,
some seniors may be pushed into self-employment
through a lack of paid employment opportunities.

Despite the high incidence of self-employment among
the senior population, little has been published on the
topic recently.1

The first objective of this study is to present new in-
formation on self-employment trends among seniors
and examine their industrial and occupational profiles.
The second is to examine factors associated with self-
employment after age 64. Since a large sample is
required to obtain a detailed description of seniors’
self-employment, this study uses census data (see Data
source and definitions).

Many working seniors are self-employed

Although participation in the job market drops sig-
nificantly at age 65, many of those who remain on the
job are self-employed. In 2006, 14.8% of senior men
held a job (Table 1). As a proportion of senior men,
8.2% were paid employees and 6.6% were self-
employed. Among senior women, the employment
rate was 5.8%, consisting of 4.0% who were paid em-
ployees and 1.7% who were self-employed.2 Thus,
among seniors, 44.1% of working men and 28.6% of
working women were self-employed.
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Table 1 Labour force status of seniors, 2006

65 and over 65 to 69 70 to 74 75 to 79 80 and over

Men % % % % %

Total
population 1,888,905 100.0 597,800 100.0 491,065 100.0 391,240 100.0 408,810 100.0

Not in the
labour force 1,519,935 80.5 424,460 71.0 411,175 83.7 343,430 87.8 340,870 83.4

Institutionalized 75,195 4.0 6,320 1.1 8,565 1.7 13,190 3.4 47,115 11.5
Unemployed 13,450 0.7 8,560 1.4 2,580 0.5 1,225 0.3 1,080 0.3
Employed 280,330 14.8 158,455 26.5 68,750 14.0 33,390 8.5 19,740 4.8

Employees 154,860 8.2 95,250 15.9 35,410 7.2 14,740 3.8 9,460 2.3
Self-employed 123,670 6.6 62,370 10.4 32,830 6.7 18,320 4.7 10,160 2.5

Non-farm 88,010 4.7 49,235 8.2 22,430 4.6 10,885 2.8 5,465 1.3
Farm 35,660 1.9 13,135 2.2 10,400 2.1 7,435 1.9 4,695 1.2

Unpaid family
worker 1,800 0.1 840 0.1 510 0.1 330 0.1 125 0.0

Women

Total
population 2,445,890 100.0 635,335 100.0 564,285 100.0 494,610 100.0 751,665 100.0

Not in the
labour force 2,111,120 86.3 539,930 85.0 518,340 91.9 456,160 92.2 596,700 79.4

Institutionalized 185,300 7.6 6,430 1.0 11,520 2.0 23,350 4.7 144,010 19.2
Unemployed 8,100 0.3 4,030 0.6 1,855 0.3 1,020 0.2 1,200 0.2
Employed 141,360 5.8 84,950 13.4 32,570 5.8 14,085 2.9 9,760 1.3

Employees 97,250 4.0 61,765 9.7 20,585 3.7 8,640 1.8 6,270 0.8
Self-employed 40,400 1.7 21,385 3.4 10,800 1.9 4,990 1.0 3,230 0.4

Non-farm 31,510 1.3 17,830 2.8 8,055 1.4 3,490 0.7 1,090 0.1
Farm 8,890 0.4 3,555 0.6 2,745 0.5 1,500 0.3 2,140 0.3

Unpaid family
worker 3,700 0.2 1,800 0.3 1,190 0.2 455 0.1 260 0.0

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.

Chart A Work activity among employed seniors in 2005
The proportion of workers who
are self-employed is even higher
among older seniors.3 For exam-
ple, the proportion of the self-
employed among working men
age 65 to 69 was 39.4% in 2006,
but was greater than one-half of
those who were still working after
age 75.4 Among women, the self-
employed made up one-quarter of
workers age 65 to 69, rising to
more than one-third of working
women age 70 and over.

Self-employed seniors are more
likely to work full year, full time
than paid employees (Chart A).
Among men, 43.8% of self-
employed seniors worked full year,
full time in 2005 compared to
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Data source and definitions

This study uses data on men and women, 65 years of age
and over, from the censuses of 1981, 1986, 1991, 1996,
2001 and 2006. Census data are required to conduct
detailed analyses for relatively small population groups, like
self-employed seniors. The census is conducted every five
years. One-fifth of households receive the long form which,
in addition to basic demographic information, asks more
detailed questions including some on labour market activi-
ties. The 20% sample is weighted to represent all Canadi-
ans.

Variable definitions

Employed:  a person is considered to be employed if
he or she had a job in the week preceding the census,
including those who were temporarily absent for the entire
week because of vacation, illness, a labour dispute at work,
maternity/parental leave, bad weather, fire, family respon-
sibilities, or some other reason.

Employment rate : the number of employed persons
expressed as a percentage of the relevant population.

Employee: paid worker – working for wages, salary, tips
or commission.

Self-employed: includes individuals who had a job in the
reference week and belonged to one of the following cat-
egories: self-employed without paid help, incorporated; self-
employed with paid help, incorporated; self-employed
without paid help, not incorporated; or self-employed with
paid help, not incorporated.

Unpaid family worker: worked without pay for a rela-
tive in a family business or on a farm.

Work activity: based on data prior to the census year since
data on weeks worked are for the previous year. An indi-
vidual was classified to be working full year, full time if he
or she worked 49 to 52 weeks full time (30 hours or more
per week).

Other family income: this variable is calculated by first
subtracting employment income (if any) from total economic
family income and then adjusting for family size by divid-
ing it by an adjustment factor that takes the lower relative
needs of additional family members, compared to a single
person living alone, into account. Income quintiles are then
calculated using the adjusted other family income. Infor-
mation on income variables is for the year prior to the census
year.

Education: education levels are constructed using the high-
est certificate, diploma or degree variable. The lowest level,
Level 1, is below high school graduation certificate or
equivalency diploma. Level 2 is high school graduation
certificate or equivalency diploma. Level 3 includes other
trades certif icate/diploma or registered apprenticeship
certificate. Level 4 consists of college, CEGEP or other non-
university certificate or diploma from a program of 3 months
to less than 1 year, college, CEGEP or other non-univer-
sity certificate or diploma from a program of 1 year to 2
years, college, CEGEP or other non-university certificate
or diploma from a program of more than 2 years, or cer-
tificate or diploma below bachelor. The highest level, Level
5, includes bachelor’s degree, certificate or diploma above
bachelor, degree in medicine, dentistry, veterinary medi-
cine or optometry, master’s degree, or earned doctorate
degree.

Activity limitations: are based on questions that refer to
conditions or health problems that have lasted or are
expected to last six months or more:

1. “Does this person have any difficulty hearing, seeing,
communicating, walking, climbing stairs, bending, learn-
ing or doing any similar activities?”

2. “Does a physical condition or mental condition or health
problem reduce the amount or kind of activity this person
can do: (a) at home? (b) at work or at school? (c) in other
activities, for example, in transportation or leisure?”

Reponses to either question indicating “yes, often” and
“yes, sometimes” are used to create the corresponding
activity-limitation variables.

Occupation: Based on National Occupational Classifica-
tion (520 occupations).

Industry : Based on the 2002 North American Industry
Classification System.

Recent immigrants : Individuals who immigrated to
Canada between 1997 and 2006.

Established immigrants: Individuals who immigrated to
Canada before 1997.

Aboriginal peoples: Self-reported aboriginal status.

39.8% of senior employees. Similarly, 32.0% of self-
employed senior women worked full year, full time
versus 29.6% of their paid counterparts. In contrast,
paid employees age 25 to 54 were more likely than the
self-employed to work full year, full time in 2005 (data
not shown). Therefore not only is self-employment
more prevalent among senior workers than younger
workers (see Comparisons with younger age groups), but self-
employed seniors are also more likely to report that
they work full time for the full year.

Self-employment growing at slower pace
than paid jobs among seniors5

Uppal (2010) found that the proportion of seniors
who work past age 64 has increased since 1996, fol-
lowing 15 years of decline. For example, the employ-
ment rate for senior men increased from 11.8% to
14.8% between 1996 and 2006. Over the same
period, the share of paid employees as a proportion
of senior men increased from 5.4% to 8.2% (Chart B).
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Chart B Paid employment and self-
employment as a proportion of
total population, 1981 to 2006

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.

0

2

4

6

8

10

1981 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006

%

Employee

Self-employed - all

Self-employed - non-farm

Senior men

0

2

4

6

8

10

1981 1986 1991 1996 2001 2006

%

Employee

Self-employed - all

Self-employed - non-farm

Senior women Chart C Paid employment and self-
employment as a proportion of
the employed, 1981 to 2006

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.
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Similar patterns were found among women. Did self-
employment also contribute to the recent increase in
employment among seniors?

The answer is yes, but the number of paid employees
increased faster than the number of self-employed sen-
iors and the proportion of senior workers in self-
employment fell as a consequence (Chart C). Between
1996 and 2006, the share of the self-employed among
working seniors declined from 53.5% to 44.4% among
men, and from 33.7% to 29.4% among women.6,7

By historical standards, self-employment was still rela-
tively high among seniors in 2006. Among senior
workers in 1981, 37.8% of men and 13.0% of women

were self-employed. The relative importance of self-
employment for seniors increased rapidly over the
next 15 years, especially among men: by 8.5 percent-
age points from 1981 to 1986 and by 7.9 points from
1991 to 1996. Both periods were characterized by rela-
tively weak labour markets. Other studies suggest that
many workers are ‘pushed’ into self-employment dur-
ing periods of economic stagnation (Kuhn and
Schuetze 2001).

Long-term growth among the
incorporated self-employed

The self-employed can be classified into two catego-
ries: the ‘incorporated,’ who own a separate business
entity, and the ‘unincorporated,’ who do not. Both the
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Table 2 Self-employment categories for seniors, 2006

65 and over 65 to 69 70 to 74 75 to 79 80 and over

Men %
Incorporated 31.9 34.5 31.3 27.7 26.0

Without paid help 14.0 14.9 14.1 12.2 11.6
With paid help 17.9 19.6 17.2 15.5 14.4

Unincorporated 68.1 65.6 68.6 72.3 74.1
Without paid help 50.5 47.4 51.6 55.0 57.5
With paid help 17.6 18.2 17.0 17.3 16.6

Women
Incorporated 26.8 27.4 25.1 27.8 26.1

Without paid help 13.1 12.5 13.0 13.8 15.8
With paid help 13.7 14.9 12.1 14.0 10.3

Unincorporated 73.3 72.7 74.9 72.2 73.9
Without paid help 58.9 58.1 60.9 59.1 57.5
With paid help 14.4 14.6 14.0 13.1 16.4

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.

Chart D Self-employment categories, self-employed, 1981 to 2006

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.
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incorporated and unincorporated
may have paid employees resulting
in four categories (Table 2). The
majority of self-employed seniors
were unincorporated: about two-
thirds of self-employed men and
three-quarters of self-employed
women. And the vast majority of
those who were unincorporated
did not have paid employees:
80.4% among women and 74.2%
among men.8 In contrast, more
than one-half of incorporated sen-
iors had paid employees in 2006.

While the unincorporated without
paid help—also referred to as
own-account workers—still com-
prise the majority of self-employed
seniors, their share has declined.
Between 1981 and 2006, the share
of self-employed men who were
unincorporated without paid help
fell steadily from 67.7% to 50.5%
(Chart D). There was also a mod-
est decline among women—from
61.8% to 58.9%.

In contrast, the share of incorporated self-employed men more than dou-
bled, from 15.1% in 1981 to 31.9% in 2006. Incorporated women also
increased their share of self-employed seniors: from 16.9% in 1981 to
26.8% in 2006. Thus self-employment among seniors is increasingly com-
prised of incorporated business owners, as opposed to own-account
workers.
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Table 3 Seniors’ employment by industry,
2006

Men Employee (%)

Consumer services 33.3
Business services 19.5
Manufacturing 11.0
Construction and utilities 8.6
Transport 7.4
Education 5.7
Primary goods 5.3
Public administration 5.1
Health 4.0

Self-employed (%)
Primary goods 31.6
Consumer services 23.1
Business services 22.0
Construction and utilities 8.6
Health 5.5
Manufacturing 5.0
Transport 3.1
Education 1.0
Public administration 0.0

Women Employee (%)

Consumer services 37.8
Health 17.8
Business services 17.3
Education 9.4
Manufacturing 5.5
Public administration 4.4
Primary goods 3.4
Construction and utilities 2.3
Transport 2.1

Self-employed (%)
Consumer services 34.3
Primary goods 26.0
Business services 19.6
Health 8.4
Manufacturing 4.7
Education 3.8
Construction and utilities 2.2
Transport 1.0
Public administration 0.0

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.

Self-employed seniors concentrated in
a few industries

In comparison with paid employees, self-employed
seniors were more concentrated in a few industries.
More than three-quarters of self-employed seniors
could be found in three industries: primary goods,
consumer services and business services (Table 3). One-
third of self-employed men were in primary goods
and one-third of self-employed women were in con-

sumer services. By way of comparison, senior men
who were paid employees were typically employed in
consumer services, business services and manufactur-
ing (63.8%). Senior women working as paid employ-
ees were likely to work in consumer services, health
and business services (72.9%).

Self-employed seniors were also more likely to be con-
centrated in a few occupations (Table 4). Almost one-
half were employed in the top 10 occupations (out of
520). The most frequently reported occupation was
farmer or farm manager, accounting for 24.2% of self-
employed men and 17.2% of self-employed women.
Concentration in the top 10 occupations was much
lower for paid employees: 28.4% for men and 37.6%
for women.

Factors associated with seniors’
self-employment9

Research suggests that self-employment is related to a
number of factors, including financial capital, educa-
tion, and personal characteristics (Fuchs 1982, Bruce
et al. 2000, and Zissimopoulos and Karoly 2007).

The financial capital hypothesis suggests that individu-
als in wealthier families are more likely to be self-
employed because the associated risks and investments
are more easily addressed when individuals are finan-
cially sound (Georgellis et al. 2005). Even though the
census does not contain any information on financial
wealth, it is possible to test that hypothesis by using
“adjusted family income” as a proxy.10 It is calculated
by subtracting the employment income of the
respondent from the total family income,11 and next
adjusting to account for the size of the family (see Data
source and definitions). Individuals can then be classified
across quintiles in order to verify whether those with
higher financial capital also have higher self-employ-
ment rates.

Self-employment rates can also vary by educational
attainment. Higher education may give individuals the
skills to start and remain in business. Certain fields of
study, like law and medicine, also lead graduates into
occupations with relatively high rates of self-employ-
ment. Past studies have produced mixed results on the
link between education and self-employment.

Other personal characteristics are also known to influ-
ence the probability of being self-employed. For
example, those with another self-employed family
member (usually the spouse) tend to be self-employed
themselves. The link is less clear for other characteris-



Seniors' self-employment

Statistics Canada — Spring 2011 Perspectives on Labour and Income / 9

Table 4 Top 10 occupations: Seniors who
were paid employees versus the
self-employed, 2006

Men Employee (%)

Retail salespersons and sales clerks 5.2
Janitors, caretakers and

building superintendents 3.9
Truck drivers 3.8
Security guards and related occupations 3.6
Bus drivers and subway and

other transit operators 2.7
Sales representatives,

wholesale trades (non-technical) 2.1
Ministers of religion 2.0
Real estate agents and salespersons 1.8
Delivery and courier service drivers 1.7
Retail trade managers 1.6

Self-employed (%)

Farmers and farm managers 24.2
General farm workers 4.3
Retail trade managers 3.5
Financial auditors and accountants 2.4
Lawyers and Quebec notaries 2.1
Retail salespersons and sales clerks 2.0
Truck drivers 1.8
General practitioners and family physicians 1.8
Senior managers - goods production,

utilities, transportation and construction 1.6
Senior managers - trade,

broadcasting and other services, n.e.c.1 1.6

Women Employee (%)

Retail salespersons and sales clerks 8.1
Secretaries (except legal and medical) 6.9
Registered nurses 3.6
General office clerks 3.6
Bookkeepers 3.3
Light duty cleaners 2.8
Receptionists and switchboard operators 2.5
Cashiers 2.4
Administrative officers 2.3
Visiting homemakers,

housekeepers and related occupations 2.1

Self-employed (%)

Farmers and farm managers 17.2
Secretaries (except legal and medical) 5.3
Bookkeepers 4.8
General farm workers 4.6
Retail trade managers 4.4
Retail salespersons and sales clerks 3.3
Light duty cleaners 2.8
Property administrators 2.3
Painters, sculptors and other visual artists 2.1
Babysitters, nannies and parents’ helpers 1.9

1. n.e.c. = not elsewhere classified
Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.

tics. Might those with activity limitations be more likely
to be self-employed in order to work around their
constraints? Are new immigrants more entrepreneurial
than the Canadian-born or more established immi-
grants?

Modelling self-employment among senior
workers

The probability that a working senior would be self-
employed as opposed to a paid worker was estimated
using probit models. In addition to the aforemen-
tioned factors, a number of other demographic vari-
ables were included as controls.

Since farmers and farm managers comprise the largest
sub-group of self-employed seniors and their charac-
teristics differ from those of other self-employed
workers, alternative models were estimated excluding
this sub-group. A third set of models, using industry
controls, was also estimated to control for this hetero-
geneity without subdividing the sample.

These models are estimated using cross-sectional data.
The results are thus descriptive in nature—they do not
address the probability of becoming self-employed. Such
inferences would require longitudinal data. Currently
available longitudinal data sets lack either the sample
size or the range of variables to conduct such an analy-
sis focusing on seniors.

The results are presented as marginal effects which
measure the change in the odds of being self-employed
for a certain characteristic in comparison to a refer-
ence group (Table 5). These marginal effects can gen-
erally be interpreted as the difference in probability
between the groups being compared. For example,
the value of -0.04 in the upper-left-most cell in
Table 5 indicates that those in the first quintile of “other
income” are 4% less likely to be self-employed than
those in the third quintile.

Higher-income seniors are more likely to
be self-employed

According to the model, adjusted family income was
positively related to self-employment among seniors.
For working men, the probability of being self-
employed as opposed to being a paid employee was
higher by 0.04 in the fourth income quintile and by
0.11 in fifth income quintile than for those in the
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Table 5 Marginal effects from a probit model of seniors’ self-employment, 20061,2

Men Women

Al l Non-farm Al l Non-farm

Column Column Column Column Column Column Column Column
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Other family income
First quintile -0.04* -0.03* -0.03* -0.03* -0.01 -0.02** -0.02 -0.02**
Second quintile 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Third quintile (ref.) ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...
Fourth quintile 0.04* 0.05* 0.04* 0.04* 0.02* 0.02** 0.03* 0.03*
Fifth quintile 0.11* 0.11* 0.11* 0.11* 0.07* 0.06* 0.07* 0.06*

Highest level of education
Less than high school (ref.) ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...
High school or equivalent -0.06* -0.03* -0.01 -0.01 -0.03* -0.01 -0.01 0.00
Trades/apprenticeship certificate -0.04* 0.01 0.04* 0.03* -0.01 0.02 0.02 0.02**
Non-university certificate/diploma -0.03* 0.01 0.04* 0.03* -0.01 0.03* 0.01 0.04
University degree 0.02 0.09* 0.10* 0.11* 0.07 0.17* 0.09* 0.17*

Activity limitations
None (ref.) ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...
Limited sometimes 0.03* 0.02* 0.02* 0.02* 0.04* 0.04* 0.04* 0.03*
Limited often 0.04* 0.04* 0.03* 0.04* 0.04* 0.04* 0.04* 0.03*

Age
65 to 69 -0.09* -0.05* -0.04* -0.02** -0.06* -0.03** -0.03** -0.02
70 to 74 -0.03* -0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.02 0.02
75 to 79 0.02** 0.03* 0.04* 0.04* 0.02 0.02 0.03** 0.03
80 and over (ref.) ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...

Employment status of other
family member

Paid employee (ref.) ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...
Self-employed 0.17* 0.15* 0.14* 0.14* 0.18* 0.14* 0.13* 0.13*
Not working 0.03* 0.03* 0.01** 0.02* 0.07* 0.07* 0.06* 0.06*

Immigrant status
Immigrated between 1997 and 2006 -0.16* -0.16* -0.14* -0.14* -0.10* -0.10* -0.08* -0.08*
Immigrated before 1997 0.03* 0.05* 0.04* 0.05* 0.03* 0.04* 0.04* 0.04*
Aboriginal peoples -0.17* -0.13* -0.10* -0.07* -0.15* -0.11* -0.11* -0.09*
Other (ref.) ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...

Industry
Consumer services (ref.) ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ...
Business services ... 0.08* ... 0.07* ... 0.02** ... 0.02**
Manufacturing ... -0.10* ... -0.09* ... -0.02 ... -0.02
Construction and utilities ... 0.09* ... 0.09* ... 0.00 ... 0.00
Transportation ... -0.10* ... -0.09* ... -0.10* ... -0.09*
Primary goods ... 0.40* ... 0.06* ... 0.41* ... 0.15*
Public administration and education ... -0.37* ... -0.32* ... -0.22* ... -0.19*
Health ... 0.09* ... 0.08* ... -0.14* ... -0.12*

* significantly different from the reference group (ref.) at the 1% and ** 5% levels, respectively
1. Dependent variable = 1 if self-employed and employed in the reference week, 0 if paid employee and employed in the reference week.
2. Marginal effect is for a discrete change in dummy variable from 0 to 1.
Note: Models also controlled for marital status, official language, type of region and province.
Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.
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Comparisons with younger age groups

Self-employment as a percentage of the total population is
higher for younger age groups than seniors because more
individuals are working in the former age range.

The rate has been more stable among senior men than
younger age groups. While the rate among senior men
remained around 6% between 1981 and 2006, for those age
25 to 54 it decreased from 13.1% in 1981 to 11.9% in 1991,
increased to 13.6% over the next five years, and fell to 12.5%
in 2006 (data not shown). For 55- to 64-year-olds, after
registering a small increase between 1981 and 1986 and
a decline to 12.9% during the next five years, it was on the
rise until 2001 and remained at 15.5% in 2006.

Among women, all three age groups experienced a steady
increase over time. The rate increased from 0.7% to 1.7%
for seniors, from 2.1% to 6.6% for women age 55 to 64, and
from 3.2% to 6.9% for 25- to 54-year-olds.

When self-employment among seniors was looked at as a
proportion of those working, it was found to be much more
prominent than among the younger age groups (Chart E).
Employed senior men and women were almost twice as
likely to be self-employed as workers age 55 to 64, and
almost three times as likely as 25- to 54-year-olds. Also,
regardless of age, men were much more likely to be self-
employed than women.
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Chart E Self-employed as a percentage of total employed, by age, 1981 to 2006

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population.

middle quintile. For those in the bottom quintile, it
was lower by 0.04, while the difference between those
in the second and the third quintiles was not statisti-
cally significant. Among working women, those in the
fourth and fifth quintiles were also more likely to be
self-employed than those in the middle quintile. How-
ever, the differences were not statistically significant
between the bottom two quintiles and the middle
quintile.12

University degree increases probability
of self-employment

With respect to education, men and women with uni-
versity degrees were more likely to be self-employed
than those with less than a high school education. The
predicted probabilities of self-employment were

higher by 0.02 for university-educated men and by 0.07
for university-educated women. On the other hand,
men who were either high school or postsecondary
graduates, but without a university degree, were less
likely to be self-employed than those who had not
completed high school. Among women, the differ-
ences between middle levels of education and high
school graduates were either small or not significant.

Evidence for the education hypothesis was stronger,
especially for men, when farmers were removed from
the sample. In this sample, both postsecondary and
university graduates had higher predicted probabilities
than high school graduates. These results suggest
that factors other than education play a large role for
farmers and farm managers.
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Perspectives

Seniors’ self-employment is often a
family affair

For many seniors, self-employment is a family affair.
Men and women with another self-employed family
member were more likely to be self-employed them-
selves than those who had another family member
working as a paid employee. The probability was
higher by 0.17 for men and by 0.18 for women.

Conditional on the fact that they were working, senior
men age 75 and over were more likely to be self-em-
ployed than younger seniors. If they were working,
women age 65 to 69 were less likely to be self-em-
ployed than those 80 and over. Similar patterns held
when farmers were excluded from the sample: the
relative probability of self-employment peaked in the
75-to-79 age group for both men and women.

Controls for other demographic variables yielded
some interesting results. Men and women with activity
limitations were more likely to be self-employed than
those without limitations. On the other hand,
recent immigrants (who immigrated in the preceding
10 years) and Aboriginal peoples were less likely to be
self-employed.

An alternative model included industry as a control.
Similar to the effect of dropping farmers from the
sample, adding industry controls strengthened the
relationship between a university degree and self-
employment.

Looking at particular industries, seniors working in
business services, construction and utilities, and primary
goods industries were more likely to be self-employed
than those in consumer services. The opposite was true
for men and women employed in manufacturing,
transportation, and public administration and educa-
tion. The relationship was strongest between working
in primary goods and self-employment, but weakened
considerably when farmers were excluded.

Summary

Recent studies have documented the increasing
employment among seniors in Canada. However,
much less is known about the extent of self-employ-
ment among working seniors. Using detailed infor-
mation from the census, this article presented new
information on self-employed seniors. It also exam-
ined the factors associated with self-employment
among working seniors.

The self-employed comprised a substantial portion of
the employed labour force among seniors. Among
those who had a job in 2006, more than 1 in 3 seniors
were self-employed. Although the number of self-
employed seniors continues to increase, between 1996
and 2006 the number of employed seniors increased
even faster. As a result, the proportion of self-
employed seniors declined. Since self-employment
increased rapidly among seniors in the 1980s and the
1990s, its share of working seniors in 2006 was still
relatively high by historical standards.

In 2006, the majority of self-employed seniors were
unincorporated without paid help. Over the past few
decades, however, a new class of self-employed sen-
iors—those with incorporated businesses—became
increasingly prevalent.

Self-employed seniors were concentrated in a few
industries and had a much less diverse occupational
profile than younger self-employed workers. Farmers
and farm managers accounted for one-quarter of sen-
ior men and one-sixth of senior women in self-
employment.

This study also looked at factors associated with self-
employment among seniors. Self-employment was
positively associated with other family income, indi-
cating that individuals with more financial capital were
more likely to be self-employed. The presence of a
self-employed family member (most often the spouse)
and having a university degree were other factors
associated with a higher probability of being self-
employed. Although these results persisted in models
that excluded farmers and included controls for
industry, they varied somewhat in magnitude.

� Notes

1. Existing studies tend to focus on the population age 15
to 64 (see, for example, Lin et al. 1999 and Moore and
Mueller 2002). Gardner (1994) and Turcotte and
Schellenberg (2007) provide some general numbers on
self-employment among seniors but do not delve into
the details of that specific population.

2. Farm self-employment constitutes an important portion
of total self-employment. Among men, 35,660 out of
the 123,670 self-employed were farmers. The corre-
sponding numbers for women were 8,890 out of 40,400.
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3. This is not surprising since paid employees typically retire
earlier than the self-employed. In addition, some people
who retire from paid employment enter self-employ-
ment.

4. Out of 158,455 (84,950) employed men (women) age 65
to 69, 62,370 (21,385) were self-employed. Among those
age 75 and over, of the 53,130 and 23,845 men and
women who were working, 28,480 and 8,220 were self-
employed, respectively.

5. In the remainder of the paper, ‘employed‘ refers to the
paid employed and self-employed. Unpaid family work-
ers are excluded.

6. The numbers (44.4% and 29.4%) differ from those
mentioned earlier (44.1% and 28.6%) since unpaid family
workers are excluded here.

7. Examining non-farm self-employment is also important
since it removes the effect of the relative decline of the
agriculture sector within the ranks of the self-employed
over that period. As a proportion of working senior
men, total self-employment declined by 9.1 percentage
points between 1996 and 2006, but the proportion of the
non-farm self-employed declined by only 1.8 percentage
points.

8. Of the 84,205 (29,610) men (women) who were unincor-
porated, 62,430 (23,805) did not have paid employees.

9. This section pertains only to 2006.

10. This proxy was also used by Uppal (2010).

11. It is necessary to remove the employment income of
individuals from our definition of adjusted family
income since there is a direct relationship between self-
employment (and paid employment) and employment
income. However, other sources of income from all
family members were included (e.g., pension income,
transfers, dividends, and capital gains) as well as the
employment income of other family members.

12. Similar results were found when self-employed farmers
were removed from the sample.
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