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FOREWORD

EXPANDING THE LENS

Opening up new ways of understanding 
 self-employed wellbeing

Self-employment has shot up in the UK in recent 
years, and as numbers have risen, interest has 
grown in how this way of working is affecting 
people’s wellbeing.

The Government is starting to respond to this 
structural shift in our workforce with its Good 
Work plan, a key part of which is directing the national 
debate towards the quality – not just the quantity – 
of work in the UK.

As the debate about good work grows, it is vital 
that businesses and policymakers understand the 
distinctive role of self-employment in all this. Not least 
because one in seven people in the UK are now self-
employed – 47 per cent more than in 2001.

But even as self-employment grows – in numbers 
and in the national consciousness – there is still 
remarkably little understanding about how it affects 
individual wellbeing and whether it is actually a 
positive choice for everyone. And even where there is 
evidence, it only offers a mixed or narrow view of self-
employed wellbeing.

That is why this report is so vital and timely.  
It offers policymakers and business leaders alike a 
much clearer understanding of how self-employment 
affects individual wellbeing. It does this in particular 
by assessing not just one facet of wellbeing, but 
satisfaction across all aspects of people’s lives.

The report also offers practical solutions and 
recommendations that go beyond the kind of 
reductive, broad-brush policies we’ve seen so much  
of in recent years. It ends with a compendium of 
practical, targeted solutions to improve wellbeing  
in all aspects of self-employed people’s lives.

It’s an opportunity to make sure that as self-
employment booms, it remains a positive career 
choice for people across the UK. And as Chair of 
IPSE (the Association of Independent Professionals 
and the Self-Employed), I hope the Government, 
business leaders and everyone else connected with 
this vital sector take heed of these recommendations 
and do what it takes to ensure the wellbeing of the 
self-employed. For the good of the self-employed 
community. For the good of businesses. And for the 
good of the UK economy.  

James Collings
Chair, IPSE
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What we know 
about the 
wellbeing of 
the self-employed 

The UK’s self-employed population has grown rapidly 
over the last ten years. It has now swelled to almost 
five million people, or 15 per cent of the workforce. 
And as self-employment becomes increasingly 
important to the UK economy, it becomes more 
and more urgent to understand the impact it has on 
individual wellbeing. 

To do this, globally accepted and democratic measures 
of life satisfaction are used in this report as an indicator 
of mental health and wellbeing among the self-
employed. Using these measures, the report finds that 
the UK’s self-employed are more satisfied overall than 
employees. In most areas of life – or ‘life domains’ – 
such as health, education, job, social conditions and 
leisure, the self-employed are more satisfied than their 
employee counterparts. One area where they are less 
satisfied, however, is household income (Fig.1). 

There are also differences between the various self-
employed groups. For example, the life satisfaction of 
freelancers (as defined in this report as short-term/
project-based suppliers of knowledge services) and 
necessity self-employed (driven into self-employment 
for lack of other employment opportunities) is 
lower than employees. On the other hand, the life 
satisfaction of people who chose self-employment for 
the opportunities it offers is higher than freelancers, 
necessity self-employed and employees (Fig.2). 
This emphasises how much wellbeing divergence 
there can be not just between employees and the 
self-employed, but also within the self-employed 
workforce itself.

Figure 2: Life satisfaction of the solo self-employed 
and employees in the UK by groups (all full-time)

Source: BHPS (1997-2008), Pooled averages: 7-point scale 
where 1 is “not satisfied at all” and 7 is “completely satisfied”
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Figure 1: Life satisfaction of the self-employed 
and employees in the UK by life domain

Source: BHPS (1997-2008), Pooled averages: 7-point scale 
where 1 is “not satisfied at all” and 7 is “completely satisfied”
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This means, the impact of self-employment on 
wellbeing depends on the type of self-employment 
people find themselves in. And this, in turn, means there 
is not a one-size-fits-all type of policy that is equally 
relevant for all the self-employed. Instead, policies 
must be tailored to the varied needs and challenges 
of specific groups. They must also focus more on 
matters – like wellbeing – that go beyond financial 
concerns and growth. 

To reflect and respect the true heterogeneity of 
the self-employed, this report looks at six different 
types of self-employment in the analysis – which 
are not mutually exclusive – determined by pathways 
into self-employment, working conditions and ways 
in which they work. These include:

1. Solo self-employment: Working on one’s own 
without employees.

2. Opportunity self-employment: Becoming self-
employed voluntarily to pursue entrepreneurial ideas 
and be one’s own boss (moving from an employed 
position to self-employment within two years).

3. Necessity self-employment: Being driven into 
self-employment for lack of other employment 
opportunities (moving from unemployment to self-
employment).

4. Freelancers: Self-employed people who supply 
their work/services on a project-by-project basis 
and are output-focused. 

5. Dependent self-employment¹: People whose 
self-employed status is unclear due to low levels 
of autonomy.

6. Low-pay, insecure self-employment: Self-
employed people who tend to be less qualified, with 
limited autonomy. They are also much less likely to 
have financial security, such as a private pension.

Additional types of self-employment are distinguished in 
the policy recommendations, in order to provide an even 
more targeted approach to the solutions presented. 
These include:

• Growth-oriented self-employment: Working 
on one’s own with employees or ambition to 
employ others. 

• Low, medium and high-pay self-employed: 
Different categories of economic wellbeing. 

Combating a one-
dimensional policy 
APPROACH 

At present, UK self-employment policies do not reflect 
the heterogeneity of the sector or, as a result, its diverse 
needs. So far, policy on self-employment has mostly 
been concerned with income, taxation and employment 
rights, as well as societal desirability (in terms of job 
creation and innovation, for example). But by focusing 
only on objective factors such as income, growth and 
job creation, it often neglects subjective elements of 
the self-employed experience. These elements, like 
entrepreneurial identity, confidence, stress and worries, 
contribute just as much to the overall wellbeing of the 
self-employed. 

For example, if people have chosen self-employment 
for lifestyle reasons or because they are seeking more 
meaningful work, then growing their business may not 
be a priority. Given that more than 80 per cent of the 
UK’s self-employed work on their own account and 
without employees, growth and job creation initiatives 
are unlikely to be much use to them. 

There is also the fact that if the self-employed worry 
about their financial situation despite having good access 
to finance, then giving them more financial resources is 
unlikely to solve the real problem. Focusing on training 
initiatives to enhance business skills and confidence 
would probably do more to reduce stress and worries. 
This, in turn, is also likely to improve the objective 
conditions of self-employment. 

It is vital that policymakers understand the impact 
of self-employment on individual subjective wellbeing, 
and they take into account that self-employment is 
about more than just having a job or a stream of income. 

Responding to 
the true diversity 
of the self-employed 

Another issue in policymaking at the moment is that it 
does not take into account the heterogeneous nature 
of self-employment. As highlighted by the CRSE’s True 
Diversity of Self-Employment (CRSE 2017) report, 
there is not just one type of self-employment, but 
many. The types of self-employment differ both in 
terms of objective characteristics (like distinctions in 
the type of work, income, autonomy and the security 
of work) and subjective characteristics (like motivation 
to become self-employed, entrepreneurial identity and 
the meaning derived from work). 

¹Categories 5 (dependent self-employment), 6 (low-pay, insecure) and low, medium and high-pay self-employed are defined with regard to 
the classifications of the True Diversity of Self-Employment Report (CRSE 2017), which distinguishes types of self-employment along the three 
dimensions of economic wellbeing, security and independence.
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A new approach  
to wellbeing policies  
for the self-employed

This report offers a new way of looking at self-
employed wellbeing based on overall life satisfaction. 
Life satisfaction is a measure that implicitly captures 
people’s key life domains, such as their job, income, 
health, family life and leisure. While self-employment 
influences these life domains, they are only individual 
factors that help determine a person’s overall wellbeing. 
A holistic summary judgement is needed that aggregates 
all these dimensions, because ultimately counts should 
be individuals’ overall and subjective experience of 
wellbeing, not just one facet of it.

The new approach presented in this report takes into 
consideration the impact that objective conditions the 
self-employed find themselves in have over these life 
domains, as well as their subjective perspectives on 
these conditions. 

Organised around the various life domains that 
affect overall life satisfaction, the report sets out 
comprehensive and targeted recommendations. 
They are to improve policy and business practice 
and help enhance the wellbeing of different self-
employed groups. 

Many of the policies are aimed at enhancing the 
wellbeing of the self-employed by improving their 
mental health – for instance, by decreasing their stress 
or worries about their business.

The policies are categorised under the life domain 
to which they most closely relate, but many also relate 
to other domains. The report further distinguishes 
between the different types of self-employed people 
who would benefit from these policies.

Figure 3: Big picture 
wellbeing framework

Types of  
Self-employment

Full-time self-employment

Part-time self-employment 

Solo self-employment

Self-employment with employees

Opportunity self-employment

Necessity self-employment

Industry

Job conditions/characteristics 
(subjective and objective) 

Income
Health, stress, anxiety

Working hours
Work-life balance

Friends
Family/Children
Work conditions

Meaning

Life domains

Satisfaction with income

Satisfaction with health

Satisfaction with social life

Satisfaction with job

Satisfaction with leisure

Satisfaction with... LI
FE

 S
AT

IS
FA

C
TI

O
NPsychological  

factors

Worries
Social norms

Entrepreneurial Identity
Resilience

Personality 
(e.g. optimism,  
risk aversion)



THE WAY TO WELLBEING - EXECUTIVE SUMMARY   CRSE 7

APPROACH TO SELF-EMPLOYMENT

Policy Outcome/Impact on wellbeing Primary target group of 
the self-employed 

Stakeholders  

1. Rethink the policy focus on 
business growth and develop 
policies for different groups of 
the self-employed

Produce more comprehensive policies that go 
beyond the financial domain and growth, and      
support those who engage in self-employment for 
the meaning they can derive from their work.

Solo self-employed Government (specifically 
the Department for
Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy), media 

2. Gather better data for 
the heterogeneous groups of 
self-employed people

More targeted and informed policymaking 
acknowledging the different self-employment 
segments and their diverse needs.

All self-employed 
indirectly

Government, the Office for 
National Statistics, 
researchers

DOMAIN: HEALTH 

Policy Outcome/Impact on wellbeing Primary target group of 
the self-employed 

Stakeholders  

3. Provide training in 
confidence-building through 
counselling/seminars

Improve confidence with short business courses and 
information sessions delivered by private coaches or 
universities that teach business skills.    

All self-employed, 
especially necessity 
self-employed

Universities, private 
coaches/training providers, 
professional organisations, 
Department for Work and 
Pensions (DWP) – 
specifically Job Centre Plus

4. Provide self-management 
and stress-management 
courses for the self-employed

Reduce stress and worries through training aimed 
at helping better prepare for and manage irregular 
work patterns, as well as help align skills to the 
demands of running a self-employed business.

All self-employed, 
especially 
necessity self-employed, 
growth-oriented 
self-employed 

Universities, private 
coaches, professional 
organisations, Government 
(delivering New Enterprise 
Allowance)

5. Provide opportunities for 
emergency mentoring 

Reduce financial worries with better and quicker 
access to mentoring during business crisis periods 
(delivered through Job Centre Plus employees with 
specialised training or through professional 
organisations supporting the self-employed), and by 
encouraging the use and strengthening of existing 
initiatives/networks. 

All self-employed, 
especially 
necessity self-employed, 
growth-oriented 
self-employed

Universities, private 
coaches, professional 
organisations, Government 
(specifically DWP), business 
support groups

6. Remove psychological 
barriers to hiring/growth by 
myth-busting and improving 
information

Reduce anxiety caused by administrative, financial 
and regulatory barriers to growth by providing 
resources on the websites of Government bodies or 
professional organisations representing the 
self-employed, which make it easier to navigate 
these regulations. 

All self-employed, 
especially growth-oriented 
self-employed, 
opportunity self-employed

Government (specifically 
BEIS and DWP), 
professional organisations

Before presenting policies to do with the various life domains, there are 
two overarching policy recommendations to consider: 

multidimensional Strategy 
For Improving Wellbeing 
of The self-employed
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DOMAIN: INCOME AND FINANCIAL SECURITY

Policy Outcome/Impact on wellbeing Primary target group of 
the self-employed 

Stakeholders  

7. Abolish New Enterprise 
Allowance (NEA) or couple 
with training

Strengthen the impact of the NEA for those who 
use self-employment as a way of becoming/
remaining economically active, by providing 
accompanying training and mentoring (online and 
offline) that will help improve understanding and 
confidence, as well as open more pathways back 
into employment. 

Necessity self-employed Government for retargeting 
(specifically DWP), 
universities and professional 
coaches (who deliver 
training)

8. Reform Universal Credit 
(UC)

Reduce financial hardship caused by income 
instability by changing the monthly assessment 
period for UC to better represent the irregular 
incomes of the self-employed.

Extend the duration of the minimum income floor 
exemption to give businesses more time to become 
profitable.

Low-pay self-employed, 
necessity self-employed 

Government (specifically 
DWP)

9. Clarify statutory definition 
of self-employment

Provide better protection for the self-employed 
who have dependent status so that they can access 
appropriate labour rights. 

Dependent self-employed Government (specifically 
BEIS, HM Treasury, HMRC) 

10. Improve cashflow 
smoothing, overdraft policies 
and microcredit

Reduce worries and psychological barriers caused by 
irregular cash-flow through the provision of simpler 
and less cost-intensive funding and incentive 
schemes for the self-employed. This includes 
self-employment-friendly banking services, as well 
as informational campaigns and systematic online 
resources aimed at incentivising uptake of existing 
funding and emergency credit initiatives. 

Low and 
medium-pay 
self-employed, necessity 
self-employed

Government, cooperatively 
owned banks, commercial 
banks, credit unions, 
challenger banks

11. Improve small claims 
enforcement

Decrease financial concerns associated with non 
or late payment from clients, by providing the UK’s 
Small Business Commissioner with greater powers 
to help enforce payment on behalf of the
self-employed. This includes endorsing companies 
that exhibit best practice and scrutinising those 
who use exploitative practices. Making it easier to 
enforce payments in small claims courts through 
shared lawyers, union lawyers etc, would also help in 
reducing financial stress. 

Low-pay self-employed, 
freelancers, necessity 
self-employed

Small Business 
Commissioner, Government, 
professional organisations 
(shared lawyers)

12. Increase pay rate 
transparency

Improve competitiveness and confidence of the 
self-employed by enhancing their understanding 
of standard rates of pay to benchmark themselves 
against. 

Low-pay self-employed, 
necessity self-employed

Professional organisations, 
Small Business 
Commissioner,
recruitment organisations

13. Extend default pension 
option to the self-employed 

Improve lifetime savings by creating a system for 
default contributions to be made to private pensions 
schemes.  

Low-pay 
self-employed

Government (specifically 
DWP, Work and Pensions 
Select Committee), 
commercial finance, pension 
providers

14. Tailor financial products 
and information about saving 
for later life specifically for the 
self-employed 

Improve long-term financial sustainability by 
enhancing informational campaigns and promoting 
easier to access financial products tailored to 
pension savings for the self-employed.

Medium and 
high-pay self-employed, 
opportunity
self-employed 

Government (specifically 
DWP), professional 
organisations, commercial 
finance, pension providers 
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DOMAIN: SOCIAL LIFE (WORK-LIFE BALANCE)

DOMAIN: JOB (SKILLS/EDUCATION/MEANING)

Policy Outcome/Impact on wellbeing Primary target group of 
the self-employed 

Stakeholders  

15. Build more joint         
workspaces

Overcome psychological challenges caused by the 
isolation of working for oneself by creating more 
communities that enable networking, social 
interaction and pooled/shared services.

Self-employed people 
in creative industries, 
freelancers, opportunity 
self-employed

Professional organisations, 
private businesses, local 
authorities, metro mayors
co-working spaces

16. Provide pooling            
solutions for insurance and 
other business services

Improve the symbiosis between work and life 
domains through the provision of joint 
administration, insurances (illness/injury), childcare, 
maternity/paternity allowances and other social 
support services, facilitated by co-working spaces. 

Solo self-employed, 
freelancers, opportunity 
self-employed

Insurance industry, 
Government, professional 
organisations, co-working 
spaces, co-operatives, trade 
unions 

17. Increase access to time 
management training

Reduce time pressures and work/life conflict of the 
self-employed by integrating time management as a 
standard part of training curriculums such as NEA. 

All self-employed Private counsellors, pro-
fessional organisations,      
Government (delivering 
NEA)

Policy Outcome/Impact on wellbeing Primary target group of 
the self-employed 

Stakeholders  

18. Make training and skills        
development resources 
tailored to self-employment 
easier to access and more    
cost effective 

Increase the skill level and job prospects of the 
self-employed, strengthen their independence and 
improve job satisfaction through consolidated online 
resources on self-employment, as well as “How-to” 
guides for specific administrative requirements. 
To overcome the financial barriers of training, tax 
relief could be extended to include training for new 
skills, as well as granting vouchers to be redeemed 
at certified education and training providers. 

Low-pay insecure 
self-employed, necessity 
self-employed, dependent 
self-employed

Government (specifically 
HM Treasury), universities, 
professional organisations, 
training providers, charities

19. Enlist schools and univer-
sities as allies in creating public 
awareness about 
self-employment

Strengthen the UK’s entrepreneurial culture and 
facilitate knowledge exchange at universities and 
schools to support self-employed people who lack 
knowledge about effectively running a business.

All self-employed, mostly 
indirectly 

Government, schools, 
universities 

20. Strengthen different    
narratives that support  
entrepreneurial identity

Improve job satisfaction and meaning derived from 
self-employment for the individual by increasing 
public acceptance of self-employment as a viable 
and respected way of working. 

Reduce stigma associated with business failure by 
promoting a more appreciative culture in which 
business failures are seen as a normal part of 
entrepreneurial life.

All self-employed, mostly 
indirectly

Government, universities, 
media, organisations 
supporting the self-em-
ployed

21. Strengthen “social 
entrepreneurship”

Improve sense of meaning, fulfilment and enjoyment 
in work by encouraging self-employment that aims 
to strengthen civil society. 

All self-employed Government, professional 
organisations, trade unions, 
co-working spaces, 
co-operatives, business 
leaders 
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With the exception of the necessity and insecure 
groups, the UK’s self-employed seem reasonably 
satisfied with their lives, despite their (sometimes) 
lower economic wellbeing. In order to further the 
wellbeing of the self-employed, policies need to be 
tailored to specific groups and their needs. Policies 
should also focus more decidedly on aspects of 
self-employment - like wellbeing - that go beyond 
just the financial domain and growth. Policy needs 

to take into account both the objective (income, 
health, security) and subjective (stress, confidence, 
worries, identity) factors that determine the 
wellbeing of this heterogeneous group of workers. 
This report has put forward a number of policies 
that can help achieve this and is a first step 
towards understanding and engaging with the true 
heterogeneity of the self-employed.

CONCLUSION
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