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1 Background

Covid-19 has proven to be not solely a health crisis. Measures adopted by businesses and
governments, such as flexible working and the job retention scheme, have shaped the impacts
of the pandemic in ways not comparable to previous social and economic crises, while
lockdowns and social distancing measures have had an unequal impact on those jobs frequently
done by women and men. We set out to examine if Covid-19 is narrowing or reinforcing existing
inequalities among women and men in their working lives.

Our first and second research summaries focused on unemployment and precarious work,
respectively. This research summary examines self-employment. The self-employed were
predicted to be particularly vulnerable workers as the pandemic took hold, facing real threats
to their livelihoods?.

Over 99% of all people in employment can be classified as employees or self-employed
workers?. Employees are those who are paid a wage by an employer for the work that they do.
On the other hand, self-employed workers are those people who in their main employment
work on their own account (with or without employees). The number of employees and self-
employed people in the UK is measured by the Labour Force Survey (LFS).

This research summary aims at understanding how Covid-19 has impacted, if at all, on self-
employment in the UK. To answer this question, we use the UK’s largest study on employment
circumstances, the LFS, drawing on analysis of the 2019/20/21 releases. We follow the trend
pre- and post-pandemic, considering March/May 2020 as the reference point. We trace the
pre-pandemic trend from the first 2019 quarter (Jan/March). We do this to identify if the Covid-
19 pandemic is narrowing or reinforcing existing inequalities in self-employment trends for
workers aged between 18-64.

1 Enterprise Research Centre (2020) Covid-19 and self-employment in the UK. Retrieved from https://www.enterpriseresearch.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2020/04/ERC-Insight-Covid-19-and-self-employment-in-the-UK.pdf

2 Office of National Statistics (2020). A guide to labour market statistics. Retrieved from:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/aguidetolabourmarkets
tatistics


https://reports.recode.ai/gender_covid19_uk/report_1.html
https://reports.recode.ai/gender_covid19_uk/report_2.html
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2 How did self-employment evolve after the pandemic hit?

The numbers of workers in self-employment fell after the start of 2020 (see Figure 1). Up to the
end of 2019 self-employment had been increasing, a rise that started in the 1970s3. However,
the uncertainties that COVID-19 brought appear to have paused any short-term plans to
become self-employed and made it difficult to continue in self-employment for those already
working on their own account.

Government support for the self-employed through the ‘Self-Employment Income Support
Scheme’ helped to keep the numbers steady from May-July quarter 2020. However, the
number of self-employed workers fell again from the October-December quarter, amid further
uncertainties brought by the second lockdown in November 2020.

Figure 1: Self-employment dropped after the pandemic started
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Self-employed workers are concentrated in sectors like construction and banking and finance.
However, this applies mainly to men. Besides banking and finance, the female self-employed
are concentrated in sectors such as public administration, education and health as well as other
services such as domestic services, personal care, entertainment, and accommodation and food
that were shut down fully or severely limited with the pandemic restrictions, and government

3 Giupponi, G. & Xu, X. (2020). What does the rise of self-employment tell us about the UK labour market? Institute for Fiscal Studies. Retrieved
from: https://ifs.org.uk/uploads/BN-What-does-the-rise-of-self-employment-tell-us-about-the-UK-labour-market-1.pdf
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support schemes for the self-employed were less well-known and excluded those newly self-
employed.

The following sections present a detailed analysis of self-employment trends considering
gender and ethnicity in the UK. To facilitate comparison, we calculate a self-employment rate.
This is a percentage that summarises self-employment as a share of all workers (employees and
self-employed).

2.1 Self-employment among women and men fell after the pandemic hit

Self-employment is highly gendered. There are far more self-employed males than there are
females: women are less likely to set up in business, they are more likely to work part-time,
their operations tend to be smaller, and fewer self-employed women than men employ other
workers.

Male workers were more likely to be self-employed than were women in all periods included in
this analysis, with a gender gap of 8% points in 2019. Men experienced the highest drops in
post-pandemic self-employment levels: their rates fell from 18.2% at the end of 2019 to 15.2%
at the beginning of 2021. Women saw a smaller decline from 10.6% to 9.1%.

Figure 2: Self-employed male workers numbers dropped the most
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2.2 Minority-ethnic self-employment rates fell the most

Ethnicity also plays a strong role in self-employment: men from minority-ethnic groups are
more likely to be self-employed than are white men or minority-ethnic and white women
workers. Restricted job opportunities and the prevalence of insecure work for minority-ethnic
men are key contributing factors.

Men and women from minority-ethnic groups experienced the steepest post-pandemic falls in
rates of self-employment. This is particularly the case for minority-ethnic men who saw a
decline of 4% points (from 20% to 16%), while white men saw 3% points decrease (18% to
15%). White women experienced the smallest decrease of around 1% points, while ethnic-
minority women saw a cut of 2% points (from 11% to 9%).

Figure 3: Minority-ethnic self-employment rates fell the most.
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2.3 Northern Ireland experienced the steepest fall in male self-employment

All nations within the UK experienced the decline in male and female self-employment outlined
above but, while England and Scotland followed the overall trend depicted in Figure 2, Wales
and Northern Ireland showed a rather different pattern.

In Wales, male self-employment rates had reached their highest levels at 19% in the second
quarter of 2019, but then fell to their lowest rate in 2020 before the pandemic hit (14% in the
first quarter of 2020). During the pandemic, rates remained between 15% and 16% and with
some additional small recovery at the start of 2021. The picture is different for women whose
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self-employment remained above 8% until the start of the pandemic when it decreased to a
low of 6% at the end of 2020.

Male self-employment fell most steeply in Northern Ireland. Male rates here fell from 22% to
14% while female rates remained relatively stable.

Figure 4: Northern Ireland experienced the steepest fall in male self-employment
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2.4 Minority-ethnic self-employment fell dramatically in Scotland and Northern
Ireland

Minority-ethnic self-employment rates showed significant variation among the four nations.
While the self-employment rate was very similar for white and minority-ethnic workers in
England; Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland showed very different patterns.

Wales experienced the highest levels of variability. Rates of self-employment among minority-
ethnic workers reached their highest point at 20% in the third quarter of 2019 but fell to below
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10% in the first quarter of 2020. Rates remained between 10% and 14% from the start of the
pandemic until the end of 2020, returning to 2019 levels at the start of 2021. A similar trend
can be seen among minority-ethnic workers in Northern Ireland.

On the other hand, Scotland has experienced a persistent decrease in minority-ethnic self-
employment rates. Levels fell from 17% in 2019 to a low of 4% at the end of 2020. As we
entered 2021, rates went up to 6%.

Figure 5: Minority-ethnic self-employment fell dramatically in Scotland and Northern Ireland
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3 Did the capacity of the self-employed to hire employees change?

The deep uncertainties being experienced by the self-employed had ramifications for the wider
labour force. We ask next whether self-employed workers were hiring staff. Figure 6 shows that
they were having trouble doing so. Since the pandemic hit the number of self-employed
workers having employees progressively declined and continued doing so as we entered 2021.
It is worth noticing that the LFS classifies a worker as employee or self-employed according to
their main jobs. However, some workers also have a second job. This implies that someone who
is an employee in their main job could be self-employed in their second job and vice versa. The
decline in hiring was particularly sharp for those self-employed workers in their second job (6%
points fall). Some recovery was being experienced by these workers as we entered 2021.

Figure 6: The self-employed were employing fewer staff
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3.1 Self-employed women are less likely to have employees

Figure 7 shows that, overall, self-employed women are less likely than are their male
counterparts to have employees working for them. There was a clear gender gap in whether
they were an employer for both types of self-employed worker (self-employed in their main or
second jobs).
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Since the pandemic hit the number of self-employed women having employees progressively
declined and continued doing so as we entered 2021. This trend applied both to those women
who are in self-employment in their main jobs as well as those who are self-employed in their
second jobs. Self-employed men in their main and second jobs both experienced a decline in
hiring employees since the pandemic hit, but it was particularly abrupt for those self-employed
in their second job (8% points fall). Some recovery was being experienced by these workers as
we entered 2021.

Figure 7: Self-employed women are less likely to have employees
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3.2 Falling numbers of self-employed minority-ethnic workers are employers

Self-employed minority-ethnic workers are more likely to have employees working for them
than are the white self-employed (Figure 8).

Since the pandemic hit the number of self-employed minority-ethnic workers having employees
progressively declined through 2020. The start of 2021 did show signs of recovery, but only for
those self-employed in their main jobs. The situation was different for those minority-ethnic
workers who were self-employed as their second jobs: the percentage having employees
dropped dramatically (from over 16% to below 2%).

10
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Figure 8: Self-employed minority-ethnic workers are less likely to employ workers after the
pandemic hit
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4 How have the usual hours worked by the self-employed changed?

The self-employed report real diversity in how many hours they spend on their businesses a
week, with some working only a few hours and others spending far longer at work. How many
hours do self-employed people spend in work per week and did this change with the pandemic?

Figure 9 shows the range and distribution of the total usual hours per week for self-employed
workers. The main impact of the pandemic has been in the distribution of typical and maximum
hours. By looking at the size of the box in the figure we can see that typical hours in pre-
pandemic 2020 were concentrated around 27 to 45 hours, maximum hours of between 70 to
73 hours per week, and a median of 40 hours. After the pandemic typical paid hours were
concentrated between 25 to 45 hours per week, maximum hours up to 75, while the median
remained at 40 hours. This has been relatively stable since the pandemic hit.

Figure 9: Total usual hours worked per week for all quarters
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4.1 Self-employed women work fewer paid hours than do men

Self-employed women tend to spend shorter weeks at work than do men. Many of the women
work in their business on a part-time basis, fewer than 30 hours a week, while the male self-
employed can report working very long weeks. Figure 10 compares the range and distribution
of the total usual hours for male and female self-employed workers. By looking at the size of
the box in the figure we can see that the distribution of usual hours for female self-employed
workers vary greatly compared to men.

Since the pandemic hit typical total usual hours for men have been concentrated around 35 and
45 hours per week, while women’s range between 16 to 40 hours per week. Median paid hours
remained stable for both: at 40 per week for men and 30 for women.

Figure 10: Self-employed women work fewer hours per week
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The difference in usual hours between men and women is explained to some extent by their
share of part-time work. Close to 50% of self-employed women work part-time, while only 15%
of men do so (Figure 11). Our Research Summary 2 provides more details on part-time work.

13


https://reports.recode.ai/gender_covid19_uk/report_2.html

r Nottingham University
| @ Business School

UK | CHINA | MALAYSIA

Figure 11: Half of self-employed women work part-time
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4.2 The ethnic gap in usual hours among the self-employed is narrowing

Average hours worked a week fluctuated from around 38 to 40 hours for both groups of the
self-employed, minority-ethnic, and white, and in all quarters examined. Typical hours for white
self-employed workers ranged from around 25 to 45 hours per week, while minority-ethnic
workers worked between 25 to 40 hours per week.

The gap in the number of total hours worked by white and minority-ethnic self-employed
workers narrowed after the end of 2020.

14
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Figure 12: The usual hours gap between white and minority-ethnic self-employed workers
narrowed
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The trend towards narrowing the usual hours gap can be explained by the white and minority-
ethnic workers’ share of part-time work. As Figure 13 shows, up to 5% points more self-
employed minority-ethnic workers than white workers were in part-time work between the
beginning of 2020 and May-July quarter. From the second semester of 2020 minority-ethnic
workers moved closer to their white counterparts.

15
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Figure 13: The ethnicity gap in part-time working is narrowing for the self-employed
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5 Conclusions and Recommendations

5.1 Conclusions

We examined in this report if the Covid-19 pandemic impacted the self-employed in the UK. We
looked at women and men, the type of self-employment, whether the self-employed were
employers or not, and their hours worked per week.

The self-employed were seen to be particularly vulnerable workers as the pandemic took hold,
facing real threats to their livelihoods. Indeed, the numbers of self-employed fell from over 4.4
million at the start of 2019 to 3.8 million by April 2021 (Table 1). These workers are over
concentrated in sectors like domestic services, personal care, and accommodation and food
that were shut down fully or severely limited with the pandemic restrictions, and government
support schemes for the self-employed were less well-known and excluded those newly self-
employed.

Drawing on analysis of 2019/20/21 data, we showed that the numbers of self-employed
workers fell across the UK, with some variations in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. The impact of the pandemic on self-employment is not random but gendered,

16
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ethnically, and geographically driven. Self-employed people were less able to hire staff, with
ramifications for unemployment levels among the labour force, and their own working hours
varied more than they did pre-pandemic, with potential disruption to their incomes and
financial security.

We showed the importance of looking at gender in an analysis of self-employment but also the
necessity of including ethnicity and nation when we consider who is self-employed and why as
the pandemic rolled out. Who is self-employed and the risks that they faced during the
pandemic are not random but highly dependent on gender, ethnicity and how these intersect.

5.2 Recommendations

In order to improve the working lives of everyone, particularly in the post-pandemic context,
policies must take into account the fact that gender and ethnicity impact the likelihood of a
person to be in self-employment.

To be effective, policies to support the self-employed should therefore tackle the root causes of
structural inequalities, rather than simply address their manifestations. Some areas that need
public policy action are:

e Access to training and mentoring: Offering training and general consultancy services to
self-employed workers are typically a common good practice. These are even more
relevant in times of economic uncertainty. Training and mentoring should be widely
available for entrepreneurs to help them grow their businesses, develop confidence and
skills. They should not only be tailored to the business stage, but also to the differential
needs of women and workers from ethnic-minorities.

e Strengthen social capital: Networking and being part of a community of like-minded
individual are fundamental for those in self-employment. They facilitate access to
customers and even finance. Policies should promote these networks and communities
by providing resources, creating opportunities for collaboration, and monitoring that
everyone is benefiting from them.

e Access to social benefits: Self-employed workers frequently struggle with sick,
maternity, and paternity pay. This is a constraint particularly for self-employed women
due to their higher chances of having caring responsibilities. During the pandemic they
also struggle to navigate the government support schemes. Policies should make sure
that social benefits reach everyone and that everyone understands how they can access
them.

e Access to finance: Without assets, self-employed workers find it difficult to borrow. The
borrowing capacity of those starting their self-employment journey, ethnic minorities,
and women is even lower than for established white male entrepreneurs. Policies

17
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should create formal funding opportunities that allow the self-employed not only to
grow their business, but also build capacity to overcome economic uncertainty.

18
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6 The Project and its Data

Our project ‘How is Covid-19 impacting women and men’s working lives in the UK?" is funded by
Health Data Research UK, as part of the rapid funding call to use and enrich the data within the
Data & Connectivity National Core Study (NCS) capability. This report draws on the analysis of
the 2019/20/21 releases of the UK Labour Force Survey (LFS). Respondents are interviewed for
five successive waves at three-months intervals and approximately 20% of the sample is
replaced every quarter. Four quarters releases are supported in a typical year: Jan-Mar | Apr-
Jun | Jul-Sep | Oct-Dec. From 2020, additional non-calendar quarter data have been released in
response to the context of the coronavirus pandemic. Besides the four calendar quarters per
year, 2020 included another eight releases of data. The last two quarters in 2020 also included
data for January and February 2021. Our analyses consider only those in employment (current
jobs) between 18-64 years old. Table 1 summarises the sample size and population estimates
for all the data waves considered in this analysis.

Table 1: Sample size and population estimates

Quarter Sample In employment Self-employed
Jan/Mar19 40,500 31,019,158 4,403,848
Apr/Junil9 40,013 31,053,089 4,461,351
Jul/Sep19 39,563 31,148,312 4,477,549
Oct/Dec19 39,292 31,335,772 4,574,784
Jan/Mar20 36,249 31,265,419 4,455,389
Feb/Apr20 34,059 31,143,651 4,380,546
Mar/May20 32,485 31,076,403 4,353,949
Apr/Jun20 32,287 31,048,444 4,250,979
May/Jul20 31,979 31,061,906 4,198,567
Jun/Aug20 31,451 31,025,024 4,062,758
Jul/Sep20 31,550 30,943,755 4,014,377
Aug/Oct20 32,155 30,925,807 3,980,266
Sep/Nov20 33,200 30,955,286 3,987,100
Oct/Dec20 33,752 30,888,000 3,882,052
Nov20/Jan21 34,687 30,909,890 3,909,626
Dec20/Feb21 35,830 30,954,276 3,833,985
Jan/Mar21 37,015 30,976,690 3,858,925
Feb/Apr21 37,869 30,974,956 3,859,630

Note: Workers between 18-64 years old
Source: UK Labour Force Survey (Person)

It is important to note that the LFS responses are weighted to official population projections
that pre-date the Covid-19 pandemic. This particularly affects estimates for ethnicity. This
implies that levels and differences in levels should be used with caution. Despite this, sample
level estimates show a similar trend regarding gender differences for each group.
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7 For more information

7.1 Contact details
o Luis D. Torres: luis.torres@nottingham.ac.uk;
e  Tracey Warren: tracey.warren@nottingham.ac.uk;
e  Annegreet Veeken: annegreet.veeken@nottingham.ac.uk
e The UK Women’s Budget Group: sara.reis@wbg.org.uk
*  Project website
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