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Introduction 
 
Self-employed workers were in the news in the 
1990s due to the rapid rise in their numbers and 
their substantial contribution to employment 
growth in Canada. From 1989 to 1996, annual 
increases in self-employment averaged 3.3 
percent compared to average annual increases in 
paid employment of only 0.2 percent (Statistics 
Canada, 1997).  Increases in self-employment 

accounted for about 80 percent of net employment 
growth in Canada between 1989 and 1997 
(Sunter, 1998; Manser and Picot, 1999).  This 
upward trend ended in the year 2000, when the 
number of self-employed workers declined 
significantly (Bowlby, 2001).  More recently, the 
number of self-employed Canadians has 
stabilised.

 
 

Highlights 
 
♦ Rural self-employment workers represented 37 percent of all self-employed workers in Canada 

in 2001. 
♦ The self-employment activity rate of workers in rural areas outside the commuting range of

larger urban centres was more than double the urban rate in 2001. 
♦ More workers in rural areas outside the commuting range of larger urban centres were engaged 

in non-farm self-employment activity than farm self-employment activity by 1996. 
♦ Self-employment activity rates were higher among rural men than women but the gap narrowed 

between 1981 and 2001. 
♦ About half of rural workers who were engaged in (unincorporated) self-employment activity 

relied on this source for at least three-quarters of their income in 2000. 
  

 



Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 5 
 

2                       Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 21-006-XIE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rural and Small Town Canada 
Analysis Bulletin 
 

ISSN 1481-0964 
ISBN 0-662-37650-1 
 

Editor: Ray D. Bollman 
 
Published in collaboration with The Rural Secretariat, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. The Rural and Small 
Town Canada Analysis Bulletin is an occasional publication of the Agriculture Division of Statistics Canada. It is 
available without charge at http://www.statcan.ca/cgi-bin/downpub/freepub.cgi. 
 
Contact the Agriculture Division at: 
 
 Agriculture Division, Statistics Canada 
  Ottawa, Ontario  K1A 0T6 
 
 Toll free telephone number: 1 800 465-1991 
 
       Internet: agriculture@statcan.ca 
  Fax: (613) 951-3868 
 
Editorial Committee: Denis Chartrand, Ross Vani, Norah Hillary, Heather Clemenson, Aurelie Mogan, Richard 
Levesque, Deborah Harper, Gaye Ward and Tom Vradenburg. 
 
Special thanks to: Josée Bourdeau 
  
Published by authority of the Minister responsible for Statistics Canada. 
© Minister of Industry, 2004. 
 
All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in 
any form or by means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without prior written 
permission from: Pricing and Licensing Section, Marketing Division, Statistics Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada  
K1A 0T6. 
 

Note of appreciation 
 

Canada owes the success of its statistical system to a long-standing partnership between Statistics Canada, the 
citizens of Canada, its businesses, governments and other institutions.  Accurate and timely statistical information 
could not be produced without their continued cooperation and goodwill. 
 
Standards of service to the public 

 
Statistics Canada is committed to serving its clients in a prompt, reliable and courteous manner and in the official 
language of their choice.  To this end, the agency has developed standards of service which its employees observe in
serving its clients.  To obtain a copy of these service standards, please contact Statistics Canada toll free at  
1 800 263-1136. 
 



Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 5 

Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 21-006-XIE                       3 
      

There is a debate among analysts about whether 
self-employment is a solution to problems of high 
unemployment or whether it is the job of last 
resort, the inevitable result of deeply rooted 
political and economic change.  Some analysts 
have argued that increased self-employment is the 
result of workers’ personal choices or employers’ 
attempts to create more flexible firms. Others 
contend that workers have been forced into self-
employment due to a decline in secure, full-time 
jobs (Hughes, 1999). 

 

While this debate remains unresolved, we know 
from research on labour market trends in Canada 
that growth in self-employment from the mid-
1970s to the end of the 1990s did not occur in 
isolation. Numerous other changes occurred at the 
same time, including a dramatic growth in 
women’s employment and the proliferation of 
other non-standard work arrangements such as 
multiple jobholding. 

  

As women entered the workforce in greater 
numbers, the face of self-employment changed. 
During the 1980s and especially in the 1990s, 
self-employment grew faster for women than for 
men. By 1999, women’s share of self-
employment was 35 percent, up from 26 percent 
in 1976 (Zukewich, 2000). 
  

The link between multiple jobholding and self-
employment has also strengthened. About one in 
every five moonlighters was self-employed in the 
first job, while two in five were self-employed in 

the second job by 1997. Also, by 1997, the rate of 
multiple jobholding among women (6 percent) 
had surpassed that among men (5 percent).  
Whereas three-quarters of multiple jobholders 
were men in 1977, by the early 1990s roughly half 
were women (Sussman, 1998). 
 
 
How important is self-employment activity in 
rural Canada? 
 
While there are numerous studies profiling and 
analysing trends in self-employment at the 
national level, relatively little is known about 
rural / urban differences. This bulletin provides an 
initial look at self-employment activity in rural 
Canada by addressing the following questions: 
 

• How important is self-employment 
activity in rural Canada? 

• What are the differences in rates of self-
employment activity between rural and 
urban workers? 

• What are the differences among rural 
workers, including differences between 
men and women? 

• How have these patterns changed over 
time?   

 
The focus throughout is self-employment activity 
among workers, ages 20 to 64. This analysis is 
based on data from the Census of Population, 
1981 to 2001. See Box 1 and Box 2 for a 
description of concepts and methodology and 
Appendix 1 for a discussion of data limitations.

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 5 
 

4                       Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 21-006-XIE 

A substantial portion of Canada’s self-
employed workers are rural  
 
Rural self-employed workers represented 37 
percent of all self-employed workers (ages 20 to 
64) in Canada in 2001.  Those in small towns and 
rural areas outside the commuting zones of larger 
urban centres (i.e., in the rural and small town 
(RST) labour market) accounted for 27 percent of 
all self-employed in Canada (21.1 percent lived in 
RST rural areas and 5.9 percent lived in RST 
small towns) (Table 1). In addition, those living in 
rural areas within the commuting zone of larger 
urban centres (LUCs) accounted for 9.6 percent of 
all self-employed in Canada. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Rural share of Canada's population and employment, 2001

All ages

Total 
Population All workers  Self-employed 

workers

(percent) (percent) (percent)

Three rural populations
          RST rural 13.7 12.3 21.1
          LUC rural 6.6 6.8 9.6
          RST small town 6.9 6.2 5.9
Rural share 27.2 25.3 36.6

          LUC urban 72.8 74.7 63.4

Canada 100.0 100.0 100.0
Note:      See Boxes 1 and 2 for definitions.

Source:   Statistics Canada, Census of Population, 2001.

Ages 20 to 64
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Box 1. Defining self-employment activity 
 
Self-employment activity includes all workers who are self-employed in their main job as well as employees earning 
self-employment income from a farm, unincorporated business or professional practice outside their main job (refer to 
grey boxes in the diagram below).  Those earning income from an incorporated business outside of their main job could 
not be included because this type of income is not itemised on the Census questionnaire. 

Self-Employment Activity
Total Employment

(all workers)

Employees Self-Employed Workers

reporting no
self-employment income

 reporting self-employment
income (net farm income or
non-farm income from an
unincorporated business,
professional practice, etc.)

 working owners of
incorporated or unincorporated
businesses, with or without paid
help, and unpaid family
workers

 
 
Self-employed workers include working owners of incorporated or unincorporated businesses, with or without paid help, 
and individuals working without pay for a relative in a family business or farm.  This is the definition of self-employed 
used by the Labour Force Survey. 
 
Employees include individuals who work mainly for wages, salaries or commissions. 
   
Main job refers to the job held in the week prior to enumeration, or the job of longest duration since January 1 of the 
preceding year, if a person was not working during the reference week.  For a person with two or more jobs, the main job 
refers to the job where he or she worked the most hours. 
 

 Measuring self-employment activity 
 
This paper uses three indicators to compare the importance of self-employment activity among rural and urban workers: 
    
Self-employment rate is the number of workers who are self-employed in their main job divided by all workers, 
multiplied by one hundred. This is a specific (or strict) measure of workers’ reliance on self-employment activity as a 
source of employment and only includes those who are self-employed in their main job. 
 
Self-employment activity rate is the number of workers involved in self-employment activity divided by all workers, 
multiplied by one hundred.  This group is broader by also including all employees earning unincorporated self-
employment income outside their main job. It is an important overall measure given the recent rise in the number of 
multiple jobholders who are self-employed.  
 
Proportion of workers with self-employment income for whom this income represented 75 percent or more of total 
income is the number of workers for whom income from a farm, unincorporated business and / or professional practice 
represented 75 percent or more of total income divided by all workers with income from these sources, multiplied by one 
hundred.  This is a relative measure of workers’ reliance on self-employment activity as a source of income. 
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Box 2. Defining Rural 
 
Several definitions of rural are available for national level analysis using the databases at Statistics 
Canada (du Plessis et al., 2001). Two of the more widely known definitions are:  
Census rural areas: The residual of census urban areas, census rural areas include the population of 
Canada living outside places of 1,000 people or more or outside places with densities of 400 or more 
people per square kilometre.  Taken together, census rural and census urban areas cover all of Canada (see 
Statistics Canada, 1999, for more details).    
Rural and Small Town (RST): Labour market context is of primary importance when distinguishing 
between who is “urban” and who is “rural” using the RST definition.  RST refers to the population living 
outside the commuting zones of larger urban centres (Mendelson and Bollman, 1998:2).  
Larger Urban Centre (LUC) refers to the combined populations living in Census Metropolitan Areas 
(CMAs) and Census Agglomerations (CAs).  A CMA has an urban core of 100,000 or over and includes 
all neighbouring municipalities where 50 percent or more of the work force commutes into the urban core. 
A CA has an urban core of 10,000 to 99,999 and includes all neighbouring municipalities where 50 
percent or more of the work force commutes into the urban core (See Statistics Canada, 1999: 183-190, 
for more information on the delineation of CMAs and CAs).    
The boundaries of census urban and census rural areas distinguish places with higher population sizes and 
densities from those with lower population sizes and densities.  The boundaries dividing LUC and RST 
distinguish places with greater access to larger urban centres from those with less access.  The first 
definition is based on the “form” of a place – population size and density – and the second on “function” –
labour force commuting flows.  Because they are delineated using different criteria, the boundaries of 
census rural areas do not respect those of RST areas.  As a result, census rural areas exist both inside RST 
areas and inside CMAs and CAs.    
By cross-classifying these two definitions at a national level it is possible to identify and compare three 
groups of rural populations (see grey boxes in the diagram below, and refer to Appendix 2 for examples 
of municipalities in each group):  
 
 

Three Rural Populations
Canada

Larger Urban Centre Labour Market
= CMA + CA

Rural and Small Town Labour Market
= non-CMA/CA

LUC urban
including urban
core populations
of 10,000+ and
small towns (i.e.
other urban areas,
1,000-9,999)
inside LUC
commuting zone

 LUC rural
rural areas inside
LUC commuting
zone

 lower population
size and density

 greater access to
larger urban centres

RST small town
small towns (i.e.
urban areas, 1,000-
9,999) outside LUC
commuting zone

 higher population
size and density

 less access to larger
urban centres

 RST rural
rural areas outside
LUC commuting
zone

 lower population
size and density

 less access to
larger urban centres
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RST rural workers have twice the rate 
of self-employment activity, compared 
to urban workers 
 
There were 3.4 million rural workers representing 
25 percent of all workers (ages 20 to 64) in 
Canada in 2001.  About half were living in RST 
rural areas, just over a quarter were living in LUC 
rural areas and just under a quarter were living in 
RST small towns (Appendix 3, Table A). 
 
Workers in each of the three rural groups engaged 
in self-employment activity in greater proportions 
than their urban counterparts (Figure 1).  Self-
employment activity rates (our broader indicator 
of self-employment – see Box 1) were particularly 
high within the RST rural group.  In 2001, for 

example, the self-employment activity rate among 
RST rural workers (28 percent) was more than 
double the LUC urban rate (13 percent) and well 
above the Canadian average (16 percent). 

   
Despite differences in levels, the pattern of 
change in self-employment activity rates by rural / 
urban geography has generally followed the 
Canada average, with one exception.  Self-
employment activity rates declined in RST rural 
areas from 1981 to 1991, while the rates of other 
groups increased over this ten-year interval. 
 
Self-employment rates (our stricter indicator of 
self-employment – see Box 1) followed a similar 
pattern, except their levels were somewhat lower 
(Appendix 3, Table B). 

 
 

Figure 1.  Rural workers participate in
 self-employment activity at much

 greater rates than their urban counterparts

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

1981 1986 1991 1996 2001

Se
lf-

em
pl

oy
m

en
t a

ct
iv

ity
 ra

te
 (a

ge
s 

20
 to

 6
4)

 
(p

er
ce

nt
)

RST: rural RST: small town
LUC: rural LUC: urban
Canada

Note:   See Boxes 1 and 2 for definitions.
Source:  Statistics Canada, Census of Population, 1981 to 2001.

 
 
 
 
 



Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 5 
 

8                       Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 21-006-XIE 

Farm self-employment activity loses 
ground to non-farm self-employment 
activity in the 1990s  
  
Declining rates in rural self-employment activity 
in the 1980s and the magnitude of rural / urban 
differences throughout the 1980s and 1990s can 
be explained, to a large extent, by trends in 
agriculture. Employment in agriculture has been 
declining due to economic and technological 
change in this industry.  Since self-employment is 
common among farmers and farming is 
concentrated in the rural countryside, the impact 
of this decline is reflected the most in RST rural 
areas. 

  
The incidence of farm self-employment activity is 
highest in RST rural areas (Appendix 3, Table B). 
When farm and non-farm rates for workers in 
these areas are considered separately, a new 
pattern emerges (Figure 2). From 1981 to 2001, 
there was a substantial decline in farm self-
employment activity rates among RST rural 
workers. In contrast, non-farm rates remained 
fairly stable between 1981 and 1986 and then 
increased in the decade that followed.  By 1996, 
more RST rural workers were engaged in non-
farm self-employment activity (16 percent) than 
farm self-employment activity (13 percent). 

 
 

Figure 2.  More RST rural workers were engaged in 
non-farm self-employment activity than
 farm self-employment activity by 1996
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Rural workers in commuting range of 
larger urban centres made the greatest 
gains in non-farm self-employment 
activity 
 
 
When farm self-employment activity is excluded 
differences in rural and urban rates are much 
smaller, and the pattern of change for rates among 
workers in RST rural areas follows the Canadian 
average more closely (Figure 3).   
 
The proportion of workers engaged in non-farm 
self-employment activity increased in all rural / 
urban areas at the national level from 1981 to 
1996.  The greatest gains were made between 
1991 and 1996, a period that began during the 
1990 to 1991 recession and ended following a 
period of incomplete economic recovery.  The 
1992 to 1996 recovery years were characterized 
by slow economic expansion with weak 
employment growth.  Industries were 
restructuring in response to technological change, 

increased competition and globalization.  Many 
employers reduced their paid work force, and 
increased the amount of work that was outsourced 
or contracted out.  Almost all of the growth in 
self-employment during this period was in own-
account self-employment (i.e., self-employed 
workers who work on their own without paid 
employees) (Gauthier and Roy, 1997).  
 
By 2001, non-farm self-employment activity rates 
(Figure 3) and non-farm self-employment rates 
(Appendix 3, Table B) had declined slightly over 
their 1996 levels.  This change was anticipated by 
Gauthier and Roy (1997) when they observed that 
the share of self-employment in 1996 likely 
overstated the importance of self-employment in 
the Canadian economy.  They explained that paid- 
employment, unlike self-employment, tends to be 
cyclical (falling during downturns in the economy 
and rising during recoveries).  Consequently, in 
periods of weak employment growth like the early 
1990’s, self-employment comprises an 
unsustainable proportion of net overall 

Figure 3.  Rural / urban differences in
 self-employment activity rates are

 much smaller when farming is excluded
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employment (Gauthier and Roy, 1997, pp.12, 47).  
As anticipated, by 2001, following several years 
of stronger economic growth, the share of workers 
who were self-employed had levelled off as paid 
employment grew after the 1995-1996 slowdown. 
   
Although non-farm self-employment activity rates 
in 2001 were slightly lower than in 1996, they 
remained high in comparison to two decades 
earlier. Among rural workers, the greatest 
increases, 1981 to 2001, were made by those 
living in the labour market of larger urban centres 
(i.e., in LUC rural areas).  This is not surprising 
since these workers, by definition, live within 
commuting distance of an urban centre of 10,000 
or more people.  Compared to their RST 
counterparts, these workers are more integrated 
socially and economically with a nearby urban 
market.  Potential advantages for self-employed 
workers include lower transportation costs 
delivering goods and services to these markets, 
lower costs communicating with nearby urban 
buyers and suppliers, and greater access to 
business and other support services that are 
concentrated in urban areas. 

 
 

Self-employment activity rates are 
higher among rural men than women 
but the gap is narrowing 
 
In all rural areas, farm and non-farm self-
employment activity rates were higher among 
men than women.  The same is true for self-
employment rates.  In 2001, the greatest 
difference between the rates of men and women 
were in RST rural areas, where the self-

employment activity rate among men (32.5 
percent) was more than 11 percentage points 
higher than the corresponding rate among women 
(21.3 percent).   Much of this difference was due 
to higher rates of farm self-employment activity 
among men compared to women (Appendix 3, 
Table C). 

 
Between 1981 and 2001, the gap narrowed 
between self-employment activity rate of men and 
women in each of the three rural groups. The gap 
narrowed more among RST workers than for 
those in the LUC labour market (Figure 4).  
Among workers in rural areas of the RST labour 
market, the smaller difference in 2001 is 
attributable to a great extent to the downward 
trend in farm self-employment activity.  Trends in 
the farming sector affect the rates of men more 
than women because, historically, more men than 
women have reported this occupation.  Between 
1981 and 2001, farm self-employment activity 
rates declined both for men and women in rural 
areas of the RST labour market; however, they 
declined more among men (down 8 percentage 
points) than women (down only 2.5 percentage 
points).  
  
On the other hand, smaller male / female 
differences in 2001 among small town workers in 
the RST labour market were due more to 
increases in non-farm self-employment activity 
rates than to changes in farm rates.  While non-
farm rates increased for both men and women in 
these areas, they increased more among women 
(up by almost 5 percentage points) than among 
men (up by only 1 percentage point) (Appendix 3, 
Table C). 
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Figure 4. Gap between self-employment activity rates of 
men and women (ages 20 to 64) has narrowed
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About half of rural workers with 
(unincorporated) self-employment 
income relied on this source for at least 
three-quarters of all income 
 
In each of the three rural groups, about half of the 
workers who reported earning unincorporated 
self-employment income relied on this source for 
at least 75 percent of their total income in 2000. 
This proportion was slightly higher among 
workers in the LUC labour market compared to 
workers in the RST labour market.  Across all 
rural / urban groups, a greater proportion of men 
with unincorporated self-employment income 
than women relied on this source for at least 
three-quarters of their total income (Appendix 3: 
Table D). 
 
In addition, there is a large and consistent 
difference between workers earning 
unincorporated self-employment income from 

farm versus non-farm sources. Those in the farm 
group are much less likely to rely on 
unincorporated self-employment income for the 
main share of their income. In RST rural areas, 
only 39 percent of workers earning farm self-
employment income from unincorporated sources 
rely on this income for three-quarters of more of 
their total income.  This proportion is lower in 
LUC rural areas (33 percent) and RST small town 
areas (22 percent) where the incidence of farm 
self-employment activity is also much lower. 
    
These findings indicate that unincorporated self-
employment income is an important source of 
income for many rural workers.  These findings 
also indicate that rural workers with 
unincorporated self-employment income often 
piece together their total income from more than 
one source.  This is especially true for women and 
for those in the farming sector. 
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Summary 
 
Rural self-employed workers represent a 
substantial proportion of all self-employed 
workers in Canada. Overall rates of self-
employment activity are much higher in rural 
compared to urban Canada. Differences within 
rural areas and differences between rural and 
urban areas are considerably smaller when 
farming is excluded. 
 
During the past two decades, there has been a 
continuing decline in the proportion of workers 
involved in farm self-employment activity in the 

rural countryside. Non-farm self-employment 
activity, on the other hand, is on the rise.  More 
RST rural workers have been engaged in non-
farm self-employment activity than in farm self-
employment activity since the mid-1990s. 
 
Among rural workers, self-employment activity 
represents an important source of employment 
and income. While farm and non-farm self-
employment activity rates are higher among rural 
men than women, the gap is narrowing. 
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Appendix 1  
 
Data limitations and note on age group 
 
The data used in this study have certain 
limitations: 

 
 Comparability with Labour Force Survey 

 
Self-employment (in a person’s main job) tends to 
be under-reported on the Census of Population 
compared to the Labour Force Survey.  Trained 
interviewers conduct the Labour Force Survey, 
while the Census uses a self-enumeration 
technique. Also, the Census, which includes 
questions of a much broader scope than the 
Labour Force Survey, dedicates fewer questions 
to verifying self-employment status. 
 
Table A compares the self-employment rates 
using these two sources at the Canada level, based 
on monthly (unadjusted) data from the Labour 
Force Survey for the month corresponding to the 
reference week of the Census. This table 

demonstrates that the self-employment rates 
generated using Census of Population data are 
consistently below those of the Labour Force 
Survey. It also demonstrates that both sources 
show an increase in each five-year interval, 1981 
to 1996, with the greatest increase being between 
1991 and 1996, and both sources show a small 
decrease, 1996 to 2001.  
  
Thus, the self-employment rates shown in this 
report are likely lower than those that would be 
obtained using Labour Force Survey data. At the 
same time, we are confident that the overall 
message is the same. 
 
The Census of Population was chosen as the data 
source for this study because it is based on a 20 
percent sample of the Canadian population.  With 
this sample size, detailed analysis between rural 
populations is possible. Also, it includes the 
“class of worker” and “sources of income” 
variables, both of which are used to calculate the 
self-employment activity rate. 

 
 
 

Table A: Comparison of Census of Population and Labour Force Survey self-employment rates (ages 15 and older)

May-81 May-86 May-91 May-96 May-01
LFS (monthly, unadjusted)
Total employed 11,400,900 12,050,200 12,959,600 13,566,800 15,226,400
Total self-employed 1,459,900 1,674,900 1,910,300 2,158,600 2,323,000
Self-employment rate 12.8 13.9 14.7 15.9 15.3

Census data
Total employed 11,167,915 11,702,220 13,005,505 13,318,745 14,695,135
Total self-employed 1,147,795 1,269,510 1,430,420 1,825,555 1,878,875
Self-employment rate 10.3 10.8 11.0 13.7 12.8

Sources:  Statistics Canada, Census of Population and Labour Force Survey.  
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 Different reference periods for “class of 
worker” and “sources of income” 

 
The Census data by "class of worker" refer to a 
respondent's job or business in the week prior to 
the Census of Population.  The "sources of 
income" data are with reference to the previous 
year (January 1 to December 31).  
  
Table B presents information on job tenure using 
monthly (unadjusted) data from the Labour Force 
Survey for the month corresponding to the 
reference week of the Census.  This table 
demonstrates that, in each case, over 70 percent of 
workers held their job for 13 months or more and 
over 80 percent for 7 months or more.  Since the 
Census of Population is conducted in May (month 
5 of the calendar year), there is considerable 
overlap between those reporting self-employment 
in their “main job” in a May reference week and 

those reporting self-employment income in the 
previous year.  
  
This issue only affects the first of the three 
indicators used in this study (self-employment 
activity), which uses both the “class of worker” 
and “sources of income” data.  In precise terms, 
this indicator provides a measure of those workers 
who were self-employed in their main job in the 
reference week of the Census of Population or 
who where employees in this reference week but 
earned income from self-employment activity in 
the previous year.  
   
This issue does not affect the self-employment 
rate (which only uses class of worker data) or the 
measure of workers’ reliance on self-employment 
activity as a source of income (which only uses 
the sources of income data). 

 
 
 
 

Table B:  Job tenure of Canadian workers (ages 15 and older)

May-81 % May-86 % May-91 % May-96 % May-01 %

Total employment 11,499,700 100 12,161,200 100 12,959,600 100 13,566,800 100 15,226,400 100
      employed 1-6 months 1,894,400 16 2,170,100 18 2,051,700 16 1,897,300 14 1,905,500 13
      employed 7-12 months 1,258,200 11 1,177,300 10 1,201,400 9 1,200,300 9 1,570,200 10
      employed 13-60 months 3,624,800 32 3,326,900 27 4,126,600 32 3,883,500 29 4,855,800 32
      employed more than 60 months 4,722,300 41 5,486,900 45 5,580,000 43 6,585,600 49 6,895,000 45
Average (in months) 82.7 86.5 88.8 95.1 94.9

Source: Statistics Canada. Labour Force Survey (unadjusted, monthly data)  
 
 
 

 Income from an incorporated business 
 
Self-employed who are working owners of an 
incorporated business were included in this study 
if this was their main job.  It was not possible to 
include those who earned income from an 
incorporated business outside their main job 

because this information is not collected by the 
Census of Population.  The Census of Population 
collects self-employment income in two 
categories only: net farm income and net non-
farm income from an unincorporated business or 
professional practice.  
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 Changes in rural / urban boundaries 
 
The designation of CMAs and CAs is reviewed 
after each Census.  This is also true for the 
designation of urban areas.  New places may be 
designated as urban areas or CMA / CA urban 
cores as population sizes and densities change.  
Also, commuting patterns may change causing 
new municipalities to be included in the 
commuting zone of a CMA or CA. As a result of 
boundary changes between census years, it is not 
possible to analyze changes over time in the 
absolute number of rural self-employed – 
however, an analysis of proportions (such as the 
percent reporting self-employment) would be 
expected to be valid. 
 
Conceptually, we are “holding constant” the type 
of labour market (in the case of the RST 
definition), and the population size/density form 
(in the case of the rural areas definition) even 
though particular areas are re-classified over time.  
Thus, we consider the intensity of self-
employment within a constant type of labour 
market, or in the case of the rural areas definition 
within a constant population size / density form.  
 
 

 Industrial classification: 2001 compared to 
earlier years  

 
Workers who are self-employed in their main job 
are grouped into either the farm or non-farm 
group using an industry variable in the Census 
database.  For the Census years, 1986 to 1996, the 
industry split is based on the 1980 Standard 
Industrial Classification (SIC) codes, where 
“farm” includes the SIC groups 011 to 017 and 

“non-farm” includes all other SIC groups.  For 
1981, the industry split is based on the 1970 SIC; 
however, this does not change the farm / non-farm 
roll-up.   At the time of this study, the 1980 SIC 
codes were not available for the 2001 Census 
data.  Instead, the 1997 North American Industry 
Classification System (NAICS) codes were used.  
Using the 1997 NAICS, “farm” includes NAICS 
groups 1 111 to 1 129 and “non-farm” includes all 
other NAICS groups. 

    
Differences between the SIC and NAICS 
classification systems result in major 
discrepancies for certain components of the 
agriculture and agri-food sector.  However, as 
demonstrated by Keith (2003), a successful 
comparison is possible between the SIC “primary 
agriculture sector” (1980 SIC groups 011 to 017) 
and the NAICS farm groups (1997 NAICS groups 
111 to 112).  The number of businesses classified 
as “farm” using the 1997 NAICS groups 111 to 
112 is about 1% higher than those classified as 
“farm” using the 1980 SIC groups 011 to 017.  
For this reason, when comparing farm and non-
farm self-employment, 1996 to 2001, we expect 
very little of the change to be due to differences in 
coding.    

 
 

Note on age group selected for this study 
 
The age group, 20 to 64, was selected for this 
study because this group tends to have a stronger 
attachment to the labour market than workers 
under 20 or over 64.  This age group represented 
92 percent of all workers, ages 15 and over, in 
Canada in 2001. 
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Appendix 2  
 

Examples of municipalities in each of the rural / urban group, 2001
Rural / urban 
group Definitions that apply Examples

British Columbia Ontario Quebec Nova Scotia

LUC urban CMA / CA & Urban Area Vancouver Toronto Quebec New Glasgow

LUC rural CMA / CA & Rural Area Belcarra Milton Stoneham-et-Tewkesbury Westville

RST small town non-CMA / CA & Urban Area Nelson Arnprior Trois-Pistoles Yarmouth

RST rural non-CMA /CA & Rural Area Harrison Hot Springs Erin Sainte-Adèle Lockeport

Source:   Statistics Canada, 2001 Census of Population, Geosuite, Catalogue no. 92F0150XCB.  
 
Appendix 3 – Supporting tables 
 

Table A:  Distribution of Canada's population and workers by rural / urban geography, 2001

Total

Share of 
Canada 

total

Share of 
rural 
total All workers

Share of 
Canada 

total

Share of 
rural 
total

Employees 
in main job

Share of 
Canada 

total

Share of 
rural 
total

Self-
employed 

in main job

Share of 
Canada 

total

Share of 
rural 
total

(percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent)
Three rural 
populations2

   RST rural 4,110,679 13.7 50.4 1,660,390 12.3 48.5 1,298,420 11.0 46.4 361,970 21.1 57.8
   LUC rural 1,988,204 6.6 24.4 922,080 6.8 26.9 758,290 6.4 27.1 163,790 9.6 26.1
   RST small town 2,057,329 6.9 25.2 839,890 6.2 24.5 739,300 6.3 26.4 100,590 5.9 16.1
Rural subtotal 8,156,212 27.2 100.0 3,422,360 25.3 100.0 2,796,010 23.7 100.0 626,350 36.6 100.0

    LUC urban 21,850,882 72.8 … 10,099,330 74.7 … 9,013,625 76.3 … 1,085,705 63.4 …
Canada 30,007,094 100.0 … 13,521,690 100.0 … 11,809,635 100.0 … 1,712,055 100.0 …

Notes:      1 See Box 1 for definitions of employees and self-employed workers
                2 See Box 2 for rural / urban definitions
                … Not applicable
Source:  Statistics Canada, Census of Population, 2001.

Population (all ages) Workers1 (ages 20 to 64)

 
Table B:  Self-employment activity rates of Canadian workers, ages 20 to 64, by rural / urban geography, 1981 to 2001

1981 1986 1991 1996 2001
Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm

(percent)
Canada
Self-employment activity rate 13.5 10.0 3.7 13.9 10.7 3.3 14.3 11.6 2.8 17.0 14.3 2.7 15.9 13.5 2.4
Self-employment rate 10.5 7.9 2.6 10.8 8.4 2.4 10.9 9.0 1.9 13.5 11.9 1.6 12.7 11.3 1.3

LUC: urban
Self-employment activity rate 9.3 8.9 0.4 10.2 9.9 0.4 11.3 10.9 0.4 14.2 13.6 0.6 13.4 12.8 0.6
Self-employment rate 7.1 7.0 0.1 7.9 7.8 0.1 8.6 8.5 0.1 11.4 11.3 0.1 10.8 10.7 0.1

LUC: rural
Self-employment activity rate 18.9 12.1 6.9 20.0 13.4 6.8 19.3 14.1 5.3 22.7 17.4 5.5 22.0 16.8 5.4
Self-employment rate 14.2 9.8 4.5 15.2 10.7 4.5 14.6 11.3 3.4 18.1 14.8 3.3 17.8 14.4 3.3

RST: small town
Self-employment activity rate 12.7 11.3 1.4 13.2 11.7 1.6 13.5 12.1 1.5 15.8 14.3 1.6 15.2 13.7 1.5
Self-employment rate 9.9 9.2 0.7 10.2 9.4 0.8 10.2 9.5 0.7 12.5 12.0 0.5 12.0 11.5 0.5

RST: rural
Self-employment activity rate 31.1 12.9 18.6 30.3 13.1 17.6 27.8 13.8 14.4 29.3 16.3 13.3 27.5 16.0 11.8
Self-employment rate 24.6 10.2 14.4 23.8 10.2 13.6 21.0 10.6 10.5 23.0 13.7 9.3 21.8 13.5 8.3

Note:      See Boxes 1 and 2 for definitions.
Source:   Statistics Canada, Census of Population, 1981 to 2001.  
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Table C:  Self-employment activity rates for employed men and women,

2001 Men Women Percentage point difference
Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm

Canada
Self-employment activity rate 18.8 15.9 3.0 12.5 10.9 1.7 6.3 5.0 1.3
Self-employment rate 15.3 13.6 1.8 9.6 8.7 0.9 5.7 4.8 0.9

LUC: urban
Self-employment activity rate 15.9 15.3 0.7 10.7 10.2 0.5 5.3 5.1 0.2
Self-employment rate 13.1 13.0 0.1 8.2 8.1 0.1 5.0 4.9 0.1

LUC: rural
Self-employment activity rate 26.0 19.6 6.6 17.3 13.5 4.0 8.6 6.1 2.6
Self-employment rate 21.2 17.2 4.0 13.7 11.2 2.5 7.5 6.0 1.5

RST: small town
Self-employment activity rate 16.9 15.1 1.9 13.2 12.2 1.0 3.7 2.9 0.9
Self-employment rate 13.5 12.7 0.7 10.3 10.0 0.3 3.2 2.7 0.5

RST: rural
Self-employment activity rate 32.5 18.1 14.8 21.3 13.4 8.1 11.2 4.7 6.7
Self-employment rate 26.0 15.5 10.5 16.6 11.0 5.7 9.4 4.6 4.8

1981 Men Women Percentage point difference
Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm Total Non-farm Farm

Canada
Self-employment activity rate 17.5 12.7 4.9 7.6 5.9 1.8 9.9 6.8 3.2
Self-employment rate 13.5 10.1 3.4 6.0 4.5 1.4 7.5 5.6 2.0

LUC: urban
Self-employment activity rate 12.2 11.7 0.5 5.2 5.0 0.2 7.1 6.7 0.4
Self-employment rate 9.5 9.3 0.2 3.8 3.8 0.1 5.7 5.5 0.1

LUC: rural
Self-employment activity rate 23.1 14.8 8.6 11.3 7.4 4.0 11.8 7.4 4.7
Self-employment rate 17.1 11.9 5.2 9.1 6.0 3.1 8.0 5.9 2.1

RST: small town
Self-employment activity rate 15.7 13.8 2.0 7.7 7.3 0.5 8.0 6.6 1.5
Self-employment rate 12.1 11.2 1.0 6.2 6.0 0.2 5.9 5.2 0.7

RST: rural
Self-employment activity rate 37.2 15.0 22.7 19.3 8.8 10.6 17.9 6.2 12.1
Self-employment rate 28.9 11.8 17.1 16.2 7.1 9.1 12.8 4.7 8.1

Note:      See Boxes 1 and 2 for defintiions.
Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population, 1981 and 2001.

                 ages 20 to 64, by rural / urban geography
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Table D:  Importance of self-employment activities as income source, 2000

                    Proportion of workers (ages 20 to 64) with unincorporated self-employment income
                    for whom this income represented 75% or more of total income

Total Men Women

Canada
….Total 53.8 57.6 47.8
…….. With non-farm self-employment income 56.9 61.6 49.9
…….. With farm self-employment income 34.1 36.0 30.3

LUC: urban
….Total 55.9 60.5 49.3
…….. With non-farm self-employment income 57.8 62.7 50.7
…….. With farm self-employment income 28.5 29.5 27.1

LUC: rural
….Total 52.7 55.4 47.9
…….. With non-farm self-employment income 58.4 62.7 51.5
…….. With farm self-employment income 32.7 33.3 31.5

RST: small town
….Total 50.8 54.2 46.3
…….. With non-farm self-employment income 54.8 59.4 48.9
…….. With farm self-employment income 22.2 23.5 19.6

RST: rural
….Total 49.3 52.3 43.3
…….. With non-farm self-employment income 52.9 57.2 46.0
…….. With farm self-employment income 38.6 40.6 33.5

Source: Statistics Canada, Census of Population, 2001.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Valerie du Plessis is an analyst in Housing, Family and Social Statistics Division.  
She prepared this bulletin when she worked in the Research and Rural Data 

Section, Agriculture Division, Statistics Canada  
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