
This and other releases are also available through the Internet at http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca    Call (250) 387-0359 for details.

Employees in B.C. Small Businesses, *
and Numbers of Self-Employed

BC STATS

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999
200

250

300

350

400

450

500
(thousands)

* 'Small Business' = 1 to 19 employees

self-employed

small business employees

Small Business Quarterly � First Quarter 1999

� Self-employed people with no employees
of their own continue to account for most
new small business growth in British
Columbia. The number of self-employed
workers without employees was up 11
per cent in first quarter 1999 from the
same quarter of 1998. This compared to
a 5 per cent rise in numbers of self-
employed with employees.

� The number of self-employed workers
without employees operating in the
province amounted to 268 thousand in
the first quarter of 1999, more than twice
as many as the 128 thousand self-
employed who had employees.

� The number of new business incorpora-
tions declined 4 per cent in the first
quarter. The number of extraprovincial
companies registering to do business in
British Columbia dropped 9 per cent.
These developments are consistent with
patterns of previous years when busi-
ness incorporations and extraprovincial
registrations have fallen off during peri-
ods of weak economic growth.

� Business bankruptcies were up a sharp
38 per cent in first quarter. Increasing
number of bankruptcies would be ex-
pected during a period of slow economic
growth, but at least some of this rise re-
flects changes in regulations affecting
the value of personal assets that can be
retained after insolvency. These changes
may have effectively weakened some of
the disincentives to declaring bank-
ruptcy.

� Consumer bankruptcies also rose,
climbing 22 per cent in first quarter 1999
over the same months of 1998.

� The value of new business loans issued
by chartered banks in British Columbia
fell 2 per cent in first quarter 1999 from
the same period of 1998. The drop for
loans of less than $500,000 was slightly
sharper than for loans of greater than
$500,000. This may indicate a slightly
greater drop in financing activity for
smaller firms, than for larger firms.
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Self-Employment In British Columbia Takes On New Profile

The 1990s have been a decade of unprece-
dented self-employment growth in British
Columbia. Between 1990 and 1998, the
number of self-employed workers rose 54
per cent, the sharpest increase recorded for
any province. British Columbia now has
proportionately more self-employed people
in its non-agricultural workforce than any
other province.

Each of these people is conventionally re-
corded as another small business, so that
rapid growth in self-employment numbers
has also produced a surge in the figures for
small businesses operating in the province.

But few of the new self-employed have be-
come employers. Most are ‘own account
workers’, individuals operating on their own,
without employees. This has been the pat-
tern across Canada, but nowhere in Canada
has there been such a sharp decrease in
the proportion of self-employed who are
employers, or the proportion who have in-
corporated their businesses.

These trends suggest that the conventional
motivations for self-employment are chang-
ing. The new self-employed no doubt in-
clude many who are driven mainly by tradi-
tional entrepreneurial motivations - building
their businesses and perhaps planning to
become employers in the course of time.
But others are less committed to self-
employment as a career path. Students and
semi-retired people, for example, may pri-
marily seek the flexibility that self-
employment can sometimes offer. Still oth-
ers have been pressed into self-employment
by the scarcity of good jobs, and might pre-
fer to become employees should their op-
tions improve.

No recent employment statistics are avail-
able to explore the motives of people be-
coming self-employed. But current statistics
clearly indicate that proportionately fewer
self-employment ventures are creating jobs
for anyone other than the self-employed
themselves.

Fewer Employers Among Self-Employed

The number of self-employed British Co-
lumbians without employees doubled from
130 thousand to 260 thousand between
1990 and 1998. Over the same period, self-
employed people with employees grew only
slightly from 119 thousand to 125 thousand,
so that the portion of all self-employed who
were employers shrank from 47 per cent in
1990, to 32 per cent in 1998.
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This 15 percentage point drop was the
sharpest for any province, and compared to
a drop of 10 percentage points for Canada
as a whole. British Columbia’s more rapid
decline in the percentage of self-employed
who are employers has brought the province
from three percentage points above the Ca-
nadian average in 1990, to two points below
the Canadian average in 1998.

The trend for self-employed people not to
hire employees has been particularly
marked for males. The portion of self-
employed British Columbia men with em-
ployees fell from 54 per cent in 1990, to 37
per cent in 1998. This reflected a drop in
actual numbers from 92 thousand self-
employed men with employees in 1990, to
an estimated 90 thousand in 1998.

Self-employed women with employees rose
from 27 thousand in 1990 to 36 thousand in
1998 - a 33 per cent increase. Meanwhile,
the number of self-employed women without
employees increased 98 per cent, from 54
thousand to 107 thousand. The result was
proportionately fewer self-employed women
employers - 24 per cent in 1998, as com-
pared to 32 per cent in 1990.

Although self-employed men are still more
likely to be employers than self-employed
women, this is less true than it was at the
beginning of the decade. In 1990, there was
a 22 percentage point difference in the pro-
portion of female self-employed who were
employers and the proportion of male self-
employed who were employers - 32 per cent
of self-employed women with employees, as
compared to 54 per cent of self-employed
men. By 1998, the difference had narrowed
to 13 percentage points – 24 per cent of
self-employed women with employees, and
37 per cent of self-employed men.

Proportionately Fewer Self-Employed
Incorporating Their Businesses

People may chose to incorporate their busi-
nesses for a number of reasons ranging
from limiting liability or establishing preferred
tax arrangements, to simplifying equity dis-
tribution. But generally, the choice to incor-
porate implies a certain level of commit-
ment, and confidence in the future of the
business. Not surprisingly, rates of business
incorporations are linked with economic
conditions in British Columbia.

The number of self-employed British Co-
lumbians who had not incorporated their
businesses jumped 69 per cent between
1990 and 1998, as the number with incorpo-
rated businesses rose only 33 per cent.
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By 1998, there were far more unincorpo-
rated self-employed in the province than in-
corporated self-employed – 257 thousand
as compared to 129 thousand.

Self-employed women were less likely to be
incorporated than self-employed men. The
34 thousand self-employed women in British
Columbia who had incorporated amounted
to 23 per cent of all self-employed women.
This compared to 39 per cent for men who
had incorporated.

More Self-Employed People Working
Short Hours

A growing portion of self-employed people in
British Columbia are working less than forty
hours per week.

In 1990, 42 per cent of British Columbia
self-employed people reported their average
working hours to be less than 40 per week.
By 1998, this portion had risen to 49 per
cent. Those working a 40 hour week shrank
from 18 per cent to 16 per cent of the total,
between 1990 and 1998. Those working
more than 40 hours fell from 38 per cent to
35 per cent.

These trends suggest that semi-retired peo-
ple, students, and others working part-time
are accounting for a growing portion of the
self-employed workforce.

Self-employed women were far more likely
to be working shorter hours than self-
employed men in 1998. Sixty-six per cent of
self-employed women worked less than 40
hours per week, as compared to 39 per cent
of men.

For both sexes the percentages of self-
employed people who were working less
than 40 hours per week on average grew
between 1990 and 1998. However, the
trend was strongest for women. Between
1990 and 1998, there was a 112 per cent
increase in the number of women working
an average of 15 to 29 hours per week, and
a 105 per cent increase in the number of
women working 30 to 34 hour weeks.

By comparison, the number of self-
employed men working 15 to 29 hours in-
creased 98 per cent, while the number
working 30 to 34 hour weeks increased 82
per cent.



SMALL BUSINESS QUARTERLY RELEASED SEPTEMBER 1999 BC S TATS 5

Recent Feature Articles Listed By Release Date

April 1999   Co-Operative Movement Grows
Through the 1990s

December 1998:   The Long and the Short
of Working Hours For Self-Employed

August 1998:   People Trying Self-
Employment As A Second Job

March 1998:   Business Bankruptcies Ease
With Low Interest Rates, But Consumer
Bankruptcies Continue to Climb

January 1998:   Co-operative Movement
Grows Steadily In British Columbia

September 1997:   Doing Our Thing In Lo-
tusland � The New Self-Employed In British
Columbia

August 1997:   Immigrants Boost Self-
Employment In British Columbia

March 1997:   Changes in Business Confi-
dence Expressed In Numbers of New Incor-
porations

October 1996:   Bankruptcies Rise With
Self-Employment and Mounting Consumer
Debt Loads

July 1996:   Counting the Business Commu-
nity in British Columbia

March 1996:   Different Problems Faced By
Large and Small Manufacturers

February 1996:   Less Credit Extended in
Small Business Loans

December 1995:   British Columbia Shows
Highest Business Turnover Rates in Canada

November 1995:   New Incorporations De-
cline in Mid-Year, As Formations of Unin-
corporated Businesses Increase


	Highlights
	Feature Article: Self-Employment in BC Takes on a New Profile
	Feature Articles

