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Abstract
In many industrialised countries, including the Netherlands, the share of solo self-employed 
workers has strongly increased in recent years. This development is subject to a lot of pub-
lic debate as it is feared that this increase is caused by ‘quasi’ self-employment. There still 
seems to be little consensus, however, on what constitutes ‘genuine’ self-employment and 
what not. In this article we present a theoretical framework for ‘quasi’ solo self-employ-
ment and discuss how the various indicators for ‘quasi’ self-employment that are used in 
the literature fit in this framework. We then compare the outcomes of different indicators 
by applying them to solo self-employed workers in the Netherlands. The data used for the 
analysis are taken from the Dutch Labour Force Survey (NL-LFS) 2017 complemented 
with the European Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) ad hoc module 2017 on self-employ-
ment. Our results show that about 7% of the solo self-employed workers is dependent on 
one client. Furthermore, almost 20% of all solo self-employed had an involuntary start. 
The correspondence between dependency and involuntariness is very low: less than 2% of 
the solo self-employed workers are both dependent and involuntary. Both dependency and 
voluntariness are related to the fiscal and legal status of the solo self-employed workers and 
to the type of work activities. Solo self-employed workers that own their own business and 
who mainly sell products are less likely to be dependent and/or involuntary self-employed 
compared to those who do not own a business and/or offer services. Dependency is hardly 
related to the unfavourable outcomes of solo self-employment. Involuntariness, on the con-
trary, seems to have some impact on outcomes. Those who became self-employed because 
they couldn’t find a job as an employee have a higher probability to be unsatisfied with 
their job, to have financial problems or problems due to a lack of work or a low income. 
Nevertheless even among the involuntary solo self-employed workers, the majority does 
not report negative outcomes.
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1 Introduction

In many European countries the share of solo self-employed workers has strongly increased 
in recent years (Kösters, 2017). In the Netherlands currently 12 per cent of the workers is 
solo self-employed, an increase of almost 4 percentage points since 2007. This develop-
ment is subject to a lot of public debate. Some state that the increase of solo self-employ-
ment is not a sign of more entrepreneurial activity but that, on the contrary, many employ-
ees are pushed into self-employment because of a lack in alternative employment options. 
According to this view employers want to save on labour costs and social security contri-
butions (Kautonen et al., 2010) by offering workers self-employed arrangements instead of 
regular employment contracts. This type of solo self-employed is being supervised by the 
firm which makes it comparable to a hierarchical employer-employee working relationship 
(Thörnquist, 2015), but without all social protection and labour law rights for employees. 
Others point to the fiscal facilities that favour self-employment (Kunda et al., 2002). These 
facilities do not stimulate ‘genuine’ entrepreneurship but stimulate employees to accept or 
even demand solo self-employed arrangements instead of regular employment contracts 
because these arrangements seem to lead to higher incomes, at least in the short run. But 
since these arrangements do not provide any social protection (such as disability or pension 
benefits) future incomes are more uncertain.

The public debate about these workers in the grey area between employment and self-
employment is not limited to the Netherlands. Also, in other countries there is concern 
about this supposedly growing group of vulnerable solo self-employed workers. In the UK 
this debate dates back to the 1980s, a period that witnessed a considerable growth in self-
employment (Smeaton, 2003). Although this growth was welcomed by the British govern-
ment as a positive development contributing to employment growth, other observers feared 
that the rise in self-employment was due to a decline in wage–employment opportunities 
(Bögenhold & Staber, 1991) pushing vulnerable workers towards self-employment. Bögen-
hold and Staber (1991) found indeed some evidence that self-employment has risen with 
unemployment. Moreover Hakim (1988) showed that about a third of the self-employed 
had involuntarily entered self-employment. The debate on rising self-employment initially 
focused on the question whether the rise in self-employment was a sign of more entrepre-
neurial activity or instead a rise in false self-employment (Smeaton, 2003). In the 2000’s 
the debate in the UK shifted to the question whether the new solo self-employed were the 
successful workers who were pulled towards self-employment because of the associated 
benefits or the marginal workers who were pushed towards self-employment because of 
a lack of alternative employment options. Böheim and Muehlberger (2009) find some 
evidence that in the UK it is indeed the most vulnerable workers who are pushed into 
(dependent) self-employment. Other European countries where ‘quasi’ solo self-employ-
ment is subject of debate are Germany (Dietrich & Patzina, 2018), Austria (Heineck et al., 
2004; Muehlberger & Bertolini, 2008), Italy (Muehlberger & Pasqua, 2006), Finland (Kau-
tonen et al., 2009, 2010), the Czech Republic and Spain (Eurofound, 2017). Research for 
all these countries focuses on identifying the vulnerable self-employed workers by making 
a hard distinction between ‘genuine’ self-employed workers and the ‘quasi’ and vulnerable 
self-employed.

Although there is a lot of debate on what is alternately called ‘quasi’, ‘bogus’, ‘false’ or 
‘fake’ self-employment there is no generally recognized definition of ‘quasi’ self-employ-
ment. On the one hand there are researchers who consider dependency on a single principal 
as ‘quasi’ self-employment and on the other hand are those for whom the involuntariness of 
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the decision is an indicator of ‘quasi’ self-employment. Furthermore, regardless of the cri-
teria chosen for ‘quasi’ self-employment much of the literature on ‘quasi’ self-employment 
implicitly assumes that ‘quasi’ self-employment leads to unfavourable socio-economic out-
comes for workers considered. In this article we present a theoretical framework for ‘quasi’ 
solo self-employment and discuss how the various indicators for ‘quasi’ self-employment 
that are used in the literature fit within this framework. We then compare the outcomes of 
different indicators by applying them to solo self-employed workers in the Netherlands. 
Our contribution to the literature is twofold. Firstly, by empirically comparing those indica-
tors we provide evidence of their consistency. In other words, to what extent do the groups 
of workers labelled as ‘quasi’ self-employed by the different indicators overlap? Secondly, 
we explore to what extent self-employed workers who satisfy some or all of the proposed 
criteria for ‘quasi’ self-employment indeed experience less favourable social and financial 
outcomes of self-employment.

Our research is related to the literature on atypical work and dual labour markets. Due 
to amongst others, increased international competition and rapid technical change, firms 
are confronted with more fluctuations in the demand for their products and need to be able 
to quickly adjust the size of their workforce (Kalleberg, 2003, 2009). Many firms have 
responded to these developments by segmenting their workforce in a core of permanent 
(regular) workers and a periphery of workers in non-standard employment arrangements. 
‘Quasi’ solo self-employment is one of many non-standard employment arrangements next 
to, for example, temporary agency hires, on call work, direct hire (short) fixed term con-
tracts and the use of independent contractors (solo self-employed workers). While the core 
workers have secure and well paid jobs, the work at the periphery is characterised by uncer-
tainty, low pay, few training possibilities and unfavourable working conditions. This duali-
zation between the core and the periphery of the workforce has far reaching consequences, 
not only for individuals it concerns, but also for society as a whole as it is expected to have 
a negative impact on the sustainability of the social security system (Rueda, 2014, Häuser-
mann & Schwander, 2012).

Another strand of the literature that is related to our research is the literature on unde-
clared work and the informal economy. As mentioned above, firms might prefer to use solo 
self-employment arrangements instead of regular employment contracts to save on labour 
costs and social security contributions. By exiting the formal economy altogether and 
imposing informal employment relationships they can save on taxes as well (Pfau-Effin-
ger, 2009; Williams, 2013; Williams & Horodnic, 2015; Ødegård et al., 2012; Thörnquist, 
2013). In both cases it is expected that the most vulnerable workers are affected most by 
such practises (Williams et al., 2013).

The next section presents a theoretical framework and discusses the various crite-
ria applied in the literature to distinguish ‘genuine’ self-employment from ‘quasi’ self-
employment. Section 3 discusses the data and methodology. Section 4 presents the results 
and Sect. 5 concludes.

2  Self‑Employed or Not?

Although there is much debate on the topic of so called ‘quasi’, ‘fake’, ‘false’ or ‘bogus’ 
self-employment there still seems to be little consensus on what constitutes genuine 
self-employment and what not. Self-employed workers are often defined as “individuals 
who earn no wage or salary but who derive their income by exercising their profession 



 L. Kösters, W. Smits 

1 3

or business on their own account and at their own risk” (Parker, 2004, p8). The litera-
ture on self-employment provides several criteria that are used to distinguish ‘quasi’ self-
employment from ‘genuine’ self-employment (see for example Szaban & Skrezek-Luba-
sínska, 2018) but none of these criteria seems to be comprehensive. The criteria used can 
be arranged in two dimensions: (1) the degree of dependence of the self-employed work-
ers on one or on a small number of principals and (2) the degree of involuntariness of 
the decision to start as a solo self-employed worker. Before we discuss dependency and 
involuntariness in more detail it is useful to place these two dimensions in a simple frame-
work for analysing ‘quasi’ solo self-employment (Fig. 1). The archetype of the ‘quasi’ self-
employed worker prominent in the public debate is the employee who was forced by his 
former employer to accept a self-employed arrangement, performing the same activities as 
before, still in a hierarchical subordinate working relationship but now lacking the social 
protection and labour law rights for employees (Kösters & Smits, 2020). This archetype of 
the ‘quasi’ solo self-employed worker, complies with both sets of criteria of ‘quasi’ self-
employment, this self-employed worker is both dependent on a single client and had an 
involuntary start (dependent & involuntary self-employed workers, type 1 in Fig. 1). At the 
other end of the spectrum we have the solo self-employed workers who do not comply with 
any of the criteria for ‘quasi’ solo self-employment: they are not dependent on a single 
client and had a voluntary start (independent & voluntary, type 4). In between these two 
extremes are the solo self-employed workers who are dependent on a single client but had 
a voluntary start (dependent & voluntary, type 2) and self-employed workers who are not 
dependent but had an involuntary start (independent & involuntary, type 3).

Dependency on a single principal is a widely used criterion for ‘quasi’ self-employ-
ment (see Muehlberger, 2007; Böheim & Muehlberger, 2009; ILO, 2003). The idea behind 
this criterion is that firms have an incentive to contract out work previously performed by 
employees to self-employed workers to save on labour costs and social security contri-
butions (Kautonen et al., 2010). If these self-employed workers perform tasks within the 
hierarchy of the firm, this work arrangement is comparable to a hierarchical employer-
employee working relationship, in which the self-employed worker depends on the firm for 

Fig. 1  A simple framework for classifying ‘quasi’ solo self-employment
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his work and income. Usually two forms of dependency are distinguished, organizational 
dependency and economical dependency. Organizational dependency refers to the situation 
in which the worker is highly integrated in the principal’s organization. It is the principal 
who decides on how, where and when the work has to be performed. Economical depend-
ency occurs when all or most of the self-employed worker’s income stems from one client 
(Kautonen et al., 2010).

The prevalence of dependent self-employment varies considerably between countries 
(see also Table 6 in the appendix). Estimates based on the European Working Conditions 
Survey (EWCS) 2015 range from 11% of the self-employed (including self-employed with 
employees) in Denmark to 63% of the self-employed in Romania (Williams & Lapeyre, 
2017). Among the western European countries, Austria and the UK stand out with an esti-
mated 43% of all self-employed being economically and organizationally dependent. The 
estimate for the Netherlands is 23% of all self-employed.

Although dependency is clearly an indication of the economic vulnerability of the self-
employed workers, it is questionable whether dependency is a sufficient criterion to deter-
mine whether the work arrangement is indeed a ‘quasi’ self-employed arrangement. ‘Genu-
ine’ self-employed, even those who have employees, might also be economically dependent 
on a single client (Kautonen et al., 2010). Furthermore, economical dependency may be a 
temporary situation, when starting up a business it may take some time to increase the cus-
tomer base. Also organizational dependency will probably depend to a large extent on the 
type of work that needs to be done and as such not only ‘false’ self-employed workers but 
also ‘genuine’ self-employed workers with or without employees may engage in inter-firm 
cooperation that involve some extent of organizational dependency on other firms (Kau-
tonen et al., 2010). For example, franchise-arrangements in which the franchisor dictates 
how to operate the business. Or the outsourcing of facility management services like clean-
ing and catering to contractors. As these services need to be provided on site of the client, 
the contractor is restricted how, when and where the work is performed.

So, dependency may occur even among ‘genuine’ self-employed workers. The reverse 
is also true, the absence of economical or organizational dependency does not necessarily 
imply that a worker is ‘genuinely’ self-employed. There are many examples of work previ-
ously done by employees now performed by solo self-employed workers, notably in the 
publishing and creative industry (Smeaton, 2003; Stanworth & Stanworth, 1997), that are 
not characterized by organizational and economical dependency. Digitalization decreases 
the need to perform tasks like writing articles, graphic design within the hierarchy of the 
firm, pushing workers in those industries often reluctantly to self-employment (Stanworth 
& Stanworth, 1997).

Finally it is worth noting that there is some evidence that part of the dependent solo 
self-employed workers are workers who possess highly demanded scarce skill. Those 
workers have a preference to work as solo self-employed workers even though the firm 
would like to hire them as employees. As solo self-employed workers they can bargain a 
higher numeration then as employees (Kösters & Smits, 2020). The latter might happen 
if there are sectoral agreements or firm-level rules with respect to maximum wages for 
specific types of employees (Houseman et al., 2003). Clearly these are not the vulnerable 
workers referred to in the public debate.

A second set of criteria to categorize ‘quasi’ and ‘genuine’ self-employed work-
ers is therefore the involuntariness of their employment situation. Involuntariness with 
respect to the decision to become self-employed implies a lack of alternative employment 
options (Kautonen et al., 2009, 2010; Szaban & Skrzek-Lubansinka, 2018). For example, 
because workers could only continue to work for their former employer by accepting a 
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self-employment arrangement instead of a regular employment contract or because they 
were unemployed and did not succeed to find a job as an employee. Although there is a lot 
of public debate on the former, there is little empirical evidence that ‘forced’ self-employ-
ment is indeed very common. Román et al. (2011) used the European Community House-
hold Panel (ECHP) for the period 1994–2001 and found that only 0.5% of all employed 
workers in their sample switched from salary employment to self-employment while con-
tinuing to work for the same employer. Kautonen et  al. (2009) studied involuntary self-
employment in Finland and found that in 2006 5% of the solo self-employed workers were 
pushed into self-employment by their former employer (Table 6 in the appendix). Kösters 
and Smits (2017) found that in 2016 in the Netherlands less than 3% of the solo self-
employed workers who recently started their own business had been pushed by their former 
employer. For the UK it is estimated that in 2000 7% of the solo self-employed working 
men became self-employed upon request of their former employer, for women this was 
even 0% (Smeaton, 2003). However, starting a business because of unemployment seems 
to be much more common. For the UK this concerned 26% of the self-employed men and 
10% of the self-employed women in 2000, for the Netherlands 21% in 2016 (Kösters & 
Smits, 2017; Smeaton, 2003). However, even if the decision to become self-employed was 
dictated by negative circumstances the business may still be successful. These success-
ful solo self-employed workers might prefer to remain self-employed even if they had the 
possibility to obtain a job as an employee. Therefore, it is important not only to consider 
involuntariness at the start of the career as a solo self-employed worker but also later in 
the career. Research for the UK (Smeaton, 2003) shows that the vast majority (70%) of the 
solo self-employed workers prefers to remain self-employed. Figures from Eurostat (2018) 
show that for all self-employed (including self-employed with employees) in the EU-28 
an average of 2% would prefer to work as an employee. In countries like Greece, Italy 
and Romania this percentage is higher (ranging from 9 to 5%) (see also Table  6 in the 
appendix).

The incidence of dependent and/or involuntary solo self-employment is likely to 
be related to the legal and fiscal status of the solo self-employed worker. In the Nether-
lands, for example, a distinction can be made between self-employed entrepreneurs and 
‘other’ self-employed. The former declares income from profits to the tax authorities and 
is usually also registered at the Chamber of Commerce. To qualify for profit declaration 
one should work at least 1225 hours per year in their self-employed job. The latter doesn’t 
own a registered business but works as a freelancer declaring result from labour other than 
profit or wage employment to the tax authorities. These are mostly small self-employed 
jobs. Legally and fiscally solo self-employed who own a business thus have more rules to 
comply with to show their self-employment, than a solo self-employed who doesn’t own a 
business. We therefore expect that: Solo self-employed who do not own a business (‘other’ 
self-employed) are more likely to be dependent and/or involuntary (type 1, 2 or 3) whereas 
solo self-employed who do own a business (entrepreneurs) are more likely to be independ-
ent and voluntary (type 4) (Hypothesis 1a).

The type of activities that need to be performed by the solo self-employed worker is 
another aspect to consider. An important distinction in this respect is between service 
activities and activities that involve the production and/or sale of (material) products 
(Kösters & Smits, 2020). Solo self-employed in service activities are more likely to be hir-
ing their services to organizations and maybe even for just one organization or unwillingly 
for the employer they used to be working as an employee whereas solo self-employed who 
sell products usually sell to multiple customers. It is therefore to be expected that: Solo 
self-employed who offer services or their own labour are more likely to be dependent and/
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or involuntary (type 1, 2 or 3) whereas solo self-employed selling products are more likely 
to be independent and voluntary (type 3) (Hypothesis 1b).

Both sets of criteria for ‘quasi’ self-employment point to a certain vulnerability of solo 
self-employed workers. Workers who depend on a single client presumably face more eco-
nomic uncertainty than solo self-employed workers with a larger client base, since the loss 
of that single client implies a loss of all their income generated from self-employment. The 
same is true for involuntariness, being pushed toward self-employment by a lack of other 
employment options certainly points to a weak labour market position. It is unclear, how-
ever, to what extent ‘quasi’ solo self-employment is related to worse social and financial 
outcomes compared to ‘genuine’ self-employed workers (Szaban & Skrezek-Lubansinka, 
2018).

Research shows that in many Western countries, compared to employees, self-employed 
workers have a higher risk on a low income and poverty but also report a higher job satis-
faction than employees (Hyytinen et al., 2013; Hamilton, 2000; Hundley, 2001; Cueto & 
Pruneda, 2017). It may well be that self-employed workers trade off a lower income for a 
higher job satisfaction, for example due to more autonomy in their work (Cueto & Pruneda, 
2017; Josten & Vlasblom, 2017). There is far less evidence on the social and financial 
outcomes of ‘quasi’ solo self-employed workers compared to ‘genuine’ self-employed 
workers. Dirven et al. (2017) show that workers who are pushed into self-employment both 
report less job satisfaction and have lower incomes than those who became self-employed 
for the perceived benefits but the differences are small.

As explained above both dependency on a single client and an involuntary start as a 
solo self-employed worker point to a certain vulnerability of solo self-employed workers. 
For that reason we expect that: Dependent & involuntary solo self-employed (type 1) will 
experience the worst socio-economic outcomes while independent & voluntary solo self-
employed workers (type 4) will experience the best outcomes (Hypothesis 2a).

Furthermore involuntariness is thought to be a better indication of vulnerability than 
dependency, as there is evidence that some of the (voluntary) dependent solo self-employed 
workers are workers who possess highly demanded scarce skills which allows them to bar-
gain profitable self-employment arrangements (Kösters & Smits, 2020). So we expect that: 
Independent & involuntary solo self-employed workers (type 3) experience worse outcomes 
than dependent & voluntary solo self-employed workers (type 2) (Hypothesis 2b).

3  Data and Methodology

3.1  Data

The data used for the analysis are taken from the Dutch Labour Force Survey (NL-LFS) 
2017 and the European Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) ad hoc module 2017 matched with 
administrative data from the System of Social Statistical Datasets (SSD) of Statistics Neth-
erlands (Bakker, Van Rooijen, & Van Toor, 2014).

3.1.1  Dutch Labour Force Survey (NL‑LFS)

The NL-LFS is a household survey in which information is collected on the labour 
market situation of the Dutch population aged 15 years and older. The survey is con-
ducted using a rotating panel with five waves. Respondents are asked about their labour 
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market situation five times in a time period of one year, having approximately three 
months between the subsequent waves. Yearly approximately 3% of all households are 
in the sample, this comes down to around 200 thousand households. The response rate 
is almost 60%.

The NL-LFS contains information on the (self-reported) employment status. 
Respondents who are employed are asked whether they are employees or self-employed. 
Those who report to be self-employed are asked whether they employ employees or 
not. The solo self-employed workers are the self-employed workers without employees. 
As discussed in Sect. 2 the legal and fiscal status as well as the type of activities per-
formed by solo self-employed workers are expected to have an impact on the incidence 
of ‘quasi’ solo self-employment. Within the group of solo self-employed workers, we 
therefore distinguish solo self-employed workers who have their own business or pri-
vate practice (solo self-employed entrepreneurs) and ‘other’ solo self-employed work-
ers such as independent professionals or freelancers. In general, the solo self-employed 
entrepreneurs are registered at the Chamber of Commerce while the ‘other’ solo self-
employed very often are not. The former usually declare income from profits while 
the latter declare labour income other than salary, tips or business profits. Within the 
group of solo self-employed entrepreneurs, a further distinction can be made between 
those who mainly sell products (solo self-employed entrepreneur-products) and those 
who mainly sell their own labour/services (solo self-employed entrepreneur-labour). Of 
all solo self-employed workers 70% is a solo self-employed entrepreneur-labour, 22% a 
solo self-employed entrepreneur-products and 8% an ‘other’ solo self-employed worker.

There are considerable differences in occupations between solo self-employed 
entrepreneurs-labour, solo self-employed entrepreneurs-products and ‘other’ solo self-
employed workers. Solo self-employed entrepreneurs-labour often work in technical or 
business and administrative occupations while the majority of the solo self-employed 
entrepreneurs-products work in sales and public relations (PR) occupations or agricul-
tural occupations. The ‘other’ solo self-employed workers are relatively often found in 
teaching and health and welfare occupations.

3.1.2  European Labour Force Survey (EU‑LFS) Adhoc Module 2017

Information on dependency, the voluntariness of the decision to become self-employed 
and a number of subjective socio-economic outcomes come from the EU-LFS ad hoc 
module 2017. This is a questionnaire module with a yearly changing topic in the Euro-
pean Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS), which in 2017 addressed the self-employed 
(Eurostat, 2018). In the NL-LFS this information is collected in the second wave.

3.1.3  System of Social Statistical Datasets (SSD)

Finally administrative data on incomes from the System of Social Statistical Datasets 
(SSD) is used to construct a number of objective socio-economic indicators. The SSD 
is a system of interlinked and standardized registers and surveys that contains informa-
tion on persons, households, jobs, benefits and more (Bakker, Van Rooijen, & Van Toor, 
2014). The (integral) income information available in the SSD comes from the Dutch 
Tax Administration.
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3.1.4  Indicators of Quasi Self‑Employment: Dependency and Involuntariness

The EU-LFS ad hoc module 2017 contains information on both economical and organiza-
tional dependency and involuntariness. A solo self-employed worker is considered to be 
economically dependent on a single client if during the last 12 months he or she has been 
working for only one client or obtained at least 75% of his or her revenue from one client. 
Organizational dependency refers to the situation in which it is not the solo self-employed 
worker who decides about his working hours but the client (or another party). The two 
dependency indicators available in the LFS only partly overlap with the three indicators 
available in the European Working Conditions Surveys (EWCS) to which we referred in 
the previous section (see also Table 6 in the appendix). Dependency on a single client is 
an indicator for economic dependency in both surveys. In the LFS, however, those who 
have more than one client but obtain more than 75% of their revenue on a single client are 
considered economically dependent while in the EWCS only the number of clients mat-
ters (Eurofound, 2013). Furthermore the EWCS uses two different indicators for organiza-
tional dependency: (1) not being able to hire employees and (2) not being able to make the 
most important decisions about how to run their business. Those indicators, apart from the 
fact that they are not available in the EU-LFS, are to our opinion less appropriate for our 
research as we also include the so called ‘other’ solo self-employed, many of which do not 
legally have a business, as discussed above. Finally, while we consider those who are both 
economically and organisationally dependent as the dependent self-employed, Williams 
and Lapeyre (2017) using the EWCS to study dependent self-employment, classify those 
who meet at least one of the three criteria for dependency as dependent self-employed.1

Indicators for involuntariness are based on questions regarding the reasons someone had 
to become self-employed. Being ‘forced’ by the former employer to the lack of alternative 
employment options are reasons that indicate involuntariness. As discussed above, invol-
untariness at the start of self-employment does not necessarily imply that the current self-
employed situation is still involuntary. Therefore, we also consider the involuntariness of 
the current situation. Self-employed workers are asked whether they have a preference to 
remain self-employed or would rather become an employee. The latter case is an indication 
for current involuntariness of the self-employment situation. As the current involuntariness 
is endogenous, it may also depend on the socio-economic outcomes experienced by the 
self-employed worker, we will not treat current involuntariness as an indicator for ‘quasi’ 
self-employment but as a (negative) outcome from self-employment.

3.1.5  Socio‑Economic Outcomes

As discussed above ‘quasi’ self-employed are expected to be more vulnerable than ‘real’ 
self-employed. A common finding in the literature is that self-employed workers, compared 
to employees, have a higher risk to experience poverty but report higher job satisfaction. In 
this article we focus on poverty and job satisfaction as the main socio-economic outcomes 
as well. With respect to poverty we consider both subjective and objective indicators. The 

1 Eurofound (2013, 2017) defines the dependent solo self-employed as those who are dependent according 
to at least two out of the three available indicators for dependency, those who are dependent according to 
one indicator are labeled as being in the grey zone between independent and dependent self-employment. 
The EWCS results for the EU-28 show that 14% of the solo self-employed workers in 2015 met at least two 
out of the three criteria for dependency and 29% met one of the criteria (Eurofound 2017).
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subjective indicators are based on questions in the EU-LFS ad hoc module 2017 regarding 
difficulties experienced by the self-employed workers. More specifically we consider two 
subjective indicators for the risk on poverty (1) whether the solo self-employed worker 
reports “times with little money to live on” as a problem and (2) whether the solo self-
employed worker reports “times when there is no work to do”.

The objective poverty indicators are based on income information from the SSD. These 
concern: (1) earning a low personal income from work and (2) living in a low income 
household. A low personal income is defined as a net personal income from work below 
the Dutch social benefit level for a single person (CBS Statline, 2019a). The low household 
income threshold represents the same purchasing power for all households and is adjusted 
annually for price changes using the consumer price index (CPI). The level is based on the 
welfare benefit level for a single person in 1979 (CBS Statline, 2019b).

Job satisfaction in the EU-LFS is measured on a four-point scale. We consider those 
who report to be satisfied to some or a large extent as satisfied with their job as a solo self-
employed worker and those who report to be not satisfied at all or to be satisfied to a small 
extent as not satisfied.

3.1.6  Control Variables

As the possibilities to be ‘genuine’ or ‘quasi’ self-employed might depend on personal and 
job characteristics we also added control variables to our model. It is for example known 
that women more often than men choose to become self-employed to improve the balance 
between work and family life (Dirven et al., 2017). We therefore added sex as a control var-
iable. As older people have more experience on the labour market, they are more likely to 
choose to become self-employed than younger people, age is therefore also a control vari-
able. Field of occupation is added as a control variable, as occupations differ in the type of 
interaction that is needed between the solo self-employed worker and the client which in 
turn might have an impact on the degree of dependency. Other control variables are level 
of education and duration of the self-employed job. Table 1 provides the descriptives of all 
variables used in the analysis.

3.2  Method

For both sets of criteria for ‘quasi’ self-employment discussed above (dependency and 
involuntariness) we first determine the proportion of solo self-employed workers for which 
these criteria apply. Next we examine to what extent both sets of criteria overlap and clas-
sify the solo self-employed workers in our data set in 4 groups distinguished in Fig.  1: 
solo self-employed workers that are ‘quasi’ self-employed according to both the depend-
ency and involuntariness criteria (type 1: dependent & involuntary), solo self-employed 
workers who only fulfill the dependency criteria (type 2: dependent & voluntary), solo 
self-employed workers who only fulfil the involuntariness criteria (type 3: independent & 
involuntary) and solo self-employed workers who fulfill neither set of criteria (type 4: inde-
pendent & voluntary). Subsequently, to analyse how this classification is related to a cer-
tain type of self-employed (an entrepreneur-labour, an entrepreneur-products or an ‘other’ 
self-employed) we estimate a multinomial logit model for the probability to belong to each 
of the four groups (hypothesis 1a and 1b). The results of this regression are presented in the 
form of average marginal effects. An average marginal effect is the average absolute change 
in the probability to belong to a certain group due to a 1-unit increase of the independent 
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Table 1  Descriptives (weigthed percentages). Source: LFS/SSD 2017

Total Type of solo self-employment

Entre-
preneur-
labour

Entre-
preneur-
products

Other’

Numer of respondents N 4085 2816 844 425

% 100 70 22 8

Sex Men 61.6 60.5 69.2 50.9
Female 38.4 39.5 30.8 49.1

Age 15 to 24 years 4.7 3.4 3.5 18.4
25 to 34 years 14.5 16.2 10.4 11.3
35 to 44 years 20.1 21.0 20.0 13.4
45 to 54 years 29.4 30.7 30.6 14.3
55 to 64 years 21.8 21.2 23.1 23.5
65 years and over 9.5 7.4 12.5 19.2

Educational level Low 17.4 15.2 23.9 19.1
Intermediate 37.0 33.9 47.9 34.6
High 45.6 50.9 28.3 46.3

Duration of self-employ-
ment

 ≤ 1 year 10.5 9.9 6.8 26.2
1 to 2 years 8.5 8.2 7.5 13.5
 > 2 years 81.0 82.0 85.8 60.3

Occupational field Teaching occupations 6.9 7.3 0.7 19.5
Artistic occupations 10.6 12.0 6.2 9.9
Sales and PR occupations 11.0 4.8 33.7 3.5
Business and administrative occupa-

tions
14.2 16.9 6.9 10.7

Managers 3.0 2.7 3.5 3.7
Public administration, protective 

services & legal occupations
1.4 1.3 0.4 4.2

Technical occupations 17.2 20.1 12.4 4.4
ICT occupations 4.0 4.7 2.2 2.7
Agricultural occupations 7.2 2.2 24.7 2.9
Health and welfare occupations 9.7 11.5 1.3 17.5
Service occupations 9.3 10.1 5.1 13.3
Transport and logistics occupations 3.8 4.7 1.0 3.3
Other 1.9 1.6 1.9 4.6

Quasi self-employment Dependent & involuntary 1.7 1.8 0.4 3.4
Dependent & voluntary 5.5 5.4 2.6 13.2
Independent & involuntary 17.1 18.1 15.8 12.2
Independent & voluntary 75.8 74.7 81.1 71.3

Socio-economic outcomes Current involuntariness 8.6 7.2 4.8 31.3
Not satisfied with current job 1.7 1.6 1.8 2.6
Financial problems 19.2 18.6 23.6 13.1
Periods without work 21.0 23.0 17.9 12.2
Low personal income 31.5 28.6 33.2 55.5
Low household income 7.5 6.0 11.4 10.4
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variable (see also Breen et al., 2018), or in short the probability to be in a certain group 
relative to all other groups. The marginal effects are weighted by population proportion 
weights.

Finally, we investigate to what extent self-employed workers who satisfy either one 
or both sets of the criteria for ‘quasi’ self-employment indeed experience less favourable 
social and financial outcomes of self-employment (hypothesis 2a and 2b). For each type 
of socio-economic outcome, we estimate a logit model in which the probability to experi-
ence such an outcome is explained by the four categories of ‘quasi’ self-employment and 
personal and job characteristics.

4  Results

4.1  Incidence of ‘Quasi’ Self‑Employment: Dependency and Involuntariness

About 7% of all solo self-employed workers in the Netherlands reports to have only one cli-
ent. Another 13% has more than one client but generates at least 75% of their income from 
the main client. So, one fifth of the solo self-employed workers in the Netherlands is eco-
nomically dependent on one client. Furthermore, nearly one third of the solo self-employed 
workers is organizationally dependent on their clients. About 7% of the solo self-employed 
workers is both economically and organizationally dependent on their client. This figure is 
higher than the EU-28 average of 4% of the self-employed (Eurostat, 2018).

Very few solo self-employed workers report to have started their self-employment 
career because their previous employer wanted them to do so (2.5%). A lack of alternative 
employment options is mentioned far more often: 17% of the solo self-employed workers 
says to have started because they couldn’t find a job as an employee. All in all, about 19% 
started their career involuntary.

Dependency and involuntariness hardly overlap. Less than 2% (1.65%) of the solo self-
employed workers is both (economically and organizationally) dependent on a single client 
and had an involuntary start of the self-employed career (dependent & involuntary).

As expected (Hypothesis 1a and 1b) dependency and involuntariness are indeed related 
to the type of solo self-employment (see Table 2). Compared to solo self-employed entre-
preneurs who mainly offer their own labour, self-employed entrepreneurs who mainly sell 
products have a lower probability of being both dependent & involuntary self-employed (a 
decrease of 1.4 percentage points) and also a lower probability of being dependent& vol-
untary self-employed (a decrease of 2.8 percentage points). The ‘other’ solo self-employed 
workers, have a higher chance on the other hand to be dependent & voluntary solo self-
employed workers (an increase of 7.8 percentage points) and less often as independent & 
involuntary self-employed workers (decrease of 5.9 percentage points). The differences in 
‘quasi’ self-employment between these types of solo self-employed are hardly related to 
differences in personal or occupational characteristics. The exception is the lower prob-
ability of solo self-employed entrepreneurs-products to be dependent & voluntary self-
employed, which can be traced back to the lower incidence of these workers in ICT occu-
pations. In ICT occupations we see a lot of dependent solo self-employed workers but this 
concerns mostly entrepreneurs who offer their own labour.

Being both a dependent and involuntary solo self-employed worker, is related to the 
occupational field of the solo self-employed worker. Especially solo self-employed workers 
in teacher occupations, sales and PR occupations, business and administrative occupations 
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and technical occupations have a higher probability to be both dependent and involuntary 
self-employed. Those working in agricultural occupations have a lower probability to be 
involuntary self-employed. Finally, solo self-employed workers in transport occupations 
have a lower probability to be both independent and voluntary self-employed.

Age seems to have little impact on the probability to be ‘quasi’ self-employed, although 
we see that workers between 55 and 65 years have a higher incidence of involuntary self-
employment. These are the workers who, in the Netherlands, after losing their job as an 
employee, have the lowest probability to find another employee job.

Surprisingly, educational level doesn’t seem to matter for ‘quasi’ self-employment. 
Woman have a higher probability of involuntary solo self-employment. The number of 
years since the start of the self-employment career is related to involuntariness. Those that 
started more than two years before the interview date are less likely to be involuntary self-
employed. This may be a selection effect, however, as those who made an involuntary start 
are probably more likely to stop shortly after the start (because of other opportunities).

4.2  Outcomes of Solo Self‑Employment

As mentioned before, involuntariness at the start of the solo self-employed career does 
not necessarily imply that the current situation is still involuntary, but our results show 
that these two types of involuntariness are strongly related. Nearly 9% of the solo self-
employed workers say to prefer a job as an employee. For those who had an involuntary 
start and are also dependent on one client, this probability is 10 percentage points higher 
than for solo self-employed who are not ‘quasi’ self-employed by either criterion (Table 3). 
For those who had an involuntary start but are not dependent this is nearly 8 percentage 
points higher. Dependency does not seem to be related with current involuntariness.

It is mostly the ‘other’ solo self-employed workers who prefer to work as an employee. 
Furthermore, women and solo self-employed workers younger than 25 have a higher prob-
ability to prefer working as an employee. Not surprisingly, solo self-employed workers in 
agricultural occupations less often report a preference to be an employee.

Job (un)satisfaction shows the same pattern as current involuntariness. The overall prob-
ability of being not satisfied with the job is quite low, 1.7%, but this probability is 3 per-
centage points higher among those who started involuntary. There are however, no differ-
ences in job (un)satisfaction between the different groups of solo self-employed workers, 
neither is job (un)satisfaction related to any of the personal and job characteristics included 
in the model.

Although job satisfaction is high, a relatively large part of the solo self-employed report 
financial problems (19%) or periods without clients (21%) (see Table 4). Again, the prob-
abilities to experience any of these problems are much higher among those who had an 
involuntary start. Without controls for the type of solo self-employment or personal and 
job characteristics we find marginal effects for the probabilities of experiencing financial 
problems and periods without work of respectively 15 and 11 percentage points. The type 
of solo self-employment does matter, however. Compared to entrepreneurs who offer their 
own labour, entrepreneurs who sell products have a higher probability to report financial 
problems but a lower probability to report periods without work (about 5 percentage points 
in either direction). Periods without work seem to be related to the personal and job char-
acteristics of the entrepreneurs who sell products. They are working in agricultural occu-
pations more often. Solo self-employed workers in public administration, protective ser-
vices and legal occupations, agriculture occupations, health and welfare occupations and 
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1 3

transport and logistics occupations have a lower probability to report periods without cli-
ents. For the ‘other’ solo self-employed workers both the probability of experiencing finan-
cial problems and the probability to experience periods without work is lower than for the 
entrepreneurs-labour.

The probability to report financial problems is slightly higher for those between 45 
and 65 years old compared to other age categories and also for those working in artistic 
occupations (and to a lesser extent in agricultural occupations). Finally, we see that self-
employed workers who started more than two years ago, have a lower probability to expe-
rience periods without work. Again, this may be the result of a selection process as those 
who have periods without work more often are likely to have lower survival rates as solo 
self-employed.

Nearly 32% of the solo self-employed workers has a low personal income and 7.5% 
is member of a low income household. Again involuntariness seems to be the determin-
ing factor (see Table 5). Furthermore ‘other’ solo self-employed workers more often have 
a low personal income while entrepreneurs-products have a higher risk to be part of a 
low income household. Female solo self-employed workers have a higher risk on a low 
personal income. The same is true for young solo self-employed workers and those who 
started their business less than two years ago. Surprisingly education and occupation do 
not seem to matter. The risk of being part of a low income household does not depend on 
any personal characteristics.

These results only partially support our expectations. We expected that dependent and 
involuntary solo self-employed workers would experience the worst socio-economic out-
comes while the independent and voluntary self-employed workers would have the best 
outcomes (Hypothesis 2a). Furthermore we expected that the negative impact on socioeco-
nomic outcomes of involuntariness would be larger than the negative impact of depend-
ency (Hypothesis 2b). We find that the independent & involuntary workers experience the 
worst outcomes. This suggests that involuntariness is indeed related to more unfavourable 
socio-economic conditions while dependency is not.

5  Conclusions and Recommendations

This paper considers two types of criteria used in the literature to distinguish ‘quasi’ from 
‘genuine’ solo self-employment: (1) dependency on a single client and (2) involuntariness 
of the decision to start solo self-employment. It is shown that these criteria have a very 
low correspondence, that is the percentage of workers that might be classified as ‘quasi’ 
self-employed according to both sets of criteria is quite low, less than 2% of the Dutch solo 
self-employed workers.

We expected that dependency and involuntariness are related to the type of solo self-
employment (hypothesis 1a and 1b). Compared to solo self-employed entrepreneurs who 
mainly offer their own labour, self-employed entrepreneurs who mainly sell products 
have a lower probability of being both dependent & involuntary self-employed and also a 
lower probability of being dependent and voluntary self-employed. The ‘other’ solo self-
employed workers, have a higher chance on the other hand to be dependent and voluntary 
solo self-employed workers and less often as independent and involuntary self-employed 
workers.
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We also expected that dependent and involuntary solo self-employed workers would 
experience the worst socio-economic outcomes while the independent and voluntary 
self-employed workers would have the best outcomes (Hypothesis 2a). Furthermore we 
expected that the negative impact of involuntariness would be larger than the negative 
impact of dependency (Hypothesis 2b). Our expectations are not fully confirmed. We only 
found evidence for hypothesis 2a: involuntariness is related to more unfavourable socio-
economic conditions while dependency is not. Self-employed workers who started invol-
untarily have a higher probability to report financial problems or periods without work and 
also have a higher risk on a low personal income or being a member of a low income 
household. Nevertheless even among the solo self-employed workers who started involun-
tarily the majority seems to be satisfied with their job and don’t have a preference to work 
as an employee.

Given these results, an interesting question for future research is whether starting self-
employment when there are no other employment options is actually a rewarding strat-
egy. Compared to remain unemployed, starting as a self-employed worker prevents skills 
obsolescence and offers the possibility to gain new experiences. Of course, as mentioned 
before, the involuntary solo self-employed workers in our data set might be a selective 
group, as those who started a business but failed are not in our sample. Future research on 
involuntary self-employment should, therefore, take a longitudinal perspective. Compar-
ing the careers of involuntary starters with the careers of voluntary starters. Additionally a 
comparison should be made with the careers of workers who after job loss, didn’t start solo 
self-employment but remained unemployed for some time.

Our results suggest that the distinction between ‘quasi’ and ‘genuine’ solo self-
employed workers is not particularly useful if one is interested in identifying the marginal, 
vulnerable solo self-employed workers. Policy makers concerned with marginal workers 
could therefore better directly target the marginal self-employed workers, that is the self-
employed workers who have difficulties to survive and show unfavourable socio-economic 
outcomes. The number of socio-economic outcomes considered in this study is limited, 
however. Further research should consider a wider range of outcomes, measuring precari-
ousness including access to social security and health outcomes.

Appendix
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