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Entrepreneurship—often used interchangeably with self-employment—is a major form of work among adults over age 50. In
fact, 10 percent of all adults 50 and older, including those working and not, report being self-employed.* Although working for
oneself has received increased attention in the past several years, especially due to the rise in gig work, the self-employment

rate among the older adult population has remained consistent over time.

For adults 50-plus, entrepreneurship can be an important source of income, serving as one’s main job, a side hustle, or
a bridge to retirement. Many older adults feel pulled into entrepreneurship, seeking potential business opportunities
or pursuing lifelong passions, although many are also pushed into it due to unemployment, underemployment, or age

discrimination in the workplace.>®

Yet entrepreneurship is not simply one type of work. There are many different forms of it, including gig work, independent
contracting, consulting, and small business ownership.® However, researchers who study entrepreneurship in later life,
including myself, frequently group all of these forms together,™ often due to limitations within existing datasets and fuzzy
definitions of these categories. This makes it difficult to identify differences in motivations, experiences, and outcomes

between various forms of self-employment among an increasingly diverse older adult population.



50-Plus Entrepreneurship Over Time

In response, Bruna Lopez—a doctoral student at the Boston College School of Social Work—and | sought to better understand
the self-employment landscape within the plus-50 population in new research supported by AARP Thought Leadership.*°
Analyzing more than 1.25 million observations of respondents age 50 and older living in the United States between 2000 and
2022 with data from the IPUMS Current Population Survey (CPS),!! we were able to reveal nationally representative trends in
the share of the population that engaged in entrepreneurship over time. We then looked at how this differed by age group,
gender, race, ethnicity, education, income, marital status, and citizenship status, as well as health insurance coverage and

access to retirement savings plans at work.

We divided our analysis between those in incorporated and unincorporated self-employment, an important distinction for
50-plus workers. Incorporated businesses are legal entities that exist independently of their owners, unlike unincorporated
businesses. While incorporated businesses have some disadvantages, including the cost of setting them up, state filings, and
annual fees, they also have several advantages, including personal liability protections, certain tax benefits, and a potentially
unlimited life.?? For older workers, incorporating their businesses could help to protect their nest eggs if those businesses

are sued or in debt, and selling their businesses could be a source of retirement income. Yet for many plus-50 entrepreneurs,
unincorporated self-employment may make more sense if the goal is not to create a business that outlasts them, but to earn

some extra income in a flexible way. Others may simply not know the benefits of incorporation.

Overall, we found that unincorporated self-employment was more common than incorporated self-employment among plus-

50 Americans, but that this difference has declined over time.

Plus-50 Self-employment in the United States
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Source: Halvorsen & Lopez (2023), using data from the IPUMS Current Population Survey."’

Among Americans aged 50 and older, we also found that those younger than 64 were more likely to be in either type of
self-employment than those 65 and older, as were men, college degree holders, those with higher incomes, and married

individuals. We found notable differences by race, Hispanic ethnicity, and citizenship status as well.


https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4651610

Lack of Workplace-provided Benefits

We also looked at rates of health insurance coverage and access to retirement savings programs among self-employed

older Americans, as these are two important benefits that are often tied to the workplace. We found that individuals 50-plus
in unincorporated self-employment made up a much greater share of the uninsured older population (about 10 percent)
than the insured older population (about 4 percent). We found an even greater gap in access to workplace retirement

savings programs, which are often tax-advantaged with employer matches: Among workers aged 50 and up, individuals in
unincorporated and incorporated self-employment made up much greater shares of those with no access to these plans from
their workplaces (about 12 percent and 8 percent, respectively) than those who were included in these plans at work (about 2

percent and 3 percent, respectively).

Separate research shows notable racial and ethnic disparities in accessing these benefits.9 Among Americans aged 50 to
64—those not yet eligible for Medicare—75 percent of White individuals in unincorporated self-employment had health
insurance, compared to only 44 percent of American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) and 60 percent of Hispanic older adults
in the same age group. And while 9 percent of unincorporated White individuals aged 50 to 64 were in a workplace retirement
savings plan—an already low number—even fewer AIAN (1 percent) and Hispanic (3 percent) individuals in unincorporated

self-employment were in these plans.

These disparities by race and ethnicity echo disparities between people in self-employment and those working in wage-
and-salary work. For example, while 84 percent of wage-and-salary workers and 82 percent of incorporated self-employed
Americans ages 50 to 64 have health insurance, only 72 percent of those in unincorporated self-employment do. Further,
while 48 percent of wage-and-salary workers are covered in workplace-provided retirement saving programs—a rate already

too low—only 22 percent of incorporated and 8 percent of unincorporated self-employed individuals are covered.®

Envisioning a Better Future for Entrepreneurs 50-plus

To promote improved health and financial well-being among older entrepreneurs, we need to expand access to health
insurance and retirement savings programs, regardless of one’s place of work. Of course, some form of a universal health
insurance program would do the trick, but so might state programs aimed at increasing health insurance coverage among the
self-employed or forms of collective bargaining for self-employed people to obtain better rates. Creating more incentives for
saving for retirement among plus-50 entrepreneurs is imperative, too, given that entrepreneurs earn less, on average, than
those in wage-and-salary work” and may therefore be more focused on immediate financial needs rather than longer-term

issues of retirement financing.

Reducing these gaps is not simply a nice thing to do—there may be real economic consequences. Expanding non-employer-
based health insurance access, for example, is linked to higher rates of entrepreneurship.**** This could be good for our

entire economy.

Our findings also highlight how self-employment can be seen both as an opportunity and a constrained choice among
plus-50 adults when few other opportunities exist.>* Groups with higher rates of incorporated self-employment, including
citizens, higher-income individuals, and those with college degrees, are also more likely to have employees,® indicating
growing businesses. Conversely, many people may pursue unincorporated self-employment for lack of other employment

opportunities, including due to discrimination or bias against one’s age, abilities, or immigration status, among other



factors,>™® or as a bridge to retirement.’® More education to understand the differences between incorporated and
unincorporated self-employment and assistance in helping entrepreneurs 50-plus to incorporate their businesses may lead to

improved personal and business outcomes.

A better future for entrepreneurs over age 50 is a better future for all Americans. A system in which they can easily and
affordably access health insurance and retirement savings programs will not only reduce benefits disparities between
incorporated and unincorporated entrepreneurs who are 50-plus, but may make entrepreneurship a more enticing option for

all older Americans while offering economic benefits to society overall.
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