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Figure: Age structure of self-employed workers and employees 1991–2012 

10.0 8.4 6.4 6.7 5.6 6.0

29.6 26.0 22.6 22.4 23.0 24.4

24.5 27.3 27.6 23.9
19.1 17.1

26.7
28.9

30.9 26.7 22.1 21.1

28.0 28.5 30.0 33.5
35.0

33.0

23.1 23.4 25.9
28.7

28.9 26.9

25.6 25.5 23.8 23.8
26.2

27.6

18.4 19.6 17.8 18.4
20.9 21.4

11.9 10.4 12.2 12.1 14.2 16.2

2.3 2.1 2.8 3.9 5.2 6.2

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

Self-employed Employees

P
ro

po
rt

io
n 

in
 p

er
ce

nt

under 30 30 to 39 40 to 49 50 to 59 60 and over

Note: Employees = workers and employees, including trainees, but excluding civil servants 

Source: German Federal Statistical Office, Microcensus, own calculations

 

After the baby boom generation, a 
generation of low birth rates took over in 
Germany in the early 1970s. As a result, 
the working-age population is becoming 
older and growing significantly.1 The 
consequences of this are also already 
being seen among the self-employed.  

Self-employed generally older than 
employees 

In 2012, 23 % of self-employed people 
were under 40 years of age and close to 
44 % were over 50 (see figure). This 
means that self-employed workers are 
significantly older than employees 
(corresponding figures: 46 % and 28 % 
respectively). This is largely down to the 
fact that people often take the step to 
become self-employed during the course 
of their professional life, rather than at 
the start of their career. For example, 
57 % of start-up founders in 2012 were 
35 or older.2  

The fact that they are more likely to 
continue working past the statutory 
retirement age than their employed 
counterparts also contributes to the 
higher age of self-employed people 
overall. A number of start-up booms (for 
example, during German reunification) 
also caused a shift in the age structure of 
the self-employed towards older 
entrepreneurs in the following years.  

Sharp decline among younger self-
employed since the mid-1990s 

Since 1995, the proportion of self-
employed people under 40 has dropped 
by 35 %. This trend accelerated rapidly 
after 2005. This slump among younger 
self-employed workers is attributable 
both to the entry into the labour market 
of the low-birth-rate generation and the 
fact that the start-up ratio – i. e. business 
founders as a proportion of 18 to 
65 year-olds – has declined since 2003.3 
The age of start-up founders in the high-

tech sector, for example, has also 
increased. 4 

In contrast, the proportion of over-50s 
has climbed significantly among both the 
self-employed (since 2005) and 
employees (since 2000). Aside from the 
demographic trend, the sharp rise in the 
proportion of employees aged over 60 is 
primarily attributable to the increase in 
the actual retirement age resulting from 
the reduction in early retirement 
opportunities.  

Conclusion 

Until the baby boom generation retires in 
the 2040s, the age structure of the 
labour force will continue to rise.5 This 
will further shrink the pool from which 
start-up founders – the next generation 
of entrepreneurs – are drawn. In all 
probability, the trend towards older self-
employed people will therefore continue 
in the coming years. And the smaller 
cohort of new entrepreneurs will likely 
exacerbate the problem of succession. 
Early succession planning is needed to 
safeguard companies' existence and the 
associated jobs. ■ 
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