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Introduction 

This report is the first in a series of Research Highlights published by the Center on Aging & 
Work/Workplace Flexibility in collaboration with the Families and Work Institute that present the findings of 
in-depth analyses of the Families and Work Institute’s 2002 National Study of the Changing Workforce 
(NSCW). 1 

This first issue compares the personal characteristics, employment experiences, and attitudes of workers, 50 
or more years old, who are wage and salaried employees, independent self-employed workers, and small 
business owners. 

For purposes of this Research Highlight, we define “older workers” as workers who were 50 or more years 
old in 2002.  They represent the leading edge of the Baby Boomer Generation, who are turning 60 in 2006. 
They are likely to change our ideas about work and retirement. 

Who should read this Issue Brief? 

• Employers interested in considering the importance of flexibility, control, autonomy, and learning 
opportunities for older workers. 

• Policy makers interested in the impact of employment policies on the work experiences of an aging 
workforce. 

Families and Work Institute (FWI) is a non-profit research organization that provides rigorous study 
findings to inform decision-making on the changing workforce, changing family, and changing 
community.  Founded in 1989, FWI’s research typically takes on emerging issues before they crest in the 
U.S. and abroad.  The Institute offers some of the most comprehensive research on the U.S. workforce 
available and is known for its non-partisan pragmatic, solution-oriented studies addressing issues of 
vital importance to both the private and public sectors.
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What Are the Employment Situations of Older Workers? 

Although most people in the U.S. workforce “work for someone else” and earn a wage or salary, it 
is important to note that this is not the only type of work situation for people in the U.S. 
workforce. 

The 2002 NSCW made three major distinctions in the employment arrangements of respondents:* 

1. wage and salaried employees who work for someone else; 

2. independent self-employed workers who do not employ anyone else; and 

3. small business owners who employ at least one other person. 

When considering workers of all ages, by far the largest proportion (80 percent) are wage and 
salaried employees who “work for someone else.”  However, a substantial proportion of workers 
(20 percent) are either independent self-employed workers (14 percent) or small business owners 
(6 percent). 

On average, employees in these three different work situations have different earnings, have 
access to different types of employee benefits, work for different numbers of hours each week, 
and report that they have different types of work experiences with different consequences on and 
off the job. 

The National Study of the Changing Workforce (NSCW) is conducted every five years.  It surveys 
large samples of the U.S. workforce to collect information about both the work and personal 
lives of U.S. workers.  The NSCW builds upon and expands the scope of the U.S. Department of 
Labor’s Quality of Employment Survey, which was discontinued following 1977 data collection. 
Data from the NSCW surveys (1992, 1997, 2002) are available (www.familiesandwork.org) for 
use by other researchers and have been extensively analyzed with many findings presented 
and published.  Numerous reports presenting findings from different analyses of the NSCW can 
be found on the website of the Families and Work Institute. 

Workers, 50 or older, are significantly more likely than younger workers to be independent self- 
employed workers (17 percent of older workers vs. 12 percent of younger workers) or small 
business owners (9 percent of older workers vs. 5 percent of younger workers) and thus, less 
likely than younger workers to be wage and salaried employees who work for someone else (74 
percent of older workers vs. 83 percent of younger workers). 

The relationship between age and employment situation is even more apparent when we examine 
smaller age intervals (Figure 1).  Compared with their younger counterparts, workers, 60 or more 
years old, are about twice as likely to own small businesses or to be self-employed. 

*It is important to remember that the two groups of wage and salaried workers and the self-employed independents 
include workers in a range of different occupations, from housecleaners and yard landscapers to professionals.

http://www.familiesand/
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Figure 1:  Employment Situations of U.S. Workers of Different Ages in 2002 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
p < .001 

The Appeal of Being One’s Own Boss 

We found that 26 percent of wage and salaried employees of all ages planned to be self-employed or have 
their own business at some time in the future as their major source of income from work. 

• Younger wage and salaried employees were more likely than older wage and salaried employees to 
have these plans: 43 percent of employees under 30 years old, 31 percent of those 30 – 39 years old, 
20 percent of those 40 – 49 years old, and 14 percent of employees 50 or more years old said they 
planned to be self-employed or have their own business at some point. 

Although most independently self-employed workers and small business owners prefer their employment 
situations to working for someone else, not all do: 

• Workers, 50 years or older, who are either self-employed independents or small business owners are 
more likely that their younger counterparts to prefer to continue in their same work arrangement rather 
than work for someone else.  Thirty-two percent of self-employed independents and 14 percent of small 
business owners of all ages would prefer to have regular jobs working for someone else; however, 
among workers, 50 years or older, 21 percent of self-employed independents and 7 percent of small 
business owners would prefer to work for someone else.
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In practice, alternatives to “working for someone else” may be sought by at least some older workers as a 
transition to full retirement. 

What Are the Distinguishing Characteristics of Older Workers in Different Employment Situations? 

As shown in Table 1, workers in different employment situations differ significantly from one another with 
respect to basic demographic characteristics: 

• Among workers (50 or more years old) wage and salaried employees are much more likely to be 
women (54 percent) than are self-employed independents (27 percent) and small business owners (37 
percent). 

• Wage and salaried employees (50 years or older) are more likely to belong to racial minorities (17 
percent) than self-employed independents (8 percent) and small business owners (11 percent). 

• Small business owners (50 years or older) are more likely to have college degrees than workers in 
either of the other two groups.  Indeed, 54 percent of small business owners, 50 or more years old, have 
four-year college degrees or more, while only 32 percent of wage and salaried employees and 39 
percent of self-employed independents do. 

Table 1:  Selected Characteristics of Workers 50 or More Years Old in Different Employment Situations 

Characteristics 
Wage & 
Salaried 

Employees 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

Small 
Business 
Owners 

Sig. 

Gender: 
Male 
Female 

(749) 
46% 
54% 

(176) 
73% 
27% 

(93) 
63% 
37% 

*** 

Race/Ethnicity: 
White 
Other 

(741) 
83% 
17% 

(176) 
92% 
8% 

(91) 
89% 
11% 

** 

Education Completed: 
Less than high school 
High school of GED 
Some college, no degree 
Associate degree 
4-year college degree 
Graduate or professional degree 

(747) 
9% 

30% 
19% 
9% 

17% 
15% 

(176) 
14% 
24% 
17% 
6% 

21% 
18% 

(93) 
2% 

22% 
17% 
5% 

23% 
31% 

** 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
Statistical significance: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; ***= p < .001; ns = not significant. 

In addition, small business owners, 50 or more years old, are somewhat more likely to be legally 
married (68 percent wage and salaried; 60 percent self-employed; 77 percent small business owners). 
However, among the three categories of workers (wage and salaried, self-employed, and small 
business owners), there are no statistically significant differences with regard to other key family 
demographics (i.e., percent living with partners or spouses, percent with children under 18 years of 
age, and percent of dual-earner couples who are married).
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Who Earns More? 

Data from the NSCW confirm that older workers in the three work situations have different annual earnings 
as well as family incomes. 

• Small business owners have much higher annual earnings ($114,102 average; $65,000 median) than 
wage and salaried employees or independently self-employed workers. 

• They also have much higher annual family incomes ($132,000 average; $97,585 median) than workers 
in the other groups. 2 

Table 2 presents findings about differences in earnings and family income among the three groups 

Table 2:  Earnings and Income of Workers 50 or More Years Old in Different Employment Statuses 

Demographic Characteristics 
Wage & 
Salaried 

Employees 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

Small 
Business 
Owners 

Sig. 

Average 2002 Estimated Earnings: a 
(673) 

$52,635 
(155) 

$78,110 
(76) 

$114,102 
*** 

Median 2002 Estimated Earnings: b 
(673) 

$52,635 
(155) 

$40,000 
(76) 

$65,000 
*** 

Average Annual Family Income in 
2002 Dollars: b 

(709) 
$72,006 

(165) 
$81,611 

(86) 
$132,000 

*** 

Median Annual Family Income in 
2002 Dollars: b 

(709) 
$60,000 

(165) 
$60,514 

(86) 
$97,585 

*** 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
Statistical significance: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001; ns = not significant. 
a Small business owners and self-employed independents have higher average earnings than wage and salaried employees. 
b Wage and salaried employees and self-employed independents do not differ significantly with respect to median annual 
earnings, average annual family income, or median annual family income.  However, small business owners have significantly 
higher average annual earnings and annual average, as well as median, family income than the other two groups. 

Different Work Situations, Different Experiences 

Each of the three employment situations differ in many ways. For example, independent self-employed 
workers typically work alone unless they are interacting with clients or customers, while small business 
owners work with employees who report to them rather than working with peers.  In both of these 
situations, there is the potential for social isolation that may be undesirable to some individuals. 

In this section, we examine differences in access to health insurance, work demands, learning opportunities 
and access to flexibility. 

Health Insurance: As shown in Figure 2, workers, 50 or older, who are self-employed independents are the 
least likely to have personal health insurance from any source.  By definition, they are not affiliated with a 
workplace that might offer health insurance as part of a fringe benefits package. Given the high costs of health 
insurance when purchased privately as an individual consumer, self-employed independents, aged 50 or older,
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who cannot afford to purchase private insurance at market rates either rely on insurance from other sources 
(particularly spouses) or go without.  Some small business owners are in a similar situation. 

The thought of losing fringe benefits (especially health insurance) may prevent many wage and salaried 
employees from striking out on their own. Concerns about access to important fringe benefits help to explain 
the gap in the percentage of workers who plan to be either self-employed independents or small business 
owners and those who actually pursue those types of work situations. 

Figure 2:  Personal Health Insurance Coverage From Any Source of Workers 50 or More Years Old in 
Different Employment Situations 

p < .001 

Demands of Work: Job demands refer to factors such as work hours, travel schedules, the pace of work, and the 
amount of work that needs to get done. The differences in job demands experienced by the three groups of 
workers 50 or older paint a complicated picture. 

As shown in Table 3, small business owners tend to spend longer hours at work each week than wage and 
salaried employees and, particularly, self-employed independents: 59 percent of small business owners work 
more than 40 hours weekly as do 52 percent of wage and salaried employees, in contrast to only 38 percent of 
self-employed independents who do so.
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Table 3:  Job Demands at Work Among Workers Who Are 50 or More Years Old 

Job Demands 
Wage & 
Salaried 

Employees 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

Small 
Business 
Owners 

Sig. 

All Paid and Unpaid Hours per 
Week at Main/Only Job: 

Less than 35 hours 
35 – 40 hours 
41 – 50 hours 
More than 50 hours 

(748) 

17% 
30% 
37% 
15% 

(171) 

36% 
25% 
19% 
19% 

(93) 

22% 
19% 
27% 
32% 

*** 

Average Number of Hours Spent 
Commuting to and from Work 
per Week: 

(696) 

3.9 hrs 

(83) 

3.1 hrs 

(67) 

3.1 hrs 

*** 

Average Number of Hours Spent 
Commuting to and from and 
Working at Main Job per Week: 

(695) 

45.9 hrs 

(83) 

40.6 hrs 

(67) 

49.7 hrs 

*** 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
Statistical significance: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001; ns = not significant. 

How do these work hours compare with the preferred hours of workers in the three types of work 
situations? 

As indicated in Figure 3, among workers, 50 or more years old, most wage and salaried employees (64 
percent) and small business owners (61 percent) would like to work fewer hours than they currently work, 
compared with only 48 percent of independent self-employed workers who would like to work fewer hours. 
It is quite possible that small business owners’ lack of interest in working longer hours reflects the fact that 
they currently work significantly longer hours than workers in the other two groups (Table 3 above). 

Figure 3:  Preferred Work Hours Among Wage & Salaried Employees, Self-Employed Workers, and Small 
Business Owners Who Are 50 or More Years Old 

p < .01
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Business travel that lasts longer than the business day is another type of job demand that can have 
substantial impact on life off the job. On average, small business owners, 50 or older, spend significantly 
more nights away from home on business trips than other workers their ages as shown in Figure 4. Only 17 
percent of wage and salaried employees, aged 50 or older, spent at least one night away from home on 
business trips in the previous three months, whereas 28 percent of self-employed workers had. In stark 
contrast, 41 percent of small business owners had taken at least one overnight business trip in the past 
three months. 

In summary, small business owners not only have longer work weeks, but they are also much more likely to 
spend part of their work week on the road. 

Figure 4:  Frequency of Overnight Business Trips in Past Three Months Among Workers in 
Different Employment Situations Who Are 50 or More Years Old 

p <=001 

Small business owners, 50 or older, are also more likely to feel that they have to work very fast on the 
job (Table 4).  However, in comparison to wage and salaried workers, small business owners as well as 
self-employed independents are less likely to feel overwhelmed by the amount of work that has to be 
done, suggesting that they have greater control of their work lives and are working at the pace they 
want to work.  The differences among the three groups regarding the perceptions that they never have 
enough time to get everything done are not statistically significant.
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Table 4:  Job Demands at Work Among Workers Who Are 50 or More Years Old 

Job & Workplace 
Characteristics 

Wage & 
Salaried 

Employees 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

Small 
Business 
Owners 

Sig. 

% Agreeing that Job Requires 
That They Work Very Fast: 

(743) 
55% 

(176) 
44% 

(92) 
61% 

** 

% Agreeing that Job Requires 
That They Work Very Hard: 

(747) 
81% 

(175) 
72% 

(93) 
81% 

* 

How Often Feel Overwhelmed 
by The Amount of Work that 
Needs to Be Done: 

Very often/often 

Sometimes 

Rarely/never 

(749) 

33% 
28% 
39% 

(175) 

20% 
28% 
52% 

(93) 

24% 
37% 
40% 

** 

% Somewhat or Strongly 
Agreeing that They Never 
Have Enough Time to Get 
Everything Done on the Job: 

(745) 

53% 

(175) 

54% 

(92) 

62% 

ns 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
Statistical significance: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Learning Opportunities on the Job: As is evident in Table 5, small business owners, 50 or older, 
followed by self-employed independents, have greater opportunities to learn new things, be creative, 
and develop their skills and competencies on the job than wage and salaried employees. 

Table 5: Learning Opportunities Among Workers 50 or More Years Old in Different Employment 
Situations 

Learning Opportunities on Job 
Wage & 
Salaried 

Employees 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

Small 
Business 
Owners 

Sig. 

% Somewhat or Strongly 
Agreeing that Job Requires that 
I Keep Learning New Things: 

(748) 

88% 

(176) 

91% 

(92) 

97% 

** 

% Somewhat or Strongly 
Agreeing that Job Requires that 
I Be Creative: 

(748) 

75% 

(176) 

88% 

(92) 

95% 

** 

How true that job allows me to 
develop my skills and abilities? 

A little true/not true 
Somewhat true 
Very True 

(748) 

23% 
38% 
40% 

(175) 

7% 
23% 
69% 

(92) 

4% 
21% 
75% 

*** 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
Statistical significance: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Job Autonomy: Small business owners, 50 or older, followed closely by self-employed independents, have 
greater autonomy on their jobs—control over the pace, content, and methods of their work —than wage 
and salaried employees (Figure 5).
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Figure 5:  Job Autonomy - Percent of Older Workers Agreeing “Somewhat or Strongly” 

All significant at p<.001 

Workplace Flexibility: The National Study of the Changing Workforce includes 13 specific measures of 
workplace flexibility; however, only five of these items were relevant to (and therefore included in the 
interviews conducted with) workers in all three work situations. The responses of wage and salaried 
workers, self-employed workers, and small business owners to these questions are presented in Table 6. 

Small business owners, 50 or older, are much more likely to have flexibility than wage and salaried 
employees, with independent self-employed workers falling in between. Surveys consistently find that 
older workers want flexibility; therefore, greater access to flexibility may well help to explain why 
workers, 50 or older, are more likely than younger workers to be self-employed or small business 
owners.
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Table 6:  Access to Workplace Flexibility Among Workers 50 or More Years Old in 
Different Employment Situations 

Workplace Flexibility 
Wage & 
Salaried 

Employees 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

Small 
Business 
Owners 

Sig. 

How Much Control Over 
Scheduling Work Hours? 

Complete/a lot 
Some 
Very little/none 

(745) 

39% 
24% 
37% 

(176) 

78% 
12% 
10% 

(92) 

86% 
9% 
5% 

*** 

% Somewhat or Strongly 
Agreeing that They Can 
Decide When They Take 
Breaks: 

Agree 
Somewhat disagree 
Strongly disagree 

(744) 

70% 
6% 

24% 

(175) 

94% 
13% 
6% 

(93) 

95% 
2% 
3% 

*** 

% Who Can (Periodically) 
Choose Own Starting and 
Quitting Times within Some 
Range of Hours: 

(747) 

44% 

(174) 

82% 

(93) 

91% 

*** 

% Who Can Change Starting 
and Quitting Times Daily: 

(744) 
23% 

(174) 
68% 

(92) 
74% 

*** 

% Who Work Some Regular 
Hours at Home: 

(737) 
10% 

(106) 
18% 

(74) 
26% 

*** 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
Statistical significance: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Are Older Workers Satisfied? 

As specified in Table 7, our analyses found some differences in the levels of satisfaction among older workers 
who are wage and salaried employees, self-employed workers, and small business owners. 

• Earnings: Despite large differences in earnings among the three groups of workers, 50 or older, they are 
equally satisfied (or dissatisfied) with what they earn. 

• Job Satisfaction: There is no statistically significant difference in job satisfaction levels of the three groups 
of workers. 

• Desire to Change Jobs: Small business owners (90 percent) are more likely than independent self- 
employed workers (83 percent) and wage and salaried employees (79 percent) to want to continue working in 
their current jobs in the coming year.  Remember that small business owners work longer hours and 
experience more demands on the job than others. However, they also have much more control over their 
work schedules and the content of their work, as well as much greater flexibility on the job - characteristics 
that seem to be particularly important to more experienced workers. 

• Life Satisfaction: Older small business owners and self-employed independents are, by a small margin, 
more likely than wage and salaried employees to be highly satisfied with their lives, in general (51percent for 
small business owners and self-employed independents vs. 47 percent for wage/salaried employees).
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Table 7:  Outcomes Among Workers 50 or More Years Old in Different Employment Situations 

Outcomes 
Wage & 
Salaried 

Employees 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

Small 
Business 
Owners 

Sig. 

Satisfaction with Earnings from 
(main) Job: 

Very satisfied 
Somewhat satisfied 
Not too satisfied 
Not satisfied at all 

(745) 

30% 
50% 
12% 
7% 

(175) 

38% 
41% 
15% 
7% 

(92) 

42% 
44% 
8% 
6% 

ns 

Satisfaction with Job: 
Low 
Moderate 
High 

(749) 
9% 

35% 
56% 

(177) 
7% 

41% 
52% 

(92) 
9% 

29% 
62% 

ns 

Likely Retention: How Likely Will 
Try to Find a New Job with 
Another Employer in the Next 
Year? 

Very likely 
Somewhat likely 
Not at all likely 

(744) 

9% 
13% 
79% 

(174) 

6% 
11% 
83% 

(92) 

0% 
10% 
90% 

** 

Satisfaction with Life in General: 
Low 
Moderate 
High 

(745) 
8% 

44% 
47% 

(175) 
14% 
35% 
51% 

(93) 
4% 

45% 
51% 

* 

Percentages do not always add to 100% because of rounding error. 
Statistical significance: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Conclusion 

Our analysis of the 2002 NSCW has found that the different work situations of older workers do, indeed, 
matter. Quality of life at work affects the employment decisions of older workers regarding whether they 
remain in their current work situations or whether they withdraw (partially or fully) from the labor force. 

Different advantages and disadvantages are associated with each of the three work situations.  Small 
business owners are in the enviable position of earning substantially more, having higher family incomes on 
average, and being more content with their current jobs than either wage and salaried employees or self- 
employed independents.  It also appears that they continue working until older ages, allowing them to 
continue to build assets for retirement and stay involved—a concern of many retirees.   Although we have 
some evidence that self-employed independents may be more marginalized workers (e.g., less likely to have 
health insurance benefits) than wage and salaried employees or business owners, we do not find that, as a 
group, they are downtrodden and unhappy with their jobs.  Indeed, by comparison with wage and salaried 
employees, the self-employed independents and small business owners tend to have greater learning 
opportunities, greater autonomy, and flexibility—the value of which may offset the downsides of their 
employment status—assuming that they earn enough to purchase health insurance and retirement benefits 
or have a spouse who can provide these benefits.
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Table 8:  Summary Observations of Workers 50 or More Years Old in Different Employment Situations 

Employment 
Situation 

Some of the Positives for 
Older Workers 

Some of the Negatives for 
Older Workers 

Wage & Salary 
Employees 

• Greater access to fringe benefits, 
including health insurance 

• Few – if any - overnight work 
trips 

• Longest commutes 

• Most likely to feel overwhelmed by the 
amount of work they are expected to do 

• Least control over scheduling of work 
hours, less able to work some regular 
hours at home, less flexibility in general 

• Most likely to want to find a new job 

Self-Employed 
Independents 

• Higher earnings than wage & 
salaried employees 

• Least likely to feel job requires 
them to work very fast 

• More likely than wage & salaried 
employees to have job autonomy, 
control over schedule, and flexible 
work arrangements 

• Least likely to have health insurance 
from any source 

• More likely to report lower life 
satisfaction 

Small Business Owners • Highest personal earnings and 
family income 

• Most opportunities to learn and 
grow at work 

• Greatest job autonomy, control 
and flexibility at work 

• Most hours devoted to work 

• More overnight business trips than 
others 

There are several important implications associated with the findings summarized above: 

Implications for Employers: The findings presented in this report have potentially significant implications for 
employers interested in retaining and recruiting older employees.  We found that older workers have higher rates 
of self-employment and business ownership than do younger workers. The fact that so many wage and salaried 
employees—particularly younger employees—do not want to “work for someone else,” but rather “be their own 
boss,” strongly suggests that today’s employers need to devote serious attention to creating work environments 
that embody some of the important positive characteristics of self-employment and business ownership such as 
providing more control over work hours and work location, greater flexibility and job autonomy, and more 
challenges and learning opportunities on the job.  Workplaces that have these features may find that they 
become “employers of choice” for employees, 50 and older, who are still committed to working and bring 
valuable experience to the job. 

Implications for Policy Makers: Older workers who are small business owners and self-employed tend to have 
higher earnings. These higher earnings are related to differences in education.  Policy makers might consider how
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access to education and training throughout the life course might help people of color and women become 
successful independent self-employed workers and small business owners.  Furthermore, policy makers will want 
to consider options for addressing health care issues that can act as a barrier to self-employment or small 
business formation. 

Implications for Researchers: It is important to gain a greater understanding of the dynamics of employment 
decision-making over the life-cycle, with a particular focus on the transitions that some older workers make 
among the three different work situations examined here. 
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the opportunities and challenges associated with the aging workforce. The Center focuses on flexible work 
options because these are a particularly important element of innovative employer responses to the aging 
workforce. The studies conducted by the Center are examining employers’ adoption of a range of flexible 
work options, the implementation of them at the workplace, their use by older workers, and their impact on 
business and older workers. 
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