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1. Context and policy options 

 

David Halabisky (Economist, Entrepreneurship Policy and Analysis Unit, CFE, 
OECD) presented some background on self-employment in OECD countries and introduced the 

objectives of the webinar. 

The OECD estimates that each month of strict containment measures will translate into up to 2 

percentage points of lost annual GDP. The self-employed are particularly hardly hit: early estimates 

suggest that half will experience prolonged periods without income and large numbers are at risk of closure.  

Self-employment represents between 10% and 13% of the working population in most OECD 

countries, and has been relatively stable since the 2000s. About 29% of the self-employed have 

employees and the population is evolving, reflecting new forms of work (e.g. part-time self-employment, 

increase in tertiary educated self-employed workers).  

Self-employment was used as a pathway into work after the 2009 crisis. While the relative share of 

self-employment increased only slightly, the number of people moving from unemployment into self-

employment grew substantially (25% increase between 2009 and 2011).  

Several OECD governments have quickly introduced various types of temporary financial support 

for the self-employed to address the COVID-19 crisis. The purpose of the webinar is to explore: 

 What are governments doing to support the self-employed to survive the Covid-19 crisis? 

 How can policy measures for the self-employed be improved?  

 Which changes in the environment for self-employment and in self-employment policy are 

temporary and which will be long-lasting?  

 

Prof. Robert Blackburn (University of Liverpool, United Kingdom) highlighted key 

characteristics of self-employment and related principles for policy support to the self-employed in the 

crisis. 

Understanding the diversity of the self-employed is crucial to the design of relevant and accessible 

support. Self-employed workers span a wide range of sectors, and include workers at the top and bottom 

of the income distribution. They also vary in terms of personal characteristics (e.g. gender, ethnicity), 

motivations, how they run their activity (e.g. full or part-time, seasonal, gig and portfolio workers). This 

makes it difficult to design access criteria to interventions that do not restrict access to certain sub-groups. 

The self-employed tend to limit their interactions with governments. The government tends to be 

seen mainly as a bureaucratic organisation, the regulator and taxer, which may lead to low uptake of public 

support programmes. They often have trusting relationships with employer organisations, sector networks 

and advisors such as accountants which can be leveraged to reach out to the self-employed.  

Evidence suggests that the self-employed are very impacted by the COVID-19 crisis, but some 

suffer disproportionate effects. The immediate impacts from lock-downs and sickness include loss of 

customers, and disturbed networks and supply-chains. These are leading to serious loss of income and a 

cash flow crisis. The early evidence shows that those working in “contact-intensive” sectors (e.g. personal 



2    

  
  

and household services) and certain sub-groups (such as women, newly registered self-employed workers, 

and lower income groups) are especially hard hit. 

Most policy responses focus on financial support. Common policy responses include income 

protection schemes (e.g. compensation, tax deferrals); grants and loans; and support for premises. Some 

policy responses include advisory services through support organisations (e.g.  Chambers of Commerce). 

The diversity of the self-employed and the absence of strong established relationships with 

national governments present challenges for the design and delivery of emergency support. 

Another challenge is the need for fast disbursement, which can conflict with the need for accountability. 

Policymakers should consider three key steps going forward: 

1. Consult with the self-employed and their sectoral employer organisations to raise the efficacy of 

measures. 

2. Introduce immediate support measures, identifying gaps and linking to various types of self-

employed workers, and providing clarity on support measures. 

3. Introduce strategic measures for the post-pandemic economy to help the self-employed adapt 

to structural changes (e.g. shifts in consumer habits and new ways of working) and seize new 

opportunities. This will likely involve a combination of financial and non-financial support to 

encourage new business models and new competencies amongst the self-employed. 

 

The discussion touched on how the financing needs of the self-employed differ from those of SMEs, 

warranting a specific policy response. Prof. Blackburn highlighted the relevance of grants rather than loans 

to respond to the current crisis, as the self-employed will not recoup lost revenue and risk being burdened 

by loans in the long term. Participants reflected on the major variations in support needs and access to 

existing support among different parts of the self-employed population (including specific needs and risks 

for non-mainstream self-employed and for the newly-established self-employed) indicating the necessity 

for broad consultations and differentiated responses.  

 

2. Examples of country policy responses 

 

ITALY – Prof. Salvatore Zecchini (Chair of the WPSMEE Informal Steering Group 
on SME and Entrepreneurship Financing) 

The Italian government policy response has focused on job protection, income support and 

liquidity/financial support to small firms. It includes offering firms temporary protection from 

default (including a new mechanism to temporarily prevent bankruptcy), and simplifying and 

accelerating procedures to receive financial support. Other measures affecting the self-employed are 

temporary suspension of legal proceedings and a ban on lay-offs of employees.  

The Italian policy response for the self-employed started with an assessment of needs and includes 

measures for different groups. The self-employment rate is high in Italy, partly due to a wide definition 

of the self-employed (which includes professionals and craftspeople). Most measures are short-term 

oriented and the priorities are job retention, easing the credit crunch and providing income support: 

 Liquidity support is offered through deferral of social security contributions, a ban on loan 

revocations, an increased endowment for loan guarantees, a new lending programme and a 

moratorium on loan repayments until September 2020. 
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 Income support is provided through small grants, which have had higher take-up thanks to 

loan guarantees, and are crucial for those whose lost revenue will not be recouped. Other 

measures have been introduced or are in the pipeline, including for exports and a measure to 

provide financial support for people take vacations in Italy. 

The main challenges going forwards include uncertainty regarding the duration of the lockdown, 

and concerns that some of the self-employed, micro- and informal businesses may not have access 

to financial support, even if backed by a public loan guarantee, where they may not meet banks’ 

increasingly stringent criteria. The short-term focus of the support and the lack of clear long-term strategy 

creates additional uncertainty. 

Developing the grant component of the Italian policy response and quickening the disbursement 

of support will be priorities, along with administrative simplification. Italy must also be prepared to 

extend the support over time, especially as the lockdown continues. In the longer term, there will be a need 

for new incentives to boost the equity component in micro-businesses and to support the self-employed in 

digitalisation. 

POLAND – Ms. Agnieszka Majcher-Teleon (Ministry of Family, Labour and Social 
Policy). 

The Polish policy response to the crisis (the Anticrisis Shield) focuses on three principles: 

providing fast support with minimal formalities, opting for digital procedures, and offering different 

instruments for different population groups, with different channels and funding sources.  

This differentiated approach means that people need to apply separately to different channels, 

which may make it harder for to understand which support they are eligible for. However, this 

approach responds better to the needs of different firms, and also allows relief to be implemented faster, 

launching new instruments as they can become operational. 

The first measures of the Anticrisis Shield came into force at the end of March 2020. They were 

reinforced on 18 April 2020 by widening the eligible population and reducing some administrative 

requirements. The main measures targeted at the self-employed include: 

 Exemption from social security contributions for the self-employed with reduced turnover.  

 “Standby” benefit for those with decreased turnover, paid up to three months, with no limits 

on monthly revenue. 

 Subsidy covering part of the business activity costs for the self-employed. Paid up to three 

months, the subsidy amounts to 50, 70, or 90% of the minimum wage. 

 Low interest loan from the Labour Fund for the self-employed who can demonstrate they were 

active before 1 March 2020. Redemption is possible after 3 months for continued activity. The loan 

was initially reserved to micro-businesses with employees conditional on maintaining their labour 

force. The measure was then extended to all self-employed workers.  

The current response focuses on providing support for three months, with limited visibility beyond 

that point, although extension is being considered.  

Challenges are arising in dealing with the high level of applications, leading Poland to look into further 

streamlining processes.   
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UNITED KINGDOM – Paula Lovitt (Business Growth Directorate, Department for 
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy). 

The Self-Employed Income Support Scheme (SEISS) started at the end of March and responded to 

demand. It complements the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) for furloughed workers, which 

covers 80% of salaries of workers who need to be put on short-term stand-by. 

The SEISS covers up to 80% of the past profit of the self-employed. Self-employed workers who filed 

a tax return for 2018/19 are eligible (as the delivery mechanism is the tax system). Trading profits must 

represent over half of their income. The scheme does not cover people running Limited Liabilities 

Companies (who can use the CJRS), many of those who combine self-employment with salaried activities 

(“portfolio workers”) and the newly-registered self-employed, who have not submitted tax returns in 

2018/19.  

The measure also complements the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme, to which the 

self-employed are also eligible, because it does not require the self-employed to take on debt.  

By leveraging the tax system as a delivery channel, the SEISS can provide support to a large number 

of self-employed people in a short timeframe. Furthermore the narrow eligibility criteria limit fraud risks.   

There has been a very large number of applicants, which presents challenges for the fast treatment 

of applications, and tax data was not designed to disburse support, making the treatment of 

information more complex. Payments for April, May and June will be disbursed at once in June.  

 

The discussion delved into possible solutions to the challenge of providing fast and inclusive 

support while ensuring proper use of public funds. An option would be conducting verifications of 

eligibility ex-post rather than ex-ante (as has been done in a programme in Bavaria, Germany). Poland 

adopted an intermediate approach, where applicants need to make a “good faith” declaration of eligibility 

but are not required to submit supporting documents at the time of application. Italy used some revenue-

based criteria to calibrate financial support.  

Participants also reflected on how different schemes support non-regular workers, including 

platform workers and those on “zero-hour” contracts. Participants also discussed the relevance of a 

universal basic income in this context, touching on possible advantages for keeping self-employed 

businesses alive in a simple manner together with drawbacks for labour market participation and financial 

costs. 

   

 

3. Exiting temporary measures   

The discussion highlighted the importance of not rushing into exit strategies before the crisis has been 

contained. Participants also stressed the need to combine financial support with business advice and 

support to help the self-employed adapt their business models to temporary and permanent changes in 

the business environment, notably through increased digitalisation of their activities. The opportunity for 

deeper reform in public policy for the self-employed to encourage better quality businesses was also 

underlined, along with the necessity to retire emergency measures over time for a streamlined support 

structure. A priority will also be to rebuild trust in government, and support access to justice for the self-

employed that may have been affected by poor business practices during the crisis.  

 

 



   5 

  
  

4. Key takeaways  

 

Dr. Jonathan Potter (Head, Entrepreneurship Policy and Analysis Unit, OECD) 
provided some brief concluding remarks. The features of an effective country response to support self-

employment in the Covid-19 crisis will only be established once impacts of different interventions have 

been evaluated. In the meantime, six principles emerge for good policy responses:     

 Act quickly and at sufficient scale. 

 Opt for a differentiated response. A good policy response needs to account for the diversity 

among the self-employed, even if this implies a system that may be more complex to navigate. 

Consultation should be used with self-employed networks, associations and trusted contacts to 

establish needs and delivery channels. 

 Find a method to disburse emergency funding that does not rely solely on banks. Methods 

could include leveraging labour offices (e.g. Poland), or using the tax system (e.g. UK). 

Bureaucratic processes should be kept to a minimum. 

 Include a grant component, not just loans, since many self-employed  workers will be suffering 

a permanent loss of revenue. Fraud prevention is necessary, but measures should have wide 

coverage as the goal is to cover a fall in aggregate demand and replace income. 

 Include some targeted business advice and other support for longer term changes in 

business models for the self-employed, including going digital.    

 Consider the exit strategy for emergency measures and set up arrangements at the outset to 

evaluate their impacts.  
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What’s next? 

Three further webinars on self-employment, entrepreneurship and COVID-19 are planned: 

 12 May 2020: Rebooting start-up policy in response to the COVID-19 crisis. Register.  

 26 May 2020: Supporting young entrepreneurs before and after the COVID-19 crisis. Register 

 9 June 2020: Women enterprise policy and COVID-19. Register 

Related webinars are planned on:  

 19 May 2020: Lend first, check later.   

 2 June 2020: Mobilising public guarantees for the SME policy response to COVID-19.  

 16 June 2020: SME policy response to COVID-19: Leveraging alternative finance providers. 

 23 June 2020: Financial relief for SMEs: Avoiding long-term over-indebtedness. 

 30 June 2020: The silver lining – How policy responses can help SMEs fast-track their recovery and growth.  

 

Read More 

The OECD has produced extensive work on self-employment in collaboration with the European Commission, including 

among under-represented and disadvantaged demographic groups (e.g. The Missing Entrepreneurs 2017 contains a thematic 

chapter on the quality of self-employment and the Policy Brief series contains a paper on Sustaining Self-employment. Learn 

more http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/inclusive-entrepreneurship.htm. 

The recently launched OECD COVID-19 portal, provides analysis of the impact of the COVID-19 crisis and reports on policy 

responses, including a note on SME policy responses https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/en/ 

 

OECD contacts 

For more information on OECD work on entrepreneurship and self-employment contact jonathan.potter@oecd.org, 
david.halabisky@oecd.org; cynthia.lavison@oecd.org  
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