
Why it  mat t ers
Ent repreneurship is oft en celebrat ed as a pat h t o aut onomy and opport unit y, but  do founders and 
self- employed individuals pay a hidden healt h cost ? Prior research on ent repreneur st ress has been 
cont radict ory, w it h some st udies showing higher st ress and ot hers lower levels. This st udy uses an object ive 
biological marker (t elomere lengt h) t o sett le t he quest ion and reveals t hat  self- employment  is associat ed wit h 
measurably higher chronic st ress, w it h import ant  implicat ions for founders, educat ors, and public healt h policy. 

You are self-employed. 
Are you more stressed?  
RESEARCH BRIEF

How w e know
Researchers analyzed dat a f rom 3,580  working- age adult s (18?65) f rom t he 1999?2002 Nat ional Healt h and 
Nut rit ion Examinat ion Survey, a nat ionally represent at ive U.S. dat aset . Inst ead of relying on self- report ed st ress 
(which is prone t o bias), t he st udy used age- adjust ed t elomere lengt h (TLa), a biomarker t hat  short ens wit h 
chronic psychological and physiological st ress. The t eam cont rolled for comorbidit ies, demographics, income, 
indust ry, and allost at ic load (wear and t ear on t he body) t o isolat e t he ment al st ress component . 

What  t his means
- For ent repreneurs: Running a business t akes a 

measurable t ol l on healt h. Self- awareness, 
st ress management , and ment al healt h 
support  are not  luxuries. 

- For ent repreneurial leaders: Senior roles face 
similar st ress risks. Organizat ions should 
provide ment al healt h support  t o t hem. 

- For educat ors: Ent repreneurship curricula 
should include ment al healt h, wellness, st ress 
management , and realist ic expect at ions. 

- For pol icymakers: Economic development  
programs support ing small businesses must  
int egrat e ment al healt h services in addit ion t o 
f inancial aid for recovery and resil ience.? 

 Reference: Lee, S. H., Pat el, P. C., & Phan, P. H. (2023). Are t he self- employed more st ressed? New evidence on an old 
quest ion. Journal of Small Business Management, 61(2), 513?539.

Now w hat ?
- Build st ress management  and ment al healt h t raining int o ent repreneur support  programs, 

incubat ors, and accelerat ors. 
- As f irms encourage more int ernal ent repreneurial behaviors, t hey should also be mindful of 

t he pot ent ial impact  on employee well- being and provide appropriat e resources. 
- Normal ize conversat ions about  well- being and psychological cost s of ent repreneurship. 
- Pair economic relief programs (l ike pandemic support  or disast er recovery funds) w it h 

accessible ment al healt h resources for business owners. 
- Encourage self- care pract ices, peer support  net works, and professional counseling. 

LINK TO THE STUDY

What  researchers found
- Self- employment  is l inked t o signif icant ly 

short er  t elomeres, indicat ing higher chronic 
st ress compared t o employees. 

- Time in self- employment  mat t ers. The longer 
someone is self- employed, t he short er t heir 
t elomeres become. 

- College educat ion did not  buf fer st ress as 
hypot hesized. While educat ion was expect ed 
t o help, t he dat a showed marginal ef fect . 

- Tenure is a signif icant  predict or of short ened 
t elomeres. 

- The ef fect  size is meaningful. Self- employed 
individuals' t elomere lengt h was apx. 27% of a 
st andard deviat ion short er t han employees. 
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