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1.1. Background 
The recognition that entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs are important drivers of

economic growth, employment, innovation and productivity has been long understood by

analysts and economic theoreticians, indeed, centuries if one goes back to Cantillon, the

first academic to explicitly attempt to define, and describe the role of, entrepreneurs. 

In recent decades, this recognition has accelerated, with policy makers in many

countries and international organisations explicitly recognising the importance of

entrepreneurship and making general statements about their commitment to improving the

entrepreneurial environment, whether by removing obstacles or via more direct targeted

actions.

The pursuit and development of these policies have until recently been hampered by

the limited, albeit growing, empirical information relating to the factors that affect

entrepreneurship and the benefits of it. Policy references to entrepreneurship were typically

equated with small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) in general or even numbers of self-

employed. Neither of which fully captures the totality and complexity of entrepreneurship.

This, in part, reflects the greater availability of statistics on SMEs and the self-employed

but it also reflects the general ambiguity relating to entrepreneurship. What compounded

this ambiguity was the need for policy makers to be able to make international comparisons

of entrepreneurship. In the absence of definitions that captured the essence of

entrepreneurship, and of entrepreneurship indicators that were internationally comparable,

policy makers were left somewhat rudderless when it came to developing policies,

particularly when these related to learning from international best-practice. 

These shortcomings and the growing importance of policies towards entrepreneurship

magnified the need for a sounder basis for internationally comparable indicators of

entrepreneurship and for an internationally accepted measure of entrepreneurship. The

aim was to be able to provide information not only on how many entrepreneurs there were

or the level of entrepreneurship, but also on determinants, and, ideally, on impacts. Indeed,

creating a more entrepreneurial economy is merely a means to some bigger end, and not

an end in and of itself. 

Given its experience in international data development, many countries and groups

turned to the OECD for assistance and guidance in developing such a framework by

capitalising on its international networks of statisticians, analysts and policy makers. This

led the OECD to create an OECD-Eurostat Entrepreneurship Indicators Programme (EIP)1

that has been at the vanguard of investigations and developments that seek to improve the

current understanding and measurement of entrepreneurship. 

Defining entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship is a phenomenon that manifests itself throughout the economy and

in many different forms with many different outcomes, and these outcomes are not always

related to the creation of financial wealth; for example, they may be related to increasing

employment, tackling inequalities, or indeed, increasingly, environmental issues. The
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challenge for the EIP therefore was to better understand these diverse outcomes and

manifestations whilst at the same time remaining focused on the measurement of

entrepreneurship. Key to this was a definition that captured the essence of entrepreneurship,

one that was able to encompass these diverse issues, while at the same time remaining

focused and most importantly measureable. 

The EIP definition is described below. Its focus is deliberately to target business related

entrepreneurship. The definition considers three components: Entrepreneurs, Entrepreneurial

Activity and Entrepreneurship. 

● Entrepreneurs are those persons (business owners) who seek to generate value, through the

creation or expansion of economic activity, by identifying and exploiting new products, processes

or markets. 

● Entrepreneurial activity is the enterprising human action in pursuit of the generation of value,

through the creation or expansion of economic activity, by identifying and exploiting new products,

processes or markets. 

● Entrepreneurship is the phenomenon associated with entrepreneurial activity. 

In the context of the definitions above it is instructive to mention a few points: 

● The first relates to an important distinction between Entrepreneurs and Entrepreneurial

Activity. Where there are entrepreneurs there will always be entrepreneurial activity but

it is important to note that the latter is not dependent on the existence of the former.

This is important because the definition recognises that individuals within businesses

may demonstrate entrepreneurship without necessarily having a stake in the company.

This means that all companies, even those without an entrepreneur at their helm, can

be entrepreneurial. Companies owned by shareholders or trust funds for example and

managed/run by salaried directors can still be entrepreneurial and the way they operate

their businesses in identifying and exploiting new products, processes or markets can be

of benefit to other businesses owned and managed by entrepreneurs. 

● The second point, which follows from the first, is that entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship

are not concepts that relate exclusively to small businesses or the self-employed, as many

studies, through expedience, have often assumed. The EIP view is that the creation of value

through the identification and exploitation of new products, processes and markets is

not uniquely the preserve of small companies or entrepreneurs, important though

these are to the entrepreneurial process. Moreover it is important to avoid a definition

that is possibly counter-productive from a policy perspective. Clearly, large companies

can be entrepreneurial and these companies should not ignored when formulating

entrepreneurship policies.

● The third point ties entrepreneurship very closely to the idea that there is something

different about entrepreneurial businesses that sets them apart from other businesses;

namely they are in the business of doing something new, whether that be by creating/

identifying new processes, products or markets. Not all businesses are entrepreneurial,

indeed not even all new businesses are necessarily entrepreneurial (which has

important consequences for the framework and supporting indicators developed by the

EIP and how they should be interpreted). 

● The fourth hinges very much on the “seeking”. Many studies of entrepreneurship

investigate and focus only on those entrepreneurs or entrepreneurial businesses that

succeed. Failure is a very important part of the entrepreneurial process and much can be

learned from understanding it. Entrepreneurs who failed were still entrepreneurial and,

indeed, entrepreneurs.
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● The final point concerns “value”. Policy makers are interested in facilitating or encouraging

the growth of entrepreneurship because it is recognised as a force for good. How this

“good” is achieved, indeed, determining what is “good” is the role of the policy maker.

These “goods” or objectives are about creating value in one domain or another, and, as

noted above, these can be very diverse. Therefore “value” covers both monetary and non-

monetary returns. These values are, naturally, identified as objectives or targets by policy

makers, who will then develop policies designed to achieve them. Some countries for

example will focus on entrepreneurship’s contribution to economic growth. Other

countries might instead focus on entrepreneurship’s contribution to solving environmental

problems or its contribution to social inclusion.

Developing indicators

Given the diversity of outcomes and manifestations, it is obvious that no single indicator

can ever adequately cover entrepreneurship, especially given the different objectives. Some

entrepreneurs, for example, will have limited growth potential, reflecting the value

embodied in their idea, or their own attributes/experiences and motivation. Others will have

enormous growth potential that can be measured both ex ante and ex post To encompass

these differences, the indicators need to be used as vehicles that point policy makers in the

right direction relevant to the entrepreneurship related objective they wish to achieve. 

The entrepreneurial indicators developed by the EIP, and described in detail in this

publication, comprise a basket of indicators that are generally thought to reflect

entrepreneurship and that fit within the definitions outlined above. Thus, the list identifies

a number of indicators that target, to varying degrees, different aspects of entrepreneurship

and different types of entrepreneurs. In this sense, it is important to recognise too that the

indicators are in some respect merely proxies for entrepreneurship or entrepreneurs. For

example, not all high-growth firms embody entrepreneurship. But the inclusion of these

indicators reflects the pragmatic approach necessary in the construction of a set of

indicators, that need to be measurable in a harmonised, achievable and comparable way

across countries.

In considering the pragmatic nature of the indicators, the EIP also recognised the

practical constraints of restricting the burdens placed on businesses. This consideration

guided the EIP away from the development of a new survey conducted by national statistics

institutes (NSIs). Instead, the focus was on the development of indicators that could be

readily obtained from information already collected by NSIs. One such source of

information that readily lent itself to this objective was statistical business registers. 

1.2. The importance of statistical business registers in achieving comparability
The statistical business registers are fundamental to the collection of information on,

and the construction of surveys of, businesses. They contain most of the basic information

essential to the development of business demography statistics; especially internationally

comparable indicators as there is, at least in principle, good comparability of registers.2

The registers are themselves usually created from a combination of sources from

different national administrative and statistical institutions, and typically contain the

following information:

● The name of the business.

● A business identifier.

● The address.
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● The country of ownership.

● The description of the business activities (and possible changes in its main activity).

● The legal form (public corporation, sole proprietor, partnership, etc.).

● Information related to employment.

● Financial indicators such as turnover or revenue.

● The description of the links to other businesses within the same country or abroad.

Differences in registers arise, in general, in the context of the completeness of

coverage of businesses. In theory, all businesses should be covered in a statistical business

register, irrespective of the business size or its legal nature. In practice, however, there will

be cross country differences reflecting national circumstances and data availability. For

example, most countries will exclude many micro enterprises – i.e. those that provide some

form of subsistence or supplementary income to the owner, usually the sole-proprietor –

the self employed; and often also enterprises without employees. Differences in these

thresholds can considerably impair the international comparability of indicators of

businesses, whether they be pure simple descriptive statistics, such as the number of

businesses or indeed the number of births. 

To accommodate for these differences the EIP developed the concept of an employer-

enterprise unit as the relevant statistical unit; meaning that administrative differences

that lead to different coverage of businesses in statistical business registers could be

overcome. This was not the sole driver for the focus placed on an employer-enterprise unit.

The focus also reflects, in some respects, the application of an economic relevance

threshold. Figure 1.1 shows, in a simple way, the importance of the threshold of an

employer-enterprise in developing comparable estimates of entrepreneurship across

countries. It compares birth rates across European countries, from the Employer Business

Demography (EBD) data collection, using the employer-enterprise as the statistical unit

with the rates derived using the simple enterprise as the statistical unit (Regulation (EC)

No. 295/2008 of the European Parliament and of Council of 11 March 2008 concerning

structural business statistics (recast), Annex IX). The key point to note here is the significant

differences that arise between countries using the different rates. Because the population

of businesses captured by the employer-enterprise threshold is more comparable across

countries than the simple enterprise notion, comparisons of entrepreneurial statistics are

also more meaningful. 

That is not to say that firms without employees or micro firms are not relevant for

entrepreneurship studies. In fact, the development of the employer-enterprise as the

statistical unit does not exclude these firms from analysis. It is not the sheer number of

micro firms or self-employed that is of interest, per se, for those studying entrepreneurship,

it is the potential for those firms to be drivers of job creation, growth and innovation. In this

respect, it is instructive to consider the time-line that sees the business evolve from an idea

to a large employer. One could, albeit impractically, decide that the basis for measurement

was when the idea, or “seed” was germinated; or when the business was first registered; or

when it sold its first product or, as the EIP has concluded, when the first employee is taken

on. Any of these points in time could be defined as the basis for “births”. If one considers

the period prior to the birth as the gestation period, it is clear that the very small micro-

firms that are of interest to entrepreneurship policy makers, will nearly always evolve into

employer enterprise firms, and, so be captured by the EIP definition.
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Comparability and timeliness 

There is however one noticeable drawback with the use of statistical business

registers. Whilst they provide the basis for good comparability they cannot, unfortunately,

be used to provide very timely indicators of the entrepreneurial environment. This reflects

the fact that a number of adjustments are needed in statistical business registers to correct

for distortions produced by certain demographic events, in order to arrive at comparable

and meaningful concepts. 

The need for timely indicators is as important as the need for comparable indicators.

As such, the EIP has developed additional indicators, based on administrative, typically

legal, sources that can be used to provide an indication of changing patterns in births and

deaths of businesses, as a timely supplement to the comparable benchmark estimates

provided by statistical business registers. However, it is crucial to note that the

comparability of the indicators, based on these administrative registers, across countries is

far from perfect, certainly when compared to the benchmark series based on statistical

business registers, adjusted for certain demographic events. 

The lack of comparability in entrepreneurship statistics based on administrative

registers, which are produced by many other institutions, and where very often the

definition of a business varies across countries, is arguably not fully understood by users of

entrepreneurship statistics. It is instructive therefore to clarify how differences in coverage

and concept in administrative registers impact on comparability, and, in doing so explain

why the benchmark series (produced using statistical business registers) presented in this

publication are less timely than the information provided by administrative registers. This

section does this by shaping the discussion around the two most important, and certainly

most commonly cited statistics used in entrepreneurship studies: births and deaths of

enterprises.

Figure 1.1. Employer enterprise birth rates and enterprise birth rates

Source: Eurostat (2010a). 
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932384173
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Enterprises can appear and disappear from administrative and statistical business

registers in a number of ways reflecting many demographic events, such as mergers and

take-overs. Many of these entries and exits are not therefore directly relevant to the study

of entrepreneurship or creative destruction. For example the economic impact of mergers

will differ, and certainly their impact on employment; often mergers lead to reductions in

overall employment, whereas completely new creations will generate employment, even if

they result in employment losses in other businesses through competitive pressures

related to creative destruction. 

Moreover, pure appearances on, and disappearances from, registers are not and never

likely to be comparable across countries. For example, in practice, entries are derived from

registrations with administrative sources but the legal and administrative requirements

that determine how and when a business should register with national administrative

sources vary considerably from country to country, and are likely to continue to do so. 

The EIP measure of “births” attempts to differentiate between entries and creations,

which include any demographic event that leads to the creation of a new enterprise even if

the enterprise previously existed in a different form. Similarly the concept of “deaths”

attempts to differentiate exits from demographic events that lead to the disappearance of

an enterprise from a register but that reappears in fundamentally the same form. 

The following sets out the series of demographic events that can appear on

administrative and indeed statistical business registers that need to be adjusted for in

order to produce internationally comparable statistics. The central most important point to

note, vis-à-vis the comparability of EIP statistics with that produced using counts from

administrative registers, is that the definition of the business (an employer-enterprise) is

comparable in the EIP but cannot be assumed to be so for administrative registers: 

● Changes in Controlling Legal Unit, Activity and Locations.

● Mergers.

● Renamings.

● Break-ups.

● Split-offs.

● Changes of Ownership (one-to-one take-over).

● Joint Ventures.

● Re-structuring: within an Enterprise Group and Enterprise Groups.

● Relocation.

● Reclassification.

● Reactivation. 

Correcting for these events in constructing comparable business demography

statistics is central to the value-added provided by the EIP statistics. The nature of the

adjustments can mean that timeliness is necessarily affected. For example, to determine

whether a business has died, or is merely dormant, two periods (years) need to have passed

without the same business reappearing (in one shape or form) on the register. In other

words deaths and death rates can only be determined, generally, about three years after

the date the business actually failed. How important these adjustments are can be

illustrated by Figure 1.2, which compares real births and entries for France.
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1.3. Developing timely indicators of entrepreneurship
Notwithstanding the importance of comparable estimates of entrepreneurship across

countries, the EIP recognizes the importance of timely estimates and to this extent has

supplemented its statistical business register-based data with a new set of timely

indicators of entrepreneurship (TIE). Unlike the benchmark business demography

indicators, which, although comparable across countries, are typically only available two to

three years after the reference period during which they occur, the TIE data on enterprise

creations and enterprise failures are typically available only a few months after the

reference period. As discussed below, the price for more timely data is less international

comparability. This reflects the fact that the registers are typically administrative,

reflecting some form of legal requirement for registration or de-listing, which differ, often

considerably, across countries. Sometimes this will depend on differences in the sectors

covered, sometimes on differences in the legal status (incorporated, unincorporated),

sometimes on size, and sometimes on other administrative requirements such as labour

laws, or VAT registration. 

This difference in comparability across countries is one of the reasons a distinction is

made between what is referred to as “births” and “deaths” in the EIP benchmark statistics

and “creations” and “failures” in the TIE. Another important reason however reflects the

underlying difference in concept of the related measures. 

A creation, for example, may occur through a merger, takeover, or change of name,

activity or ownership. None of these qualify as a birth in the benchmark birth measure.

Similarly for firm closures, the main source of information is bankruptcy records. But not all

declarations of bankruptcy necessarily result in the death of a firm. The business for example

may be restructured or bought-out during this period, depending on the bankruptcy laws in

place; and neither of these events would be considered a death in the benchmark statistics. 

Because of the differences across countries, the emphasis is placed on cross-country

comparisons of trends (seasonally adjusted using the X12 ARIMA model) and growth rates,

rather than exact levels. Interestingly, trends in countries’ adjusted series on firm creation

Figure 1.2. Births and entries in France
Thousands

Source: Agence pour la Création d’Entreprises (APCE), Observatoire de la Création. 
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932384192
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and bankruptcies show a remarkably similar pattern across countries. The precise sources

and definitions of enterprise creations and bankruptcies are presented in Annex II.A.

The ability of TIE to facilitate the analysis of the impact of the recent economic and

financial crisis on enterprise creations and bankruptcies is highlighted by the data shown

in Figure 1.3 which covers the period 2007-2009. The availability of updated data identifies

changes in entrepreneurial performance during the crisis. In particular, the TIE data

indicate that in 2008, the number of enterprises diminished in all countries for which data

were available, except France, although the size of decrease varied considerably across

countries. The decline continued in 2009 in most countries, though a few showed small

increases. 

The EIP intends to expand the Database of Timely Indicators of Entrepreneurship to cover

additional countries, and to ameliorate, to the extent possible, the cross-country

comparability. Work is under way to assess the correlation of the timely indicators with the

harmonised benchmark business demography indicators. Finally, Eurostat has

investigated the use of the alternative sources of data on firm entries and exits to estimate

official business demography data; this is a promising area of research that the EIP is

interested in considering. 

Figure 1.3. Number of new enterprises, percentage changes from previous year

Source: OECD, Timely Indicators of Entrepreneurship Database. 
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932384211
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Notes

1. For more information on the EIP including feasibility studies and meetings that have been
instrumental  in  the development  of  the  f ramework, see www.oecd.org/statistics/
entrepreneurshipindicators. The introductory section of this chapter draws on two milestone documents
produced by the EIP: Ahmad and Seymour (2008) and Ahmad and Hoffman (2008).

2. For a thorough discussion on business registers comparability, see OECD (2006) and Vale (2005). 
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