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 “Growth” is not a word regularly tripping from the lips of too many financial pundits these days; but if there is one socio-economic grouping that seems destined to increase significantly over the next few years it is surely that of the white-collar self-employed - those cohorts of technicians and professional knowledge workers who either by choice or necessity are forsaking the benefits and comforts of company life for the satisfaction and uncertainties of working for themselves.
In fact, the overall numbers of the self-employed in Western Europe and North America have already been on the increase for some years. Since 2000, according to OECD figures, their ranks have swollen by around half a million each in the UK (where they account for 13% of the total workforce), Germany (15%) and Spain (18%), and by 390,000 and 230,000 in the US (7%) and the Netherlands (13%) respectively. Only France (3%) and Italy (2%) have bucked this trend amongst the original member countries of the EU
Outside of countries  such as Greece and Romania where there is still a high proportion  of  small agricultural enterprises, self-employment  has traditionally been the domain of the artisan, the freelance arm of the media industry and  the “man with a van” who has served an apprenticeship in one of the building trades. It was not until the 1980s that the make-up of the self-employed sector began changing and it took until the end of the following decade for it to adopt the shape we recognise today
The initial catalyst for this metamorphosis was the deregulation of first the UK and then the US financial services sectors and the shareholder revolution that this ushered in. This encouraged the growing community of publicly-quoted companies on both sides of the Atlantic to look to deliver shareholder value by focussing on their core activities, and any department that did not fit this description became a legitimate target for outsourcing. Internal services such as IT, telecoms, office supplies, PR, marketing, and customer services found themselves on the front line of this outsourcing mania.

As it happened, many departments were sub-contracted out to former employees who continued to work solely for their former employers but frequently ended up earning more and paying less tax for what they had been doing in the first place. Although the authorities eventually clamped down on what became known as “false” self-employment, cynics believed that it was politically expedient for successive governments to encourage this practice as it kept the unemployment figures down. The line between self-employment and sub-contracting was irreversibly blurred and remains so to this day.
Expedient or not, the outsourcing drive of the 1980s and 1990 paid a large part in establishing self-employment and the small business model as a legitimate way of life for a considerable number of professionals and technicians who would not otherwise have countenanced it, and removed any mild stigma that might have been attached to it. For their part, governments across the western world began to recognise with varying degrees of alacrity that self-employment was frequently the first step to business creation and began to introduce beneficial tax regimes and incentives to encourage both budding entrepreneurs and the recently “downsized” to follow this route 
The UK has undoubtedly been the most proactive in this field; once all legitimate deductions for expenditure have been made for travel, IT equipment and (where relevant) use of home premises for work purposes, the average self-employed knowledge worker should not end up paying much more than 25% income tax, compared to around 45% (including National Insurance contributions) for his or her equivalent in full-time employment. This may be about to come down even further; earlier this year, HM Revenue & Custom ruled that the self-employed could offset their mortgages against tax for the first time. 
Other developed EU countries such as the Netherlands and Germany were not so far behind and have introduced tax regimes and a series of grants, loans and other incentives to encourage self-employment and small business start-ups.
Somewhat belatedly, France is now also taking steps to kick-start its self-employed sector. In January 2009 a new auto-entrepreneur regime is being introduced that will both drastically reduce the paperwork required to start up on one’s own and the tax burden. Italian red tape remains a stumbling block.
There is another major driving force behind the rise and rise of knowledge-based self-employment and that is, of course, technology. The plummeting costs and exponential rates of adoption and penetration of personal computers, email, mobile telephony, broadband and – widely predicted to be the next “big thing” – high-speed internet access over portable Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) - has unchained thousands if not millions of knowledge workers from their desks and made all manner of commercial activity and business interaction possible from a desk in the spare room or even the local coffee shop. These days more than ever, it doesn’t matter where you are, it’s who you know and what you can deliver that counts.
If there is a downside to this brave new world it is that the marketplace is fiercely competitive and, with the financial and logistical barriers to entry so low and getting lower all the time, there are inevitably  more and more self-employed workers chasing (in the short term, at any rate) a finite if not shrinking number of opportunities in their given field of expertise. To stand any chance of success the newly self-employed need to follow some basic rules which owe more to common sense than to rocket science.
1. Identify your core strengths and experience; you are much more likely to win work for contracts in areas where you can demonstrate you have a track record.
2. Develop a marketing story. During the dot com boom this was called the “elevator pitch” – the ability to articulate your Unique Selling Points (USPs) or business plan to a would-be investor in the time it takes a lift to travel from the ground to the 15th floor.
3. Network as if you’re life depended on it: Nobody else is going to sell your services for you, so it is up to you to pursue old contacts and make new ones. Professional networking sites such as Linked In are useful for increasing your network of contacts, but face-to-face encounters (i.e. at seminars and conferences and social occasions) and introductions from your existing contacts are more likely to bring you business.
4. Don’t promise what you can’t deliver; it is always tempting to take on whatever work is offered, but failing to deliver the goods can seriously damage your reputation and future work prospects.
5. Don’t be greedy; unless you have a brilliant business idea or are extremely lucky you aren’t likely to get very rich overnight. Work out what the market rate for your services is and don’t frighten people off by overcharging. If necessary tailor your expenditure accordingly.
6. Keep detailed records of income and expenditure – absolutely essential for when Tax Return time comes around. Employing the services of an accountant who knows the ropes is also usually money extremely well spent.

7. Stay sane. Self-employment can be a lonely business and you may well miss those discussions about last night’s football match around the coffee machine more than you expected to. Make sure you have people other than your family or partner to share your ups and downs.

8. Get a life. Self-employment is a fantastic opportunity to take control of your own destiny and lead a more rounded existence. Use any spare time you have to pursue all those extracurricular interests you have been neglecting all these years.

9. Don’t let yourself go. You never know when you might bump into a useful contact,  so it pays to look smart whenever you venture out the house

10. Don’t panic!
