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There’s nothing more exciting than breaking free of cubicle life and starting your own business. Finally, you 
can be your own boss and make your own rules. You get to decide how your time is spent, who you partner 
with and how you go about doing business. To be sure, there are a lot of benefits to running your own 
company.

But there are also quite a few drawbacks to entrepreneurship. For one, there’s no safety net - you’re 
putting most, if not all, of your eggs in the basket labeled “I’m going to start a business, and it’s going to 
be a success.” There are stressful decisions to be made on a regular basis regarding hiring, firing, pricing, 
planning, partnerships and more. The scale of work-life balance tends to tilt toward the work side (if not 
crash to the floor). 

But how many hours per week do entrepreneurs really work? Do they take vacations and/or weekends off? 
How do they cope with the day-to-day stress of running a business? Are there opportunities to delegate 
or outsource that are being missed - and do entrepreneurs trust their employees enough to pass the work 
off to them? What’s the lifestyle cost of being an entrepreneur? Most importantly, is true work-life balance 
possible for small business owners? 

We decided to survey hundreds of entrepreneurs to get answers to these questions, as well as several 
others. The responses surprised us - pleasantly, in some cases. In others, not so much. Here’s what we found:

How Many Hours Are Small Business Owners REALLY Working?

When talking about work-life balance, the first question should be “how many hours per week do you work?” 
So we asked, and the general response was, “a lot.” Specifically:

•	19% work 60+ hours per week

•	30% work 50-59 hours per week

•	33% work 40-49 hours per week

•	14% work 30-39 hours per week

•	5% work less than 30 hours per week

Although around 1 in 5 business owners work less than the standard 40-hour work week - a major win 
for those who are able to achieve it - the majority are in the 40+ category. And there are still a significant 
number of entrepreneurs pulling 60+ hours per week. 

Next, we asked the small business owners if they expected any change in the hours they would work in 2014. 
More than half said they expected no change, but one-third said they anticipated an increase in the hours 
they work. For 85% of entrepreneurs, there’s no light at the end of the tunnel - they’ll be working just as 
much, if not more, in 2014. 
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How Many Hours Do Entrepreneurs Want to Work Each Week?

It’s difficult to tell if somebody is working too much without first knowing how many hours they prefer to 
work each week. Surprisingly, 1% of the business owners we surveyed actually want to work more than 60 
hours per week, and 43% prefer to clock in a minimum of 40 hours each week. By contrast, 56% want to 
work 39 hours or less each week. The takeaway: although small business owners don’t mind putting in the 
hours to grow their companies, most are still spending more time working than they’d prefer. 

Although entrepreneurs are putting in a lot of hours, they agree that there are some advantages to owning 
your own business - like increased flexibility. Sure, some small business owners may be working 55 hours per 
week, but at least they have more say in exactly when those hours are. 

When we asked, “Compared to your former career, does owning your own business give you more or less 
flexibility with pursuing outside interests?”, 73% reported in the that they do have more flexibility with 
their hours now than they did when they were working for somebody else. Nearly one in ten small business 
owners who responded to our survey are lifelong entrepreneurs, with no other job to compare it to. There’s 
a hefty price tag (read: time investment) that comes along with owning your own business, but the vast 
majority of entrepreneurs find that it gives them the flexibility many cubicle dwellers only wish they had.

Small Business Owners Are Working Weekends, But Taking Vacations

How many of those extra working hours are spilling over into the weekend? Quite a few. In fact, an 
astounding 93% of small business owners work weekends, with 40% working “always” or “often”. The survey 
also found that members of The Alternative Board are less likely to work weekends than non-members, 
which probably has a lot to do with their focus on strategic planning - more on that later. 

Even though almost all small business owners are working weekends, the good news is they’re able to take 
an extended break every now and then. When we asked about their vacation days (or lack thereof), we were 
pleasantly surprised by the results:

•	44% take 16 vacation days or more each year

•	26% take 11 to 15 vacation days

•	19% take 6 to 10 vacation days

•	11% take 1 to 5 vacation days

•	2% never take any vacation days

Examples: Complaint ratios, errors per units 
delivered, jobs over budget, returns.

http://blog.thealternativeboard.com/?s=%22strategic+planning%22&submit=
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The good news here is that almost all small business owners are able to get away from their companies and 
recharge their batteries. The vacation days may not be in the summer - or other peak sales times - but they 
do exist, and almost half of entrepreneurs are able to take more than the standard two weeks off each year. 
Very few are working straight through the year, which can’t be sustainable for very long. On a TAB-specific 
note, the TAB members we surveyed take considerably more vacation days than non-members do. Again, 
this can largely be attributed to strategic planning.

The Reasons Why Entrepreneurs Are Working So Hard

If the “average” job consists of 40 hours per week with a two-week vacation, small business owners are 
working far more than average. But are they working too hard? In most cases, yes - 79% believe that they are 
working too much. Still, that leaves almost one in five business owners in the sweet spot of working without 
feeling overworked.

The biggest reason small business owners are working more than they should? Because they feel like there 
are some tasks only they can handle (32%). A significant number also reported that their business requires 
a temporary increase in working hours (16%), that they need to make more money (13%), or that they’re 
worried about falling behind (8%).  

How Stressed Out Are Small Business Owners? 

There are consequences for working long days that bleed into weekends, leaving you feeling overworked. 
Namely: stress. Only 24% of the business owners surveyed claimed they have never felt any larger issues 
stem from work-related stress. However, the supermajority isn’t as lucky. The most common symptoms 
entrepreneurs experience as a result of business-related stress include:

•	Impatience (21%)

•	Insomnia (19%)

•	Forgetfulness (13%)

•	Mood swings (8%)

•	Restlessness (7%)

•	Boredom (5%)

•	Temper outbursts (4%)

Even worse, most small business owners experience multiple symptoms as a result of work-related stress. 
Fortunately, there’s a solution to the long hours, nonexistent weekends and work-related stress symptoms: 
handing a lot of this work off to another person. In a word: delegating. If entrepreneurs are able to hand off 
some of the tasks that they normally do to a competent employee, the ‘treps will have more free time and 
less to stress out about.
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The Delegating vs. Outsourcing Dilemma 

To be sure, delegating is a skill that can be learned. But as of right 
now, how do small business owners feel about their ability to delegate 
tasks to those who work for them? When asked to rate their personal 
ability to delegate responsibilities to others, 65% of respondents said 
they are “good” or “very good”. Only 5% said they were “poor” or 
“very poor” at delegating tasks. 

If small business owners are so comfortable with their delegating skills, 
why are they working as hard - and as many hours - as they currently 
are? Before entrepreneurs can delegate tasks they’re accustomed to 
performing, they must have confidence in their team. Perhaps that’s where the problem is?  

When the small business owners were asked why they choose not to delegate the tasks that they technically 
can, only 3% said that they don’t delegate because they “don’t trust anyone else” to do the job. With lack of 
trust out of the equation, these were their top reasons for not delegating:

•	They feel they’re “the most capable option” (30%)

•	Their employees “do not have the right skills” (20%) 

•	They’re “in a hurry to get it done” (20%) 

•	They “like doing the tasks” (19%)

The first three can be resolved by training and empowering employees, which may take some forethought 
and - once again - strategic planning. Since the survey shows that 70% of entrepreneurs can benefit from 
setting themselves (and their staffs) up to spread the work around a little more evenly, investing time in 
strategic planning is an investment that will pay dividends for years.

Delegating vs. Outsourcing

Obviously there’s a big difference between delegating and outsourcing tasks - and each has their benefits. 
With delegating, you’re using existing employee resources. With outsourcing, you’re going outside of your 
talent pool to bring in people who are more efficient or effective at a particular task - and depending on the 
job outsourcing may be cheaper, making it a very attractive option for many small business owners.

When asked about outsourcing tasks that aren’t currently delegated to employees, 56% said that they were 
likely to outsource. This still leaves 44% who are “somewhat unlikely” or “very unlikely” to outsource work to 
other contractors or companies. But why not? 

http://www.fee.org/the_freeman/detail/the-benefits-of-outsourcing#axzz2j26FcSgh
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•	19% say they can’t afford to outsource

•	19% say they’d rather have employees do the work

•	18% are afraid an outsider won’t do the work correctly

•	13% are concerned that the quality of work would be sacrificed

•	12% prefer not to lose control of the work

•	2% are worried about confidentiality or think outsourcing is generally too risky for their companies

•	6% just don’t know much about their outsourcing options

So for some, it’s a money issue. But to a large degree, the biggest barrier to outsourcing tasks to other 
companies is lack of trust. As a result, small business owners are more likely to keep their work to 
themselves.

The High Cost of Keeping the Work to Yourself

Business owners are constantly faced with alternative ways to spend their time. Any one thing they choose 
to do comes at the expense of literally everything else they could be doing at that moment. With this in 
mind, we asked, “If you could work fewer hours, how would you spend your time?” The top four responses 
were:

•	To spend more time with family and friends (31%)

•	To travel for fun (23%) 

•	To improve personal health (14%)

•	To pursue strategic growth opportunities for their business (10%)

Only 8% reported that there was no need to change the number of hours they were working, which indicates 
that a whole lot of entrepreneurs should probably reevaluate their stances on delegating and outsourcing. 

Free time outside of work is one thing - but what about company time? If entrepreneurs could free up more 
time to work on their businesses (instead of in their businesses), how would they allocate their extra working 
hours? Here’s what they had to say:

•	26% would spend the time on sales revenue growth

•	13% would spend the time on increasing marketing effectiveness

•	13% would spend the time on developing new products or services

•	10% would spend the time on developing strategic partnerships

•	9% would spend the time recruiting talented employees
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All of these options are important and deserve the focus and attention of the small business owner, and 
illustrate that there’s a hefty price tag associated with holding onto tasks and not outsourcing or delegating. 
This clearly underscores the fact that by spending time on specific tasks that could be delegated, 
business owners are missing out on the more important, high-level things that really can’t be delegated or 
outsourced.

What’s the cost of spending five hours working on a project that somebody else could handle? Those hours 
go missing from the sales, product development or marketing department, which very likely all have higher 
revenue potential than the five-hour task that could be delegated. In short, business owners are missing out 
on increased sales and revenue because they’re not outsourcing or delegating as much as they could (and 
probably should). A lack of planning leads to a lack of prioritization. 

Work-Life Balance for Entrepreneurs is Possible,  
With Strategic Planning

Though the survey showed there were some definite majority trends - the desire to spend more time with 
friends and family, a tendency to work weekends and a level of stress in the workplace - we were surprised 
at how truly eclectic and diverse our entrepreneurs revealed themselves to be. We were also able to pinpoint 
some of the common benefits of working with The Alternative Board, including fewer working weekends, 
more vacation time and increased success with strategic outsourcing.

Small business owners will always be faced with the challenge of achieving a healthy work-life balance. At its 
core, entrepreneurship comes with a list of inherent risks and responsibilities - if it was easy, everyone would 
do it. But it’s difficult for a leader to be effective in a business (or any) setting if they’re stressed out, working 
nonstop and hoarding tasks that could be passed off to somebody else. There has to be some sort of work-
life balance.

Finding this balance - or at least consciously pursuing it - should be a top priority for all small business 
owners. This is where strategic planning comes into play, because without a game plan in place to move 
forward entrepreneurs are forced to fly by the seats of their pants, putting out fires by completing tasks that 
nobody else is trained or trusted to do.

If you’d like to learn more about strategic planning and what it can do for your business, check out these 
blog posts on the subject:

91% of Business Owners Could See Higher Revenue Using a Strategic Plan

What is a Strategic Plan and Why Does Your Business Need One?

How to Create a Strategic Plan for Your Business

Was Work-Life Balance helpful to you? Help someone else out by forwarding to a colleague.

http://blog.thealternativeboard.com/2013/09/18/most-businesses-could-raise-revenue-using-strategic-planning/
http://blog.thealternativeboard.com/2013/09/16/what-is-a-strategic-plan-and-why-does-your-business-need-one/
http://blog.thealternativeboard.com/2013/09/17/how-to-create-a-strategic-plan-for-your-business/
mailto:?subject=Check%20out%20http%3A%2F%2Finfo.thealternativeboard.com%2Fwork-life-balance-entrepreneur-work-hours%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Demail%20&body=Check%20out%20http%3A%2F%2Finfo.thealternativeboard.com%2Fwork-life-balance-entrepreneur-work-hours%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Demail

