
In Praise of Today’s Entrepreneurs 

Fewer new businesses are starting, but minorities and women are founding more. 
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We’re treading water. The most recent figures from the U.S. Census Longitudinal Business 

Database show America losing nearly as many businesses as are launched. In 2016, the most 

recent year for which data are available, roughly 433,000 businesses were born, and 400,000 

died. The share of new firms as a percentage of total firms today hovers around 8%, much lower 

than the average “business birthrate” of 11% between 1980 and 2010. That’s a big concern 

because new businesses are engines of innovation, job creation and economic growth.  

Even as the entrepreneurship rate declines, more women and minorities are starting businesses, 

according to recent data from the Kauffman Foundation. In 2017, 270 of every 100,000 female 

adults, or 0.27%, created businesses. That’s up from 0.23% in 2016. When the data are broken 

down by race, we see that the entrepreneurship rate for African-Americans was 0.3% in 2017, up 

from 0.22% in 2016. The rate for Latinos also increased, from 0.48% in 2016 to 0.5% in 2017. 

If everyone faces the same regulatory landscape, why are women, African-Americans and 

Latinos becoming new entrepreneurs at a faster clip than they used to? I think it comes down to 

mind-set. People of all backgrounds are starting to see how they can participate in our wonderful 

free-market system. They’re innovating, creating jobs and lifting themselves and others up. 

I was fortunate to come to that same realization as a young man. Although I had always aspired 

to be financially successful, my role models in Nebraska City, Neb., of the 1940s and ’50s were 
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mainly doctors, dentists and attorneys in town. There was nothing to point me toward founding a 

discount brokerage firm, as I ultimately did with Ameritrade. Luckily, on my father’s advice, I 

took a job as a credit reporter for Dun & Bradstreet.  

It wasn’t a high-paying or respected job, but it meant I spent my days driving from business to 

business in Nebraska and Iowa, interviewing entrepreneurs about their balance sheets. Those 

business owners shared proud stories of how they built their companies. Their joy was palpable. 

Had I not received that education in the field, I might never have become an entrepreneur. 

It’s hard to change a mind-set, but it can happen through real-life experience and the power of 

example. In our schools, we should be teaching critical thinking and the importance of finding 

opportunities and taking risks. As parents, we need to help our children understand that they 

can’t expect well-paying, long-lasting jobs to be waiting for them. Many will have to go out and 

start the businesses that provide the jobs.  

In our political discussions, we need to recognize that America can’t meet the needs of all its 

citizens without the jobs and innovation that new businesses bring. We need to talk more openly 

about the important role new businesses play in our future. By changing our mind-set, we can 

boost the rate of business formation. As we can see from the data, entrepreneurship really is the 

rising tide that lifts all boats. 

Mr. Ricketts is founder of TD Ameritrade and author of “The Harder You Work, the Luckier You 

Get.”  
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