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Abstract  

During the global pandemic induced economic downturn, the number of people who do 

freelance work is rapidly increasing. With increased participation, it is important to understand 

how freelancers are experiencing the online labor marketplace. To shed light on this current 

phenomenon, we survey 392 U.S. freelancers (both new and experienced) to understand their 

initial perceptions of the experience. We uncover both negative and positive impacts on 

freelancers which include more competition, less time to complete work, change in pay, and risk 

aversion, as well as more time to complete work, new jobs, and more time to attract clients. 

Future work will explore the impact based on gender, age, work experience, geographic 

demographics, and wage setting. To better support the rapidly evolving gig economy during the 

pandemic, we encourage longitudinal evaluation of freelancers in online labor marketplaces.  
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Introduction 

Within the US, more than 35% of U.S. workers freelance. Employers pay freelancers to work on 

a project or hourly basis with no contract for long-term employment. Freelancers are attracted to 

the flexibility of freelance work, the ability to do work remotely, and the freedom to select the 

projects on which they want to work (Freelancing in America, 2019). 

 

Increasingly, skilled freelancers find short-term employment through online platforms such as 

Upwork, Outsourcely, and Freelancer. For example, a freelance designer may find a 60-hour job 

post to create a website for a start-up or a copy editor may find a five-hour job post to proofread 

a health clinic brochure. With online platforms making it easier for skilled workers to find 

freelance work and employers to hire freelance workers, more freelancers are working full-time 

and relying on freelancing as their primary income source. If a person is laid off from full-time 

employment and unable to find a new full-time job, they may register with online platforms to do 

freelance work to earn a living.   
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Early research suggests that freelance work in online labor marketplaces is changing rapidly in 

the face of the pandemic-induced economic downturn when more than 40 million people across 

the U.S. have filed for unemployment and companies are looking to cut costs (Dunn et al., 

2020). Despite the rapid growth of online marketplaces in the past five years, our understanding 

of the skilled freelancers’ experience is limited. We know even less about the experience of 

freelancers during a pandemic-induced economic downturn. To gain much-needed insight, we 

designed and implemented a qualitative survey to understand the freelancer experience. Our 

research seeks to answer the following question: How does the pandemic influence U.S. 

skilled freelancers in the online labor market? 

By understanding the impact of a pandemic-induced economic downturn on skilled freelancers 

in the online labor marketplace, we can identify opportunities to refine and redesign these 

marketplaces to improve the user experience and to better recruit and sustain participation 

during uncertain economic times (Kraut and Resnick, 2011). 

We organize this paper into three sections. The first section introduces freelance work, online 

labor marketplaces, and related COVID-19 pandemic research. The second section presents 

our findings, identifying negative and positive outcomes from the freelancer’s perspective. The 

discussion section considers the impact of gender, age, work experience, geography, and wage 

setting to inform the design of online labor marketplaces to improve freelance work. 

Prior Work  

The study of online labor marketplaces combines elements of freelance work, online platforms, 

and economic impacts. Therefore, we examine research from computer-supported cooperative 

work and economics. Through each lens, we seek to sharpen our theoretical expectations for 

how freelancers might experience online labor marketplaces during a pandemic. 

Freelance Work 

The World Bank estimated that workers’ earnings aggregated across online labor marketplaces 

would reach USD $4.8 billion worldwide in 2016 (Kuek et al., 2015). In 2020, the U.S. has the 

largest share of online labor (Dunn et al., 2020, see Figure 1). According to a 2019 survey of 

freelancers, freelancing now contributes one trillion dollars, or 5% of the U.S. Gross Domestic 

Product (Freelancing in America, 2019).   

Online labor marketplaces maintain databases of freelancers in dozens of categories. 

Employers hire freelancers to increase and decrease the capacity to meet rapidly changing 

business demands. For example, if workload increases, employers may hire freelancers on a 

project basis with no-long term contract rather than hiring new full-time employees and incurring 

fixed costs. Because freelancers can be hired quickly and on demand, remote project work may 

also make freelancers more substitutable with one another over time. Further, there are fewer 

labor regulations governing freelance work in the U.S. than in other industrial countries (McKay, 
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Pollack and Fitzpayne, 2019). Given the precariousness of online freelance work, it is 

susceptible to greater competition (Stephany et al, 2020a). 

Figure 1: Share of Online Labor Market by Country (Dunn et al., 2020) 

 

Despite the increased opportunities to freelance, freelance work still stands in contrast to the 

wage or salary worker who earns a predictable salary. Freelancers must have the capacity to do 

many tasks (Lazear, 2005). Unlike long term employment with a single employer, freelancers 

must continuously find work with existing clients or by attracting new clients. While this reduces 

the risk of being dependent on one employer for paid work, it increases the amount of unpaid 

labor to search for new work.   

In online labor marketplaces, employers may review a portfolio or resume and request a 

freelancer complete a job, or a freelancer may search possible jobs and request to complete a 

job posted by an employer. When the freelancer completes the job, they submit the work to the 

employer who rates and pays the freelancer for their work. While freelancers and offline workers 

alike rely on professional networks to earn a living, only freelancers must take time to regularly 

curate online portfolios, or collections of completed work, to attract potential clients.  

While freelancers can complete a range of work, skilled freelancers make up the largest group 

of freelancers (45%). These freelancers offer skills, such as writing, design, IT, computer 

programming and marketing, and business consulting. Other freelancers offer unskilled services 

such as dog walking, ridesharing services, or cleaning (30%), sell goods (26%) or perform other 

activities (20%) (Freelancing in America, 2019). People who freelance tend to be younger than 

traditional workers. The average age of a freelancer is 40 compared to 42 of a traditional 

worker. Highly educated workers are attracted to freelance work; 41% of freelancers have 

advanced degrees (Freelancing in America, 2019). 

Due to the flexibility of freelance work, people who have been unable to work are now able to 

earn an income. 46% of freelancers could not hold a traditional job because of personal 
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circumstances, such as caregiving responsibilities (40% of those who said they could not have a 

traditional job) and health challenges (43% of those who said they could not have a traditional 

job). In the US, most women who participate in the gig economy report that the flexible work 

allows them to more easily attend to domestic responsibilities than conventional jobs 

(Hyperwallet, 2017). Increasingly, freelancing is capturing the attention of workers who work full-

time for a single employer.  

In a survey of non-freelancers, 80% report a willingness to do freelance work to make more 

money and 60% anticipate doing freelance work in the future (Freelancing in America, 2019).  

While the online gig economy cannot solve the challenge that women engage in more unpaid 

labor than men, it offers women the opportunity to arrange when and where they work and earn 

more equal pay to men (Foong et al., 2018).  

Online Labor Marketplaces 

Millions of freelancers take part in rapidly growing online labor marketplaces (Kassi & 

Lehdonvirta, 2016). Online platforms support transactions between employers and freelancers 

for short-term labor (Kuek et al., 2015, Kuhn, 2016) and allow workers to seek short-term gigs 

when they are able to, providing more flexible paid labor opportunities (Kassi & Lehdonvirta, 

2016). 

Compared to long-term employment, freelancing introduces several new challenges and 

opportunities for workers. Freelancers must regularly seek new work. This unpaid labor directly 

impacts one’s ability to earn a living. Freelancers must set competitive bill rates. Online 

platforms provide unprecedented transparency into the bill rates of other freelancers which 

allows freelancers to make more informed decisions.  

Impact of the Pandemic 

While our understanding of online labor marketplaces during a time of relative economic 

prosperity is limited, our understanding of this phenomenon during economically challenging 

times is even more so. 

Economic Impact 

Early research expects significant global macroeconomic impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic 

(McKibben & Fernando, 2020). Distinct demographic and industry differences are likely to occur 

(Wenham et al., 2020; Stephany et al., 2020b). Researchers are currently looking at market 

data and finding large shifts in work availability (supply) and worker availability (demand) in the 

U.S. (Dunn et al., 2020). Initial findings suggest work flexibility, a core motivation for doing 

freelance work, may be diminishing because freelancers are more desperate for work and must 

take what they can (Dunn et al., 2020). Freelancers are finding jobs increasingly scarce as more 

people are creating new profiles and seeking freelance work online (Stephany et al., 2020a).  
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Although demand for online labor initially fell in early March 2020, it is rapidly recovering 

(Stephany et al., 2020a). The CEO of Upwork, Stephane Kasriel, believes that freelancers on 

the Upwork platform feel more secure during the current economic downturn because of 

freelancing. She explains that they can build a portfolio with multiple clients, so if one has to pull 

back, they would not lose everything (Fortune, 2020). The job skills she is seeing companies 

gravitate toward right now track with how businesses have had to shift during the coronavirus 

crisis. Businesses have had to shift during the coronavirus crisis toward three skills: 1) technical 

skills to build out web presences; 2) marketing and advertising work to redeploy messaging; and 

3) customer support and operations.  

Working Conditions 

The Center for Disease Control and states’ recommendations for social distancing are changing 

work conditions. People who can work from home may be working from home rather than in an 

office. They may have partners who are also working from home and they may be 

homeschooling children who are unable to go to campus. 

Methods  

Study Design 

We followed a grounded theory approach and performed a survey study with a representative 

sample of participants from Upwork, one of the most popular online labor platforms for 

freelancers (Bailey and Horvitz, 2010). As is typical with grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 

1994), this study was initiated with open qualitative data collection. Given the limited research in 

this domain, the study was framed with a broad research question: Has the COVID-19 

pandemic affected freelancing on online labor platforms? If so, how?  

We analyzed participants’ open-ended text responses about the impact of the global COVID-19 

pandemic on their freelance work. As one member of the research team began exploring the 

data, they noticed three types of effects of the pandemic on participants’ work (i.e. positive, 

negative, no observable effect). This team member then proceeded to assign these descriptive 

codes to each participant’s response (Miles et al, 2014). Because we were primarily interested 

in using these codes to provide additional insight into how participants were affected by the 

pandemic and did not plan to conduct statistical tests on this data, we did not create formal 

coding schemes.  

Description of Sample 

While an examination of a diverse set of participants including from multiple platforms and work 

categories is ultimately needed to provide a rigorous framework for how people experience 

freelance work during the pandemic, we began with a representative set of creative skilled 
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workers. We focused on creative skilled workers because people who work in creative fields, 

such as writers or graphic designers, disproportionately freelance (Woronkowicz, & Noonan, 

2019) as freelance work is well suited to the project-based nature of creative work (Marksen, 

2006). For example, writers are often hired for content creation on short-term contracts and 

graphic designers perform one-off gigs. The flexibility of freelance work supports creative 

professionals’ ability to juggle multiple projects (Menger, 1999).  

Participants Representative of Gender Distribution of Writers and 

Designers 

Our final sample consisted of 392 participants (60% women, 38.8% men, 1.2% self-described 

gender or non-binary), half of whom identified “Writing” (n=191, 48.7%) and “Design & Creative” 

(n=178, 45.4%) as their primary job category. We received 399 complete responses to our 

survey and removed participants who were younger than 18 years old (n=3, 0.8%) and who did 

not disclose their gender (n=4, 1.00%). The gender distribution of the writers (62.3% women, 

36.1% men, 1.6% self-described or non-binary) and designers (57.3% women, 42.1% men, 

0.6% self-described or non-binary) in our sample was representative of the population of writers 

and designers based on a previous study of Upwork (Foong et al., 2018). 

 

Henceforth, we will refer to participants as “writers” and “designers” for simplicity, although 

participants in the “Design & Creative” category included videographers, illustrators, and other 

types of creative professionals. Participants also identified other primary job categories on 

Upwork, including “Sales & Marketing” (2%, n=8), “Administrative Support” (1.8%, n=7), “Web, 

Mobile, & Software Development” (0.8%, n=3), “Translation” (0.5%, n=2), “Engineering & 

Architecture” (0.3%, n=1), “Accounting & Consulting” (0.3%, n=1), and “Legal” (0.3%, n=1).  

Participants Representative of Writers and Designers in the U.S. and 

Found Freelance Work Very Important to their Livelihoods 

In general, participants were representative of writers and designers in the U.S. More than a 

third of participants had more than 10 years of work experience (38.5%) and a quarter had less 

than three years of work experience (25.8%), while half (54%) had less than three years of 

experience working as freelancers. The majority (70.7%) of participants were part-time 

freelancers, and 38.8% reported being employed elsewhere while freelancing. The majority of 

the sample was between 25-34 years of age (39.6%), had a bachelor’s degree (49.1%), were 

single (49.6%), and had no children (69.5%). In general, our sample may have included fewer 

participants from non-metropolitan areas than expected (9.3% of participants who provided zip 

code, n=24, compared to 14.8% in the U.S. population in 2013; Rothwell et al., 2013). 

Participants More Successful on the Platform than Expected, but Many Still 

New to the Platform 

Participants in this sample were more successful at being hired for work on the platform 

compared to the broader population of workers on Upwork. Prior literature suggests that roughly 
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80% of the population on Upwork in the U.S. has worked 0 hours on the platform (Foong et al., 

2018). In comparison, only a third of our sample (35%, n=137) had worked 0 hours on the 

platform, excluding the time it took for them to complete the survey (22.2% worked 1-9 hours, 

22.5% worked 10-99 hours, 14% worked 100-999 hours, 6.4% worked more than 1000 hours). 

Similarly, 38% (n=147) of the sample had earned no money on the platform, while 18.6% (n=73) 

earned less than $100, 31.1% (n=122)  earned between $100 and $9,999 and 12.76% (n=50) 

had earned more than $10,000 on the platform. While the sample may not have been 

representative of this dimension, we believe that understanding the experiences of freelancers 

who have earned money on Upwork would provide us with insight on more successful 

freelancer experiences.  

 

In general, many of the participants in our sample were relatively new to working on Upwork and 

women had generally spent less time on the platform than men. Among workers who provided 

the information (n=374), half of participants had worked at least six months on the platform, 

while almost a third (n=117) had only started working on the platform within the prior month. On 

average, participants had worked about 1.82 years on Upwork (SD=2.89 years). Across all 

categories, women spent a median of 0.33 years on the platform (M=1.64, SD =2.76), 

significantly less than men who had spent a median of 0.75 years on the platform (M=2.14, 

SD=3.10, statistic=15814, p<0.05).  

More Women Freelanced Part-time and Had Less Work Experience on the 

Platform than Men  

While we did not find significant gender differences in the majority of the demographic variables, 

significantly more women reported freelancing part-time and having between one and three 

years of work experience compared to men. Using chi-square analyses (McHugh, 2013), we 

found that a significantly higher proportion of women in our sample reported freelancing part-

time (80.4% of women) compared to men (55.8% of men, χ2=24.48, p<0.001). This was the 

case for both writers (80.8% of women vs. 58.6% of men, χ2=9.23, p<0.001) and designers 

(78.1% of women vs. 52.1% of men, χ2=12.72, p<0.01). Women who were employed part-time 

were also more likely to report not being employed elsewhere (43% of women) than men in our 

sample (28.3% of men, χ2= 16.25, p<0.001). As we brought up earlier, women as a whole had 

spent significantly less time on the platform (M=1.6 years, SD= 2.76, median=0.33) compared to 

men (M=2.14, SD=3.1, median=0.75, statistic=15814, p<0.05), but there were no significant 

differences within the writing and design job categories. Significantly more women also had 

between one and three years of work experience (24.3% of women) compared to men (11.2% 

of men, χ2=12.18, p<0.05). We did not include self-described or non-binary participants in the 

chi-square analyses due to the small size of our sample (n=5). 

 

We found no other significant gender differences in our sample in terms of earnings on Upwork 

(χ2=6.92, n.s.), importance of freelancing at the the time of the survey (statistic=16377.5, n.s.), 

years of work experience as a freelancer (χ2=5.2, p=n.s.), age range (χ2 = 3.50, n.s.), education 

level (χ2=9.43, n.s.), marital status (χ2=2.26, n.s.), number of children (χ2=0.51, n.s.), or location 

(urban-rural classification based on freelancers’ zip code; χ2=3.36, n.s.) 
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Findings  

We present evidence from the open-ended surveys with freelancers. 38.1% of freelancers 

experienced negative outcomes including more competition, less time to complete work, change 

in pay, and risk aversion while 10.6% of freelancers experienced positive outcomes including 

more work, new jobs, and more time to attract new clients.  While we categorize negative and 

positive outcomes as distinct from each other, in reality, they are interrelated. Within each 

category, we present the findings in the order of prevalence for freelancers (Table 1). We find 

that 29.5% of participants reported no observable effect on their experience freelancing on 

online labor marketplaces and 21.7% of participants reported having just actively starting or 

restarting freelancing and not having a baseline to which to compare. 

Table 1: Perceived negative and positive outcomes of freelancers in online labor marketplaces during an 

economic downturn. 

Negative Outcomes Positive Outcomes 

More competition More work 

Less time to complete work New jobs 

Change in pay More time to attract new clients 

Risk aversion  

Negative Outcomes 

38.1% of respondents reported negative outcomes including more competition, less time to 

complete work, change in pay, and risk aversion. 

More Competition 

Respondents reported more competition for work due to the increase in the number of people 

freelancing due to unemployment. A 25-34 year old female freelance writer who charges $20/hr. 

and has been on the Upwork platform for three years describes her need to more quickly 

respond to requests for work due to the increased competition. 

 

“….there are people who may have had regular jobs prior to this pandemic that now depends on 

freelance work to make a living full-time. This somewhat limits the number of projects that are 

available to me. I have to move a lot faster.” 

Less Time to Work 

In addition to more competition, some respondents reported less time to do freelance work 

because of additional caretaking responsibilities.  When asked whether the pandemic-induced 

downturn has influenced her experience, a 35-44 year old Artistic Director and Graphic 
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Designer with two children who has been on Upwork since 2015 described her experience.  

Because her kids who were typically at school during the day were now at home, she had less 

time to devote to doing freelance work. 

 

“YES! I now spend most of my time taking care of my kids, who are no longer in school because 

of the pandemic. My partner has a typical 9-5 job and, although he is temporarily working from 

home, he has zero flexibility in his work hours. Because my work is flexible and his is not, I 

spend most of my time homeschooling and caring for kids and do very little freelance work, 

which means I don't get paid.” 

Change in Pay 

Respondents reported a change in pay for their work. An experienced 55+ year old male 

freelancer from a small town in Maryland explains how the pandemic has influenced how his 

client pays him by project rather than through a retainer.  

 

“One of my clients suspended our retainer arrangement. I'm now being paid for each project I'm 

assigned instead of receiving a fixed sum every month.” 

 

An 18-24 year old graphic designer in a small Midwest city who recently lost her job describes 

how she relies on freelancing as her primary source of income since losing her job.  

 

“Since the COVID-19 pandemic I have lost my full time job, which has left me with no source of 

income. I also got denied for unemployment benefits, so freelancing has been my only financial 

support for the past 3 weeks.“ 

Risk Aversion 

A 35-44 year old female writer who recently joined the Upwork platform described employers’ 

concerns about hiring a new client.  

 

“Yes, people are more concerned about money so tightening their belts a bit more. They're less 

likely to take a risk on someone new without a lot of guarantee that they're safe.” 

 

A graphic designer and marketing expert who joined Upwork in February 2019 describes how 

she changed her rates to still attract clients when money was tight. 

 

“Amidst this pandemic, I have strategically adjusted my hourly rate. Over the past few months, I 

have been working for $50-$65 dollars an hour. But I have lost a lot of work beginning in March 

because my clients have been suffering adverse effects due to COVID-19. Therefore, I have 

needed to make more money. I increased my profile amount to $95/hour, because I strongly 

believe that my reviews/Top Rated status justify this cost. However, since I am a little more 

"desperate" for work right now, I will apply to jobs at a lower rate (more like the rate I had in 

Jan/Feb — $50-$65). I understand that when I apply for a job, the client will also see my 

"normal" rate, which is $95. They then feel like they are getting a "good deal" because I 
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proposed a lower rate than my profile communicates I'm used to receiving. I have had good luck 

with this strategy so far.” 

Positive Outcomes 

While more people experienced negative or no impact, 10.6% of all respondents reported 

positive outcomes including more work and new jobs during the pandemic induced downturn. 

More Work 

Some freelancers reported getting more work during the pandemic. A single digital content 

creator from New York, New York who works as a full-time freelancer (35 hours or more), 

reported an increase in the number of requests for work. He attributes the increase to people 

having more time to pursue their business ideas. He explains:  

 

“To my surprise, I have seen a huge rise in business since the Covid-19 pandemic. Now that 

everyone is at home, they have more time to dedicate to projects and business ideas that they 

did not have time for before. So, I’ve received a lot of requests for websites for small 

businesses, social media content/assets, graphics etc.” 

New Jobs 

In addition to getting more work, some freelancers reported getting more work that was directly 

related to the pandemic. A married 30-year-old copy editor from the greater Seattle area 

explains why she believes work has increased. 

 

“Because my field is writing and editing, more clients want to put out material related to COVID-

19, or the healthcare field in general. While the number of freelancers may have increased (this 

is my speculation based on unemployment rates), it seems COVID-19 has also opened up 

some unique freelancing jobs, especially for writers.” 

More Time to Attract New Clients 

In addition to getting more paid work, some freelancers reported having more time to get more 

work. A male writer in his late 30s explains: 

 

“Yes, I have had a lot more free time to market myself online and create profiles to attract new 

clients.”  

Discussion  

Through our preliminary analyses, we identified negative and positive outcomes of freelancing 

in the online labor marketplace during the pandemic. Freelancers experience more negative 

outcomes than positive outcomes and some have not experienced either positive or negative 
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outcomes. Our results suggest that online labor marketplaces are being shaped by the 

pandemic-induced economic downturn we are seeing in the traditional full-time offline labor 

market. Like the traditional full-time market, we suspect that many factors exogenous to the 

platform influence one’s experience.  

Future Work 

Our initial findings suggest a number of areas for future research and design as the pandemic-

induced economic downtown continues.  

Personal Factors 

Future analysis is required to understand how personal factors may influence experiences of 

freelance during a pandemic, such as gender, domain, network, and web-oriented digital literacy 

(Hargittai 2005). For example, an accomplished copyeditor with an established network of 

clients may experience work differently than a novice writer whose portfolio and network is 

limited. The actual and perceived size of a freelancer’s client network, their online presence, 

and bill rate may influence their experience. For example, a freelancer who sets his rate at 

$100/hr. and has a large client network may experience a pandemic differently than a freelancer 

who sets his rate at $20/hr. and is a newcomer to a particular platform. Recently published work 

in progress suggests that impacts of the pandemic may vary by occupation and are more keenly 

experienced by female freelancers (Dunn et al., 2020). 

Professional Skills Factors  

Future qualitative and quantitative work is required to understand how professional skills such 

as communication, sales, project management skills, and online presence influence experience. 

One might assume that people who have been freelancing for a longer period of time might 

have developed more of these skills, but it is also possible that their skills do not as easily 

translate to an online context. 

Wage Setting 

Future analysis will also consider the individual strategies people use to set wages and 

entrepreneurial behavior to recruit new clients. Initial evidence suggests that freelancers use 

dynamic pricing strategies to set rates and optimize total pay (Foong and Gerber, 2020). 

Employer Experience 

Future qualitative and quantitative research is needed to investigate how employers rely on 

online labor marketplaces during uncertain financial times. Initial evidence suggests that they 

may relinquish retainers and rely on existing relationships with freelancers.  
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Location-Based Work 

In this study, we focus on remote work opportunities through online labor marketplaces. Future 

work will consider how freelancers who rely on-demand location-based work on platforms such 

as Uber experience the pandemic. Given the location-based nature of the work, we expect 

freelancers to experience concerns about safety, health, and communication. 

Questions of Responsibility 

Our research raises a difficult question we have raised before: whose responsibility is it to 

create more equitable online labor marketplaces (Foong et al., 2018)? On the one hand, our 

initial analysis suggests that factors related to structural differences in society (e.g. who earns 

the primary income, whose job is flexible, and who does the caregiving) influence how different 

freelancers experience the online labor market during an economic downtown. These factors 

are independent of online platforms. On the other hand, this work highlights an opportunity for 

more data transparency that online platforms have not yet realized. Platforms could implement 

specific pricing guidelines that address the financial needs of freelancers. 

Conclusion 

Online labor marketplaces are fundamentally changing the way people work. Continued 

participation can have a profound influence on the economy during a pandemic by influencing 

who and how people can work. However, human-computer interaction designers have a large 

unrealized opportunity to design the interactions between the freelancers, employers, and the 

technology that connects them, to ensure positive, equitable, and fair outcomes among the 

diverse participants. 
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