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Abstract:

The global freelance market has evolved into a dynamic and central pillar of the digital
economy, fuelled by demographic transitions, platform innovations, and new attitudes toward flexible
work. This article examines key trends, workforce characteristics, and challenges shaping the
freelance platform economy, by synthesizing and critical analyzing data and insights from three
major industry reports issued by Upwork, Fiverr and Payoneer. The findings show a consistent rise in
the number of full-time freelancers, particularly among younger generations, but the qualitative
comparative approach reveals also subtle, yet important differences between platforms.
Characteristics such as flexibility, autonomy, and digital fluency emerge as defining features of the
modern freelancer. Simultaneously, challenges such as market saturation, gender pay disparities,
unregulated employment and social protection gaps, client acquisition hurdles, and ethical concerns
regarding Al use persist. The study also critically interrogates reported trends in workforce
characteristics, productivity, artificial intelligence adoption. The article contributes to ongoing debates
on the future of work by analysing the interplay between freelance autonomy, platform-mediated
control, and workforce evolution. Findings support the need for adaptive policy frameworks and
strategic investment in digital upskilling to sustain a resilient and equitable freelance economy.
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1. Introduction

The transformation of global labor markets through digital technologies has given
rise to new models of work, prominently represented by freelance and platform-based
employment. As digital platforms such as Upwork, Fiverr, Freelancer.com, and Payoneer
mediate an increasing share of work transactions, traditional employment paradigms are
being reshaped (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024; Payoneer, 2023). This shift is characterized
by heightened flexibility, task-oriented labor, and growing dependence on algorithmic
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management. Freelancing offers workers autonomy, geographic mobility, and diversified
income streams while allowing firms to scale responsively amid volatility (Sawyer et al.,
2020; Burke & Cowling, 2019). However, these benefits are offset by precarity, ambiguous
employment classifications, and insufficient access to social protections, especially in
emerging economies where informal labor intersects with platform expansion
(Polozhyentsyeva & Stepanova, 2021; Anatiychuk, 2024).

International institutions such as the OECD, ILO, and World Bank emphasize
freelancing’s rise in response to technological advancement and changing labor
preferences (Elfert & Ydesen, 2023; Kuhn, 2016; Vardanyan, 2023; World Economic
Forum [WEF], 2023). The gig economy has become particularly prominent in IT and digital
services, with new forms of remote work, outstaffing, and outsourced services becoming
institutionalized (Umanets & Shatalova, 2022; Anatiychuk, 2024). As Bannykh (2020)
notes, digital platforms now function as quasi-economic institutions that match labor supply
and demand, while cultivating new forms of digital capital. Freelancers play a critical role in
economic agility by offering project-based expertise, which strengthens firms' innovation
capacity (Burke & Cowling, 2019).

Yet, freelancing also generates structural vulnerabilities. Algorithmic governance,
task commodification, and uneven regulatory oversight diminish employment stability
(Anatiychuk, 2024; Polozhyentsyeva & Stepanova, 2021). Despite rising participation -
evidenced by 64 million U.S. freelancers in 2023 (Upwork, 2023) - many workers remain
outside formal labor protections. According to Freelancer.com (2022) and Sage (2024),
sustainable development of the freelance economy hinges on adaptive policy frameworks
that address social protection gaps, ensure fair governance, and support inclusive digital
infrastructure.

This paper undertakes a qualitative, cross-platform comparative analysis of leading
industry reports produced by Upwork, Fiverr, and Payoneer in order to examine how
contemporary freelancing is represented, structured, and governed within the platform
economy. Rather than treating platform data as neutral empirical evidence, the study
critically interrogates reported trends in workforce characteristics, productivity, artificial
intelligence adoption, and economic resilience, situating these claims within broader
debates on autonomy, precarity, and algorithmic governance. By synthesizing and
comparing platform-produced knowledge, the paper contributes a structured analytical
perspective on how the freelance economy is framed, operationalized, and normalized in
policy and managerial discourse.

The analytical roadmap is guided by the following research questions:

e RQ1: How do major freelance platforms characterize the contemporary freelance
workforce in terms of demographics, productivity, and work organization?

e RQ2: What similarities and differences emerge across platforms in the
representation of artificial intelligence adoption and economic resilience?

¢ RQ3: How do platform-produced reports frame freelancer autonomy, opportunity,
and risk, and what tensions are evident in these framings?

o RQ4: What governance, regulatory, and policy implications arise from the cross-
platform comparison of industry narratives on freelancing?
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The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant
literature and establishes the conceptual and theoretical framework, clarifying key
concepts related to freelancing, platform work, and digital labor, and situating the study
within current academic debates on autonomy, precarity, and algorithmic governance.
Section 3 outlines the research methodology, detailing the qualitative cross-platform
comparative analysis of industry reports from Upwork, Fiverr, and Payoneer. Section 4
presents the main findings, highlighting cross-platform patterns and differences in
workforce characteristics, Al adoption, productivity, and economic resilience. Section 5
discusses these findings in relation to broader labor market transformations, governance
challenges, and policy implications. Finally, Section 6 concludes by summarizing the key
contributions, acknowledging limitations, and outlining directions for future research.

2. Literature review and conceptual framework

A clear and consistent understanding of fundamental terms is essential to accurately
interpret the evolving dynamics of freelance and platform-based labor. This section
synthesizes definitions grounded in recent academic literature to delineate key concepts
shaping the discourse on digital labor.

Gig work typically refers to short-term, project-based, or task-oriented employment,
predominantly facilitated through digital platforms (Srnicek, 2017). Unlike traditional
employment models, gig workers are compensated per assignment rather than receiving a
regular wage or maintaining a permanent job position. This form of work is marked by high
flexibility, non-membership in conventional organizational structures, and remuneration
tied to discrete deliverables rather than sustained employment (Scully-Russ & Torraco,
2020; Wu & Huang, 2024). The platform economy denotes a digital economic system in
which platforms mediate interactions between service providers and consumers. These
platforms - ranging from ride-hailing apps to freelance job portals - serve as intermediaries
that structure access to labor markets by facilitating on-demand commerce. By
reconfiguring how goods and services are exchanged, platform economies have
transformed traditional employment models and significantly contributed to the proliferation
of gig and freelance work (Hudek et al., 2020). Digital labor encompasses all forms of labor
that are organized, performed, or managed through digital technologies. This broad
category includes both physical services such as transportation or delivery, and cognitive
or remote work such as design, software development, and data processing. The defining
feature of digital labor is its mediation through online systems, which enables
asynchronous, location-independent work (Vega et al., 2021).

Freelance autonomy refers to the degree of control and independence that
freelancers experience over their work arrangements. This includes the ability to choose
clients, define project scopes, set working hours, and determine work locations. While
freelancers generally value this flexibility, their autonomy can be constrained by the
operational logic of digital platforms. Algorithmic management, customer ratings, and
platform-imposed rules often create subtle forms of control that influence freelancers’
behavior and decision-making (Hudek et al., 2020; Sutherland et al., 2019; Uysal &
Boyraz, 2023; Vega et al., 2021).
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2.1. Emerging trends associated to freelancing

This subsection provides contextual background (rather than serving as a direct
input) for the analysis. The Scopus-based bibliometric overview is used to situate the
present study within the broader evolution of academic research on freelancing and the
platform economy, thereby justifying the relevance of a comparative analysis of industry
reports.

To further explore emerging trends associated with freelancing and related
concepts, an advanced literature search was conducted using the Scopus database. The
search strategy included titles, abstracts, and keywords with the following query:
"freelancing" OR "freelance" OR "on demand economy" OR "independent contractor" OR
"gig economy" OR "gig work" OR "platform work" OR "platform economy" AND "digital
economy". The scope was refined to include only peer reviewed documents in order to
gain a more robust database. This resulted into a total of 188 documents. The curated
corpus aimed to identify valuable insights into recent developments, evolving dynamics,
and scholarly discussions surrounding freelancing within the broader context of freelancing
in the digital economy.

As depicted in figure 1, the first document that appeared in Scopus database written
on the investigated subject dates back to 2012. The temporal distribution of publications
indicates a clear expansion of academic interest after 2016, with accelerated growth during
and immediately after the COVID-19 pandemic. The apparent decline in publications in
2025 reflects the fact that data collection was conducted during the year and therefore
does not represent a full annual output.

Documents by year

50
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Documents

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Year

Fig. 1. Documents (by year) written on the subject
Source: Scopus Analyze tool according to own query search
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Fig. 2. Documents by subject area
Source: Scopus Analyze tool according to own query search

By subject area, as figure 2 indicates, Social Sciences lead the head count with 104
documents written (representing 31%), followed by Business, Management and
Accounting (18,2%) and Economics, Econometrics and Finance (17%). By type, articles
are the ones that make the majority of the documents (67%), followed by book chapters
(11,7%). Also, by country or territory, China issued the most documents on the
investigated subject (27), followed by the Russian Federation (23) and the United Kingdom
and United States (both with 20 documents).

A co-occurrence analysis using VOSviewer (van Eck and Waltman, 2019) was
conducted to visually represent and interpret emerging research themes within the
collected documents, displayed in figure 3.
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Fig. 3. Keywords co-occurrence map
Source: Own processing via VOSviewer

The analysis identified seven distinct clusters:

Cluster 1 (Red) highlights themes of e-commerce, innovation, and platform work,
reflecting how digital platforms have reshaped commercial and labor landscapes,
particularly considering global events such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

| |
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Cluster 2 (Green) emphasizes entrepreneurship, labor, precarity, and self-
employment, highlighting discussions surrounding employment conditions and the
entrepreneurial opportunities and challenges arising from platform-mediated economies.

Cluster 3 (Dark blue) focuses on gig economy-related aspects, notably algorithmic
management, crowdwork, employment conditions, gig workers, online platforms, and
working conditions, pointing to the evolving nature of labor management and its
implications for gig workers.

Cluster 4 (Yellow) concentrates on business models, regulation, self-employment,
and social protection, underscoring the significance of policy and regulatory frameworks in
shaping sustainable digital labor practices.

Cluster 5 (Purple) discusses crowd work, digital capitalism, digital labor, gig work,
and the sharing economy, reflecting important perspectives on the socio-economic impacts
of platform-driven work environments.

Cluster 6 (Light blue) includes digital platforms, digital transformation, digitalization,
and technological change, highlighting the role of technology as a transformative driver
within economic structures and labor processes.

Cluster 7 (Orange) focuses on artificial intelligence, digital technology, and social
media, representing technological advancements as key factors influencing labor markets
and broader economic dynamics.

Overall, the findings underscore the complex interplay between technological
innovation, labor market transformations, regulatory frameworks, and socio-economic
outcomes within the context of freelancing and related digital economy concepts.

2.2. Theoretical Linkages

Digital labor platforms have prompted a theoretical reframing of work by coupling
flexibility with new forms of precarity. While workers can apparently choose when and
where to work, algorithmic management - through rankings, ratings, search visibility, and
automated dispute systems - constrains practical autonomy, producing “sticky labor”:
income dependence with limited exit options (Rani & Furrer, 2020; Sun et al., 2021; Jarrahi
et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2018; Shanshi et al., 2021). This flexibility—precarity paradox is
compounded by irregular earnings and continuous digital surveillance, captured in the
notion of “algorithmic precarity” (Duffy, 2020; Duffy et al., 2021; Kahancova et al., 2020;
Sun et al., 2021). Although platforms open pathways to digital entrepreneurship, structural
constraints such as price pressures, reputation lock-in and opacity of allocation limit pricing
power and identity formation (Jarrahi et al., 2019; Sutherland et al., 2019). These
dynamics align with platform capitalism, wherein control and value extraction centralize via
data and algorithmic governance, weakening workers’ bargaining positions even as market
access expands (Srnicek, 2017; Sun et al., 2021; Jarrahi et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2018).
In parallel, the broader future-of-work literature situates platformization alongside Al and
automation as drivers of a cross-sector transformation that increases efficiency and
flexibility while widening inequalities and extending disruption into white-collar domains
(Santana & Cobo, 2020; Renkema & Tursunbayeva, 2024; Howcroft & Taylor, 2022;
Schulze-Cleven & Vachon, 2023). Responding to this transformation requires moving
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beyond worker-only “upskilling” prescriptions to institutional solutions: portable, pro-rated
social protections that follow workers across clients and platforms; credible algorithmic
transparency and contestability; and governance that balances innovation incentives with
distributive fairness (Lysova et al., 2023; Schlogl et al., 2021; World Economic Forum,
2023). Taken together, platform labor fuses flexibility, precarity, and algorithmic control,
demanding updated theoretical and policy frameworks for autonomy, accountability, and
equitable value sharing in the digital economy. Table 1 provides an overview on current
debates and research directions with regards to the new trends and challenges of the
global labor market.

Table 1. Current debates and research directions

Debate area Key questions and issues

Automation & Al Will technology displace or transform jobs? How can
workers adapt?

Labor market How do digital platforms affect wage gaps and job security?

inequality

Work organization What are the implications of remote work, gig work, and
platform management?

Ethics & Justice How can work remain meaningful and just in a digital
economy?

Policy & Regulation ~ What roles should governments and institutions play in
shaping the future of work?

Source: own

2.3. Interdisciplinary perspectives and empirical foundations for the future of
work

The academic discourse on the future of work increasingly emphasizes the
necessity for interdisciplinary research that bridges labor studies, organizational
psychology, philosophy, and policy analysis. This integrative approach is seen as essential
to addressing the multifaceted challenges posed by digitalization, automation, and the
evolving organization of labor (Schulze-Cleven & Vachon, 2023; Furendal et al., 2024).
Scholars advocate moving beyond binary narratives - either utopian or dystopian - toward
more context-sensitive, evidence-based analyses that recognize the complexity and
variability of work across global and local contexts (Wilkinson & Barry, 2020).

Central to this evolving research agenda is a commitment to critical and humanistic
inquiry. Researchers are called upon to examine how transformations in work affect
human dignity, meaning, and social cohesion. The goal is not only to describe or predict
changes but to shape them in ways that ensure the future of work remains equitable,
fulfilling, and responsive to broader societal needs (Lysova et al., 2023; Wilkinson & Barry,
2020). This necessitates methodological pluralism and theoretical breadth to
accommodate the ethical, political, and socio-economic dimensions of labor
transformation.

Empirical research from international organizations and digital labor platforms
complements this scholarly framework. Reports from the World Economic Forum (2023)
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highlight the pressing need for new models of social protection that reflect the realities of
freelance and platform-mediated work. Meanwhile, proprietary data from platforms such as
Upwork (2023), Fiverr (2024), and Payoneer (2023) offer granular insights into freelancer
demographics, income patterns, and emerging labor trends. Additional contributions from
the SMB Ambitions Barometer (Sage, 2024) and Freelancer.com (2022) elucidate the
increasing reliance of small and medium-sized enterprises on flexible labor, as well as the
income volatility faced by freelancers.

Together, these sources establish a robust empirical foundation for understanding
the freelance economy’s growth and the policy gaps it exposes. They underscore the
importance of translating academic insight into actionable frameworks for regulation, social
protection, and economic governance. A summary table can effectively consolidate these
insights by aligning empirical evidence with the key policy challenges discussed
throughout this analysis, as illustrated in table 2.

Table 2. Key policy challenges discussed in this paper

Source Key policy challenges

WEF (2023) Social protection gaps, need for formalization

Upwork (2023) Platform policies, fairness, and advocacy for freelancers
Fiverr (2024) Demographic trends, income growth, and platform reliance
Payoneer (2023) Cross-border payments, platform work prevalence
Freelancer.com (2022) Income satisfaction, benefits gaps

Sage (2024) SMB (Small and Medium-sized Businesses) reliance on

freelancers, policy recommendations

Source: own

As we continue, these references will be used to support analysis, tables, and
charts, ensuring that all claims are grounded in the latest research and industry data.
The digital economy is rapidly reshaping how work is organized, delivered, and valued.
According to the World Economic Forum (WEF) Future of Jobs 2023 report, digitalization,
automation, and platformization are the primary forces transforming labor markets globally.
These trends are accelerating the shift from traditional, full-time employment to more
flexible, project-based, and remote work arrangements.

Table 3. Key drivers of global labor market transformation

Key trends Description and implications

Technological Automation, Al, and digital platforms enable remote and flexible
innovation work.

Changing workforce Younger generations (Gen Z, Millennials) increasingly value
preferences autonomy, flexibility, and purpose.

Globalization of talent  Digital platforms connect clients and freelancers across
borders, democratizing access to work.

Source: own

Freelancing is central to the transformation of modern labor. Platforms like Upwork,
Fiverr, and Payoneer provide essential infrastructure, connecting millions of independent
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workers and businesses worldwide. The freelance economy has become a major driver of
economic productivity, social change, and digital infrastructure integration.

In 2023, U.S. freelancers contributed over $1 trillion to the national economy,
underscoring their lasting impact (Upwork, 2023). Small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) increasingly rely on freelance talent for flexibility and innovation, especially in
volatile market conditions (SMB Ambitions Barometer, 2024). Socially, freelancing aligns
with growing demands for autonomy and flexibility. Among Gen Z professionals in the
U.S., 52% now identify as freelancers, indicating a shift away from traditional employment
(Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024).

Digital platforms have scaled this model, offering tools for job matching, payments,
and workflow management. Around 70% of freelancers now rely on these platforms as
their primary work source (Payoneer, 2023), allowing them to participate in global labor
markets.

However, challenges persist. Freelancers often face income volatility, lack social
protections, and are excluded from traditional benefits like healthcare and pensions.
Institutions like WEF warn that current policies lag behind these labor market shifts, urging
reforms in protections, taxation, and social safety nets (World Economic Forum, 2023). As
freelance work reshapes employment norms, coordinated action from governments,
platforms, and educators is essential to ensure its sustainability and equity.

Taken together, the literature highlights three interrelated analytical dimensions that
structure this study: (1) freelancer autonomy versus algorithmic control; (2) opportunity
expansion versus precarity within platform-mediated labor; and (3) productivity and
innovation narratives versus institutional and regulatory gaps. These dimensions inform
the comparative reading of platform reports in Sections 4 and 5, enabling the analysis to
move beyond descriptive reporting toward critical interpretation.

3. Methodology

To provide a robust understanding of the freelance economy’s evolution and
structural dynamics, this study employs a qualitative comparative analysis of three major
industry reports: Upwork 2023 Impact Report, Fiverr 2024 Freelance Economic Impact
Report, and the Payoneer 2023 Freelancer Insights Report. These sources were selected
for their global scope, diverse platform models, and demographic coverage, offering a
comprehensive lens through which to assess key trends, challenges, and innovations in
platform-based freelance work.

The selected platforms represent distinct segments of the digital labor ecosystem:

e Upwork: As the largest global freelance marketplace, Upwork is particularly
dominant in North America and Europe. It focuses on connecting highly skilled
professionals - especially in technology, design, and content creation - with
businesses seeking project-based services. Its structured, long-term model reflects
trends in professionalized freelance work.

e Fiverr: Originating in Israel and operating globally, Fiverr is known for its
transactional “gig” model, offering services at multiple price points. It appeals to a
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younger, more diverse workforce and emphasizes rapid delivery in creative, digital,
and entrepreneurial domains.

e Payoneer: Although not a freelance marketplace, Payoneer serves as a major
payment processor for independent professionals and digital entrepreneurs,
especially in emerging markets. Its annual insights report aggregates data from
millions of freelancers across platforms, providing valuable macroeconomic and
cross-regional perspectives, particularly in Asia, Eastern Europe, and Latin
America.

This strategic selection enables cross-comparison across varied geographic regions
(North America, Europe, Asia, Latin America), business models (project-based, gig-based,
and financial infrastructure), and freelancer profiles (age, skill level, sector, and location).

3.1. Analytical approach

A qualitative comparative analysis was used, that followed a structured thematic
content analysis. First, executive summaries, key findings sections, and publicly available
data tables from each report were systematically reviewed. Second, an initial coding
scheme was developed deductively based on recurring themes in the academic literature
(productivity, demographics, artificial intelligence, economic resilience). Third, inductive
coding was applied to capture platform-specific emphases. Themes were compared across
reports to identify convergences, divergences, and framing strategies. To enhance
analytical rigor, claims were consistently attributed to platform sources rather than treated

as independently verified empirical evidence.

Table 4. Cross-Platform Findings

Theme Upwork 2023 Fiverr 2024 Highlights Payoneer 2023
Highlights Highlights
Productivity 64M freelancers; $1.3T  71% exclusively 70% find work via

Demographics

contribution to U.S.
economy; 77% report
higher productivity

52% of Gen Z engaged
in freelancing; growth
among women and
minorities

freelancers; 60% of Gen
Z freelancers
experienced income
growth

Predominantly young,
creative workforce; global
distribution

platforms; higher output
per hour in emerging
markets

Concentrated in Asia,
Eastern Europe, and Latin
America; diverse in age
and skill levels

Al adoption 45% use Al tools; Al 38% adopt generative Al;  One-third use Al in client
framed as enhancer, not Al-related services work; especially rapid
threat doubled adoption in developing

regions

Economic 60% feel prepared for 77% believe freelancing Cross-border freelancers

resilience economic shocks; improves quality of life; show resilience; delays in
freelancers report income volatility persists payments are noted as a
unexpected income key challenge
stability

Key Long-term client Gender pay gap; Payment delays; systemic
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Challenges acquisition; platform oversaturation in gig gender disparities in
competition categories emerging markets
Source: reports cited

Based on a cross-platform synthesis of publicly available reports from Upwork,
Fiverr, and Payoneer, several key insights emerge regarding the evolving nature of the
freelance economy, as displayed in table 4. Across all three reports, platforms emphasize
self-reported increases in freelancer productivity relative to traditional employment.
According to platform-produced data, these gains are attributed to digital workflows,
autonomous work structures, and platform-provided tools (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024;
Payoneer, 2023). However, the reliance on self-assessment and the absence of
independent benchmarks limit the extent to which these productivity claims can be
externally validated.

Demographically, the freelance workforce is marked by increasing youthfulness,
diversity, and international dispersion. While Upwork and Fiverr emphasize generational
changes within developed economies, such as the growing presence of Gen Z and
Millennials, Payoneer highlights the proliferation of freelancing in emerging markets -
particularly within digital and creative industries - underscoring the global reach of platform-
mediated labor (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024; Payoneer, 2023).

Artificial intelligence (Al) adoption represents another defining characteristic of the
current freelance landscape. Across these platforms, freelancers are leveraging generative
Al technologies not only to enhance efficiency but also to innovate new categories of
service offerings. This trend suggests that freelancers often perceive Al as a tool for
creativity and expansion rather than as a disruptive threat (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024).

Economic resilience also features prominently in the findings. Despite the inherent
volatility in freelance income, many workers report experiencing greater financial stability
than expected. This sense of resilience is particularly strong among freelancers with
international clientele and diversified income sources, indicating that geographic and
sectoral diversification can buffer economic shocks (Payoneer, 2023).

Nonetheless, this analysis is limited by its reliance on executive summaries and
curated data insights from platform-generated reports. These sources are subject to
framing bias and do not provide access to raw datasets, which limits the scope of
independent verification. Furthermore, commercial interests may influence how findings
are presented, shaping both emphasis and interpretation (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024;
Payoneer, 2023).

Despite these limitations, the analysis offers a nuanced understanding of a freelance
economy that is not only expanding but also growing in complexity and adaptability. By
integrating themes of productivity, demographic shifts, Al utilization, and financial
resilience, this narrative situates freelance labor as a dynamic and increasingly integral
component of the future of work.

3.2. Data source limitations

The analysis is subject to limitations inherent in platform-produced reports. These
include selection bias, limited transparency regarding data collection methods, reliance on
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self-reported measures, and commercial incentives that may influence framing and
emphasis. The absence of access to raw datasets restricts independent verification.
Accordingly, findings are interpreted as representations and narratives produced by
platforms rather than objective measurements of the freelance economy.

4. Results/findings

This section synthesizes and critically interprets the main insights from the Upwork
2023 Impact Report, the Fiverr 2024 Freelance Economic Impact Report, and the
Payoneer 2023 Freelancer Insights Report. It describes how platforms portray the
freelance workforce while interrogating the assumptions, omissions, and methodological
limitations that shape these representations. Rather than treating the reports as neutral
empirical accounts, the analysis below reads them as platform-produced narratives that
advance particular understandings of productivity, autonomy, and resilience in the
freelance economy.

a. Demographic and professional profiles between youth opportunity and
selection bias

All three reports emphasize a pronounced generational shift, portraying freelancing
as a preferred work arrangement for younger cohorts. Upwork (2023) reports that 52% of
Gen Z professionals in the U.S. now work independently, driven by flexibility, autonomy,
and purpose, while Fiverr (2024) similarly highlights a predominantly young user base in
creative and digital sectors. Payoneer (2023) extends this trend to emerging markets,
where younger workers turn to freelancing in response to limited local job opportunities
and wage stagnation.

Across platforms, freelancers are described as relatively well educated, especially in
fields such as technology, business, and design, and as highly motivated by work-life
balance, personal fulfilment, or economic necessity depending on regional context. This
representation supports the narrative of freelancing as a vehicle for empowered, self-
directed careers in a global digital economy.

However, these demographic portraits are shaped by several important biases and
gaps. First, the reports draw on platform-registered users who have opted into digital
marketplaces, thereby underrepresenting freelancers operating through informal networks,
local intermediaries, or hybrid arrangements that combine offline and online work. Second,
younger, digitally fluent workers are more likely to engage with and respond to platform
surveys ( Wu et al., 2022, Lay-Raby et al., 2025), which may amplify their visibility relative
to older or less digitally literate freelancers. Third, the focus on degree-holding
professionals in tech and creative fields foregrounds relatively privileged segments of the
freelance workforce (Sutherland et al.,, 2019), potentially obscuring lower-skilled or
marginalized groups whose experiences of precarity and exclusion may be more severe
(Munoz, 2023, Dinika, 2025).

These biases suggest that platform-reported demographic trends should be
interpreted as partial and aspirational, highlighting segments that align with platform
branding and growth strategies, rather than as exhaustive descriptions of the global
freelance population. Future research needs independent sampling frames that include
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both platform and non-platform freelancers, as well as comparative designs that
differentiate between high-skill professional freelancing and lower-paid, task-based work.

b. Technology integration and Al adoption. Empowerment under algorithmic
constraints

The reports consistently frame technological integration — especially artificial
intelligence (Al), as a defining and largely positive feature of contemporary freelancing.
Upwork (2023) indicates that 45% of freelancers use Al tools to enhance productivity,
particularly in content creation, design, and data analysis. Fiverr (2024) reports that 38%
of freelancers offer Al-related services and that demand for generative Al has doubled over
the past year, while Payoneer (2023) finds that one in three freelancers in emerging
markets use Al tools in client projects.

According to these narratives, Al adoption yields substantial time savings, task
optimization, and new service categories (e.g. prompt engineering, Al-assisted design),
allowing freelancers to focus on higher-value, strategic work. Platforms position
themselves as key enablers of this Al ecosystem: Upwork integrates Al into its support
infrastructure (Upwork, 2023), Fiverr commercializes Al services through gig offerings
(Fiverr, 2024), and Payoneer facilitates monetization via cross-border payment solutions
for Al-driven work (Payoneer, 2023).

Yet the reports largely present Al as an unambiguously empowering tool,
underplaying its potential to intensify monitoring, devalue routine tasks, and redistribute
bargaining power between platforms, clients, and workers. From the broader digital labor
literature (Sutherland, 2019), algorithmic management and data-driven optimization are
associated with “algorithmic precarity,” where continuous surveillance, opaque ranking
systems, and automated decision-making constrain worker autonomy and heighten income
insecurity (Wood et. Al, 2018). As Al systems increasingly mediate task allocation, quality
control, and dispute resolution, freelancers’ dependence on platform algorithms deepens,
even as platforms promote narratives of autonomy and entrepreneurial freedom.

Moreover, Al adoption is uneven: freelancers with strong digital skills and access to
advanced tools may capture productivity gains, while others risk exclusion or downward
pressure on rates as Al-augmented competition grows. Platform reports offer limited
disaggregated data on who benefits most from Al and who is left behind. Future research
should examine distributional effects by skill level, gender, region, and sector, and should
integrate qualitative evidence on how freelancers experience Al's dual role as both
productivity enhancer and instrument of surveillance and control.

c. Economic characteristics and perceived resilience as self-reported stability
versus structural risk

Upwork (2023) estimates that freelancers contributed approximately $1.3 trillion to
the U.S. economy in 2023, positioning freelancing as a major driver of economic output.
Fiverr (2024) reports that 60% of Gen Z freelancers experienced income growth over the
same period, and Payoneer (2023) highlights that freelancers in emerging markets exhibit
notable income resilience due to access to international clients and diversified revenue
streams. Together, these findings underpin a narrative of freelancing as not only flexible
but also economically robust, with many freelancers reportedly feeling more financially
stable than anticipated.

- 66 -




Studies in Business and Economics no. 20(3)/2025

The reports also draw distinctions between full-time and part-time engagement.
Upwork presents freelancing as part of a mixed model, where independent work
supplements or complements traditional employment (Upwork, 2023). Fiverr (2024) finds
that 71% of its users treat freelancing as their primary occupation, indicating a shift toward
full-time platform dependence in its ecosystem, while Payoneer (2023) shows that part-
time freelancing is common in developing regions, often functioning as a secondary
income source.

However, these economic assessments rely heavily on self-reported income trends
and perceptions of stability, with limited transparency about variance, volatility, or the
distribution of earnings across different segments of the workforce. Self-assessed “income
growth” may reflect short-term improvements from a low baseline, while masking
substantial fluctuations, unpaid search and bidding time, and periods of underemployment.
Furthermore, aggregate contribution figures (such as the $1.3 trillion estimate) do not
differentiate between freelancers with durable client relationships and those in highly
precarious, low-margin niches.

Payoneer’s findings on resilience in emerging markets are similarly double-edged.
Access to international clients and foreign currency can indeed buffer local economic
shocks, but it also exposes freelancers to exchange-rate risk, platform dependency, and
vulnerability to global demand cycles over which they have little control. Additionally,
transaction fees and payment delays, repeatedly identified as key challenges, undermine
the very resilience that platforms emphasize, particularly for workers who lack savings or
alternative income sources.

A more balanced assessment of economic resilience would require longitudinal
income data, measures of volatility, and explicit accounting for unpaid labor (e.g.
prospecting, revisions, dispute resolution) and benefits foregone (e.g. pensions, paid
leave, health insurance). Future research should therefore move beyond self-reported
perceptions toward mixed-method designs that triangulate platform data, independent
surveys, and administrative records to capture the full risk profile of freelance livelihoods.

d. Persistent challenges in the freelance ecosystem

Despite its expansion, the freelance economy faces persistent structural and equity
challenges. Gender-based income disparities are among the most pronounced. Fiverr
(2024) reports a 20% pay gap between male and female freelancers, even when
controlling for skill and experience. Payoneer (2023) finds that such disparities are even
more severe in developing economies, where cultural and systemic barriers further
marginalize women.

Market saturation, especially on transactional gig platforms, increases competition
and pricing pressure (Fiverr, 2024). Client acquisition remains difficult, particularly for new
entrants; while Upwork (2023) emphasizes long-term client relationships as a strategic
advantage, building such networks requires significant time and effort. Payoneer (2023)
notes that payment delays and transaction fees remain pressing concerns, particularly for
freelancers engaged in cross-border work. Additionally, freelancers express ethical
concerns related to Al usage. These include algorithmic bias in job distribution, lack of
clarity around intellectual property ownership for Al-generated content, and diminished
trust in the authenticity of Al-enhanced outputs (Fiverr, 2024; Upwork, 2023).
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e. Differentiation across platforms

Each platform examined in this study displays distinct strategic and demographic
orientations:

e Upwork focuses on skilled, project-based services and long-term business
relationships. It integrates Al tools and training into its freelancer support
infrastructure (Upwork, 2023).

e Fiverr offers a fast-paced, transactional model appealing to younger, urban
freelancers, particularly in creative industries. It serves as a pulse on generational
trends and digital service demands (Fiverr, 2024).

e Payoneer provides the financial backbone for freelancers, especially in emerging
economies. It offers macro-level insights into income resilience, regional
challenges, and the globalization of freelance labor (Payoneer, 2023).

These findings reveal a freelance economy that is dynamic, increasingly global, and
technologically driven. However, they also illuminate structural inequalities and institutional
gaps that demand attention from policymakers, platform operators, and researchers. A
forward-looking, inclusive governance model is essential to ensure that freelance work
remains a sustainable and equitable component of the digital labor ecosystem.

5. Discussions

The discussion that follows interprets the cross-platform findings presented in
Section 4 by situating them within broader debates on labor market transformation,
platform governance, and digital entrepreneurship. Rather than introducing new empirical
material, this section links reported platform trends - particularly those related to
globalization, Al adoption and workforce composition - to established theoretical and policy
discussions.

5.1. Disruption of traditional employment models

Digital labor platforms accelerate a shift from the traditional employer—employee
dyad to a triangular arrangement (platform—worker—client), which blurs accountability and
strains laws written for direct supervision and fixed hours (Ribeiro, 2024). The
psychological contract becomes fluid as freelancers face uncertainty and algorithmic
management (ratings, rankings, search visibility, automated disputes) that reproduces
managerial control. Many platform workers fall outside conventional categories, limiting
access to minimum wages, collective bargaining, and benefits (Maric et al., 2024; Ribeiro,
2024). Meanwhile, Gen Z participation rises, pushing employers toward more flexible
staffing (Upwork, 2023). Flexibility coexists with precarity (health insurance, paid leave,
pensions are rare), underscoring the case for portable benefits and clearer presumptions
that extend protections regardless of classification (Upwork, 2023; Ribeiro, 2024; Kim et
al.,, 2023; Piasna, 2024; Wheatley, 2024). This inflection requires rethinking organization
and regulation to ensure inclusion and resilience (Chaudhary & Niroula, 2024; Fiverr, 2024;
World Economic Forum, 2023).

5.2. Reconfiguration of global value chains

Platforms globalize services, enabling talent in Asia, Latin America, and Africa to

access global demand, while firms gain diversity and cost efficiencies (Payoneer, 2023).
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Yet wage arbitrage, intensified competition, and uneven bargaining power can depress
rates and entrench vulnerability (Fiverr, 2024; Payoneer, 2023). By lowering entry barriers,
platforms convert long-term roles into short, task-based work - boosting productivity but
weakening job security and accountability (Chaudhary & Niroula, 2024; Oluka, 2024; Datta
et al., 2023). Given the transnational nature of these markets, regulatory harmonization is
pivotal (The Global Workforce Revolution, 2023). Beyond labor, large platforms shape
market access and competition, concentrating data and power (Kenney et al., 2019).
5.3.Freelancing and the rise of digital entrepreneurship
Digitalization and pandemic-era remote work led to catalyzing digital
entrepreneurship and solo firms (Ojala, 2024; Metzl, 2023). Platforms provide
infrastructure and network effects that can scale niche services (Shen et al., 2018;
Srinivasan & Venkatraman, 2018). Global freelancing expands autonomy, skills, and
income diversification but also introduces opacity, digital inequality, and competitive
pressure (Pop et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2023; Payoneer, 2023).
5.4.Navigating the flexibility—precarity trade-off
Workers value schedule control and location independence, but face volatile
income, benefit exclusion, and inconsistent pipelines (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024). Gender
pay gaps persist and are often wider in developing regions (Fiverr, 2024; Payoneer, 2023).
Algorithmic control, ratings, and client reviews can limit real independence, creating sticky
dependencies on platform income and reputation (Dunn et al., 2023; Lopez-Martinez et al.,
2025). Freelancers respond via multi-platform strategies, diversification, and client
retention; useful but insufficient substitutes for foundational protections (Bakin, 2023;
Ekdale & Aidoo, 2024; De Andres et al., 2024).
5.5. Artificial intelligence - between empowerment and surveillance
Al now defines many freelance workflows: adoption boosts productivity and expands
services, with rising demand for Al-related tasks (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024). Economic
gains from automation and data optimization are real, yet uneven (especially for lower-
skilled workers), so upskilling and lifelong learning are critical (Akhtar & Rawol, 2024;
Jawaid & Ahmed, 2023). On platforms, Al can intensify surveillance capitalism, raising
concerns about data rights and algorithmic bias (Lyon, 2023; Rao et al., 2024). Policy
frameworks should prioritize equity, transparency, and cross-sector collaboration (Rao et
al., 2024; Jawaid & Ahmed, 2023).
5.6. Governance and policy imperatives
Platform governance operates through “code as law” - platform rules embedded in
software that act as informal regulation (Williamson & Bunting, 2018). Current models often
prioritize efficiency over worker rights and equity (Makhortykh et al., 2022; Kim et al.,
2023). A balanced approach should deliver portable benefits, algorithmic transparency and
contestability, improved cross-border payments/taxation, and skills investment, with
international coordination reflecting global market scope (World Economic Forum, 2023;
Payoneer, 2023; Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024; Gorwa, 2024).
5.7.Opportunities and actionable recommendations
To align flexibility with protection, policy design should incorporate reclassification
mechanisms and presumptions of employment that extend core labor rights while
preserving genuine self-employment where appropriate (Mangold, 2024; Telychko &
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Rekun, 2024). Interoperable, portable benefits should be implemented through worker-
linked digital accounts, complemented by worker-driven data-sharing to enhance
transferability across clients and platforms (Yaroshenko et al., 2024; Hsieh et al., 2024).
Cross-border taxation rules should be simplified to improve compliance and equity
between employees and independent contractors (Ogunde, 2024; Gill & Gupta, 2024).
Platform governance should require explainable Al, periodic transparency reports,
independent bias audits, and accessible, impartial dispute-resolution mechanisms (Koene
et al., 2019; Bell et al., 2022; Luria, 2023; Schulze et al., 2023; Rao et al., 2024). Finally,
inclusive upskilling coalitions - involving platforms, universities, and public agencies -
should be prioritized to broaden access to Al and data capabilities, particularly for under-
represented groups (Upwork, 2023; Fiverr, 2024).

Freelancing and platforms are a core vector of labor market transformation. They
broaden opportunity and speed but can reproduce or deepen inequality without
complementary governance. The policy task is to translate flexibility into security,
embedding fairness, transparency, and portability so that productivity and innovation gains
are widely shared (World Economic Forum, 2023).

6. Conclusions

The freelance economy has emerged as a central component of contemporary labor
markets, profoundly reshaping employment structures, organizational dynamics, and
regulatory paradigms. Enabled by digital platforms and accelerated by technological
innovations such as artificial intelligence, freelancing offers a model of work that is at once
flexible, decentralized, and highly responsive to the demands of a globalized economy.

This cross-platform comparison yields four key findings. First, industry reports
consistently frame freelancing as productive, resilient, and technologically adaptive, while
downplaying structural dependency and governance asymmetries. Second, despite
differences in platform models, common challenges - income volatility, gender disparities,
and algorithmic opacity - persist across regions and market segments. Third, artificial
intelligence is presented primarily as an opportunity-enhancing tool, masking uneven
distributional effects and emerging forms of surveillance. Fourth, global access to work
coexists with intensified competition and wage pressure, particularly in emerging
economies.

The paper contributes by offering a critical synthesis of platform-produced
knowledge (rather than reproducing it), demonstrating how industry narratives shape
understandings of the future of work. Limitations include reliance on secondary,
commercially framed data and the absence of freelancer-level longitudinal evidence.
Future research should triangulate platform reports with independent surveys,
administrative data and qualitative worker interviews.

From a policy perspective, the findings reinforce the need for social protections,
algorithmic transparency requirements, and international coordination in platform
regulation to ensure that flexibility does not come at the expense of security.
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