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Het is zo logisch, zo logisch, het is gewoon 
't Ligt voor de hand of lijkt dat gewoon maar zo 

Het besef is de sleutel naar vrijheid 
En ik besef me wat ik besef 

 
Als ik wil kan ik doen en laten wat ik wil 

Het hoeft niet en het moet pas als ik wil 
 

wil ik gaan fietsen, lopen of met de bus  
al wil ik kruipen dan doe ik dat lekker dus  
't is zo vertrouwd te doen wat het hart ingeeft  

en ik besef me wat ik besef  
 

als ik wil kan ik denken wat ik wil  
en ik denk dat ik alles kan zeggen wat ik wil  

alles lezen alles zien  
horen proeven ruiken voelen schrijven  

en vast nog wel meer misschien... 
 

Skik, Als ik wil (2004) 
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Preface 
 

It was early in 2005 when I decided to write this Ph.D. thesis. Now, after almost four 

years, it is still somewhat mysterious to me why I wanted to write this study that lies before you. 

There are at least three different reasons why I wrote this thesis in the last four years. First, I had 

never finished my earlier Ph.D. study in Economics at Brown University. When I quit this study 

in 1994, I was convinced that an academic career would not fit me. But somehow ten years later, 

I still felt that I had to complete this unfinished business. Secondly, by 2005 I had grown weary 

of all the management fads that are so ubiquitous in management consulting and I increasingly 

felt that academic rigor could help organizations and people to do the right thing. But the third 

reason is probably the most important reason why this study lies before you: I always enjoyed 

studying and learning new things.  

 

Looking back, I must confess that at the beginning of this adventure I extremely underestimated 

the amount of work that is actually involved in writing a Ph.D. thesis. I was utterly convinced 

that it would be possible to write a Ph.D. thesis in one or two years. I was after all an experienced 

project manager who had managed large complex projects, way more complicated then writing a 

‗simple‘ piece of text. It was, in my mind, just a matter of determining the scope, making a plan 

and then simply making sure that you stick to the plan. This surely would lead to a stunning 

thesis in a short amount of time. Although so it seemed at the time. Now, after four years, I am 

just happy that I can see the finish line. 

 

In reality the simple route of vision, scope, plan and execute proved to be a narrow mountain 

trail in a thick forest with many sidesteps and blockades. I lost my route before I actually started. 

It proved very hard to determine the exact subject of the thesis. I started with reading a lot of 

academic articles to determine the detailed scope but, as is often the case, obtaining new insights 

only lead to reading more articles, books, magazines, et cetera, drifting me further away from my 

programmed path. In the first year of my thesis I also met a lot of practitioners to discuss my 

plans and thoughts with, but this too led to even more questions and doubts, and not to more 

clarity of direction. Even though my project management skills urged me to choose an 

unambiguous problem statement and create a clear execution plan, I felt unable to formulate a 

clear problem statement that satisfied my own standards. I wrote half a dozen academic papers 

before throwing them away. Slowly I started to appreciate Japanese culture: It is truly more 

important to reach consensus on the problem statement than on the solution. 18 months after I 
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started with my thesis I was still without any tangible results. If my thesis had been a commercial 

project I had certainly been send away.  

 

After a year or so it was still relatively easy for me to stop with my Ph.D. as I had no tangible 

results to show for, but something in me felt unable to quit. I wanted to finish what I started. 

After drawing up a whole list of possible problem statements I decided to write my thesis on 

freelancers or independent professionals. Now, after so many years, I can say that this subject fits 

me, and I found it increasingly interesting. I now regard freelancing as a question which is tightly 

knit to many of today‘s other knowledge economy questions such as the decreasing loyalty of 

companies and employees, the return of the crafts in Western economy, and the rise (and fall) of 

shareholder value. In any case, in retro respect I found what I wanted with this thesis: A multi-

dimensional, contemporary, exiting and interesting problem. Since the moment that I decided on 

freelancing as my subject of study, writing the thesis was still hard work but the sense of a clear 

direction made all the difference.  

 

This study largely draws on some fifty interviews, and data collected in an internet survey in the 

period from January 1st until April 1st 2008. This unique data was obtained through the support of 

many professional organizations in the Netherlands such as; FNV Zelfstandigen, Platform 

Zelfstandige Ondernemers (PZO), Orde van Organizatieadviseurs, (OOA), Orde van Register 

Managers (ORM) and the Freelancers Association (FLA; journalists) to name a few. Also various 

commercial employment and pay-rolling agencies supported my research by informing their 

membership about the internet survey with a hyperlink to the on-line survey. Through these 

channels about 40.000 independent professionals received an email or newsletter with 

information on the survey (e.g. goal, time spend). 1981 individuals actually started the on-line 

survey and 1612 respondents (88%) finished the entire survey of 24 pages and 99 questions. For 

this support I need to thank all the organizations and associations that helped me, but perhaps 

most of all the two thousand independent professionals who completed the survey.  

 

This preface ends with a sincere thanks to my professor, Arjen van Witteloostuijn, for all his 

help. Without him, his patience, intellect, humor, and thoroughness, not necessarily in that order, 

this study would never have been written.  
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Management samenvatting (Nederlands) 
 

Het aantal startende ondernemers is de laatste jaren sterk gegroeid in Nederland. In 2003 

waren er nog 54.000 starters, in 2007 waren er meer dan 100.000 mensen die een eigen bedrijf 

startten en in de eerste zes maanden van 2008 kwamen er al 57.000 nieuwe entrepreneurs bij. Dit 

alles in een economisch klimaat dat gedurende 2008 steeds vijandiger werd jegens ondernemers. 

Deze stormachtige groei wordt voor een aanzienlijk deel veroorzaakt door de groei van het aantal 

zelfstandige professionals of freelancers, d.w.z. professionals die hun geld verdienen door hun 

eigen kennis en vaardigheden te verhuren op de vrije markt.  

 

Ondanks deze sterke groei is er nog betrekkelijk weinig onderzoek specifiek gericht op 

zelfstandige professionals. Voor dit onderzoek hebben bijna tweeduizend hoogopgeleide 

freelancers een uitgebreide enquête ingevuld en zijn er daarnaast ongeveer vijftig diepte 

interviews gehouden met freelancers, opdrachtgevers en bemiddelingsbureaus.  

 

Debat over freelancers wordt gekenmerkt door twee tegengestelde visies 

Het huidige debat over zelfstandige professionals wordt vaak gekenmerkt door twee 

tegengestelde visies op freelancen. Een positieve, liberale visie waar freelancen zorgt voor 

ontplooiing, autonomie en creativiteit en een negatieve, socialistische visie, waar freelancen niets 

meer is dan een kostenbesparingsactie van grote bedrijven, die mensen berooft van 

arbeidsvoorwaarden en mensen marginaliseert tot bronnen van arbeid. Dit onderzoek probeert 

door kwantitatief onderzoek bij te dragen aan een meer feitelijk debat. 

 

Groei freelancers is structureel van aard 

De groei in het aantal freelancers wordt veroorzaakt door vier structurele factoren. Ten eerste 

heeft de opkomst van het internet de transactiekosten, die gepaard gaan met het zoeken, vinden 

en het inhuren van specialistische deskundigheid, verminderd. Ten tweede is in de laatste 

decennia de standaardisatie enorm toegenomen. Waar twee decennia geleden de meeste 

processen nog bedrijfsspecifiek waren, gebruiken bijna alle firma's tegenwoordig 

standaardsoftware (Windows, ERP, et cetera) en gestandaardiseerde processen (HRM - 

processen, financiële processen, et cetera). Dit heeft het belang van sectorkennis en professionele 

kennis sterk vergroot ten opzichte van ondernemingsspecifieke kennis. Dit maakt jobhoppen veel 

eenvoudiger voor professionals. Ten derde heeft het individu in de afgelopen decennia veel meer 

macht gekregen door het steeds kleiner worden van technologische oplossingen. Vele activiteiten 
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kunnen tegenwoordig door één enkel individu op een laptop worden uitgevoerd waar vroeger 

veel mensen en financieel kapitaal nodig waren. Ten vierde heeft de opkomst van de creatieve 

kenniseconomie (Florida, 2002) het belang van innovatie en flexibiliteit verhoogt. Freelancen is 

de contractvorm die bij uitstek geschikt is voor creatieve productie. Dit omdat creatieve 

productie plaats vindt in tijdelijke projectorganisaties, waarbij het gebruik maken van freelancers 

voordelen heeft. Experts kunnen tijdelijk worden ingezet en door nieuwe dynamische 

combinaties van individuen kan een hoger niveau van innovatie en creativiteit worden bereikt.  

 

Ook zijn er drie krachten die misschien niet zozeer de groei van het freelancen in essentie 

veroorzaken, maar deze wel ondersteunen. Ten eerste, de toenemende vergrijzing die zorgt voor 

een oorlog om het schaarse talent tussen organisaties onderling. Ten tweede, de globalisering die 

leidt tot een versnelling van het aandeel van de kenniseconomie. Tot slot heeft de toegenomen 

nadruk op aandeelhouderswaarde en strikte controleprocedures, bij veel grote organisaties ervoor 

gezorgd dat professionals zich steeds minder thuis voelen bij deze grootschalige, logge 

organisaties. 

 

Onderscheid tussen ondernemers en werknemers verdwijnt in de kenniseconomie 

Veel is al gezegd over de status van de zelfstandige professionals: Zijn zij ondernemers, 

werknemers of allebei? Het antwoord is dat het traditionele onderscheid tussen ondernemers en 

werknemers snel aan het verdwijnen is. De verantwoordelijkheid voor iemands carrière ligt 

tegenwoordig al bij het individu. De tijd waarin de onderneming de loop van de carrière bepaalde 

is definitief voorbij. Als een werknemer carrière wil maken moet hij of zij zichzelf verkopen, 

binnen het bedrijf en op de arbeidsmarkt. Dit vergt een ondernemende instelling. Daarnaast 

hebben in de kenniseconomie steeds meer werknemers expliciete doelstellingen op het gebied 

van acquisitie, netwerken en persoonlijke ontwikkeling. Net zoals ondernemers dat hebben. 

Rolveranderingen tussen ondernemer, freelancer en werknemer worden dan ook in de toekomst 

steeds frequenter. Een professional in de kenniseconomie zal in zijn/haar leven meerdere rollen 

vertolken en soms zelfs tegelijkertijd verschillende rollen bekleden.  

 

De freelancer van vandaag is de werknemer van morgen 

Het belang van dit onderzoek overstijgt daarom het belang van het fenomeen freelancen. De 

freelancer van vandaag is een model voor alle jobhoppende kennisprofessionals van morgen. Deze 

studie naar de freelancercarrière van vandaag geeft ons inzicht in de werknemerscarrière van 

morgen. 
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Flexibiliteit en autonomie zijn de belangrijkste redenen om te gaan freelancen 
 Freelancers worden in alle soorten beroepen gevonden, hoewel in sommige beroepsgroepen en 

sectoren het freelancerschap duidelijk gangbaarder is (o.a. media, journalistiek, trainers, coaches). 

Meer dan 80% van de zelfstandige professionals is tussen de 35 en de 58 jaar oud. Het aandeel 

mannen (50.1%) en vrouwen (49.9%) onder hoogopgeleide zelfstandige kennisprofessionals is 

ongeveer gelijk. Zelfstandigheid is blijkbaar aantrekkelijk voor zowel mannen als vrouwen. De 

belangrijkste redenen waarom hoogopgeleide professionals voor een freelancercarrière kiezen zijn 

de extra flexibiliteit (64% van de freelancers noemt dit als reden om te freelancen) en meer 

autonomie (63% van de freelancers noemt dit als reden). Een betere financiële beloning is voor 

slechts 30 procent van de freelancers een reden om te freelancen. Mannen vinden een financiële 

beloning belangrijker, terwijl vrouwen flexibiliteit en de balans tussen werk en privé van groter 

belang vinden. 

 

Freelancers willen geen vaste baan! 

Zelfstandige professionals ambiëren geen 

traditionele baan. In de regel hebben ze een 

hekel gekregen aan de bureaucratische cultuur 

en het politieke gekonkel in grote 

ondernemingen. Bovendien houden ze van hun 

vrijheid en autonomie. Minder dan twee 

procent (1,6%) van alle freelancers ambieert een 

vaste baan. Meer dan zestig procent van de 

freelancers wil blijven freelancen, 12 procent wil 

samenwerken met andere freelancers in een 

netwerk en 15 procent wil de eenmanszaak 

uitbreiden naar een grotere onderneming. 

 

De nadelen van freelancen vallen grotendeels weg bij hogere inkomens 

De meest genoemde nadelen van freelancen zijn een minder voorspelbaar inkomen (51% noemt 

dit als nadeel) en een onduidelijk carrièreperspectief (48%). Deze twee nadelen worden gevolgd 

door het ontbreken van secundaire arbeidsvoorwaarden (40%) en meer administratieve 

rompslomp (37%). Het onvoorspelbare inkomen, het ontbreken van sociale zekerheid en de 

administratieve rompslomp zijn allemaal nadelen die veel vaker door freelancers met een lage 

omzet worden genoemd. Freelancers met een hogere omzet (d.w.z. een omzet van meer dan 

80.000 euro) blijken zelf zeer goed in staat te zijn om deze nadelen te managen. Zij kunnen de 
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commerciële verzekeringstarieven betalen en een boekhouder in dienst nemen om de 

administratie over te nemen. 

 

Freelancers zoeken continu de balans tussen verschillende uitersten 

Freelancers worden geconfronteerd met drie dilemma‘s, waarbij ze het evenwicht zoeken tussen 

verschillende uitersten. Ten eerste zoeken freelancers de balans tussen vrijheid en verlatenheid. 

Een freelancer zoekt vrijheid en autonomie, maar heeft soms ook de behoefte om vragen en 

uitdagingen te bespreken met anderen. Ten tweede zoeken freelancers de balans tussen 

flexibiliteit en vrije tijd. De mogelijkheid om te werken wanneer je wilt is een belangrijk 

voordeel voor de meeste freelancers, maar ironisch genoeg leidt dit vaak tot minder vrije tijd 

aangezien men ―altijd― werkt. Tot slot zoeken freelancers continu de balans tussen specialisatie 

en verscheidenheid. Dit laatste dilemma wordt ook wel de carrièreparadox genoemd en deze 

paradox is cruciaal voor de carrière van kennisprofessionals. De behoefte aan specialisatie komt 

voor uit het feit dat de markt een voorkeur heeft voor professionals met gelijksoortige, eerdere 

ervaringen en een duidelijke carrièrepatroon. De freelancers‘ behoefte aan verscheidenheid komt 

voort uit de wens tot zelfontplooiing en de noodzaak van continue professionele ontwikkeling.  

 

Een freelancer werkt gemiddeld 41 uur per week en zet jaarlijks 85.000 euro om 

Een voltijds freelancer werkt gemiddeld 41 uur per week. Hiervan is ongeveer tweederde (27 uur) 

factureerbaar. De andere 14 uren worden gebruikt voor overhead activiteiten zoals administratie 

(3,7 uur), netwerken (4,6 uur) en andere activiteiten (4,2 uur) zoals productontwikkeling en 

bijwerken van de website. De gemiddelde omzet is 85.000 euro per jaar, de gemiddelde 

bezettingsgraad is ongeveer zestig procent en het gemiddelde uurtarief is 94 euro. 

 
Interim managers hebben de hoogste omzet, vertalers hebben de laagste omzet 

De gemiddelde omzet, tarief en bezettingsgraad verschilt sterk per beroepsgroep. De freelance 

omzet is het hoogst voor interim managers (121.000 euro), IT-ers (112.000 euro) en organisatie 

adviseurs (111.000 euro). Vertalers (36.000 euro), kunstenaars (47.000 euro) en journalisten 

(50.000 euro) hebben de laagste omzet. De hoogste uurtarieven zijn voor organisatie adviseurs 

(117 euro), juristen (114 euro) en coaches (110 euro). De laagste uurtarieven zijn voor vertalers en 

journalisten, deze beroepsgroepen worden dikwijls per woord of per tekst betaald. De hoogste 

bezettingsgraden zijn voor technici (75%), financieel deskundigen (72%) en interim managers 

(71%). Vertalers (32%), coaches (47%) en journalisten (49%) hebben relatief lage 

bezettingsgraden. 
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Freelance inkomens zijn niet hoger dan werknemersinkomens 

Hoewel het niet eenvoudig is om op basis van de omzetgegevens het inkomen van freelancers te 

vergelijken met het inkomen van vaste medewerkers, lijken de freelance inkomens niet 

schrikbarend hoog te zijn. De freelancers met de hoogste omzetten, de interim managers, zetten 

bijvoorbeeld gemiddeld 120.000 euro om. Hier moeten alle lasten nog van af. Na aftrek van 

kosten, sociale verzekeringen, pensioenvoorzieningen is het inkomen dat overblijft vaak niet veel 

meer dan een goede manager krijgt (80-90.000 euro). Bovendien krijgt een goede senior manager 

vaak nog bonussen, opties en/of aandelen in de onderneming. De freelancers met de laagste 

omzetten (kunstenaars, journalisten en vertalers) zetten allemaal minder dan 50.000 euro om. 

Aangezien hier alle lasten nog van af moeten is dit zeker geen vetpot.  

 

 Freelance succes wordt gemeten door zowel omzet als tevredenheid met de carrière 

Het onderwerp van deze studie is het carrièresucces van freelancers. Hiervoor is een freelance 

carrièremodel gebruikt, waarin zes verschillende factoren van invloed zijn op freelance 

carrièresucces. Dit zijn: menselijk kapitaal, sociaal kapitaal, persoonlijkheid, motivatie, 

ondernemingsstrategie en marktfactoren. Er werden twee variabelen gebruikt om freelance 

carrièresucces te meten. Omzet werd gebruikt om objectief freelance carrièresucces te meten en 

carrièretevredenheid werd gebruikt om subjectief freelance carrièresucces te meten. Dit 

onderscheid werd gemaakt, omdat veel freelancers een freelance carrière enkel kiezen, omdat 

freelancen meer flexibiliteit biedt om werk en privé te balanceren. Deze individuen beoordelen 

hun carrièresucces niet alleen op geldelijke maatstaven, maar ook op de bijdrage aan de kwaliteit 

van leven.  
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Freelance omzet wordt bepaald door: 1) de markt, 2) kennis en ervaring en 3) netwerk.  
Er is veel onduidelijkheid over de succesfactoren van 

freelancers; is menselijk kapitaal belangrijk, is sociaal 

kapitaal belangrijk of is de persoonlijkheid belangrijk, 

of zijn weer andere factoren zoals bedrijfsstrategie en 

de markt belangrijk? Uit dit onderzoek blijkt dat de 

omzet van een freelancer grotendeels wordt verklaard 

door de markt (44,6%), gevolgd door menselijk 

kapitaal (25,6%) en sociaal kapitaal (20,7%). Factoren 

zoals motivatie (5,2%), bedrijfsstrategie (2,8%) en 

persoonlijkheid (1,1%) zijn van marginaal belang. 

Freelancers zijn dus echte ondernemers, want ze zijn 

sterk afhankelijk van de markt en hun 

netwerkcapaciteiten. Maar ze zijn een speciale groep 

ondernemers, omdat zij zichzelf verkopen.  

 

Generieke persoonlijkheidstesten hebben nauwelijks toegevoegde waarde  

Er is een groot verschil tussen deze bovenstaande bevindingen en de simpele aanbevelingen die 

veelal in de populairdere literatuur worden gevonden. Volgens boeken als ―Six Figure Freelancing‖, 

“The Secret to Creating and Sustaining a Successful Business” en “Awakening the Entrepreneur Within: How 

Ordinary People Can Create Extraordinary Companies” kan iedereen een succesvolle freelancer of een 

ondernemer worden. Marktfactoren en professionele kennis krijgen nauwelijks aandacht in dit 

soort boeken. Het gaat in de regel over persoonlijkheid en netwerk. Dan zijn er ook nog de 

populaire persoonlijkheidstests op het internet. Vele websites zoals: forbes.com, entrepreneur.com en 

rabobank.nl , bieden persoonlijkheidstests aan om te zien of iemand ―ondernemerskwaliteiten‖ 

heeft. Uit onze analyse blijkt echter dat persoonlijkheidskenmerken nauwelijks van belang zijn 

voor freelance succes. 

 

Het is wel zo dat onze resultaten ook laten zien dat freelancers met een open en/of een 

proactieve persoonlijkheid, veel meer geneigd zijn om te netwerken, veel vaker kiezen voor een 

innovatieve bedrijfsstrategie en slechts sporadisch kiezen voor een focus strategie. Dit geeft aan 

dat persoonlijkheid indirect wel een grotere rol speelt. Een en ander toont aan dat de relatie 

tussen persoonlijkheid, markt en strategie erg complex is. Het is daarom de vraag of eenvoudige 

psychologische tests (bijvoorbeeld op ondernemerschap) toegevoegde waarde hebben. 
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Menselijk kapitaal is het belangrijkste voor freelancers 

Opleiding en ervaring zijn, direct na de marktfactoren, het belangrijkste voor een freelancer. Het 

is bijna vanzelfsprekend dat kennis wordt beloond in een kenniseconomie. De juiste opleiding en 

ervaring hebben een sterk verhogend effect op de omzet. Het is daarbij opvallend dat recente 

opleidingsinspanning (in de laatste twee jaar) de freelance omzet negatief beïnvloed. Freelancers 

die meer investeren in opleiding, hebben een iets lagere omzet. Dit komt waarschijnlijk omdat de 

freelancer door het volgen van training minder dagen kan factureren.  

 

Omvang van het netwerk is niet belangrijk, maar actief omgaan met het netwerk wel 

Actief netwerken is van groot belang voor freelancers. Freelancers die geregistreerd staan bij 

verschillende bemiddelingsbureaus en deze bureaus regelmatig bezoeken hebben duidelijk een 

hogere omzet. Het actief versturen van kaartjes, bellen, e-mailen en af en toe verzenden van 

giften naar netwerkcontacten, is ook zeer belangrijk. De omvang van het netwerk, het 

lidmaatschap van een business club (bijvoorbeeld Rotary) en support van de partner hebben geen 

enkele invloed op de freelance omzet. Het is daarbij opvallend dat het lidmaatschap van een 

business club wel belangrijk is voor oudere freelancers. 

 

Freelancers die flexibiliteit belangrijk vinden hebben een lagere omzet 

De onderzochte persoonlijkheidskenmerken (d.w.z. openheid, proactiviteit en carrière-inzicht) 

hebben geen van allen een significante invloed op de omzet van freelancers. Wel heeft de 

motivatie van freelancers een significante impact op freelance omzet; zelfstandige professionals 

die freelancen om redenen van flexibiliteit of de balans tussen werk en privé, hebben een 

duidelijk lagere omzet. Daarbij is opvallend dat de zelfstandige professionals, die vanwege de 

hogere financiële beloning freelancen, niet meer verdienen dan de zelfstandige professionals die 

freelancen om redenen van autonomie en flexibiliteit. De gemeten persoonlijkheidskenmerken 

blijken geen van allen effect op de freelance omzet te hebben.  

 
Een focus strategie (op één industrie of op één product) verhoogt de omzet 

Twee ondernemingsstrategieën hebben een positieve invloed op freelance omzet. Freelancers die 

zich in één industrie of cliënt specialiseren hebben een duidelijk hogere omzet. Ook freelancers 

die zich in één product specialiseren hebben een hogere omzet. Focus is dus zeer belangrijk voor 

de omzet van freelancers. De overige ondernemingsstrategieën (betere service, lagere kosten, 

innovatie en differentiatie) blijken geen invloed te hebben op de omzet. 
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Carrièretevredenheid wordt bepaald door: 1) persoonlijkheid, 2) strategie en 3) netwerk.  

 Carrièretevredenheid wordt bepaald door totaal 

andere factoren dan de factoren die de freelance 

omzet bepalen. Persoonlijkheidskenmerken 

(36,4%) zijn het belangrijkst voor 

carrièretevredenheid. Persoonlijkheid wordt op de 

voet gevolgd door ondernemingstrategie (26,2%) 

en sociaal kapitaal (21,4%). Motivatie (6,8%), de 

markt (6,4%) en menselijk kapitaal (2,9%) zijn niet 

of nauwelijks van belang voor de 

carrièretevredenheid. Het valt hierbij op dat juist 

die factoren, die zeer belangrijk zijn voor de 

freelance omzet, nauwelijks van belang blijken te 

zijn voor de carrièretevredenheid. Alleen netwerken 

draagt substantieel bij aan zowel omzet als 

carrièretevredenheid. 

 

Inzicht in de carrière is belangrijk voor tevredenheid met de carrière  

Alle drie de persoonlijkheidskenmerken dragen significant bij aan de carrièretevredenheid van 

freelancers. Vooral veel inzicht in de carrière is belangrijk voor de carrièretevredenheid van 

freelancers, maar ook een open en pro-actieve persoonlijkheid is erg belangrijk voor 

carrièretevredenheid. Ook motivatie factoren zijn invloedrijk. Zowel freelancers die gemotiveerd 

zijn door de extra autonomie, als freelancers die gemotiveerd zijn door de extra flexibiliteit, zijn 

meer tevreden met hun carrière.  

 

Freelancers strategie is een keuze tussen omzet en tevredenheid 
Verbazingwekkend genoeg heeft ondernemingsstrategie ook een sterke impact op freelance 

carrièretevredenheid. Zelfstandige professionals met een innovatieve en onderscheidende 

strategie en zelfstandige professionals met een breed productenpallet, zijn meer tevreden met de 

freelance carrière. Deze twee ondernemingsstrategieën geven blijkbaar één of andere vorm van 

intrinsieke beloning. Freelancers met een betere service of lagere kosten strategie zijn juist minder 

tevreden met hun carrière. Eerder is gebleken dat ondernemingsstrategieën met focus (één 

industrie, cliënt of product) leiden tot een hogere omzet. Blijkbaar leidt focus tot een hogere 

omzet, maar vernieuwing en verbreding tot meer tevredenheid. Wellicht is strategie dus een 

afweging, gebaseerd op de individuele nutscurve van de freelancer. 
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Steun van de partner verhoogt de carrièretevredenheid, maar niet de omzet  

Steun van de partner is onbelangrijk voor de omzet van freelancers, maar is wel degelijk van 

groot belang voor de carrièretevredenheid van freelancers.  

 

Er zijn duidelijke verschillen in de succesfactoren van verschillende beroepsgroepen 

De freelance succesfactoren zijn niet alleen geschat voor de gehele populatie van zelfstandige 

professionals, maar ook voor een aantal specifieke freelance beroepsgroepen. De volgende 

freelance beroepsgroepen zijn onderscheiden; 1) interim managers, 2) interim professionals 

(d.w.z. financiële professionals, IT-ers, juristen, HRM professionals en organisatie adviseurs), 3) 

journalisten, 4) trainers en coaches, 5) technische professionals en 6) de overige freelancers 

(d.w.z. zorg professionals, media professionals, secretaresses, kunstenaars, vertalers, et cetera). De 

resultaten wijzen op verschillen in de succesfactoren van de verschillende beroepsgroepen. Voor 

interim professionals, trainers en coaches en de overige freelancers zijn menselijk kapitaal, 

sociaal kapitaal en ondernemingsstrategie allemaal belangrijk voor de freelance omzet. Maar in 

tegenstelling tot wat algemeen wordt verwacht, is menselijk kapitaal de enige succesfactor voor 

interim managers. Sociaal kapitaal (netwerken), persoonlijkheid, motivatie en bedrijfsstrategie 

lijken niet van belang te zijn voor interim managers. Voor journalisten is menselijk kapitaal 

minder belangrijk, maar zijn sociaal kapitaal en ondernemingsstrategie juist essentieel. De omzet 

van technische professionals is het moeilijkst te voorspellen. Voor deze groep lijkt bijna geen 

enkele succesfactor in het model belangrijk te zijn. Dit komt enerzijds omdat de markt voor 

technische professionals op het moment van onderzoek zo goed was, dat elke technische 

professional die vakbekwaam was, relatief eenvoudig aan de slag kwam en anderzijds omdat het 

cruciale kenmerk van technische professionals (d.w.z. vakbekwaamheid) zo moeilijk te meten is. 

 

De freelance Melkweg bestaat inderdaad uit vele sterren 

Uit het bovenstaande blijkt temeer dat er, ondanks de gemeenschappelijke uitdagingen en 

problemen, grote verschillen zijn tussen de verschillende freelance beroepsgroepen. Deze 

verschillen zitten niet alleen in de aard van het beroep, maar zeker ook in de markten waarop 

deze freelancers actief zijn. Zo worden sommige markten gekenmerkt door een beperkt aantal 

opdrachtgevers met veel marktmacht (bijvoorbeeld vertalers) en worden andere markten juist 

gekenmerkt door een tekort aan gekwalificeerde professionals (bijvoorbeeld technici). Ook is de 

discrepantie tussen de zogenaamde vrije beroepen (doktoren, advocaten en notarissen) en 

freelancers opvallend en soms onbegrepen. Waar verschillende maatregelen (bijvoorbeeld 
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toetredingsbarrières) de concurrentiepositie van de vrije beroepen beschermen, zijn veel freelance 

markten juist volkomen ongereguleerd.  

 

Veel freelance markten zijn nog steeds ondoorzichtig met hoge bemiddelingstarieven 

Ondanks de daling van de transactiekosten in de laatste twee decennia, zijn vooral de ‗zachte‘ 

transactiekosten (veelal gerelateerd aan het beperken van het reputatierisico) nog aanzienlijk. 

Hierdoor is in veel freelance sectoren een wildgroei aan bemiddelingsbureaus ontstaan, waarbij 

bemiddelingstarieven van 20 tot 40 procent geen uitzondering zijn. Dat dit een lucratieve business 

is blijkt wel uit de spectaculaire stijging van het aantal bemiddelingsbureaus in de laatste 10 jaar: 

een groei van meer dan 600 procent. Blijkbaar vervullen deze bureaus een nuttige rol in een 

ondoorzichtige markt. Zij brengen vraag en aanbod bij elkaar en beperken de risico‘s van 

opdrachtgever en freelancer. 

 
De rol van online freelance marktplaatsen neemt daardoor toe 

Gezien de hoge tarieven van bemiddelingsbureaus, blijven zowel freelancers als opdrachtgevers 

initiatieven ontplooien om de markt transparanter te maken. Technologie staat hierbij centraal. In 

de laatste jaren zijn diverse online marktplaatsen (o.a. Associates, In Interim, Detaned) opgericht, 

die voor een beperkt tarief vraag en aanbod bijeen proberen te brengen. Hoewel niet alle 

opdrachten en functies even geschikt zijn voor online afhandeling, lijkt de rol van online markten 

toe te nemen in de komende jaren. Dit kan zorgen voor een verdere groei van het freelancen. 

 

De volwassenheid van de freelance markten is zeer belangrijk voor opdrachtgevers 

In hoeverre een organisatie 

gebruik maakt van freelancers 

hangt van vele factoren af. De 

traditionele theorieën (o.a. Lepak 

en Snell, 1999) beargumenteren 

dat organisaties freelancers alleen 

inhuren voor functies die niet van 

strategisch belang zijn voor de organisatie. Meer recente theorieën (o.a. Matusik en Hill, 1998) 

beargumenteren echter dat freelancers ook voor kernfuncties van belang zijn, omdat freelancers 

de flexibiliteit en creativiteit van organisaties verhogen. Uit onze interviews met opdrachtgevers 

bleek dat deze drie theoretische motieven (d.w.z. strategische waarde, flexibiliteit en innovatie), 

inderdaad in de praktijk gebruikt worden als argumenten voor of tegen freelancers. Maar er is een 

nog veel belangrijkere reden waarom organisaties met freelancers werken: Het bestaan van een 
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volwassen en liquide markt met freelancers. Als een dergelijke markt bestaat, waarbij er te allen 

tijde voldoende aanbod en vraag is, zijn opdrachtgevers veel eerder geneigd om freelancers te 

gebruiken. 

 

Verschillen tussen mannelijke en vrouwelijke freelancers, maar dezelfde succesfactoren 

Er zijn zeer grote verschillen in de freelance omzetten van mannen en vrouwen; mannen zetten 

66 procent meer om. Dit wordt deels verklaard doordat mannelijke freelancers per week veel 

meer uren werken; 42 uur voor mannen versus 34 uur voor vrouwen. Mannen factureren daarvan 

29 uur per week en vrouwen 22 uur per week (30% verschil). Een tweede verklaring is dat 

mannen en vrouwen de neiging hebben om in verschillende freelance beroepen te werken; 

mannen in de technische en financiële beroepen, vrouwen vaak als journalist, trainer en coach. 

Ondanks deze grote verschillen blijken de freelance succesfactoren van mannelijke en vrouwelijke 

freelancers grotendeels dezelfde te zijn.  

 

Omzet van mannelijke freelancers daalt boven de 55 jaar…, maar niet in alle beroepen 

Mannelijke freelancers gaan vanaf een jaar of 55 minder werken. Hun bezettingsgraad daalt dan 

langzaam. Dit lijkt grotendeels een vrijwillige keuze te zijn, hoewel stereotypering en sociale 

dwang ook een rol spelen. Veel freelancers hebben tegen die tijd gezorgd voor een goede 

financiële buffer en hebben dus ook de mogelijkheid om minder te gaan werken. Dit fenomeen 

doet zich niet voor bij vrouwelijke freelancers. Zij gaan vaak juist meer werken rondom hun 45ste 

als de kinderen minder zorg nodig hebben en denken daarom op hun 55ste nog lang niet aan 

stoppen. Niet in alle freelance beroepen daalt het aantal gewerkte uren met de leeftijd. Vooral 

interim managers, coaches, trainers en technici kunnen tot hoge leeftijd aan de slag blijven. Het 

zijn vooral die beroepen waarin veel vernieuwing plaats vindt en waar veel vloeiende intelligentie 

nodig is, zoals in financiën en in de IT, waar oudere freelancers vanaf een bepaalde leeftijd 

minder gaan werken. 

 

“Old boys with old toys”  

Enig bewijs werd gevonden voor ervaringconcentratie, d.w.z. het proces waar oudere individuen 

zich steeds meer op een steeds kleiner gebied concentreren. Ervaren freelancers investeren steeds 

minder in netwerken en in het volgen van opleidingen. Daarom verstart de kennis en het netwerk 

als men ouder wordt. Een mogelijke verklaring voor deze observatie is dat een freelancer veel tijd 

en energie in de aanloopfase van een onderneming investeert, maar wanneer de onderneming 
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stabiliseert, worden de training- en netwerkinspanningen verminderd. Dit leidt uiteindelijk tot een 

krimpend netwerk en verminderde vaardigheden.  

 

Een groeiende rol van freelancers, maar niet in alle industrieën en beroepen 

Het is duidelijk dat de rol van zelfstandige professionals in de Westerse economieën groeiende is. 

Freelancen is onomkeerbaar verbonden met de kenniseconomie en creatieve productie. 

Aangezien onderzoek ook nog eens consequent aantoont dat zelfstandig ondernemerschap 

individuen gelukkiger maakt, omdat het meer autonomie en flexibiliteit biedt, en bovendien beter 

gebruik maakt van de professionele vaardigheden, lijkt het evident dat overheden het freelancen 

actief zouden moeten bevorderen. Dit is immers een gemakkelijke en goedkope manier om zowel 

het geluk van individuen, als de prestaties van de economie te verhogen.  

 

Dit betekent nochtans niet dat freelancen de natuurlijke norm in de gehele economie zal worden. 

Het is waarschijnlijker dat freelancen de norm in bepaalde beroepen en industrieën zal zijn 

(bijvoorbeeld in kennis intensieve sectoren), maar het vaste dienstverband zal de norm blijven in 

andere beroepen en industrieën (bijvoorbeeld in complexe kapitaalintensieve industrieën).  

 

Op basis van het bovenstaande kunnen we concluderen dat de freelance markt langzamerhand 

een volwassen groeimarkt is, waarbij het draait om de markt, kennis en netwerk. Freelancers zijn 

daarbij veelal gemotiveerd door intrinsieke redenen zoals: zelfstandigheid, flexibiliteit en 

professionaliteit. De impact van de freelance groei wordt in de regel nog onderschat. Daarom 

volgen hieronder een aantal aanbevelingen voor overheid en bedrijfsleven.  

1. De overheid moet de groei van het freelancen verder stimuleren, omdat freelancen 

goed is voor welvaart en welzijn. Freelancen ondersteunt het creëren van dynamische 

teams, die in flexibele projectvormen samenwerken. Door individuen met verschillende 

achtergronden dynamisch met elkaar te mengen, kunnen organisaties en individuen 

hogere prestaties leveren in termen van creativiteit en innovatie. Freelancen is in feite 

gebaseerd op hetzelfde gedachtegoed als diversiteitbeleid en technologiecampussen 

(d.w.z. het mixen van een grote verscheidenheid aan individuen). Alleen is het effect van 

freelancen in potentie veel groter, omdat veel meer individuen in een veel hogere 

frequentie met elkaar in contact worden gebracht. Bovendien toont wetenschappelijk 

onderzoek consistent en consequent aan dat zelfstandige professionals duidelijk 

gelukkiger met hun leven zijn dan werknemers.  
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2. De overheid kan de groei van het freelancen verder stimuleren door het 

wegnemen van de huidige drempels en zorgen voor goede marktwerking. Hierbij 

moet niet alleen worden gedacht aan collectieve voorzieningen, maar de overheid heeft 

zeker ook een rol bij het zorgen voor een goede marktwerking (transparantie, tegengaan 

monopolies). Hierbij moet de NMa eigenlijk een veel actievere rol spelen, om te zorgen 

voor een eerlijk speelveld. Er zijn nu veel freelance markten met slechts één of enkele 

vragers en veel verschillende aanbieders (o.a. tolken, zorg, media), waardoor groei en 

innovatie beperkt worden.  

3. De freelance markt wordt een steeds grotere concurrent van kennisorganisaties. 

De variëteit en kwaliteit die freelance markten bieden wordt steeds beter. 

Kennisorganisatie hebben daardoor twee strategische opties. Ten eerste kan een 

organisatie zich concentreren op terreinen waar markten in het nadeel zijn (bijvoorbeeld 

op vakgebieden met een hoog reputatierisico of gebieden waar zeer specifieke kennis 

nodig is). Ten tweede kan een organisatie juist gebruik maken van de groei van de 

freelance markten door te investeren in de capaciteiten die nodig zijn om dynamische 

teams te formeren en te managen. 

4. Beroepsorganisaties en vakbonden moeten zich meer gaan gedragen zoals de 

traditionele middeleeuwse gilden. De huidige situatie van de kennisprofessional 

verschilt niet zo gek veel van de middeleeuwse situatie van de traditionele 

ambachtslieden. Traditionele gilden onderhandelden met krachtige handelsorganisaties, 

voorzagen leden van financiële steun, beschermden leden tegen machtsmisbruik en 

dwongen kwaliteitsnormen af. Ook hadden de gilden een belangrijke rol bij het 

ondersteunen van kennisuitwisseling, het verzorgen van opleidingen en stimuleren van 

technische innovatie. Op sommige markten onderhandelden ze zelfs over 

standaardtarieven om de transparantie te vergroten. Voor een dergelijke actieve rol van 

beroepsorganisaties zouden overheden niet te bang moeten zijn.  
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1 Introduction 
 

“The basic philosophy for modern R&D should be to morph 

big into small in recognition of the fact that critical mass in 

fundamental research is the size of one human brain” 

Jean-Pierre Garnier, CEO GlaxoSmithKline 

Harvard Business Review, May 2008  

 

The large scale firm dominated the 19th and the 20th century. This supremacy is natural in 

a world with economies of scale and scope. For long, the small firm was seen as something 

irrational, a phenomenon on the brink of extinction, with lower levels of efficiency (Pratten, 

1971), invention (Audretsch, 1995) and growth (Scherer, 1991). But with the advent of the 

knowledge economy, small is again beautiful. The ongoing miniaturization of technical solutions 

has given enormous power to the individual. Most professionals, in whatever industry or sector 

they work, do not need anything more than a laptop and a mobile phone to effectively perform 

their profession. Even complex activities such as finding a new pharmaceutical drug, which 

needed massive laboratories as recent as in the 1980s, can nowadays largely be performed on a 

simple laptop with the assistance of specialized software. Architects, who since the beginning of 

their profession needed large drawing tables and several clerks to perform the manual work, can 

now work alone on a laptop with standard AutoCAD software. Even architectural scale models, 

which traditionally took weeks to create by specialized professionals, can now simply be printed 

by a 3-D printer. The advent of the mobile phone and other telecom solutions, such as 

teleconferencing, have provided the individual with hitherto unknown flexibility and provided the 

possibility of coordinating and communicating teamwork efforts, without the need of shared 

premises. Continuing technical developments, such as virtual reality, will in the near future 

provide individuals with even more tools to work alone, or in flexible and endlessly changing 

teams. It is the individual who owns the means of production in the knowledge economy 

(Drucker, 1999). This individualistic view is increasingly embraced by organizational scientists. 

Recently, in a review of the scientific literature on knowledge, Felin and Hesterly (2007), 

concluded (p. 214): “Individual knowledge is not wholly (perhaps not even mostly) socially constructed or 

environmentally determined, [..] but, rather, there is a core self, which may to a large degree determine learning and 

knowledge outcomes”.  
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The increased importance of the individual is not only visible in organizational research, but 

more importantly, very visible in daily life. The importance of the individual in the knowledge 

professions, can be illustrated by the Dutch proverb “het is de vent en niet de tent” (―it‟s the professional 

and not the firm”), which is often heard when a professional is about to be hired. Key is the 

professional whose résumé  is carefully scrutinized: the firm for which the professional works is 

often of secondary importance. By emphasizing the role of the individual, I am not saying that 

social factors are not important in the knowledge economy. On the contrary, a sense of trust and 

a shared context, or what Nonaka (2000) calls Ba, is crucial for individuals to be able to be 

productive. But this sense of trust, meaning and shared context is increasingly provided by ever 

changing networks of individuals and professional associations, and progressively less by the 

traditional firm. To be honest, there is also no convincing reason why firms should be better in 

this task than social networks. It is more that, in the industrial era, the firm was the natural 

provider of social context, as they had the necessary capital to do so and were the main 

beneficiary of providing social context.  

 

I must confess that I feel that I am still fairly ignorant about the knowledge economy, despite 

years of study and practical experience. But I do think that I am in the good company of many 

social scientists. In my quest to understand knowledge workers and their dilemma‘s, 

organizational science rarely gave me straight answers. Most scientists, it seems, are still trying to 

grasp the basic mechanisms of the new knowledge society. This should not be a surprise, as 

understanding the ways of modern society is a daunting and sometimes overwhelming task. Only 

gradually, by solving smaller issues, science is beginning to understand the exact mechanisms of 

the knowledge economy. However, one critical observation of organizational science, should be 

made here. It does not help that most organizational scientists are still studying the past. While 

almost all scientists are working in an academic environment, where knowledge is fundamental to 

their performance, the chief subject of organizational studies is all too often the large industrial 

organization. It almost seems that many researchers are shortsighted. They study the old world 

outside their offices and cannot see the modern knowledge society and its dilemmas in which 

they operate.  

 

Let us turn now to the subject of this thesis: The independent professional or the freelancer. The 

independent professional is one of the three most common types of knowledge workers. The 

other ones are corporate professionals (who by definition work for corporations) and firm 

professionals (who work for professional service firms such as legal, accounting or consulting 
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firms). Freelancers are not dependent on a large firm and they enjoy their independence which 

provides them with more autonomy and time for their profession. They tend to be fed up with 

useless overhead structures, detailed bureaucratic procedures, and the political games so often 

seen within large firms. The functions traditionally provided by the firm, such as a shared 

context, sense of meaning, security, and trust are increasingly provided by upcoming networks.  

 

Besides my sincere interest in the freelancer, for sake of the freelancer as a recent and growing 

phenomenon, another important reason for my curiosity is rooted in the fact that I consider the 

freelancer to be the archetypical employee of the future. In the imminent knowledge economy 

many workers will be job-hopping from one assignment/job to another in order to maximize 

learning and experience and thus the value of their skills. This future is already visible in the 

increasing job turnover of employees. In short, understanding the current dilemmas of the 

freelancer, may help us understand the future problems of the majority of knowledge workers.  

 

Due to various forces, which are discussed in detail in this thesis, the number of independent 

professionals is growing in most Western economies. More and more professionals are 

discovering that they need nobody but themselves, to perform their profession. Freelancers are 

on the rise in many industries. Especially in knowledge services where innovation and 

competitiveness are crucial, freelancing is increasingly the preferred method of contracting. In 

industries such as television, film, newspapers, and in the arts, freelancing is already the norm. 

But also in professional services freelancing is rapidly becoming the norm. Management 

consultants, interim managers, IT professionals, legal professionals and finance professionals are 

increasingly working alone, assisted and supported by formal and informal networks. In the 

Netherlands their numbers are hard to estimate, as freelancers are not required to register, and 

estimates vary between 250.000 and one million independent professionals. Best guess is that 

there are currently around 300.000 to 350.000 independent knowledge professionals, with an 

estimated growth rate of five to ten percent per annum (see Bangma and Timmermans, 2008). 

This trend seems to increase with growth rates above ten percent in the years 2005-2007. 

 

At this point it is probably good to give a bit of attention to the concept of income gravity. That 

is, due to the tacit nature of professional knowledge and the lack of well-defined property rights, 

the income of freelancers is capped by the number of hours they work. In this sense, freelancers 

are totally different from other entrepreneurs, who sell products or services provided by others. 

The income inequality between freelancers is therefore almost always less than the income 
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inequality among other entrepreneurs such as brokers or merchants. This is an important feature 

of freelancers that organizational scientists and policy makers need to understand.  

 

“The most important piece of advice [ ..] came when I was 22. A second-year Wharton student told me to 

get a profession that is “scalable”, that is, one in which you are not paid by the hour and thus subject to the 

limitations of the amount of your labor. [..] Some professions, such as dentists, consultants or massage 

professionals, cannot be scaled. [..] In these professions your income is subject to gravity and depends on your 

continuous efforts more than on the quality of your decisions. Other professions allow you to add zeroes to your 

output (and your income), if you do well, at little or no extra effort. [..] You do the same work if you produce a 

hundred units or a thousand. [..]  In quant trading, the same amount of work is involved in buying a hundred 

shares as in buying a hundred thousand shares, or even a million. The same property applies to recording artists 

and movie actors: you let the sound engineers and projectionists do the work: you do not have to show up to 

perform. [..] So the distinction between writer and baker, speculator and doctor, fraudster and prostitute is a 

helpful way to look at the world of activities. It separates those professions in which one can add zeroes of income 

with no greater labor from those in which one needs to add labor and time (both of which are in limited supply) – 

in other words, those subject to gravity.“     

Nassim Nicholas Taleb, The Black Swan, 2007, pp. 27-28   

  

The major concern of this thesis is the freelance professional career. What determines freelance 

career success? Is it knowledge (i.e. human capital), network (i.e. social capital), personality (i.e. 

psychological capital) or are other factors such as firm strategy and the environment (e.g. market 

factors) important. In this study career success is not only defined by objective monetary criteria, 

but also by subjective criteria such as career satisfaction. This is because most freelancers start 

freelancing for other reasons than monetary rewards such as autonomy and flexibility. By 

drawing on multiple definitions of freelance career success one might get a better picture of what 

drives this success. It is important to note that this research is done for various freelance 

professions (e.g. interim managers, journalists) to get an overall picture of these knowledge 

professionals and their similarities and dissimilarities across various professions and markets. 

 

Secondly, this thesis gives special attention to the relationship between freelance success and 

aging. There are three reasons to give some extra attention to older freelancers. A, we live in an 

era where the number of older individuals is on the rise and the labor participation rate of older 

employees is (too) low. The underutilization of these potential valuable skills is caused by a dodgy 

combination of strict labor regulations, age discrimination, skill obsolescence, and employee 
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seniority wages. The Dutch government looks at freelancing as an attractive alternative for 

traditional employment in order to stimulate labor participation of older individuals. B, and more 

important, there are earlier studies (Platman, 2004) which indicate that is hard for older freelancers 

to remain productive and earn a decent living. Older freelancers see their networks dwindle as 

valuable contacts retire early and older freelancers find it hard to keep up with the latest technology 

changes. If this is really the case, the age wave will prove to be an even bigger problem for 

governments. C, and last, there is currently a lack of information on freelance career patterns. 

Freelancers have fundamentally different views on their careers. Some freelancers argue that one 

should first freelance and then move to a regular job; others argue that one should first have a 

traditional job and then move into freelancing; and a third group argues that one should start with a 

traditional job, then cash in and freelance, before moving back into regular employment. The reality 

is that we do not know. Our current understanding of the freelance career and earnings across the 

path of life is simply based on our imperfect knowledge of the career paths of employees and the 

earnings of entrepreneurs.  

 

Thirdly, this thesis wants to shed some light on the impact of the growth of freelancing on 

organizations. The growth of freelancing and the emergence of freelance networks must have an 

enormous impact on various professional organizations. The sheer existence of some 

professional knowledge organizations is probably under threat; for others the growth of 

professional networks implies a significant change in business strategy, proposition, and 

governance. This thesis discusses, amongst other things, 1) which type of organizations should 

use freelance contracts, 2) what the advantages and disadvantages are of using freelancers, 3) in 

which organizational areas an organization should use freelancers, and 4) how to combine 

freelance workers with traditional employees. Our ambitions in this part are limited: our goal is to 

give the reader an overview of the current literature and explore some of the implications and 

challenges which working with freelancers triggers in organizations.  

 

It is by now well accepted (Potter, 2002) that humanity has picked most of the low hanging fruit 

that created the economic development in the agricultural and industrial societies. Simple 

solutions, such as adding new labor or capital, are no longer effective (Krugman, 1991). To 

sustain economic growth in the modern age, humanity has to come up with increasingly thorny 

and complex solutions to develop our intangible knowledge base. Freelancing may play an 

important role here as it facilitates the creation of new and dynamic combinations of individuals, 

which helps to generate new knowledge. I hope that this research expands our understanding of 
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the challenges and dilemmas of the individual knowledge professional and thereby improves our 

understanding of the basic building block of the knowledge economy.  
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2 The growth in freelancing 
 

This thesis focuses on so-called self-employed, independent professionals. There are various other 

names and definitions that are used in the literature such as: independent professionals, freelancers, 

portfolio workers (Handy, 1985), contractors, and itinerant professionals (Barley & Kunda, 2004).1 

The term freelancer is probably the oldest of these names. According to Wikipedia this term was 

used first by Sir Walter Scott in his novel Ivanhoe , in order to describe a medieval mercenary 

warrior. Modern definitions define a freelancer or independent professional as someone who sells his 

or her services to employers without a long-term contract (Oxford English Dictionary) or as individuals who 

create portfolios of self-employed work arrangements to contract their own skills in a variety of contexts (Fenwick, 

2003). The crucial characteristics of these definitions are: 1) independent professionals do not have 

a long-term relationship or contract with an employer or employee, and 2) independent 

professionals sell nothing more than their own knowledge, skills and abilities. In this study the 

terms freelancer, independent professional, contractor, and portfolio worker are all at some point 

used to refer to independent professionals, but independent professional and freelancer are our 

preferred terms.  

 

As said, an independent professional is characterized by vending his/her own knowledge, skills and 

abilities. This characteristic separates independent professionals from most other entrepreneurs, for 

instance from owners of retail shops, who are also self-employed and may work independently 

from employers or employees, but these self-employed individuals sell other goods or services than 

their own knowledge.  

 

Although we use the above definition, it is sometimes very ambiguous. A couple of insightful 

examples can be drawn from the world of furniture designing. Firstly, when a furniture designer 

just sells his or her skills as a designer by the hour to any furniture company (who may perhaps ask 

the designer to assist in creating a chair or table), the designer is clearly a freelancer. Secondly, as 

soon as the designer sells finished designs to the highest bidder, one may argue that the designer 

sells more than his/her knowledge, skills and abilities. The designer in fact sells a product. 

Nevertheless following our definition we would still classify the designer as a freelancer because: 1) 

the product/design that is sold is solely based on the designer‘s personal knowledge, and 2) the 

designer still works alone, independently from any employer or employee. Thirdly, as soon as the 

                                                
1 In the Netherlands, the term zzp-er (zelfstandige zonder personeel) is frequently used. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sir_Walter_Scott
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ivanhoe
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designer starts creating his designs and building real furniture, we would still characterize him as a 

freelancer,as long as the designer creates this furniture by him- or herself. Fourthly, when the 

designer decides to outsource the building activities of the furniture (for instance to a carpenter), we 

would still regard the designer as a freelancer, as he sells a product that is completely based on his 

own knowledge, skills and abilities and he has no long term relationships with employers or 

employees. Only when the designer does not outsource the building activities anymore, but hires 

employees to create the furniture, the designer stops being a freelancer and becomes an employer.  

 

Another important definition is that of contingent workers. Nardone and Polivka (1989) define 

contingent work as ―any job in which an individual does not have an explicit or implicit contract for long-term 

employment or one in which the minimum hours worked can vary in a nonsystematic manner.‖ The definition of 

contingent workers is also broader than the definition of independent professionals. Contingent 

labor includes self-employed independent professionals, but also includes employees of temporary 

service firms (e.g. Manpower) and workers provided by contract firms such as Accenture. Not all 

contingent workers are thus self-employed. Here Marler (2002) argues that a new type of 

contingent worker is emerging: the boundary less temporary worker. What distinguishes these 

boundary less temps from traditional temps is their preference for temporary work and their high 

level of skill and experience.  

2.1 The growing number of independent professionals  

 

Independent professionals are an extraordinary blend between entrepreneurs and employees. This 

is perhaps one of the two reasons why the amount of research on freelancers is rather limited. 

The other explanation is the sudden rise in the number of independent professionals in the last 

decades. In any case, our current knowledge about the practices and behaviors of this ―amateur 

entrepreneur” is still meager.  

2.1.1 Black vs. white – opposing views on independent professionals 

As Smeaton (2003) summarizes, the current literature on freelancers basically represents two 

opposing beliefs. One is a positive view where self-employment offers opportunities for self-

development, autonomy and creativity. In this view the shift towards a knowledge economy is 

interpreted as a new, more complex, stage in the technological evolution of capitalist economies. 

Knowledge is seen as more valuable and powerful than natural resources and large factories. Self-

employment offers the freedom from the prisons that many organizations have become and 

provides the natural habitat for knowledge to blossom. In this view the growth of self-employed 
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is caused by employees who are longing for autonomy, freedom and creativity. These individuals 

consciously choose self-employment. Peter Drucker (1993) is one of the well-known proponents 

of this positive view on freelancing. He argues that we have moved into a post-capitalist phase, 

where knowledge workers own the key means of production and the tools of production.  

 

The other, negative, institutional view highlights the damaging potential of self-employment. In 

this view self-employment is a cost-cutting exercise of larger companies, depriving people of 

guarantees and secondary benefits and making people vulnerable to market changes. In this view 

self-employed people are marginalized as mere suppliers of labor. The growth in self-

employment has been caused by organizations that wanted to counter economic pressures and 

offered their employees freelance contracts with no perks or security. Employers seem to have 

the best of several worlds: a flexible, committed and cheap labor force, primary workers at 

secondary prices. This negative view often rejects the notion of a high-skilled knowledge 

economy. It emphasizes the unequal allocation of resources and the inherent limits to a 

technologically advanced high-skills economy, given the subordination of technology to the 

imperative of managerial control. Brown (2003) argues that the positive view ignores differences 

in the power of social groups, to enhance their employability at the expense of others. It presents 

employability as a mere technical problem of ensuring that labor market entrants have the skill 

sets that match the requirements of employers. Strengthening this view, Donnaly (2003) 

concludes that many independent professionals are not able to exercise greater control over their 

working arrangements than traditional employees do, as their flexibility is restricted by the needs 

of their employer(s), client demands and expectations, professionalism, network relations, and 

personal career ambitions. 

 

The truth might lie in the middle of these views where independent professional growth is caused 

by both push and pull factors. Blanchflower for instance (2004, p. 4) concludes: “These self-employed 

work under a lot of pressure, find their work stressful and come home exhausted. Further, they report being 

constantly under strain, that they lose sleep over worry and place more weight on work than they do on leisure. 

However, they are especially likely to say they have control over their lives as well as being highly satisfied with their 

lives.” This moderate view is in line with the conclusions of a long list of authors (e.g. Ajayi-Obe 

and Parker, 2005; Anderson, 2008; Benz and Frey, 2008; Conolly, 2004; Guest, 2004, 2006), who 

all report that entrepreneurs are (on average) more satisfied with their jobs and life in general. 

They sacrifice income for organizational independence. This offers support for Leavitt (2007, 

page 253) when he says that ―large organizations are unhealthy environments for human beings‖.  
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2.1.2 Freelance growth in the Western economies 

If one looks back over a long period a remarkable downward trend in the number of self-employed 

is visible. Based on long data sets in various Western economies, Blanchflower (2004) concludes 

that self-employment rates have declined over the last decades in most countries. In line with these 

conclusions Parker (2004) shows that in the US the self-employment rate has been in continuous 

decline since the 1870s, when the self-employment rate was over 40 percent. Lately, in line with the 

much published rise of the creative economy (Florida, 2002), there is evidence that this downward 

trend has been reversed and that the number of self-employed is slowly but steadily increasing 

again (see Table 1). In the US this revival is evident since the 1970s. In most western European 

countries, the slow increase in self-employment rates is visible since the end of the 1980s. The UK 

has experienced the longest period of self-employment growth. The number of self-employed has 

grown since 1956.  Measures of UK self-employment increased especially in the 1980s, then 

showed some decline in the 1990s, but their numbers increased again in this millennium. 

According to Arum (2004, p. 2), “Self-employment can no longer be dismissed as an economic activity on the 

verge of withering away in response to processes of capital accumulation or in competition with large firms.”  

Audretsch and Thurik (2001) explain the re-emergence of entrepreneurship in Europe and North 

America with reference to increased globalization, which has shifted the comparative advantage 

towards knowledge-based economic activity. Several other authors (e.g. Thurow, 2003) argue that 

in the last decennia the advantage has moved from large corporations to small firms, because 

information technologies have reduced the importance of scale economies. On the other hand 

the growth in entrepreneurship may be somewhat of a surprise if one takes into consideration 

the fact that the relative wages between entrepreneurs and employees are switching in favor of 

employees (Folkeringa and De Jong-‗t Hart, 2007). This trend of decreasing relative earnings of 

employees versus entrepreneurs is observable in various Western countries (e.g. US, UK and 

Australia). In the Netherlands the wage of an average employee is since 2004 higher than the 

earnings of an average entrepreneur.  

 

Table 1: The percentage of self employed in the economy 

Country 1995 2005 

Netherlands 10,5a 11,1a 

Belgium 14,8 13,6 

Germany 9,3 11,2 

UK 12,7 13,9 

US 7,3 8,3 

* Source OECD (2006), a source CBS 
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These macro numbers in entrepreneurship obscure the profound economical shifts underneath 

these numbers. Most Western countries go through significant declines in the number of self-

employed in the retail and agricultural sectors, which are offset by an increase in the number of 

entrepreneurial knowledge workers. The increase of self-employed work is especially visible in 

those knowledge-intense occupations which typically work on a project-by-project basis. Since the 

beginning of the 1990s a whole list of industries and occupations have been more and more 

dominated by independent professionals. There are freelance writers, web developers, 

programmers, interim managers, project managers, journalists, photographers, designers, architects, 

accountants, management consultants, secretaries, doctors, physiotherapists, lawyers, tax 

professionals, chemists and many, many more. Some sectors have seen mind-boggling shifts from 

traditional employment relations to freelance type contracts. Storey, Salaman and Platman (2005), 

for example, describe the shift in the media sector, where in less than a decade the majority of 

workers became independent professionals. All over the media industry, large employing 

organizations, such as television corporations, have cut their long-term staff and replaced these 

workers with freelance labor. Ursell (2000) estimated that independent professionals create about 

60 percent of the total production of the UK media industry.  

 

Drawing on Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) data, Spalter Roth (1997) estimated that 13.5 percent 

of all professionals in the US worked in one of the following three forms of contingent labor: 1) 

independent contractors, 2) employees of temporary service firms, and 3) workers provided by 

contract firms. In some areas such as Silicon Valley and New York City, these percentages are even 

higher.2  

 

Ashford (2007) estimates that there were about 10.3 million independent contractors in the US in 

2005, representing 7.4 percent of the workforce. This is a growth of 24 percent since 1995 when 

independent contractors represented 6.7 percent of the workforce.  

2.1.3 Freelance growth in the Netherlands 

In a recent study on entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, Bangma and Timmermans (2008) 

show that there has been strong entrepreneurial growth in the Netherlands in the last twenty 

years, with ever increasing numbers of new firms since the 1980s. The number of firms without 

personnel (in Dutch: ZZP – Zelfstandige Zonder Personeel.) grew with 100,000 firms, or 32 percent 

over the period 1993-2006 (just over 2 percent per annum). The last two years of the study (2005 

                                                
2 Between 15 and 30 percent of all technical workers in Silicon Valley are freelancers. In New York the majority of 
workers in multimedia are freelancers. 



 
 

40 

 

and 2006) showed record numbers of start-ups3. In the Netherlands there is no information 

available on freelancers, but there exists information on firms without personnel. This entity can 

be a freelancer, but also a retailer with a small shop (e.g. a butcher or bicycle repair shop). It is 

important to note that until July 2008 these small entrepreneurs were not obliged to register, 

which probably have lead to underestimation of their true numbers. 

 

A more detailed look into entrepreneurial growth at industry-level data (see Table 2), reveals that 

most of this increase of firms without personnel can be contributed to professional services 

(70,000 new firms). These are freelancers such as lawyers, accountants, consultants, architects, 

engineers, media and advertisement agencies and employment agencies. But the increase in 

construction firms has also been remarkable over the past years (40,000 new firms without 

personnel). Other industries with sizeable increases in the number of firms without personnel are:  

health care (7,300 new firms), educational services (+6,300 new firms) and the cultural sector 

(+9,900 new firms). The growth in these sectors has more than offset the self-employment losses 

in the agricultural industry (a loss of 35,000 firms) and the retail sector (a loss of 5,000 firms).  

 

Table 2: Firms and employees working in Dutch professional services  

Professional Service 
1995 2005 

Firms Employees Firms Employees 
IT consultancy -- --- 16,075 143,780 

Research 295 31,305 2,110 29,590 

Legal advice 2825 16,730 3,230 26,080 

Fiscal and financial advice 3,180 35,998 6,395 58,370 

Market and opinion research 2,040 7,290 2,885 10,485 

Organization and economic advice 9,965 22,740 29,690 65,455 

Advertisement and PR 6,250 16,220 11,130 27,190 

Technical design 9,400 63,950 16,475 93,075 

Personnel testing and selection  --- --- 2,210 9,300 

Labor regulations (ARBO) --- --- 1,015 14,215 

Education and training 3,610 12,460 10,515 30,360 

Employment agencies 640 69,790 4,215 97,450 

Total 38,295 276,788 105,940 605,350 

Source: Kwakman (2007) 

 

In The Netherlands the strong growth in the number of self-employed has run parallel with a 

decline in the average size of companies, reflecting the fact that self-employed growth is 

concentrated in a relatively limited number of freelance professions. The increase in professional 

labor was accompanied with a decrease in the average size of a professional firm. Was the average 

size of a professional service firm in 1995 approximately 7.2 employees, in 2005 this was reduced 

                                                
3 These records years were followed by a new record of the number of start-up firms (103.000) in 2007 (CBS). 2008 
promises to be another record year (if the credit crisis does not lead to more caution at potential entrepreneurs): in 
the first six months almost 58.000 new firms started. 
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to around 5.7 employees. This reduction was visible in all professional sectors. Looking at the size 

distribution of professional services firms in Table 3, one can conclude that the majority of 

professional service firms are small. Almost 70% of all firms have no personnel (i.e. they are 

probably freelancers), and about 95% of firms have less than 10 employees. The percentage of 

firms without personnel is the highest for segments such as organization and economic advice 

(80%), education and training (79%), and advertisement and PR (73%). 

 

Table 3: The size of Dutch professional service firms (2005)  

# employees # Firms Percentage 

0 employees (i.e. self-employed) 72,610 68.5% 

1-5 employees 21,770 20.5% 

5-10 employees 4,930 4.7% 

10-20 employees 3,350 3.2% 

20-50 employees 2,055 1.9% 

50-100 employees 660 0.6% 

100 + employees 565 0.5% 

 Source: Kwakman (2007) 

 

2.2 An explanation of freelance growth: The Theory of the Firm  
 

Most authors who write about freelancers (e.g. Morris, 2004) argue that competitive pressures, 

deregulation, global competition, and a focus on short-term results, are the driving forces behind 

the growth of independent professionals. In this view, increased competitive pressures have 

heightened the need for flexibility and low cost (Capelli, 2004; Kalleberg, 2001). Although these 

explanations are valid in certain cases, they do not do justice to some of the true underlying 

causes. Any explanation of freelance growth should be based on our knowledge of the 

advantages of markets and firms: the Theory of the Firm.  

2.2.1 Transaction Cost Economics 

Transaction cost economics (TCE) is the most influential theory of the firm and is widely used by 

both researchers and practitioners. But there are many variations and formalizations of TCE (see 

Gibbons, 2005). In all variants of TCE there are two main assumptions. Firstly, individuals within 

a firm are assumed to be rationally bounded (Cyert and March, 1963). In spite of best efforts to 

deal with the complexity of the world around them, individuals are limited in their ability to plan 

for the future. As market contracts are per definition incomplete, costly mechanisms to monitor 

and enforce contractual performance may be needed. The second assumption underlying TCE is 

that of opportunism. Although not all parties are prone to opportunism, the assumption of 

bounded rationality suggests that it is costly to identify untrustworthy individuals beforehand. 
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The second assumption implies that contracting parties may take advantage of incomplete 

contracts. Both assumptions lead to the prediction that simple interactions are matched with 

simple modes of governance (such as markets) and complex interactions with more complex 

forms of organization (such as hierarchies). Within TCE, there are two major concepts: 

transaction costs and firm-specific knowledge. According to Robert Coase (1937), the main 

reason to establish a firm is to avoid the transaction costs of the price mechanism. Williamson‘s 

(1975) theory of the firm stresses the importance of firm specificity. He argues that the 

determinants of transaction costs are:1) frequency, 2) firm-specificity, 3) uncertainty, 4) limited 

rationality, and 5) opportunistic behavior. In Willamson‘s view firm-specific knowledge brings 

actors (e.g. a firm and an employee) in a situation where they are dependent on each other and 

where rents can be better divided between both actors in a hierarchy than via the market 

mechanism.  

 

Since its early foundation, TCE has had many criticasters. Kogut and Zander (1996), for example, 

argue that firms are more than just vehicles for lowering transaction costs. Firms provide loci of 

identification, and the organizational backdrop against which knowledge and experience could be 

shared and applied. In line with this thinking Goshal and Moran (1996) argue that application of 

TCE is bad for practice as it focuses on market failure, and does not consider the unique 

advantages that firms possess. They claim that the advantage of organizations over markets, does 

not lie in overcoming opportunism through hierarchy, but in leveraging the human ability to take 

initiative, to cooperate, and to learn. They follow Barnard (1938), who also argues that 

organizations fail when they are unable to create the social context necessary to build the trust 

and commitment that are needed for maintaining cooperation. In another study Goshal and 

Nahapiet (1999) contend that: 1) social capital facilitates the creation of new intellectual capital, 2) 

organizations are advantageous to the development of high levels of social capital and, thus, 3) it 

is because of this dense social capital that firms have an advantage over markets in creating, and 

sharing intellectual capital. 

 

TCE seems capable to explain (part of) the recent growth in the numbers of independent 

professionals. Firstly, the introduction of the internet has possibly lead to lower transaction costs 

(e.g. search and hiring costs). It is nowadays possible to search, find, and hire genuine experts 

everywhere in the world, to a fraction of the costs before the internet era. It is much easier for 

organizations to rely on the market mechanism and establish a true networked organization than 

in the pre-internet age. Anderson‘s (2006) famous long-tail effect is not only applicable to 
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products and services, but certainly also to freelancers. Secondly, the increased level of (process) 

standardization across organizations since the 1980s, due to business process redesign, 

technology advancements and outsourcing, has decreased the importance of firm-specific 

knowledge in favor of industry and task-specific knowledge (Gibbons, 2004).  This is another 

TCE explanation for looser ties between firms and individuals, as both parties have become less 

dependent on each other. However, it is also the case that current transaction costs in many 

freelance markets are still substantial. As an indicator for the size of transaction costs one might 

look at the fees of employment agencies. In The Netherlands it is not uncommon for these fees 

to be around twenty percent of professional fees, and these fees can be as high as forty percent in 

some occupations.  These high costs point to the fact that it is still hard for demand and supply 

to find each other, due to ‗soft‘ transaction costs which are related to reputation risk, limited 

market information, and product heterogeneity. In Chapter 3 these soft transaction costs are 

shortly discussed as they are important in freelance markets. 

2.2.2 Resource-Based View of the Firm  

Although the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm (Barney, 1991) is not a theory of the firm in 

the sense that its original purpose is not to explain the boundaries of the firm, it is highly 

influential in thinking about the essence of the firm. Key to the RBV theory is that resources 

determine sustainable competitiveness.4 These firm resources can be anything: highly-qualified 

employees, access to distribution channels or deep financial pockets. The theory specifies four 

criteria in two pairs, that must be satisfied in order to obtain sustainable competitive advantage. 

The first pair of criteria relates to the imperfectness of product markets as profitability requires 

imperfect competition: resources have to be scarce and valuable. The second pair of criteria relate 

to the imperfectness of factor (or resource) markets; the underlying resources should be costly to 

imitate and difficult to substitute for. So, the RBV theory says that whatever strategy is suggested, 

the fit of the underlying resources must meet this set of four criteria. The resource-based view 

has been hugely influential. Not only in management theory, but perhaps even more so in 

management practice. Especially the work of Pralahad and Hamal (1990) on core competences, 

has hugely influenced the behavior of firms regarding alliance forming and outsourcing (Ireland, 

2002). The decisions of organizations to outsource activities or to form partnerships are time and 

again based on their understanding of their own core competences. This emphasis on core 

competences has lead to a revolution in the last decades. The traditional value chain of Porter 

                                                
4 In this thesis the terms endowment and capability are sometimes used as alternative for the term resource. The sum 
of a set of resources is given the term capital. Accordingly, the term financial capital is used to distinguish all  
financial resources (e.g. cash, bank accounts, shares, money deposits) and term human capital is used to delineate all 
human capabilities (e.g. individual and collective knowledge, skills and abilities).   
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(1985) has become unbundled. The focus on core competences has lead to a proliferation of new 

markets. Activities that used to be bundled within one firm have become separated. Market 

relations now govern where once the hierarchy of the firm allocated resources. This has created 

many new companies who specialize in one area of the value chain, with new upcoming firms 

providing specific solutions in various value areas such as IT, HR, finance, and operations. The 

organizational energy to ever increasing specialization seems to be as forceful as ever as 

companies not only outsource their supporting functions, but increasingly also their core 

functions. Even traditional core activities, such as: marketing and sales, design and production, 

are nowadays brought outside the directive of the firm.  

 

All in all, the resource-based view has been very influential in stressing the importance of core 

capabilities. It stresses the importance for firms to clearly define and focus on the dynamic set of 

capabilities that create sustainable competitiveness. This, at least in part, fueled the outsourcing 

trend of the last two decades and opened up new industry architectures for independent 

professionals to work in (Jacobides, 2004).  

2.2.3 Knowledge-Based View of the Firm  

The knowledge-based view (KBV) of the firm (Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996) is a special case of 

the RBV. Where the RBV treats knowledge as a generic resource, the knowledge view sees 

knowledge as the most strategically significant resource of the firm and emphasizes its special 

characteristics. The knowledge-based view claims that knowledge-based resources are usually 

difficult to imitate and socially complex and that, because of this complexity, knowledge is the 

major determinant of sustained competitive advantage and superior corporate performance. The 

relationship between organizational knowledge and competitive advantage is moderated by the 

firm's ability to integrate and apply knowledge (Grant, 1996). The broader the scope of 

knowledge being integrated, the harder it is to replicate. In order to facilitate the transfer of 

existing knowledge to different areas of the firm and to stimulate the creation of new private 

firm-specific knowledge, firms may use various knowledge strategies. The traditional focus of 

KBV on integration and dissemination of knowledge implies that common knowledge is more 

important than deep specialist knowledge. The recent work of Felin and Hesterly (2007) is 

important for the knowledge-based view of the firm, especially in the light of the independent 

professional. In a detailed analysis between collective and individualist approaches to the KBV, 

they show that the heterogeneity of knowledge is nested in individual employees and not in 

collective routines and other practices. Where traditional protagonists of the knowledge-based 

view have encouraged the application of collective-level instruments which facilitate, generate, 
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integrate, and transfer knowledge to obtain competitive advantage, Felin and Hesterly argue that 

KBV scholars should consider individual-level explanations for new value creation.  

 

Kogut and Zander (2003) use the knowledge-based view as a basis for defining the boundaries of 

the firm. They see a firm as a community in which there exists a body of knowledge regarding 

how to cooperate and communicate. The value of the firm is determined by its role and 

participation within the broad knowledge network (Kogut, 2000). What determines the 

boundaries of the firm is not the failure of the market, as in transaction economics, but the firm‘s 

efficiency of the process of creating and transferring knowledge vis-à-vis the market. In line with 

the work of Kogut and Zander but focusing on the ability of a firm to generate (instead of 

integrate or transfer) knowledge, Nickerson and Zenger‘s (2004) theory suggests that the 

decomposability of a problem in various sub-problems, determines the optimal governance 

structure. Highly decomposable problems are best handled by markets, medium decomposable 

problems are best handled by authority hierarchies and non decomposable problems are best 

handled by consensus hierarchies.  

2.2.4 Property Rights Theory  

A property right is the exclusive authority to determine how a resource is used. This includes the 

right to use the good, the right to earn income from the good, and the right to transfer the good 

to others. Seminal works in classical property rights literature include Alchian and Demsetz 

(1972) and Demsetz (1967). The modern property rights approach builds on Grossman and Hart 

(1986). The Grossman-Hart model of property rights is one of the first formal models of the cost 

and benefits of integration. In property rights theory, the allocation of property rights determines 

the allocation of surplus and optimal investment policies.  

 

Foss and Foss (2005) link RBV with property rights theory and see resources as bundles of 

property rights to attributes. The resource value that an owner can create, depends on the bundle 

of property rights that she holds for the attributes of the resource, the constraints imposed on 

these property rights and the costs of trading them. The value of the resource is significantly 

influenced by transaction costs and strategic opportunities arise when the transaction costs of 

defining, protecting, capturing, and exchanging property rights change. Liebeskind (1996) brings 

strategy, the theory of the firm, and property rights theory together, when she argues that the 

property rights concerning knowledge are still very weak and costly, to enforce and that because 

of this firms are better equipped than markets to protect the value of knowledge.  
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The area of property rights is very interesting, as the distribution of property rights among the 

various professions is very skewed. Some professions, such as: artists, architects, journalists and 

writers, have medium to strong property rights, while other professions, such as: management 

consultants and IT professionals, have almost no property rights. On the one hand, if a musician 

composes a new song, the rights to this song belong to the individual. An artist, such as a 

sculptor, has lifelong rights to his/her creation and even a client cannot change a work of art 

without permission. On the other hand, most patents in innovative areas, such as: high-tech and 

bio-tech are not registered on the name of individuals, but registered on behalf of large firms. 

Almost all firms explicitly state in their employment and freelance contracts that the property 

rights of innovations automatically transfer to the firm. Large firms often use their contracting 

power in the labor market to force individuals to accept these conditions. Even a freelance 

profession with strong property rights, such as journalists, is often forced to transfer the rights of 

articles to the media companies that hire them.  

 

Nevertheless, according to Williamson (2000) property rights are the institutional rules of the 

game and will only change very slowly (i.e. every 10-100 years). Thus changes in property rights 

cannot have fueled the recent growth in independent professionals. 

2.2.5 Principal-Agent Theory 

Holmstrom and Milgrom (1991, 1994) see firms as systems of incentives. Their theory can be seen 

as an accidental theory of the firm. Instead of focusing on the make-or-buy problem, their study 

focuses on an incentive problem between a principal and an agent. Their study starts with 2 

observations. Firstly, compensation for contractors generally provides for task-specific payments, 

with risks borne by the agent, whereas with employees all risks are typically borne by the firm and 

the employee is paid a flat fee or salary. Secondly, performance is often difficult to measure. In 

these situations, complex incentive structures that reward performance in some but not all 

dimensions can greatly distort the behavior of the agent. Holmstrom and Milgrom conclude that 

low-powered incentives are used as a key mechanism for inspiring cooperation and coordination. 

In comparing the terms on which in-house insurance sales agents typically operate in comparison 

with independent sales agents, Holmstrom and Milgrom find that the choice between freelancing 

and traditional employment appears to be driven by the relative ease or difficulty of measuring key 

aspects of performance, more than by the extent of investments in firm-specific human capital.  

 

Blair (2005) finds it unlikely that the ease of measurement is the driving factor of integration. She 

argues that some production line workers, such as in the automobile industry, are paid by fixed 
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wages and others, such as workers in garment factories, are more likely to be paid piece rates. In 

other words, apparel workers are often compensated and treated more like freelancers than 

employees. In both cases, the activities of the worker are very easy to measure. But in the garment 

factory, individual workers can set their own pace at separate sewing machines, whereas in large 

automated factories, individual workers must learn to function at a pace set for them by the 

machines and by the other members of the team. 

 

Also contrary to Holstrom-Milgrom‘s assumptions, flexible rewards, such as: options, bonuses and 

performance-pay, are almost never used in freelance contracts (with the possible exception of 

CEO‘s, if one sees them as freelancers with temporary pre-defined contracts). Flexible incentives 

are much more prevalent in traditional employee relations. Freelancers are almost always paid a 

fixed fee per time period (e.g. day or hour). This is perhaps because the performance of knowledge 

workers is often hard to measure (intangible) and because the principal has the power to terminate 

the employment relationship at any time (e.g. when the professional fails to deliver). One might 

even argue that this termination option is the main reason why it necessary to implement complex 

incentives for regular employees and not for freelancers, as the threat of immediate termination 

provides enough incentive for the freelancer.  

 

2.3 A synthesis of TCE with RBV  

 

The resource-based view is envisioned as a comprehensive model of organizational strategy and 

has incorporated transaction costs within the RBV (Peteraf, 1993). Transaction costs are in RBV 

an important driver of one of the four conditions for competitive advantage: imperfect mobility. 5 

 

Although RBV theory includes transaction costs, several authors have lately made attempts to 

further integrate RBV and TCE, as RBV and TCE deal with partly overlapping phenomena. 

Williamson (1999) himself points out that a firm‘s history and capability endowments matter to 

boundary choices. He argues that RBV complements TCE in explaining scope. Where TCE 

focuses on the conditions of exchange, RBV focuses on the conditions of production. According 

to Nooteboom (2004) TCE overlooks the constraints on the ability to choose among alternative 

governance modes, whereas the RBV tends to ignore issues of governance. These theoretical 

considerations on the complementary scopes of both theories are strengthened by empirical 

                                                
5 The implications of the diminishing transactions costs on the strategic position of firms, and the boundaries of 
firms are discussed in Chapter 11. 
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studies, which show that integration questions are often guided by both transaction and capability 

issues (e.g. Poppo and Zenger, 1998; Jacobides and Hitt, 2004). In Jacobides (2005) view, in a 

static situation, for market transactions to occur parties must find specialization advantageous. 

This includes both sufficiently different capabilities (RBV) and low transaction costs (TCE). At 

the core of Jacobides‘ argument lies the observation that productive capabilities are 

heterogeneous across the various parts of the firm. According to Jacobides (2005, p. 397), ―Even 

in environments where primary resources are quite homogeneous, different organizations are likely to display 

significantly different ways of  accomplishing approximately the same thing, displaying different efficiencies as a 

result‖.  

 

Jacobides (2005) and Jacobides and Winter (2005) argue that markets do not exist and are 

nothing but facades. In comparing the market with one‘s own capabilities, the firm in essence 

judges itself against the other firms within the industry. Transaction cost is therefore nothing 

more than a moderating function on the integration discussion (see Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1: The static relationship between transaction costs and capabilities  

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Jacobides (2006) 

 

Jacobides and Hitt (2005) further state that to understand any firm‘s vertical scope, a systemic 

and dynamic view of the whole industry is needed, as the constantly changing transactional and 

capability conditions determine the possible choices on the menu and the preferred alternative of 

an individual firm. In line of path-dependency thinking, they argue that industries often start off 

being integrated, and therefore the question is not whether a firm will integrate or not, but rather 

whether a firm has the opportunity to choose if it will be integrated or specialized. Traditionally, 

TCE does not ask the question whether firms are offered the ‗make or buy‘ choice. 

Disintegration is a fresh phenomenon that can be currently witnessed in various industries, such 

as: automobiles, biotech, pharmaceutical, and financial services. The computer industry is 

probably one of the best examples. Here IBM was once the most important producer. Nowadays 

the industry has a multitude of segments, including component manufacturers, software and 

operating system providers, specialized assemblers, resellers, consultants, and much more. This 
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revolution is visible in every industry where disintegration occurred. The core of the industry, its 

identity and its competitive dynamics are radically transformed, even for the players who choose 

to remain integrated. Vertical disintegration creates a new specialized ecosystem that competes 

and sometimes partly cooperates with old integrated systems. Although disintegration has 

overpowering effects, our knowledge of this phenomenon is limited.  

 

The study of Jacobides suggested that TCE indicators, such as: opportunism and asset specificity, 

are not useful in predicting disintegration and market creation. Based on his experience in the 

mortgage industry Jacobides developed a new model explaining disintegration. In his model there 

are 2 motivational factors driving disintegration: 1) gains from specialization, which result 

when there are differences in the needed knowledge, skills and abilities (e.g. managerial styles or 

knowledge bases) along the value chain and 2) gains from trade, which emerge whenever there 

are capability differences between specific firms in an industry, or when firms can expand only 

one part of the value chain, making reliance on the market desirable. These two motivators in 

turn generate two enabling processes. The gains from specialization create partitioning of firms 

along the value chain. The gains from trade start a process of co-specialization in which firms 

find ways to reduce transaction costs and seek templates for exchange across firm boundaries. 

When, as a result of these two processes, coordination is simplified and information becomes 

standardized, a new market emerges. Jacobides‘ dynamic model thus explains the ubiquitous 

trend in disintegration in many industries and service sectors. It points to the path dependency 

and draws attention to the importance of critical mass, that is necessary to develop new standards 

of communication and information in order to create new markets.  

 

Figure 2: The dynamic relationship between transaction costs and capabilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Source: Jacobides (2006) 
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In Figure 2 this process is depicted. Firstly, due to technological advancements and other 

economic and social changes, the distribution of capabilities and resources changes. This implies 

that specialization, or unbundling along the value chain, potentially leads to improved 

production. To accommodate specialization methods and techniques (e.g. data interchange 

formats) are developed to trade (2). When these transaction costs decrease the gains from trade 

further stimulate the development of specialized assets (forces (3) and (4)).  

 

In this dynamic model the push towards disintegration is driven by heterogeneity of knowledge 

bases along the value chain. This creates the birth of a new industry. Gradually an accepted 

system of interfaces between economic actors emerges and the industry architecture becomes 

stable. According to Jacobides, Knudsen and Augier (2006) the industry architecture that 

emerges, is defined by the interfaces of those firms that initially hold superior capabilities. Once 

this industry architecture is established, it is very hard to change.  

Figure 3: Outsourcing to freelancers and economies of scale & scope 

 

The theory of Jacobides explains the recent trend towards disintegration, but the theory only 

partly explains the growth of freelancing, as an organization can outsource to a freelancer, but 

also to a large professional organization. This is because these theories do not pay any attention 

to economies of scale and scope in the knowledge economy. And it is here where the economies 

of scale and scope become important. Figure 3 shows that outsourcing to independent 

professionals is important in industries where economies of scale and scope are less important. In 

the creative service oriented knowledge economy, the economies of scale and scope are much 
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less important than in the large scale industrial era due to technological advancements and the 

individual nature of service, creativity and innovation.  

 

Seeing all the evidence and theories above, one can distillate four reasons for freelance growth 

when one looks at the above theories of organizational boundaries. Firstly, the arrival of the 

internet has lead to lower transaction costs. It is nowadays possible to search, find and hire 

genuine experts everywhere in the world to a fraction of the costs before the internet era. It is 

much easier for organizations to rely on the market mechanism and establish a true networked 

organization than in the pre-internet age. Anderson‘s long tail effect is not only applicable to 

products and services, but certainly also to freelancers. Secondly, the increased level of 

(process) standardization across organizations since the 1980s, due to business process 

redesign, technology advancements and outsourcing, has decreased the importance of firm 

specific knowledge in favor of industry and task specific knowledge. Gibbons and Waldman 

(2004, 2006) focus on the effects of the increase of task-specific human capital versus firm-

specific human capital. In such a world, utilization of human capital is optimized when a worker 

switches between firms to maximize professional skills. Thirdly, the ongoing miniaturization of 

technical solutions has increased the power of individuals along the value chain. Activities 

which always had to be performed by large teams with significant capital are nowadays performed 

by a single individual. This decomposition of the resource distribution makes outsourcing of 

specialized tasks more interesting. This argument is in line with several other authors (Thurow, 

2003), who argue that in the last decennia the advantage has moved from large corporations to 

small firms because information technologies have reduced the importance of scale economies. 

Fourthly, Matusik and Hill (1998) show that a firm can dynamically increase its competitive 

position by using freelancers in their core. Using freelancers increases innovation and flexibility 

of a firm. Freelancers are therefore especially useful for firms which operate in innovative and 

competitive knowledge environments, such as: media and technology firms.  

 
Then there are a number of trends that are perhaps not causing the growth of freelancing, but are 

supporting forces. Firstly, the age wave is increasing the war for talent, making it less risky for 

individuals to start a career as an independent professional. Secondly, globalization has led to an 

acceleration of the share of the knowledge economy in Western countries as more and more large 

scale industries are outsourced to countries with cheaper labor costs. Thirdly, the labor 

protection rules in the traditional labor market together with the increased share of personnel 

costs in the knowledge economy, are making freelancing more attractive.   
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Conclusions of Chapter 2: 

1. Freelancing is a growing phenomenon in the Netherlands and most other Western 

economies.  

2. The primary reasons for the growth in freelancing are:  

a. Lower transaction cost of searching, finding and hiring true professionals due to 

the arrival of the internet;  

b. Increased standardization of business processes and technology solutions, which 

increased the importance of professional and industry knowledge over firm 

knowledge;  

c. Miniaturization of technology solutions has given the individual much more 

power;  

d. Arrival of the knowledge economy with his emphasize on creativity, innovation 

and flexibility. Freelancing is the preferred method of contracting in a creative 

economy, where innovation and flexibility are crucial. 

3. There are a number of trends that are not causing the growth of freelancing, but are 

supporting it. Firstly, the age wave is increasing the war for talent, making it less risky for 

individuals to start a career as an independent professional. Secondly, globalization has 

led to an acceleration of the share of the knowledge economy. Thirdly, the labor 

protection rules in the traditional labor market, together with the increased share of 

personnel costs in the knowledge economy, are making freelancing relatively more 

attractive.   

4. All drivers behind freelance growth are structural. Jacobides model of disintegration 

suggests that slowly but steadily, more and more sectors in the knowledge economy will 

be governed by hybrid freelance markets instead of traditional large scale firms.  
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3 Nobody’s business but my own  
 

This Chapter discusses the world of the independent professional. Firstly, the definition 

and types of professionals are discussed. Secondly, the differences between freelancers, 

entrepreneurs and employees are highlighted. Last, but not least, a short description of the 

different worlds of freelancers is given. Thus this Chapter provides the necessary background to 

understand this research.   

3.1 A typology of professions 

 
According to the Webster dictionary, a professional is someone who is engaged in a calling, 

requiring specialized knowledge and often long and intensive academic preparation. Maister 

(1997) in his research on the behavior and performance of professionals, lists 4 elements that are 

characteristic for all professionals:  

1. Exercising a profession requires highly valued specialist knowledge, abilities and skills.  

2. Professionals have a large autonomy in exercising the profession, 

3. Originality and creativity are important in exercising the profession. 

4. Professionals have a strong professional identification (e.g. profession standards). 

 

Barley and Kunda (2004) wrote one of the first books on highly skilled independent 

professionals, or on what they called the ‗itinerant experts in the knowledge economy‟. With this long 

name they want to distinguish this new professional from the other three forms of professions 

such as 1) free professions, 2) professional firms, and 3) corporate professions. According to 

Barley and Kunda, free professionalism is the oldest form of professionalism (see Table 4). 

Doctors and lawyers in the 19th and early 20th century are prototypes of this free professionalism. 

These professionals acquire skills through education and apprenticeships. Once certified they 

choose a location to practice their craft.  Finding clients is relatively easy for these free 

professionals as almost everyone needs their services at some point in time. The protective 

regulatory structure that often accompanies these professions guarantees long-term security, 

although there is often some form of local competition. These industries are often regulated by 

professional associations and group norms. Regulation also implies that there is no compelling 

need for continuous education. Especially in the early days of free professionalism, it was 

sufficient to remain slightly up to date. Professional firms, such as: law firms, architectural firms 

and accountancies, came up in the beginning of the 20th century. Cooperation allowed 

practitioners to specialize, which in turn allowed professional firms to offer a broad scale/scope 
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of services. This specialization allowed partners to specialize in client management, whereby 

junior colleagues performed the actual work. These economies of scale ensured that professional 

firms could handle more clients at lower costs. This gave the senior partner a higher income and 

the junior employee opportunities to develop him/herself. One of the advantages of this form of 

organization is that it pools expertise and fosters professional development.  

Table 4: Various types of professionals 

Value Chain 
Activity 

Free  
Professionals 

Professional 
Firm 

Corporate 
Professional 

Itinerant 
Professional 

Marketing & 
acquisition 

Acquisition based 
on location. Limited 
effort in marketing. 

Specialized 
marketing and 
acquisition function. 
Often performed by 
senior partners. 

Focus on internal 
network and 
politics. 

Use professional 
networks and 
agencies for 
referrals and 
recommendation. 

Client relationship Many smaller and 
local clients. Clients 
are typically the 
consumers of the 
product. 

Bigger clients due to 
pooled experience. 
Strong relationships 
with core clients. 

Corporation is the 
client. 

Employers are often 
clients. Relationship 
sometimes owned 
by agency. 

Service delivery Service delivered in 
professional‘s 
office. Service 
delivered to client. 

Service delivered in 
local office and/or 
at client site. Service 
delivery often in 
close working 
relationship with 
client team. 

Corporation 
determines location.  

Service delivered in 
local office and 
and/or at client site.  
Service delivery in 
close working 
relationship with 
client team. 

Professional 
development 

Own responsibility 
with support from 
professional 
associations. 

Responsibility is 
shared. Professional 
development within 
the firm. Firm pays 
for education. 

Responsibility is 
shared. Professional 
development within 
the corporation. 
Corporation pays 
for education.  

Own responsibility 
with limited support 
from professional 
associations and/or 
agencies. 

Wages & benefits Fee for service 
basis. Own 
responsibility for 
benefits. 

Profit sharing 
(partners) & salaried 
(consultants). 

Company pays 
salary and benefits. 

Fee based on hourly 
or daily rate. Own 
responsibility for 
benefits. 

Source: Barley & Kunda (2004) 

 

Corporate professionalism is the third form of organizing professionalism, which came up in 

the beginning of the 20th century, due to economies of scale in industrial organizations. These 

professionals work as salaried employees of firms. Examples of such professionals are: chemists, 

engineers, lawyers, and accountants. These professionals have no need to market themselves 

outside their company. The cost for personal development is born by the employer, who pays for 

education and membership of professional organizations. Sometimes, for instance in some larger 

R&D labs, a complete professional community is established within the corporation.   
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When one looks at Holland‘s (1975) subdivision of occupations (i.e. conventional, enterprising, 

social, artistic, investigative and realistic), one can easily see that freelancers are active in all sorts 

of occupations. It is fair to say that there is some overrepresentation of freelancers in the 

conventional, realistic, artistic and enterprising occupations and a bit of underrepresentation in 

the social and investigative occupations. This is perhaps because in those occupations there is a 

strong role of the government supporting the larger educational and health care institutions, 

which leaves very limited room for the independent professional. One might even argue there is a 

crowding out effect in these occupations. 

 

Barley and Kunda argue that the independent contractor is a new form of professionalism, which 

combines elements of traditional approaches with new ways of working.  Barley and Kunda write 

(p.198): “Like free professionals, technical contractors worked as solo practitioners and, in most cases, arranged 

for their own benefits. They drew on professional networks for referrals and recommendations and took 

responsibility for professional development. Like members of professional firms, they often work for one 

organization, a staffing agency, but offered their services to another. Like corporate professionals they practice inside 

organizations, often as members of a team whose work was subject to management direction. But unlike free 

professionals and members of professional firms, contractors are rarely [..] paid on a fee for service basis. Nor were 

they salaried like corporate professionals or members of professional service firms‖.  

 

But in practice it is very hard to make clear distinctions between the various groups of 

professionals and even harder within the group of independent professionals. Definitions are a 

bit fluid and professionals themselves do not help researchers either by frequently moving from 

one form of professionalism to another. The line between the various professionals is sometimes 

very thin. It is sometimes unclear what the difference is between an itinerant/independent 

professional and a free professional. Is a lawyer an itinerant or a free professional? The lawyer 

sometimes charges by the hour (as an independent professional) and sometimes a fixed service 

fee (free professional). Sometimes businesses are the clients (independent professional) and 

sometimes consumers are the clients (free professional). Another distinction that perhaps seems 

clear at first sight is the difference between a professional in a professional firm and as an 

independent professional. What about the independent management consultant who has an 

exclusive relationship with a renowned consultancy firm? Is he independent or not? Last but not 

least, some coaches are sometimes hired by individuals (B2C) and sometimes by organizations 

(B2B) to coach their employees. These examples do show that the lines between the various 

forms of professionalism are sometimes imprecise and very ambiguous. 
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3.2 Why independent professionals are special 

 

One might argue that independent professionals are nothing special and, as there has been 

extensive research into both entrepreneurs and employees, combining both bodies of knowledge 

will give you a pretty accurate view of the world of the independent professional. One would be 

probably not be far off with such a prediction, but I would argue that there are very good reasons 

to study the amateur-entrepreneur as I tend to call the independent professional. First, the 

independent professional is the smallest atomic part one can study within organizational science. 

There are no aggregation problems to any collective level (e.g. team, organization). All aspects of 

modern organizational theories are united within one entity and often easily measurable and 

therefore testable. Although the freelancers‘ resource endowment may be small in monetary 

terms, the typical freelancer has a broad set of resources, with attributes on human capital, 

personality capital, financial capital, and social capital as well as various property rights attached 

to these attributes. Most of the independent professionals have an explicit strategy that they 

actively pursue, based on a value proposition and they sell their skills on the open market with 

reasonable transparent price structures. Although it is easy to understand the sexiness, challenge, 

and importance of studying large corporations, some organizational hypotheses are perhaps 

better testable at this atomic level.  

 

The second reason to study independent professionals is that it brings together a large body of 

knowledge on entrepreneurs with a large body of knowledge on employees. But comparing these 

worlds also shows some differences, overlaps and missing elements on both sides. Take the 

literature on employability as an example. This literature (e.g. Harvey, 2001; Potter, 2002; 

Lankhuijzen, 2002; Brown, 2003; Fugate, 2004) focuses very much on activities that the 

individual may or may not do, to improve his employability over the whole career period. These 

efforts are often linked to human or social capital. When one relocates the concept of 

employability to the entrepreneurial world, one sees that the concept of competitiveness is in 

essence the same notion, but richer in nature. The entrepreneurial theory of fit between 

capabilities and environment is much more explicit and refined than existing employability and 

career theories. The market and its attributes, such a central concept to entrepreneurs, is eccentric 

to employability researchers. Simple instruments, such as: a competitive analysis (e.g. Porter, 

1980) with barriers to entry and exit, competitive strategy and the relative power of suppliers and 

clients are uncommon in employability research. On the other hand, some essentials in 
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employability research are unusual in entrepreneurial research. To judge entrepreneurial success 

by any other means than monetary rewards, is something that is quite new. Employees will 

become more entrepreneurial in the knowledge economy, as firms increasingly share risks with 

employees. The materialization of this new knowledge worker will act as an advocate for a 

rapprochement of the literature on entrepreneurs and employees. The shift towards the new 

entrepreneurial worker is already visible in the new employee career theories, such as those of 

Arthur and Defelippi (1996), Hall (1976) and Handy (1985). These new career theories are based 

on entrepreneurial theories, and underline the importance of an entrepreneurial stance. There is 

third, and last, reason for studying freelancers. One cannot get a good feel for the performance, 

challenges, and career behavior of the independent professional by simply combining the 

research on entrepreneurial performance and on employee careers. Both types of research are 

biased as they encompass a much broader group of individuals, where different sets of behaviors 

lead to success.      

3.2.1 Comparing independent professionals with entrepreneurs 

There are a number of arguments why empirical research on independent professionals may add 

value to the already large body of research on firm success. Even though independent 

professionals are per definition self-employed, for two reasons they should be considered a 

separate class of entrepreneurs. Firstly, freelancers sell their professional knowledge, but nothing 

else. This sets them apart from other entrepreneurs who sell tangible products or services, often 

made by other manufacturers. To be successful, an independent professionals needs a different 

skill set than the average entrepreneur. Human capital is almost certainly more important to the 

professional worker than for the entrepreneur in a retail or industrial world. But access to 

financial capital is less important, as most independent professionals work within services where 

capital requirements are almost irrelevant. The second characteristic that sets independent 

professionals apart from other entrepreneurs, is that they do not hire employees. Leadership, 

organizational, and administrative skills, which are necessary when one has to run an 

organization, are not of much benefit to the average freelancer.  

 

A second reason why studying freelancers may add value to the existing literature, is that most 

entrepreneurial research tends to concentrate on fast-growing organizations, companies that 

bring economic prosperity and jobs to the economy. By focusing on firm growth or firm survival, 

most researchers tend to focus on firms with economies of scale which is precisely the feature 

that independent professionals lack. Independent professionals have typically little capital 

invested in their enterprise and have no ambition to grow. When economic conditions are 
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favorable, freelancers might increase their revenue through reference fees, but not by hiring 

workers. And when economic conditions are adverse, the lack of invested capital makes it easier 

to opt out and move into a regular job. This organizational behavior is in sharp contrast with 

enterprises with substantial fixed investments (Porter, 1980). Independent professionals have 

thus lower survival rates and lower firm growth rates than firms with capital requirements and 

economies of scale. Therefore entrepreneurial research has a tendency to overlook freelancers.  

 

The third and last reason why research on independent professionals may add value to existing 

literature on entrepreneurs, is the attention to subjective career success. Many independent 

professionals do not have any ambition to grow or to make loads of money. Other ambitions 

such as a better work-life balance, increased flexibility, or the ability to maintain high quality 

standards are often more important reasons to choose for an independent career than monetary 

rewards.  

3.2.2 Comparing independent professionals with employees 

Four factors have reduced the difference between employees and independent professionals in 

the last decades. Firstly, lifelong employee security is no longer an organizational guarantee. This 

has reduced job security for employees in comparison with independent professionals. The 

traditional trade-off between employment security and rewards is vanishing in the knowledge 

economy and cannot be promised by a single employer. The sources of security and stability are 

changing. In Barley and Kunda‘s book (2004) one of the independent professionals defines job 

security as follows: “Job security is the ability to get a job. Employees don‟t have job security, because they do 

not have the networks. They can‟t call someone and get a job tomorrow morning. They think they have job security, 

but it‟s on paper. Real job security is when you have a network [..] that you can simply call and get a job” (p. 

265). This definition by an independent professional highlights the fact that one of the new 

sources of job security is related to an individuals‘ social capital and that there is no a priori 

reason why the social capital of independent professionals is less than that of employees.  

 

Secondly, the employer-employee relationship has also become more formal and transactional as 

turnover rates of managers and employees increase. Employees have to prove themselves more 

frequently and, when they do not perform as expected, the employment relationship ends. This 

has further reduced job security for employees in comparison with independent professionals. 

The study of Bangma and Timmermans (2008) shows that job turnover is rapidly increasing in 

the Netherlands. Job turnover increased from less than 10 percent in the beginning of the 1990s 

to 12-13% in the middle of the first decade of the 21st century.  
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Thirdly, more and more employees have professional careers within organizations. These 

professionals are typically measured against the same type of yardsticks as freelancers (i.e. 

billability, project results, et cetera) and they need the same capabilities. Fourthly, with the advent 

of the boundaryless career the employee has become responsible for managing his/her own 

career. Organizational career management is becoming rapidly less important. The employee is 

not directed to a new function anymore, but he/she needs to direct his own career within or 

outside the organization. This amplified the importance of networking and further decreased the 

difference between employment and freelancing. All in all the above four factors contribute to a 

vanishing difference between employees and independent professionals. The difference between 

a boundary less career worker hopping from job to job every 2 to 3 years and the independent 

professional hopping from assignment to assignment is not very large. The challenges that they 

face and the tactics they pursue to resolve their problems are quite alike. 

 

Currently perhaps only three important differences remain between independent professionals 

and traditional employees. Firstly, an employee still receives some organizational support for 

continuous personal development, such as: training and networking opportunities. An 

organization supplies schooling and training opportunities, provides a social network, and offers 

challenging job opportunities. But O‘Mahony and Bechky (2006) argue that the amount of social 

support found in external networks can be as much or more than within organizations. There is a 

continuum between pure free market contracting and structured, guided and supported internal 

labor markets. In some cases the social support of freelancers is even superior to the 

organizational support of employees. Secondly, large organizations have the necessary resources 

(e.g. distribution network, capital, access to specialized knowledge, patents, et cetera) to provide 

large, complex products and services to clients. These complex assignments provide specific 

challenges to employees that cannot be replicated easily by freelance networks. This complexity 

attracts certain types of persons. These are most likely individuals who excel in the larger 

bureaucratic environments, persons who love combining the technical complexity and challenge 

(e.g. creating a car) or simply people who love the frequent interactions between colleagues. 

Thirdly and last, being an employee still provides a cushion against market forces and temporary 

misfortunes. In a recession, a company typically first lays off all their peripheral independent 

professionals before they dismiss any of their core employees.  
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3.3 The increased importance of knowledge  
 

Solow identified the major growth factors of the 19th and 20th century: the inputs of labor and 

capital. Romer (1986), Lucas (1988) and Krugman (1991) showed that labor and capital are not 

sufficient factors to explain production output. Knowledge has become the major growth factor 

in the developed world. It is in this knowledge economy where freelancers are typically active. 

Therefore some basics of the knowledge economy and how knowledge is created and transferred 

are described in this section.  

3.3.1 Our understanding of knowledge  

Lacking decent measures of knowledge, social scientist often apply crude proxies of knowledge, 

such as: patents and R&D investments. These rudimentary knowledge surrogates are not always 

very useful. Especially not in a service economy where property rights on knowledge are ill-

defined and learning does not happen through large R&D investments, but by using out of 

pocket expenses, such as: education, active participation in communities of practices and learning 

on the job. A more refined model and corresponding toolbox is needed to measure the 

relationship between knowledge, production, and economic growth. In such a new model, the 

elementary aspects of knowledge (e.g. tacit versus explicit, specific vs. general) and our current 

understanding of exploration (innovation) and exploitation (production) processes (e.g. the 

importance of interaction, complementarily of knowledge) should be applied. It should balance 

the role of the individual, who is the locus and source of knowledge as Felin and Hesterly (2007) 

convincingly argue, with the crucial importance of the role of the collective, social context which 

allows knowledge to be created, integrated and distributed (Hargadon and Douglas, 2001; Knorr 

Cetina, 1981, 1999). One single overarching theory of knowledge production does not exists as of 

yet. In spite of all the talk about knowledge-based management and the recognition of the need 

for a knowledge-based productivity theory that fundamentally differs from the existing 

organizational models, there is in my humble opinion still little understanding of the exact 

relationship between knowledge and productivity. We have only just started opening this 

interesting black box. 

 

To discuss the role of the knowledge in production, some basic taxonomy on knowledge and 

forms of knowledge is needed. Firstly, one should understand the difference between knowledge 

and information. Knowledge is dynamic, created in social interactions, and context-specific. 

Without the context, knowledge is just information, not knowledge. Scholars have classified 

knowledge across many dimensions, for instance: 
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1. Individual and collective knowledge. Individually held knowledge is the sum total of 

individuals skills, abilities, information and knowledge (Zander and Kogut, 1993), 

whereas collective knowledge consists of routines and practices, organizational schemes, 

goals, missions, et cetera that are widely diffused throughout the organization and held in 

common by a large number of organizational members. Walsh and Ungson (1991) 

contend that knowledge resides in five parts of the organization: (1) individual members, 

(2) organizational culture, (3) roles and organizational structures, (4) the organization‘s 

standard operating procedures and practices, and (5) the physical structure of the 

workplace. 

2. Tacit and explicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is knowledge learned through 

experience and is difficult to articulate, formalize, and communicate (Polanyi, 1962, 

1966). Explicit knowledge is codified and transferable in formal, systematic methods, 

such as in rules and procedures. Thus, the critical difference between tacit and explicit 

knowledge lies in their transferability and the mechanisms for transfer across individuals. 

While explicit knowledge is revealed by its communication, tacit knowledge can be 

learned only through personal experience.  

3. Private and public knowledge. Private knowledge is unique to an actor, whereas public 

knowledge resides in the public domain. Private knowledge can be a source of 

competitive advantage. 

4. Component and architectural knowledge. Component knowledge is the knowledge 

that relates to a subroutine or discrete aspect. Architectural knowledge relates to the 

whole, to routines and schemas for coordinating the various components and putting 

them to productive use. 

 

To discuss knowledge exploration and exploitation, most researchers distinguish between the 

first 2 dimensions of knowledge: 1) tacit-explicit, and 2) individual-collective (Spender, 1996; 

Nonaka, Toyama and Konno, 2000). Most authors acknowledge that knowledge creation is 

fundamentally dependent on individual members as knowledge cannot be created without 

individuals. An organization can only learn in two ways: 1) by the learning of its members, or 2) 

by employ new members who have knowledge the organization didn‘t previously have. Indeed, 

an organization cannot control knowledge, independently from individuals, because knowledge 

does not exist independently from individuals. In an interesting study Anand, Gardner and 

Morris (2007) investigate the process of creating practice areas. Their analysis sheds some light 
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on the complex interactions between the individual and the collective, which are needed to create 

new knowledge and translate this from knowledge into value.  

 

Knowledge is a resource which is subject to problematic appropriability (Grant, 1996). 

Appropriability refers to the ability of the owner of a resource to receive a return equal to the 

value created by that resource. Tacit knowledge is not directly appropriable because it cannot be 

directly transferred: it can be appropriated only through its application to productive activity. 

Explicit knowledge suffers from 2 key problems of appropriability: Firstly, as a public or non 

rivalrous good, anyone who acquires it can resell without losing it. Secondly, the mere act of 

marketing knowledge makes it available to potential buyers. Thus, except for patents and 

copyrights where knowledge owners are protected by legally established property rights, 

knowledge is generally inappropriable by means of market transactions.  

3.3.2 A theory of knowledge creation 

Knowledge transfer is the process through which one unit (e.g. individual, team, and 

organization) is affected by the experience of another (Argote, 2000). Although knowledge 

transfer is considered as important to organizational success, there is very little information about 

the underlying process through which knowledge transfer actually occurs (Szulanski, 2000). 

Recent studies show that knowledge properties are important for the knowledge transfer process. 

Tacit knowledge is more difficult to transfer than explicit knowledge (Nonaka et al., 2000), 

knowledge that has not been codified is more difficult to transfer than codified knowledge 

(Zollo, 2002), and knowledge that is not well-understood is also harder to transfer than 

straightforward knowledge (Szulanski, 1996). Factors that facilitate the knowledge process are 

perceived status, level of trust (McEvily, Perrone and Zaheer, 2003), and frequency of interaction 

(Argote, 2003). There is not a lot of knowledge on knowledge transfer outside organizational 

boundaries. Research has shown that knowledge is more likely to transfer within one 

organization (Ingram and Simons, 2002), than to cross organizational boundaries. Menon and 

Pfeffer (2003) have shown that organizational members are more likely to value knowledge from 

external, rather than from internal sources.  

 

Nonaka et al. (2000) propose a model of knowledge creation with three building blocks: 1) 

knowledge assets, 2) the process of knowledge creation and 3) shared context. Firstly, the authors 

argue that all knowledge-creation is based on available knowledge assets. These knowledge assets 

act as necessary inputs, outputs, and moderating factors of the knowledge-creating process. 

These assets are a necessary but not sufficient condition for value creation. As knowledge cannot 
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be sold, due to problematic appropriability, knowledge assets must be processed to realize their 

value. Nonaka et al. categorize knowledge assets into 4 types; 1) experiential knowledge (i.e. the 

shared tacit knowledge within actors), 2) conceptual knowledge (i.e. explicit knowledge 

articulated through images, symbols and language), 3) systemic knowledge (i.e. packaged explicit 

knowledge) and 4) routine knowledge (i.e. tacit knowledge that is embedded in the actions and 

practices of the organization, such as: organizational culture and routines). Secondly, the authors 

focus on the knowledge-creation process. The authors argue that knowledge creation is a 

continuous process of dynamic interactions between tacit and explicit knowledge. There are four 

basic forms of knowledge interaction: 

1. Socialization (from tacit knowledge to tacit knowledge). The process of converting new 

tacit knowledge through shared experiences. A classical case of socialization is the 

traditional apprenticeship where apprentices learn the tacit knowledge needed in their 

craft through hands-on experience, rather than from written manuals or textbooks. 

2. Externalization (from tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge). Externalization is the 

process of articulating tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge. Explicit procedures to 

increase quality are a typical example. 

3. Combination (from explicit knowledge to explicit knowledge). Combination is the 

process of converting explicit knowledge into more complex explicit knowledge. Explicit 

knowledge is collected from various sources and then combined, edited, or processed to 

form new explicit knowledge. Using computers to combine and represent data in 

different forms is a well-known illustration of combining knowledge sets. 

4. Internalization (from explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge). Internalization is closely 

related to `learning by doing'. The classical example is reading a manual, before slowly but 

steadily improving the ability to operate a machine.   

 

Thirdly, the authors argue that, besides knowledge assets and processes, the context is very 

important in knowledge-creation as such contexts provide the basis for individuals to interpret 

information to create meanings. The authors call this time-space context with physical, virtual, 

and mental subspaces Ba. Based on Japanese philosophy Ba is defined as the communal context 

in which knowledge is shared, created, and utilized. In knowledge creation, especially in 

socialization and externalization, it is important for participants to share context. Ba is the 

platform of knowledge creation by collecting the knowledge of the area into a certain time-space 

nexus. As Ba can be a mental or virtual place it does not have to be bound to a physical space. In 

relation to context Augier, Shariq and Vendelø (2001) show that tacit knowledge sharing in 



 
 

64 

 

solving complex problems, requires creating contexts with many similarities, as otherwise 

problem solvers cannot obtain verifications of similarities in understanding, e.g. of knowledge 

and problems. 

 

Based on their vision of the knowledge-creating process and the three building blocks, Nonaka et 

al. argue that the knowledge-creating process cannot be controlled, but leaders can facilitate 

knowledge creation by providing certain conditions. Leaders can provide the knowledge vision, 

facilitate the continuous spiral of knowledge interaction and create a shared context. Providing 

the knowledge vision gives direction to the knowledge-creating process by asking fundamental 

questions (i.e. what are we?, what should we create?, and where are we going?). Facilitating the 

dynamic process of building knowledge assets helps individuals create individual and collective 

knowledge. It should be noted that knowledge assets can hinder as well as foster knowledge 

creation. Organizations are subject to inertia and it is difficult for them to diverge from the 

course set by their previous experiences. Successful experience leads to excessive exploitation of 

the existing knowledge, and in turn hinders the exploration of new knowledge. The shared 

context can be build by providing physical space, such as meeting rooms, virtual space, such as a 

computer network, or mental space, such as common goals. To build context requires selecting 

the right mix of people and promote their interaction. For Nonaka et al. autonomy of the 

individual is very important. Not only does autonomy increase the commitment of individuals, 

but it is also a source of unexpected knowledge. By allowing individuals to act autonomously, an 

organization increases the chance of accessing, and utilizing knowledge held by its members. 

3.3.3 The importance of social context to knowledge creation 

From the above, it is clear that the social context is vital to the knowledge-creation process. In 

recent years, the concept of Communities of Practice (CoP) has been developed. CoP are groups 

of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better 

as they interact regularly. This concept is closely related with social capital theories (Cohen and 

Prusak, 2001). These communities might provide the ideal social context for freelancers to 

facilitate knowledge creation and distribution. Three characteristics are crucial for a community 

of practice: 

1. A community of practice has an identity defined by a shared domain of interest. 

2. In pursuing their interest in their domain, members engage in joint activities and discussions, 

help each other, and share information. 

3. Members are practitioners. They develop a shared repertoire of resources: experiences, 

stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring problems—in short a shared practice. 
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The CoP can be seen as a real-life physical-virtual example of Nonaka‘s Ba. The CoP concept has 

been adopted recently by many firms because of the recognition that knowledge is an increasingly 

critical asset, that needs to be managed in a certain way using a common platform. 6 A CoP 

provides such a platform. However, some of the very characteristics that makes a CoP ideal as a 

platforms for creating knowledge (i.e. autonomy, practitioner-orientation, informality, crossing 

boundaries) are also characteristics that make them a challenge for hierarchies.  

 

Roberts (2006) discusses the limitations of the CoP theory. She argues that a CoP does not 

function in a vacuum but within a set of several power relations. The power context in which a 

CoP is embedded is a major factor determining its success as a means of creating and transferring 

knowledge. This link is largely missing in the current CoP literature.  

3.4 The strange freelance world  

 

To understand the behavior of the independent professional we need to understand the basic 

characteristics of the freelance world. After all, it is this outside world that is the most important 

determinant of the freelancers‘ options, behavior, and his/her outcomes. Therefore, the daily 

world of the independent professional in the Netherlands is explored in this section.  

3.4.1 Administration, taxes and social security in the Netherlands 

In the Netherlands there are basically two types of self-employed independent professionals 

dependent on their tax status: those with a specific type of VAR (often called zzp-ers) and 

without this type of VAR (often called freelancers). In the last decade of the 20th century there 

was some uncertainty about the exact responsibilities of paying taxes and social security. 

Organizations which employed independent professionals were afterwards often confronted with 

high fines from tax authorities. The tax authorities considered the independent professionals to 

be dependent employees for which taxes should be withheld instead of independent businesses. 

To solve this issue the Verklaring Arbeidsrelatie (Statement of Labor Relations) or VAR was 

invented. All independent professionals can apply for a VAR at the Dutch tax authorities. 

Potential clients are guaranteed that they do not have to pay taxes or social security for workers 

                                                
6 Lindkvist (2005) developed an alternative view of CoP in the form of collectivities of practice, to refer to temporary 

groups concerned with knowledge creation and exchange. While communities of practice depend on shared 

enterprise, mutual engagement and shared repertoire, collectivities of practice rely on individual knowledge, agency 

and goal-directed interaction.  
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with a VAR. There are various requirements for independent professionals to be able to get a 

VAR. This includes a complex test (as in the US), but the most important one is that an 

independent professional has to have some autonomy on the way the work is performed. 

Independent professionals with a VAR are themselves responsible for paying taxes and social 

security. There are however a lot of independent professionals that do not have a VAR, especially 

in the arts and media sectors. These independent professionals make use of so-called ‗payrolling‘ 

organizations. This organization acts as their employer and pays taxes and social security. Often 

these organizations send bills to clients and withhold a percentage for taxes and administration. 

The remainder is then paid to the independent professional. These independent professionals are 

themselves responsible for their success through engaging in client acquisition, networking, 

marketing, maintaining professional knowledge, performing, et cetera. Regarding the goal of this 

study the differences between independent professionals with or without a VAR are therefore 

minimal. For a detailed study on the legal perspective and development of the regulatory 

framework, one can read the excellent study of Aerts (2007) on this subject.   

3.4.2 The tri-partite labor market  

The employment agency is an important element in the lives of many independent professionals. 

In recent years the number of staffing or employment agencies has increased spectacularly. The 

Netherlands has seen more than 600 percent growth in the number of these agencies in just over 

a decade. The same phenomenal growth is evident in the UK. According to Hotopp (2001, p. 1) 

“the employment agency industry is a new and very dynamic sector in the British economy. It plays a considerable 

role in providing jobs for those who are not necessarily interested in permanent employment for whatever reason”. 

Staffing agencies are very important for independent professionals and in many cases central to 

their livelihood. Agencies broker the market; they compile information on job openings as well as 

on contractors. They match organizations and independent professionals, negotiate deals and, 

sometimes, act as the employer-of-record. The agencies receive a percentage of professional fees 

for their services (which can be as high as 40 percent of total professional fees). These 

employment agencies demonstrate strong sales cultures and the overriding concern of most 

agents is ‗closing deals‘ as their compensation is based on bonuses and commissions. There are 

various types of agencies. There are the large ‗generalist‘ agencies, such as: Manpower and 

Michael Page, and the large ‗specialist‘ body shops, such as: Accenture and Robert Walters. 

Typically these larger agencies have strict formal rules and billing rates. They are almost only 

interested in getting independent professionals billable. Especially in the lower skill ranges these 

‗body shops‘ only superficially test résumés and check references. Low skilled independent 

professionals are seen as commodities (i.e. product homogeneity), and the way these agencies 



 
 

67 

 

work, is geared to this principle. On the other end of the spectrum there are the ‗Mama and Papa‟ 

agencies that place only a couple of independent professionals. Because the barriers of entry are 

low, there are a large number of these small „Mama and Papa‟ agencies. Some agencies specialize in 

a certain field enabling greater knowledge of technical requirements and skills as well as potential 

clients.  

 

As assignments (and not professionals) are most of the time in short supply, a rewarding system 

for finding assignments has been developed in many professions over the years. Many agencies 

will pay reference fees to independent professionals that help them find assignments. Here new 

relationships develop between agencies and independent professionals where the independent 

professional receives fees for finding assignments at the client site. These reference fees can be 

substantial (in some cases 20 euro per hour per professional), and in interviews we found 

professionals that make much more money on reference fees than on professional fees from their 

own labor. Because of the development of reference fees, in many professions it is not 

uncommon for a professional to ask money from another professional if he/she finds an 

assignment for him/her. Here professionals mimic the employment agencies, and follow their 

example. But not in all professions you come across reference fees. For example in the worlds of 

art, media and legal professionals, this type of behavior is not always considered acceptable or in 

some cases is even forbidden (e.g. legal professionals cannot accept reference fees). In the world 

of arts, networking is more informal and based on personal knowledge and clusters of tight 

networks that develop over time. O‘Mahony and Bechky (2006) describe the difference between 

agencies in the film industry and in high-technology sectors. In the film industry, brokers, and 

independent professionals have informal relations. In the technology sector, relationships are 

more formal with contracts between brokers and independent professionals and financial 

incentives for brokers. Because brokers have a financial incentive, contractors freely juggle 

agencies to get the best placement. The informal structure of the film industry resulted in a 

strong web of mutual obligations.  

 

From the above, it should be clear that the labor market for independent professionals is not so 

transparent. The costs of matching the assignment and the professional are often very high, 

allowing employment agencies to develop. In some cases the relationship between the 

―independent‖ professional and the employment agency is very much like an employer-employee 

relationship. Druker and Stanworth (2004) analyzed the relationships between employment 

agencies, sponsor organizations (i.e. the ultimate client of the freelancer) and white-collar 



 
 

68 

 

independent professionals in the UK. They concluded that independent professionals are on 

balance, positive about their relations with agencies. In their research they found that 

independent professionals are more critical towards the host organizations where they were 

positioned than towards the agency that placed them. These results are in line with McClurg 

(1999) in the US. This should not be a surprise as it is often very hard to find an assignment. 

Some form of gratitude might reflect on the agency that helped them. Research by Koh and Yer 

(2000) in Singapore suggested that independent professionals were more positive about their 

agency if the agency invested in training, development, and benefits. Liden, Wayne, Kraimer and 

Sparrow (2003) also show that independent professionals develop attachments to both their 

agencies and their sponsor organizations. Interesting is that Liden‘s research also shows a 

negative relationship between organizational commitment (as assessed by managers) and agency 

commitment of independent professionals. This suggests that professionals who are more 

committed to the sponsor organization are less committed to the employment agency. All in all 

the labor market for most independent professionals can be described as a tripartite relationship 

between clients, independent professionals and employment agencies who mediate the market.  

Figure 4: The tripartite labor market 

 
 
In this tripartite relationship (Figure 4) all participants have their own challenges and ambitions. 

For sponsors it is access to the right professionals for the lowest possible price; for professionals 

it is access to assignments, now and in the future; and for agencies it is how to bring demand and 

supply together and at the same time getting a reward for this. As in most tripartite relationships, 

there are several conflicts of interests. Most of these have to do with the added value and rewards 

of the employment agency. When supply and demand have found each other, the role and added 

value of the employment agency is often considered minimal and both other parties (sponsor 

organization and professional) have an incentive not to involve the agency when there is any 
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cross or through-sell. The employment agency wants to stay involved with the sponsor, as this is 

their bread and butter, and often offers additional services, such as: quality control and continuity 

guarantees. More often than not the professional and the sponsor do not value these additional 

services to a great extent (it is hard to provide quality control on the work of a professional if one 

is not a professional oneself) and there is a strong tendency for professionals and organizations to 

build a bipolar relationship without the middle man.  

 

Probably the most important reason why freelancers remain loyal to the staffing agency is the 

existence of restrictive covenants in the contract. The most important thereof is the non-compete 

clause in which the freelancer promises not to compete for business at the sponsor organization. 

This means that the freelancer cannot sell any additional services to the sponsor, without the 

approval of the agency. The agency will only give their consent for repeat work if the freelancer 

agrees to do this assignment via the agency who then charges a fee for their services. It is very 

debatable whether this power position of the agency is for the common good. Bibby (2008, page 

12) shows some examples which reveal these practices: “A recruitment consultant will tell you that you 

must accept a 25% cut in fee, or that you must work overtime without pay [..], which you are not willing to accept. 

The recruitment consultant will then remind you that you are bound by the restrictive covenant not to work for the 

client directly so you must accept these terms.‖  However, there are also examples of agencies and 

independent professionals who become almost symbiotic to their own mutual benefit. They 

develop long-lasting relationships in which they collectively try to further the career of the 

freelancer by finding the right assignments and looking for development opportunities. 

 

Many sponsors and professionals are convinced that the average share of employment agencies 

(between 20-40% of the total fee) is much too high. There are therefore various initiatives of 

both professionals and sponsor organizations to cut out the middle man. Until now this has not 

been very successful. It proves to be very hard to improve the transparency (quality, availability) 

and managing the risk (reputation) in order to improve market functioning.  

 

The second conflict of interest is between agencies and sponsor organizations. In this conflict, 

the question again is who has access to the professional. This conflict has an operational element 

and a strategic element. At the operational level, it is sometimes the case that organizations use 

independent professionals as a comparable low-cost employment channel, offering independent 

professionals long-term regular employment when they perform. This sometimes creates conflict 

as to a particular individual. From a strategic point of view both parties fight for the same talent. 
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More and more employment agencies are offering long-term deals and career development, and 

are in direct competition with sponsor organizations in the war for talent.  

 

The third and last conflict of interest is between professionals and sponsor organizations. Here 

there are contractual debates on property rights, responsibilities for continuation and damages 

and, of course, discussions on fees.  

3.4.3 The challenges that freelancers face 

Feldman and Bolino (2000) looked at the challenges that entrepreneurs face. They concluded that 

entrepreneurs are always looking for equilibrium. Firstly, entrepreneurs have to balance job 

autonomy and social isolation. Secondly, entrepreneurs have to balance extra flexibility with 

decreased time-off. The ability to work when you want, is a major advantage for most 

entrepreneurs, but ironically it often leads to less time-off and vacation, as one is ―always 

working‖. Thirdly, entrepreneurs balance opportunities to create wealth and greater job 

insecurity. Making more money often implies taking risks and diminishing security. Fourthly and 

last, entrepreneurs face the paradox of escaping organizational bureaucracies and 

developing staff and markets. Many entrepreneurs choose entrepreneurship to escape from the 

organizational burden in large firms, but if they want to grow they need to develop staff and 

markets, which often implies an increase in administrative burden.  

 
Figure 5: The challenges of entrepreneurs 

 

Source: Feldman & Bolino (2000) 

 

Not all four entrepreneurial challenges in Figure 5 are equally relevant to freelancers. Most 

freelancers have no ambition at all to grow their company. So the latter two dilemmas (wealth vs. 

risks and escaping bureaucracies vs. developing staff and markets) do not apply to most freelancers. 

But independent professionals face a much bigger challenge. One of the crucial questions for 

independent professionals is what O‘Mahony and Bechky (2006) call the ‗career progression 

paradox‘: balancing the need for differentiation with the need to hedge your bets. Independent 

professionals run the constant risk that their human and social capital becomes worthless overnight. 

The value of their entrepreneurial capital may implode due to technological developments or 

changes in their business networks (e.g. an important client goes bust). This is why most 
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independent professionals hedge their bets (Barley and Kunda, 2004). Besides investments in their 

core profession, they continuously invest in new upcoming technologies and in the renewal of their 

business networks. Most of these investments will never pay off. The goal of the independent 

professional is to create an option portfolio that may be valuable in the future. It is interesting to 

see how independent professionals solve this paradox between specialization and continuous 

development. This paradox does not only apply to independent professionals. From the literature 

on older employees (van der Heijden, 2003, 2006) it is well known that employees face the same 

dilemma. Direct supervisors of employees have no interest in helping employees with their 

continuous development outside their current job requirements. Activities aimed at broadening 

and improving the career outlook of employees are therefore rare. 

 

But the risk of skill obsolescence is much larger for independent professionals than for regular 

employees. Independent professionals operate on the free market where new entrants often have 

unlimited access and where the level of competition is typically higher than within a company. 

Independent professionals are not protected by specific firm knowledge, an organizational 

network or other forms of organizational support. Independent professionals learn that if they do 

not keep pace with the latest skills, employers move their business to other professionals or even 

turn back to employees as they are often less expensive. Especially in some technical fields the 

halftime of new technologies and skills is so short that many independent professionals need to 

continuously develop themselves. The risk of skill obsolescence is always just around the corner. 

One of the independent professionals in Barley and Kunda‘s book described the value of a 

certain skill as a concave function of time that, in the end, crashes suddenly. When a skill first 

attracts attention, an independent professional can demand high fees. When competition kicks in 

fees rapidly fall. When a new skill becomes more important, most independent professionals will 

learn the new skill and accept work in the new area. This then might increase the value of the old 

skill as the competition lessens. This is true for various industries and sectors, although this 

process of skill obsolescence is faster in the high-tech sector.  

 

From the above, it is clear that continuous learning is important, for all knowledge workers, but 

in particular for the independent professional. Nevertheless, regarding formal schooling and 

education, the available data indicates that the self-employed invest less in formal training than 

employees do (van der Sluis, 2007; Parker, 2004). This seems like a puzzle. Why should an 

independent professional invest less in formal training than employees do? O‘Mahony and 

Bechky (2006) argue that independent professional learn most of their knowledge, skills and 
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abilities not by attending training sessions and courses, but by pursuing ―stretchwork‖. They define 

stretchwork as (p. 924): ―work that largely fits with an individual‟s previous work experience but introduces a 

small novel element that extends his or her skills in a new direction‖. They show that all independent 

professionals face the career progression paradox; when professionals try to acquire work to 

develop their skills in new areas, they find that sponsors and employment agencies prefer 

professionals with similar prior experience and a clear career path in this area (see also the work 

of Jones (2000)) A unambiguous public profile and résumé makes it much easier for agencies and 

sponsors to engage with an independent professional. As learning new skills is central to 

navigating in external labor markets, it is essential that independent professionals reconcile this 

career progression paradox. O‘Mahony and Bechky provide evidence that they do this by 

engaging in stretchwork assignments. Stretchwork help professionals to acquire new skills that 

later on can be marketed as experience. They also identify four tactics for acquiring stretchwork: 

1. Differentiating competence: By doing jobs exceptionally well, independent 

professionals built trust in their temporary settings and bolstered their reputations. This 

can lead to extra or more challenging work within the assignment or a referral to another 

client or project. 

2. Acquiring referrals:  Independent professionals can obtain stretchwork through referrals 

from their network, that confirmed their credentials in one area and their potential for 

transferability to a new area. 

3. Framing and bluffing: People who did not demonstrated their ability in a particular 

area, framed their existing capabilities to convey competence and continuity. To acquire 

stretchwork, independent professionals framed their prior experience in terms that 

allowed for easy translation to the desired jobs.  

4. Discounting: Accepting pay that was below market rate. By accepting a fee below 

market rate a freelancer can obtain an assignment in which he is no specialist yet and is 

not as productive as experienced colleagues. By offering a lower fee, hiring may be 

attractive to both freelancer and client. 

 

An important factor that enabled contractors to find stretchwork is workplace flexibility, 

implying opportunities to expand the job role or to take on new roles on the assignment. This 

workplace flexibility is dependent on the industry and type of assignment. For instance, in 

assignments where failure is not an option, employers are not willing to provide stretch 

opportunities. Rather they hire professionals with deep experience.  
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3.4.4 The role of reputation and signaling in the external labor market 

Currently sponsor organizations use employment agents to minimize transaction costs. One of 

the major reasons why these transaction costs are so high is the perceived risk of hiring the 

‗wrong‘ freelancer. To minimize the potential risk of contracting a specific independent 

professional, sponsor organizations need to assess the associated risks of working with a 

particular freelancer. They often outsource this activity to specialized agencies, who obtain 

information on the reputation of the independent professional. In recent years online reputation 

mechanisms are emerging as a promising alternative to traditional monitoring and control 

mechanisms. Although many websites already employ some reputation mechanism, widespread 

use of such mechanisms to form an opinion of freelance standing has not materialized yet. 

Dellarocas (2001) makes the following remarks on online reputation systems based on game 

theoretic insights: 

1. Reputation is a highly time sensitive property. Upon on-line entry of a new actor 

(independent professional or sponsor) it needs to be built; and once built, it needs to be 

maintained. 

2. Ratings, which are public goods, are likely to be underprovided.  

3. Actors may milk their reputation before exiting the market. 

4. Reputation effects are strongest during the initial phase when actors must work hard to 

establish a reputation. 

5. When on-line reputation mechanisms begin to exercise greater influence on decision-

making, the incentive for strategically manipulating them becomes stronger.  

 

It is clear that the major problem of online reputation mechanisms lies in the asymmetry between 

the incentives of the ratee and those of the rater. Whereas bad behavior by the rate results in a 

negative rating, dishonest behavior by a rater does not incur any future consequences for the 

rater. At present, many practical (e.g. allexperts.com, advogato.com, naymz.com, et cetera) and 

scientific solutions (e.g. Damiani, 2002; Josang, 2003) have been developed to overcome the 

above problems of on-line reputation mechanisms. Until now, none of these methods or sites has 

received dominance in any freelance profession. However, there are plenty of attempts to build 

such a freelance marketplace and some of them can be regarded as quite successful and 

innovative (e.g. Detaned in the construction industry). If one of these reputation networks 

becomes the dominant industry standard, this will certainly affect the current strategic position of 

the employment agency.  
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Signaling is another important activity in the external labor market which aims to minimize the 

risks of hiring organizations (Jones, 2002). Signals are signs that convey information to others 

(Spence, 1974). Signals can be 'cues, tests, hints, expressive gestures, status symbols' (Goffman, 1959, 

page 249) and are used to predict behavior, value, or quality that is difficult to ascertain before it 

is experienced (Goffman, 1959).  

 

Table 5: Signaling strategies of independent professionals 

Goal Possible signaling strategies 

Status Enhancement  Affiliation with high status individuals (e.g. company CEO)  

 Win status competitions and obtain industry awards   

 Obtain material perks (e.g. luxurious automobile) 

Reputation Building  Building effective relations and making conscious choices on the strength and 
dispersion of relations (e.g. narrow vs. broad audience, weak vs. strong ties, structural 
holes) 

Image Management  Ingratiation tactics (homophile —the tendency of individuals to affiliate with other 
individuals that are perceived to be similar) include opinion conformity, and 
expression of similar attitudes and values 

 Self-promotion by 1) claiming responsibility for positive outcomes, 2) by exaggerating 
one‘s contributions to positive events and 3) by describing how one overcame 
obstacles 

 Defensive tactics such as excuses and justifications 

Source: Jones (2002) 

 

Jones shows that these signals are used to: 1) increase status, 2) build reputation, and 3) manage 

images. Status involves someone‘s rank in the social group whereas reputation involves in-depth 

knowledge about someone‘s attributes. Reputation is widely shared information about a person‘s 

personality, skills, reliability, and other attributes important to exchanges (Jones and Walsh, 

1997). Image/impression management is the change of individual behavior in order to create a 

positive impression on others. Status plays an influential role in partner selection where quality is 

difficult to discern and outcomes are uncertain (Podolny, 1994). As Kilduff and Krackhardt 

(1994) show in their analysis of prominence within a firm, being perceived to have friends of high 

status was more important for predicting the parties‘ perceived job performance than actually 

having these friendships. Image management tactics may be used strategically to amplify, reduce, 

or deflect signals. A key distinction between image management and reputation building is that 

reputation building involves trying to manage information through third parties, by the strength 

and pattern of ties, whereas impression management involves individuals manipulating their own 

behavior to influence another‘s perception. Impression management tactics may be assertive or 

defensive (Stevens and Kristoff, 1995). Assertive tactics, such as self-promotion, amplify positive 
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signals by enhancing perceptions of the signal‘s positive attributes (e.g. competence), whereas 

defensive tactics, such as: excuses or justifications, dampen negative signals by minimizing their 

impact. It is important that the various signals strengthen each other. This decreases the 

perceived risk of the sponsor. In Table 5 the possible signaling strategies of independent 

professionals are listed.  

 

Independent professionals use signals first and foremost to obtain assignments. A freelancer 

actively signals competence for a possible assignment to potential clients. The freelancer will do 

so by conveying information on: 1) identity and personality, 2) knowledge, and 3) network. 

Firstly, an identity and personality that is clearly communicated to prospects and sponsors is a 

means for differentiating oneself from competitors. Differentiation is a key aspect of developing 

a reputation (Fombrun and Shanley, 1990). Secondly, the freelancer will use various means (e.g. a 

résumé) to signal knowledge; i.e. relevant experience and performance. Freelancers often use 

various résumés to signal the right message to the right prospect. Thirdly, an independent 

professional will signal important relationships, for instance by indicating that he/she has worked 

with a particular well-known or famous person in an industry.  

 

Personal branding (McNally and Speak, 2001; Montaya and Vandehey, 2002) is the most extreme 

form of signaling. Personal branding is basically managing one‘s own image as if this is a 

corporate brand. Personal branding suggests that career success can be promoted by carefully 

building and communicating a clear profile to the outside world. The term is thought to have 

been first used in an article by Tom Peters (1997). 

3.5 Market structure and governance 

 
3.5.1 Market structures of freelance markets 

The world of the independent professional is a strange one, especially in professional services 

(e.g. accountancy, law, management consultancy). In some bids the independent professional is in 

direct competition with a larger professional firm, in other assignments he or she will work, as a 

subcontractor, for the same professional firm. Depending on the market opportunities, the role 

of competitor, supplier, and sponsor all change.  

 

Although the various markets for freelance knowledge are very different in many aspects there 

are some important similarities. Firstly, almost all freelance markets are defined by a relatively 

large number of suppliers. But at the demand side this picture differs from one profession to the 
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next. There are professions with many actors at the demand side (e.g. IT professionals), but also 

markets with (almost) monopsonic demand structures (e.g. interpreters). In these latter markets, 

independent professionals face the risk of strong competitive buying pressures, leading to low 

prices and unpleasant contract conditions (Porter, 1980). To counter these pressures, there are 

basically two market strategies that freelancers pursue. Firstly, there is the strategy of collective 

action. In The Netherlands this is especially visible in the more traditional free professions, such 

as: notaries, lawyers and real estate brokers. However, most independent professionals find it 

hard to organize themselves. Perhaps because of identity issues (most independent professionals 

value their independency and entrepreneurial stance), but also because of other collective 

difficulties, such as: free-rider behavior and the tendency of larger organizations at the demand 

side to oppose collective action (see Olson, 1965). A second strategy pursued by independent 

professionals is to accentuate the heterogeneity of their offered services. This seems logical as 

resource and product homogeneity would imply non-favorable market conditions ranging from 

perfect competition, via oligopsony to monopsony (as a result of oligopolies and monopolies in 

product markets; for a monopsony model see Baily, 1975), all focusing on price competition. By 

stressing the uniqueness of their resources and services (e.g. knowledge, network), independent 

professionals try to improve their market conditions. By stressing resource heterogeneity, they try 

to create monopolistic competition or even dyadic collaboration.  

 

Boone and van Witteloostuijn (2006) propose that the distribution of the resource space and 

exploitation economies (i.e. scale and scope) jointly mold market structures (i.e. number and size 

of firms). They have developed a six-step model which, based on questions on the distribution of 

resources and exploitation economies, determines which market structure is most likely to result. 

Boone et al. show that eight different market structures are theoretically feasible. Not all of these 

eight feasible market structures are in practice equally relevant for professional knowledge 

markets. The three market structures below seem most relevant for freelancers assuming: 1) that 

the typical resource distribution in the freelance space has no strong center, as there are many 

freelancers with a comparable set of resources, and 2) that scale economies are not very relevant 

in freelance markets. In these circumstances, the model of Boone et al. suggest, that the following 

market structures result:  

1. The classic case of perfect competition. This market structure evolves in markets with 

resource homogeneity and the absence of scope economies.  

2. The case of monopolistic competition. This market structure evolves in markets with 

resource heterogeneity and in the absence of scope economies. In these markets every 
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firm (independent professional) eventually specializes to serve niches with minimal 

overlap with other niches. 

3. The case of multi-product generalists. This market structure evolves when scope 

economies are relevant. Under such conditions, large generalists benefit from shared 

benefits (e.g. brand) and/or costs (e.g. overhead), but independent professionals might 

occupy certain niches or even work for these generalists.  

 

The above analysis shows that freelancers can be found in markets with various structures and 

that: 1) product homogeneity, 2) scope economies, and 3) resource distribution are the important 

determinants of market structure and thus competition. These market structures determine the 

financial attractiveness of the freelance market for professionals, and vary from occupation to 

occupation.  

 

There is an important exception to the above analysis. This is when a profession or freelance 

market is characterized by a relatively small number of sponsor organizations. These sponsor 

organizations often have access to scarce resources which are complementary to the human 

resources (such as: financial capital, or a distribution network). In this case the resulting market 

distribution is frequently a monopsony, or an oligpsony. 

 

Figure 6: Some characteristics of freelance markets  
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Moving from market structure of freelance markets to a competitive strategy perspective, one 

sees that most of the freelance markets are not that attractive. Using Porter‘s (1980) five forces 

model, one must conclude that the competitive position of many freelancers is not that attractive. 

Although freelancers are not hampered by bargaining power of suppliers (as they have none), the 

other four competitive forces (i.e. bargaining power of clients, barriers to entry, threat of 

substitutes, and competition) are less rosy for many freelancers. Firstly, in professional services 

most sponsor organizations are using employment agencies to restrict access to these clients. If 

one wants to do business with them, one has to register via an employment agency which charges 

hefty fees. The power of employment agents depends largely on the profession, but in most cases 

the bargaining power is on the side of the large sponsor organization and not on the side of the 

small freelancer.  

 

Secondly, barriers to entry, such as: continuing education requirements or copyrights, are almost 

always missing in these professions. In this respect the freelancer does not resemble the more 

traditional free professions, such as: doctors, lawyers and notaries, which all have strict barriers to 

entry. Thirdly, although the threat of substitutes is limited, there are professions for which this 

threat is relevant. For instance the translators see increasing use of electronic translations 

programs, but also in the IT this is a constant risk. Fourthly, the level and intensity of 

competition between freelance professionals, is in some professions severe. Especially in markets 

where products and services are perceived homogenous and where supply of labor outstrips 

demand, the competitive position of freelancers is bleak. But in other markets, where products 

are heterogeneous and demand outstrips demand, the outlook is much better. 

 

The above competitive analysis not only shows that the competitive position of freelancers is not 

that rosy, but also shows that the competitive position of freelancers depends very much on the 

profession in which a freelancer works. Figure 6 gives an indication of some of the most 

important market characteristics which influence the competitive position of freelancers. Note 

however that these indications are based on discussions with freelancers, employment agencies, 

and sponsor organizations, not on rigorous research. 

 

3.5.2 Governance in freelance markets 

The research of Jones, Hesterly and Borgatti (1997) on industry governance is quite interesting as 

it provides some background information on the environments in which knowledge 

organizations live. Jones et al. distinguish three forms of industry governance: 1) firm 

governance, 2) market governance, and 3) network governance; a hybrid governance model 
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between the market and the firm. Jones et al. (p. 914) define network governance as “Network 

governance involves a select, persistent, and structured set of autonomous firms [..] engaged in creating products or 

services based on implicit and open-ended contracts to adapt to environmental contingencies and to coordinate and 

safeguard exchanges. These contracts are socially-not legally-binding”.   

 

Jones et al. identify four conditions which are necessary for network governance to thrive:  

1. Demand uncertainty with stable supply.  

2. High human asset specificity. 

3. Complex tasks under time pressure.  

4. Frequent exchanges among parties comprising the network.  

 

Figure 7: The emergence of hybrid governance structures 
 

Source: Jones, Hesterley and Borgatti (1997) 

 

In Figure 7 one can see that hybrid governance arises in those industries where there are 

opposing governance forces. Demand uncertainty and task complexity favor a market (i.e. 

contracting) style of governance, but asset specificity and frequency of exchange favor a 

hierarchical style of governance. If a combination of these opposing forces is present in an 

industry, the result is often a hybrid form of industry governance. These hybrid industry 

governance models are much more common and stable than one might expect and are visible in 

many industries, for example in the movie and television industry. 

 

Research on environmental uncertainty has shown that demand uncertainty makes vertical 

integration for firms very risky (Balakrishnan and Wernerfelt, 1986). Under conditions of demand 

uncertainty, firms disaggregate into autonomous units through outsourcing or subcontracting. 

Customization of products or services is often found among firms in a network (Miles and Snow, 

1992). This form of customization involves human asset specificity, because it is derived from 

participants' knowledge and skills. Customized exchanges with high levels of human asset 

specificity, require an organizational form that enhances cooperation, proximity and repeated 

exchanges to transfer effectively tacit knowledge among parties. Cooperation among exchange 

parties is necessary, for parties must work together to gain tacit knowledge. Task complexity 
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refers to the number of different specialized inputs, needed to complete a product or service. 

Task complexity in conjunction with time pressures has led to team coordination, where diversely 

skilled members work simultaneously to produce a good or service. Frequency of exchange 

allows human asset specificity, to deepen through continued interaction and enhances the 

transfer of tacit knowledge. Frequency also transforms the orientation that parties have toward an 

exchange and the amount of informal control that can be exerted over exchanges. Repeated 

personal contacts across organizational boundaries create the perception of a similar destiny with 

greater mutual interest.  

 

Table 6: Social mechanisms and hybrid governance  

Social Mechanism Coordinating Exchanges Safeguarding Exchanges Boundary Conditions 

Restrict access to 
exchanges 

 Minimizing variance in 
parties expectations, skills 
and goals 

 Developing communication 
protocols and establishing 
routines from continued 
interactions 

 Decreasing the amount of 
monitoring required and 
enhancing the monitoring 
of others that is done 

 Increasing parties' 
interaction to enhance 
commitment and 
identification 

Need some permeability of 
boundaries for innovation 
and new knowledge. 
Otherwise, participants 
"wallow in their collective 
protocols and establishing ignorance" 

Macro culture (strong 
industry culture) 

 Creating convergence of 
expectations through 
socialization 

 Establishing common 
language to convey complex 
information 

 Specifying broadly shared, 
tacit rules for behavior 

  Takes decades to establish 
shared understandings and 
routines 

 Requires third parties (e.g. 
guilds and professional 
schools) to institutionalize 
across firms 

 Content should value 
cooperation an commercial 
exchange 

Collective sanctions   Increasing costs of 
misfeasance  

 Decreasing costs of  
monitoring to any one party  

 Providing incentives to sort 
and monitor partners 

 Difficult to distinguish 
misunderstandings from 
opportunism 

 Need to discern best from 
minimal effort 

Reputation   Spreading information 
about behavior among 
parties 

 Information may be 
inaccurate or misused  

 May induce greater 
homophily in system and 
exclude women and 
minorities from network 

Source: Jones, Hesterley and Borgatti (1997) 

 
The purpose of governance is to coordinate and safeguard exchanges. Hybrid governance does 

this by using social mechanisms rather than authority, bureaucratic rules, standardization or legal 

recourse. Such governance provides the market participants with the social capital needed to 

exchange. According to Jones et al. there are four strategic instruments used in hybrid 

governance: 1) access to exchanges, 2) a strong industry culture, 3) collective sanctions, and 4) 
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reputation. In Table 6, the processes through which these instruments provide coordination and 

security are described.  

 

It is not unrealistic to think that hybrid governance seems very suited for most freelance markets. 

Firstly, a lot of freelancers work in service markets with high demand uncertainty. Secondly, they 

perform activities for which deep industry or occupational knowledge is crucial. Thirdly, a lot of 

large projects require inputs of various experts. Fourthly, and last, freelancers work in close 

cooperation and proximity with other freelancers and employees of the sponsor organization.  

Combining these forces, one sees that hybrid governance can be an ideal governance model, 

which allows complex high quality projects to be completed while distributing the risks over all 

participants. This suggests that hybrid governance has a future role in freelance markets and that 

there is third way between market, and firm governance.  
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Conclusions of Chapter 3: 

1. Independent or itinerant professionals are a new and growing form of professionalism 

next to free professionals, professionals in professional firms and organization 

professionals. The boundaries between the various forms of professionals are very thin. 

2. The independent professional is both an entrepreneur and an employee. They resemble 

entrepreneurs in the sense that they sell their knowledge on the free market and have a 

business strategy and marketing efforts to be able to do so. They resemble employees in 

the sense that their personal knowledge is their most important asset and many sponsors 

are larger organizations. 

3. The current gap between entrepreneurs, employees, and freelancers is rapidly 

disappearing. In the knowledge economy firms are becoming smaller and employees are 

becoming more entrepreneurial and responsible for managing their career. In the near 

future it becomes customary for professionals to have different roles (entrepreneur, 

employee and freelancer) across their lifetime.  

4. Continuous learning is crucial for freelancers. But freelancers do not use formal courses, 

they learn through stretchwork (―work that largely fits with an individual‘s previous work 

experience, but introduces a small novel element that extends his or her skills in a new 

direction‖).  

5. Freelancers operate on a tri-partite labor market where employment agencies benefit of 

the substantial transaction costs. This tri-partite labor market can be characterized by 

many potential conflicts of interests between the various parties.  

6. The freelance market structures drive the financial attractiveness of the freelance market. 

These market structures vary from one occupation to the next and are determined by: 1) 

product homogeneity, 2) resource distribution, and 3) economies of scale and scope.   

7. The optimal way to govern many freelance markets may lie in hybrid governance. This is 

a third way of governing between the extreme forms of firm and market governance. 

Online reputation mechanisms and online marketplaces are recent initiatives that attempt 

to reduce both the ‗hard‘ and the ‗soft‘ transaction costs. They can also be seen as 

attempts to implement hybrid governance models in the market. 

8. If these new online marketplaces are successful in bringing sponsor organizations and 

freelancers together, the transaction costs may decrease further, leading to additional 

growth of freelancing. 
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4 An aging society 
 

Until quite recently the attention for older individuals was rather limited in academia and 

in business. This is no surprise as the vast majority of organizational academic research did not 

show any significant important correlations between age and work-related outcomes. Moreover 

there was no economic necessity for academics or practitioners to pay attention to older 

individuals. In the last 5 years this has changed dramatically. Both scientists and businessmen 

realize the urgency of the coming age wave. This new found attention resulted in loads of new 

research and articles from universities, government organizations, corporations, 

nongovernmental organizations, consultancies, and the popular press. These days publishing on 

the effects of aging seems to be the latest fashion. To understand the impact of the age wave on 

employers, employees and freelancers, Chapter 4 gives demographic background information on 

the size, timing and impact of the so-called age wave.  

4.1 Some numbers on the coming age wave 

 

The coming age wave essentially replaces one generation (the baby boomers) with a new 

generation (generation Y). This generational shift has several effects on the composition of the 

workforce. Firstly, the new generation Y is smaller than the baby boom generation. This results 

in a shrinking workforce in most Western countries. Secondly, because the older generations in 

the labor force are bigger than the younger ones, the average employee age increases. To 

compensate for the shrinking workforce, organizations and governments are implementing 

measures that restrict early retirement and promote longer working. These measures increase the 

average employee age even further. Thirdly, as the new generations are culturally more diverse 

than the older generations, the generational shift results in increased cultural diversity. Fourthly, 

and last, the new generation tends to have other values and expectations of work than the older 

generation. Bontekoning (2007) and Zemke (2000) show that new generations tend to be more 

internationally oriented, and have clearer and more personal expectations of work and the 

employer-employee relationship. This new set of values will impact the way individuals and 

organizations work.  

4.1.1 The age wave in Western economies 

To get a feel for the impact of the age wave on organizations it is important that we gain some 

quantitative insights. As the age wave is a Western phenomenon, related to our common 
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demographic history since World War II, our narrow overview focuses on the United States and 

the European Union (EU). In the EU, the overall population is expected to grow from 455 

million people in 2005 to 471 million people until 2027 (Carone, 2005), after which the 

population will slowly shrink again to 454 million people. There are however large differences 

within the EU. The Eastern European countries, such as: Poland (12%decline) and the Baltic 

States (18 percent decline) will experience considerable drops in population. In Ireland, the 

population will grow with 38%, in Sweden with 13%, and in France and The Netherlands both 

with 9%. In the United States the population is expected to grow with 32%reaching 394 million 

in 2050 (Toossi, 2006). The projected working age population (defined as between 15-64 years 

old) offers a first insight in the labor force development.  

Table 7: Working age (15-64 years) population projections 2003-2050 (thousands)  

Country Peak Year Peak 2050 

Netherlands 2011 11,238 10,428 

Belgium 2011 6,988 6,286 

Germany 2003 55,682 44,975 

EU (25) 2011 311,039 259,102 

US N.A. N.A. 240,942 

Source: Carone (2005), Toosi (2006) 

 

In the EU, the working age population will fall with almost 17% from 311 million persons to 259 

million in 2050 (Table 7). This decline is evident in most European countries, but it is most 

severe in the Eastern and Southern European nations. The EU working age population will not 

only change in size, but also in composition with a substantial decrease in younger ages and an 

increase in the older ages. Both the young (15-24) and the prime age group (24-55) will decrease 

substantially (24% and 17%). The old age group (55 to 64) is projected to increase with 21%. In 

the US the working age population will still increase with more than 26%.  

Table 8: The percentage of older workers (above 55 years) in the labor force 2003-2050
7 

Country 2003 2025 2050 

Netherlands 9.9% 15.4% 13.7% 

Belgium 7.2% 13.8% 13.4% 

Germany 11.3% 22.3% 20.0% 

EU (25) 10.1% 17.4% 17.8% 

US 14.6% 23.4% 22.9% 

Source: Carone (2005), Toosi (2006) 

 

                                                
7 The forecasts presented above are estimates. The realization of these numbers is dependent on the progress of 
labor market reforms, economic growth and the actions of employers and employees.  



 
 

85 

 

To cope with the challenges that a diminishing and older population creates, most countries are 

transforming their labor market policies. Anti-age discrimination measures are taken, retirement 

ages are increased (e.g. Germany) and attractive early retirement possibilities are restricted. These 

institutional measures are expected to lead to an increase of the overall employee participation 

rate (from 69% to 75%). The EU labor force is therefore expected to decrease with only 16 

million people, much less than the reduction in the working age population (52 million). In the 

same period, the US labor force will increase with more than 45 million workers (a 30% increase). 

 

One of the most obvious consequences of the age wave is the increase in the percentage of older 

workers (see Table 8). The percentage of older workers in the EU is expected to increase from 

10.1% to 17.4% in the coming 20 years. 8 In the US the percentage older workers will increase 

from 14.6% to 23.4% in this period. After 2020 the percentage of older workers will decrease in 

most countries due to the retirement of generation X. Ageing of the workforce is a phenomenon 

that by definition comes before the shrinking of the workforce, as an employee ages before he or 

she retires. This explains why the percentage of older workers peaks around 2020, well before 

their trough in the labor force around 2040. Regarding the size and timing of the age wave, three 

clusters can be distinguished within the group of Western economies. Firstly, the eastern and 

southern European countries as well as Germany are characterized by a declining labor force of 

10 to 20% and a significant increase in the percentage of older workers (5 to 15 percentage 

points). Secondly, in the more Western European countries, such as: France, UK, The 

Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark and Sweden, the labor force will be roughly constant and this is 

combined with a moderate increase in the percentage of older workers (0 to 5 percentage points). 

The third group consists of the US, Australia and Ireland. Here the labor force will continue to 

expand until 2050 (with 20-30%) and this is combined with a significant increase in the 

percentage of older workers (5 to 10 percentage points).  

4.1.2 The age wave in The Netherlands  

The working age population in The Netherlands will decrease with 7% over a period of 45 years, 

or with less than 0.2%per year. Most organizations should be able to increase their productivity 

by much more than this decrease in labor force. However, there are plenty of organizations 

where labor shortages will become a challenge. A simple analysis shows that the vulnerability of 

an organization to the general labor shortages is determined by 4 factors: 1) the difficulty to fill 

new vacancies, 2) the expected employee outflow, 3) industry growth rate, and 4) potential 

                                                
8 Here defined as employees above 55 years. In the literature there is no standard definition of an older worker. 45, 
50 or 55 years of age are used as yardsticks (see Kooij, 2007).  
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productivity growth. This shows that both mature industries with aging workforces and young 

industries with high growth rates are hit hardest by the age wave. Examples of mature industries 

are the process industry (i.e. chemicals, pulp and paper), health care, education, and the public 

services. Compared to mature industries, young industries, such as: IT and professional services, 

are typically characterized by a young workforce. Their challenge is to find enough educated 

employees to fuel future revenue growth.  

 

A major effect of the shrinking of the workforce is a ―fight for talent‖ where young fast growing 

industries compete for talent with mature industries that need to replace their retirees. The losers 

in this battle are most likely those organizations that cannot compete in this war for talent; i.e. 

organizations in the public domain that find it hard to increase productivity and wages. These 

organizations have to find new and innovative ways to attract talent. The fight for talent in the 

next decades will continue to fuel the demand for freelancers, which will provide high-skilled 

freelancers with perceived job security, due to favorable macroeconomic market factors. 

4.2 Ageing and individual performance 

 

The research on aging in organization science has been somewhat dormant until recently. The 

relationship between employee age and organizational behavior seemed well researched by the 

beginning of the 1990s and new research did not seem required. Chronological age is easy to 

measure and has been used as a variable in organizational studies for many years. The most 

relevant and ubiquitous relationships between age and various organizational outcomes, such as: 

performance, job satisfaction and motivation seemed well established by the beginning of the 

nineties. Recently the imminent age wave has spurred renewed attention towards age in 

organization science. Governments realized that they needed to improve the participation rates to 

pay for the pension costs and organizations are starting to realize that older workers are an 

important source of human capital in an age with scarce supply. This chapter gives an overview 

of the relevant scientific research on aging employees9.  

 

Before giving an overview of the relevant scientific literature on aging, it is wise to make some 

general remarks. Firstly, there is the potential problem of selection bias. As individuals age, a 

percentage will leave the workforce due to a variety of reasons. These employees can leave 

voluntarily (e.g. enough money, preference for leisure) or involuntarily (e.g. bad health, skill 

                                                
9 In current research the older worker is often seen as a weak, vulnerable employee. This contrasts with most of the 
research in the sixties, seventies and eighties. Older workers were then seen as the powerhouses of organizations (e.g. 
‗old boys‟ network, insider-outsider theories). 



 
 

87 

 

obsolescence). This tends to leave a workforce that is willing and able to work, resulting in a 

positive bias towards older individuals in terms of earnings, capital endowments and productivity 

(i.e. these are the survivors). Secondly, older individuals cannot be treated as a single group. 

Within the group of older individuals there are large differences. Thirdly, it is hard to distinguish 

between age and generation effects (Portrait, 2003). All past research on aging is colored by 

our own history. This might not be correct as there are strong indicators that the impact of aging 

on humans is continuously changing. The older baby boomers that retire today behave 

completely different than the post-war generation retirees before them. This is caused by 

improvements in health and financial position. Bontekoning (2007) stresses the importance of 

generations10. Based on Becker‘s separation of generations (1992, 1997) he argues that every 

generation brings in new knowledge, new values, and new ways of working. Important in this 

respect is that the new generations are much more individualistic and calculating in their relation 

with employers. Interesting in this respect is the work of Smola and Sutton (2002). They designed a 

study to answer the question as to whether individual work values are influenced more by 

generational experiences (e.g. World War II, Flower Power) or whether they changed more due to 

age and maturity effects. They conclude that work values also change as workers grow older, but to 

a lesser degree than generational values. 

4.2.1 Levinson’s stages of adulthood 

Yale psychologist Daniel Levinson developed a comprehensive theory of adult development 

(Figure 8). Through a series of intensive interviews with men (1978) and women (1996), 

Levinson proposed a theory based on a series of stages that adults go through as they develop. 

Based on his research Levinson concluded that women go through the same type of cycles that 

men do. At the centre of his theory is the life structure, the underlying pattern of an individual's 

life at any particular time. An individual's life structure is shaped by the social and physical 

environment. Many individuals' life structures, primarily involve family and work, although other 

variables, such as: religion, race, and economic status, are often important as well. Levinson's four 

"seasonal cycles" include pre-adulthood, early adulthood, middle adulthood, and late adulthood.  

  

                                                
10 See Fortune, June 4, 2007,‖ Manage Us? Puh-Leeze…Todays twentysomethings have their own rules. You just 
don‘t understand them‖ 
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Figure 8: Levinson’s stages of Adulthood  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In our early adulthood, the major milestones are defining ourselves as adults (ages 17-22 years) 

and making initial, yet mature choices in values, friendship, love, occupation, and life style (ages 

22-28). With the next stage comes a transition to more stable commitments in occupation and 

love (ages 28-33), and establishing a niche in society (ages 33-40). During middle adulthood, men 

deal with their particular individuality and work toward cultivating their skills and assets. Then 

another transition occurs at about age forty, as men realize some of their ambitions will not be 

met. The mid-life transition in adulthood (at ages 40-45) signals a major life-review, often 

accompanied by adjustments in priorities and aspirations before age 50. Between ages 50 to 60, 

there is further questioning and modification to address desires that have gone unexpressed. For 

example, men who have focused heavily upon their careers may shift emphasis toward their 

children. Finally, the transition to late adulthood (at age 60-80) is a time to reflect upon successes 

and failures and enjoy the rest of life, and making peace with oneself and others, including God 

(age 80+).  

 

During middle adulthood people experience not only individual psychological and cognitive 

changes, but also quite dramatic social changes. During middle adulthood marriages tend to 

become less conflictual and child rearing becomes less stressful (adult children). But during this 

period it is often the older generation that tends to require more care and the financial needs of 

both the older and the younger generations tend to increase. Many workers begin to balance their 

work-life with other concerns during middle adulthood (Becker and Moen, 1999). People often 

engage in scaling back; deliberately putting less than full effort into employment. Examples of 

joint decisions protecting work and family from unreasonable demands are: putting limits on 

work (hours, traveling, et cetera), part-time work, and the fact that ‗one has a job, the other a 

career‘. Kleiber (1999) argues that many people experience a shift of priorities (life-changing 

catalyst) during middle adulthood. This catalyst (e.g. a denied or given promotion) pushes them 

to rethink their priorities and reassess their work-life balance. Kleiber claims that free time and 
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financial security are needed conditions for more self-expression and are important issues when 

reassessing their work-life balance.  

 

There is a lot of debate on the validity of Levinson‘s model in this day and age. For instance 

today‘s over 50‘s – dressed in their jeans, trainers, and baseball caps – no longer view themselves 

as old. This age group welcomes early retirement as a means of gaining control over their lives. 

Middle age is no longer the beginning of the end, but rather the beginning of a thirty-year period 

of personal employment and self-indulgence. Also marrying and getting children is increasingly 

postponed into the mid-thirties and the borders between paid labor, education and retirement are 

more and more blurred.  

 

Ester, Muffels and Schippers (2006) researched the relationship between the human life-cycle and 

trends in the labor market. They argue that the life-cycles of humans are becoming more diverse. 

The standard pattern of Levinson is not appropriate anymore. Increasingly so, persons will have 

multiple transitions going back and forward between periods in which they will combine labor, 

school, free time and caring. This new human life-cycle implies necessary changes in the labor 

market. The labor market should facilitate two-way transitions between 1) jobs, 2) unemployment 

and paid labor, 3) education and paid labor, 4) care and paid labor, and 5) retirement and paid 

labor. Organizational arrangements, labor regulations and laws should pro-actively support these 

transitions.  

4.2.2 Physiological, psychological, and cognitive changes  

 

Physiological changes 
In the period between early and late adulthood physiological changes are not determined by age, 

but by social context and individual choices (Stassen-Berger, 2001). The latter two forces are the 

most powerful influences on middle age vitality. Age itself does not impact health during 

adulthood. However, workers with physically demanding jobs will experience a decrease in 

healthiness because of injuries or attrition (e.g. dancers, sportsmen, and various types of 

construction work). These workers may experience a decrease in health that impacts their abilities 

later in life.  

 
Psychological changes 
The psychological changes during adulthood are limited (Schaie 1996, 2000). By the age of 30 the 

Big Five personality traits become quite stable and remain so during the rest of the life span 

(McCrea and Costa, 1987). All genes have manifested themselves by age 30 and most people have 
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settled in an ecological niche where they feel comfortable. Life experiences shape personality and 

personality shapes life experiences. Extreme transformation is still possible in individual cases 

due to specific life events, but for the age group as a whole personality has become quite stable. 

Nonetheless, there is still some degree of personality change. Neuroticism and openness to 

experience decline with age. Agreeableness and conscientiousness seem to increase with age 

(Kanfer and Ackerman, 2004). Table 9 gives an overview of the Big Five personality traits and 

the changes corresponding with age (Srivastava, 2003). In addition to these limited changes in the 

Big Five personality traits, Carstensens (1998) argues that the purpose of social interaction 

changes over the life span: a shift in time orientation from ´life lived from birth´ to ´life left until 

death´. This leads to different emotion-regulation strategies later in life, such as: avoiding conflict. 

Carstensens, Mayr, Pasupathi and Nesselroade (2000) show that negative emotions decline with 

age until the age of 60, at which point the decline seizes. In addition, periods of highly positive 

emotional experience are more likely to endure among older people and periods of highly 

negative emotional experience are less stable. Several studies (e.g. Morse, 1993) have found 

higher intra- and inter-individual variability in mental abilities in late adulthood compared to 

younger age. In other words, people develop different skills at different points in life and become 

more and more different with age. 

  

Table 9: Big five personality traits and the impact of aging  

Personality trait Clarification Impact of age 

Extraversion Outgoing, assertive and active No impact 

Neuroticism Anxious, moody and self-punishing Decreases 

Openness Imaginative, curious, artistic, open to new experience Decreases 

Agreeableness Kind, helpful and easygoing Increases 

Conscientiousness Organized, deliberate and conforming Increases 

Source: Srivastava (2003) 

 

Gibson and Barron (2003) explored the impact of role models on older individuals. The study 

finds that role models are also important development agents for older individuals. One of the 

most interesting papers on older individuals and role models is a recent one written by Gibson 

(2003). In this paper Gibson shows that, across the life span, the tendency to observe role models 

does not change, but the emphasis on different dimensions of role models does change. Early-

stage respondents were more likely to construe their role models as positive, close and sources of 

a range of attributes. Middle and late-stage respondents are more likely to see their role models as 

sources of specific, and often negative, attributes. The study suggests that these observed patterns 

are related to individuals´ increasing confidence in their professional self-concept.  
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Cognitive changes 
During adulthood, there are a number of important cognitive changes in individuals (Schaie, 

1996, 2000). Two forms of cognitive capabilities are distinguished: Fluid Intellect (Gf) and 

Crystallized Intellect (Gc). Fluid Intellect includes cognitive capabilities that are associated with 

working memory, abstract reasoning, processing new information, open to and dealing with new 

experiences, and multi-tasking. Crystallized Intellect includes cognitive capabilities as verbal 

abilities and vocabulary, general facts, and professional knowledge. From age 25 onwards human 

beings are confronted with a gradual decrease in Fluid Intellect capabilities with about 1 percent 

per year. In contrast with Fluid Intellect, Crystallized Intellect shows levels of increasing 

performance well into the ages 60 to 70 before it gradually decreases (Beier and Ackerman, 2001). 

This explains that in a typical Gf job, such as an air traffic controller, employees show decreasing 

rates of performance with age. This stands out against typical Gc jobs, such as a lawyer or 

accountant where employee performance improves with age. It should be noted that age is not 

the only or even the most important factor that determines the level of cognitive performance. 

Generational differences play an important role and individual variations are much more 

important than age alone.  

4.2.3 Individual learning abilities  

Individual lifelong learning is in theory one of the key answers to the problem of an aging 

workforce in an ever faster changing world. To keep the knowledge of workers up-to-date and 

productive, there is a consensus that we have to invest in lifelong learning. However, this 

contradicts with the public opinion that learning becomes more difficult with age. Lahn (2002, 

2003) describes the learning abilities of older employees. Based on a review of existing research 

he concludes that most studies have focused on learning new (cognitive) skills, whereas the 

acquisition of social competence is less well understood. Laboratory studies that compare 

learning outcomes for younger and older subjects conclude that the former are the most 

productive (see Kausler, 1994). The differences are largest in the initial learning of new material, 

which is consistent with research pointing to a decline in intentional learning and metacognitive 

processing (awareness of problem-solving strategies) with age. These general observations are 

confirmed in a number of studies that focus on the acquisition of IT skills (see e.g. Morris and 

Venkatesh, 2000). As pointed out by Warr (1998), younger and older workers are often given the 

same amount of training in the use of IT, which places the latter in a disadvantageous position, 

since they often lack basic skills. Armstrong-Stassen and Templer (2005) found that less than 

10% of Canadian organizations were likely to accommodate the training needs of an older 

workforce (access to training, customizing training methods and age awareness training). Reed, 
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Doty and May (2005) show that self-efficacy is a crucial variable in lifelong learning. They 

conclude that self-efficacy declines with age and that improving self-efficacy might increase 

learning abilities. 

4.2.4 Individual achievement  

One of the oldest topics in psychological life span research is the relationship between age and 

achievement. Although some research started already in the nineteenth century, the research did 

not attain notable proportions until Harvey C. Lehman (1953) published his book „Age and 

Achievement‟. He showed that there is a tendency for achievement, no matter what the endeavor, 

to be a single peak function of age. In his research Lehman (and most of his followers) focused 

on real-life achievements and not on psychometric measures. He and his followers (e.g. Dennis, 

1966; Simonton, 1988, 1997 and 2000) focused on individual accomplishments in endeavors such 

as science, philosophy, literature, music, visual arts, and leadership. The research that has been 

published in this area consistently shows that if one plots creative output as a function of age, 

productivity tends to rise fairly rapidly to a definitive peak and thereafter decline gradually until 

output is about half the rate of the peak. The location of the peak in the curve and the decline of 

the peak tend to vary depending on the domain of creative achievement. Some fields are 

characterized by early peaks around the late 20s and early 30s with steep descents thereafter. This 

pattern holds for such diverse undertakings as lyric poetry, pure mathematics and theoretical 

physics. Other fields are characterized by late peaks (late 40s and early 50s) and minimal drop-

offs afterward. This more elongated curve holds for domains as novel writing, history, 

philosophy, medicine and general scholarship. These interdisciplinary contrasts are invariant 

across different cultures, and historical periods.11 Some of the empirical studies have not 

concentrated on productivity or creativity, but on leadership. However, the research into this area 

has been inconclusive. Lehman (1953) made extensive comparisons between new versus 

established churches focusing on the issue as to when the leaders assumed high office or position 

and he found some support for Granville Stanley Hall‘s (1922) assertion that ―men in their prime 

conceived great religions, the old made them prevail‖.  

 

Individual differences in lifetime output are substantial. Generally the top 10% of the most 

prolific elite account for more than 50% of all contributions. If one looks into this high 

productivity, one discovers that those individuals who are precocious (start early) also tend to 

display longevity (stop late); and both precocity and longevity tend to be positively correlated 

                                                
11 The empirical results on the relationship between creativity, productivity and age seem to be in line with the 
theoretical decline of Gf intellect from the age of 25 and the increase of Gc intellect till the age of 60. 
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with high average output rates (per year). It should be noted that the research shows that 

performance-related differences are greater within an age group, than between age groups, and 

that education, mental, and physical training and other individual factors are of far greater 

significance than age. This is again emphasized by Thijssen (2006), who argues that despite the 

fact that the deficit hypothesis of Lehman is refuted by science, as individual factors are of far 

greater significance than age, the broader society still accepts the deficit hypothesis of Lehman. 

The belief that performance decreases with age is a broad-based believe in current day Western 

society. 

4.3 Aging individuals and the labor market 

 
Although labor markets in various Western countries differ enormously, the position of the older 

employee in these markets is very much alike. On the positive side, older employees earn higher 

wages, have lower unemployment rates, and have a lower probability of job displacement. On the 

negative side, the duration of unemployment is much higher for older employees and they have 

the lowest re-employment possibilities (e.g. Taylor and Walker, 1998). When older employees do 

secure a new position, they face the largest wage losses. A good indication of the difficulties of 

older employees in the labor market is the fact that older persons are over-represented among the 

long-term unemployed. This pattern is remarkably consistent in all Western countries. Hirsch, 

McPherson and Hardy (2000) have performed extensive research into the position of older 

employees in the US labor market. They show that older employees face substantial barriers to 

entry into the labor markets, especially in jobs with steep wage profiles, high pension benefits, 

and substantial computer usage. Older employees experience more segregation across 

occupations and opportunities for older employees are concentrated in certain jobs and specific 

industries. Older female workers are only hired in jobs where flex, part-time, and day-shift work 

is common. In general, older employees in the US find that career opportunities are in short 

supply and that the top end of the salary range is reached early. Mirza (2003) suggests that ageing 

employees are increasingly discouraged by a perceived lack of job and advancement 

opportunities. Wayne, Liden, Kraimer and Graf (1999) find a negative relationship between 

organizational tenure and career outcomes. They conclude that tenure only positive relates to 

career success up to a point; after this point tenure becomes a detriment. Many managers have 

plateaued and have less access to promotional opportunities. In addition they show that career 

success is determined largely by supervisor sponsorship and much less by human capital or 

motivation. A study by the Economic and Social Research Council in Britain (Taylor, 2002) 

shows that older employees are increasingly less satisfied with their jobs. In 2002 49% of older 
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employees were satisfied with their jobs, compared with 61% in 1992. The older employees did 

not feel they were rewarded or treated fairly for their experience and willingness to work hard. 

This could be explained by the downsizing trend in the nineties. Older employees tend to have 

more (negative) experiences with downsizing efforts in organizations than younger employees. 

The reorganization trend has therefore had a more negative effect on the motivation of older 

employees. 

 

Tijdens and van Klaveren (2003) show that in The Netherlands there are substantial differences 

between younger and older employees with respect to their labor market position and 

expectations: 

1. Older employees have significantly less career perspectives and career ambitions. 

2. Older employees have general jobs that are more routine and less challenging. 

3. Older employees receive the top of the salary band and have no expectation of pay 

increases or bonuses. 

4. Older employees tend to work for large companies with little grow potential. 

 

Nelson (2004) argues that ageism received relatively scant attention compared to sexism and 

racism. He argues that this is partly because ageism is the only form of discrimination in which 

people currently out of the group will grow in this group, if they are lucky. Age discrimination 

can be a big problem when you are over 45. Examples of unfair, discriminatory practices towards 

older employees include: cut-off ages for recruitment purposes, neglecting to promote workers 

over certain age, limiting training opportunities for older employees and selecting older 

employees first for early retirement. There is ample evidence of discrimination of older 

employees in all Western countries (Gullette, 2004). To counteract the discrimination of older 

employees, most Western countries have been adopting anti-discrimination policies. The United 

States have such an anti discrimination act (ADEA) already in practice since 1967 (with 

amendments in 1986 and 1991), but most European countries including UK, Germany, Belgium 

and The Netherlands have adopted such anti age discrimination laws only relatively recently 

(between 2001 and 2006).12 Mirza (2003) warns HR professionals to be increasingly aware with 

the law because of the high cost of non-compliance.  

 

Cuddy and Fiske (2004) argue that there are two core dimensions of any stereotype in all forms 

of discrimination; competence vs. warmth. Using this model, the out-groups are found in one of 

                                                
12

 Bessy and Ananda (1991) evaluated the ADEA act and concluded that it at least made employers aware of 
litigation acts and the importance of selecting on ability instead of age. 
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three clusters: 1) warm-incompetent, 2) cold-competent or 3) cold-incompetent. Elderly people 

often fall in the warm-incompetent cluster, as they are often seen as less competent in their job-

related tasks. These and other stereotypes still fuel age discrimination and popular opinions on 

older employees. This image is remarkably constant in Western culture. For instance Brooke 

(2003) shows that, although the labor costs of older workers are quite low in the US, the next 

four common myths still prevail: 

1. Older employees are more expensive than younger employees. This has some truth in 

itself because there are companies and industries where the wages of senior employees 

are higher. But very few employers realize that the recruitment and training costs of older 

employees are significantly lower due to reduced turnover rates. 

2. Older employees miss a lot of work as a result of absenteeism. This is not true, because 

older employees have excellent attendance records compared to younger employees. 

3. Older employees use a huge amount of medical benefits. This is not true. Parents with 

young children are the most frequent users of medical health care. 

4. Older employees cannot learn new techniques. There are mixed reports from scientific 

research on this subject, but the large number of senior citizens going back to university 

tell another story. It seems that learning is possible for older employees when they are 

taught right and the subject has their attention and interest. 

 

Table 10: Employers images of older workers (the Netherlands) 

 
Attribute 

Older 
employees 

much lower 

Older 
employees 

lower 

No  
difference 

Older 
employees 

higher 

Older 
employees 

much higher 

Labor cost --- 3% 12% 44% 41% 

Loyalty 1% 2% 26% 55% 17% 

Trustworthiness --- --- 50% 42% 8% 

Capable of know. transfer  2% 10% 31% 51% 7% 

Social skills --- 7% 42% 45% 6% 

Precise 1% 4% 48% 41% 6% 

Absence (health problems) 3% 20% 43% 30% 4% 

Able to cope with stress 6% 27% 47% 19% 2% 

Productivity 3% 42% 41% 12% --- 

Able to cope with change 17% 60% 19% 5% --- 

Willing to follow training 20% 56% 23% 2% --- 

Source: Adams et al. (2005) 
 

Adams, Arents, Pat and Versantvoort (2005) investigated the image that Dutch employers have 

of older employees (see Table 10). On the positive side, older employees are thought to be more 

loyal, trustworthy and feature high knowledge transfer capabilities, great social skill, and 

precision. On the negative side, older employees are thought to have more health problems, 
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higher labor costs, lower productivity, to be unable to cope with stress and change, and not 

prepared to follow education. Yearta and Warr (1995) demonstrated that many opinions on the 

performance of older individuals are not based on factual, measurable performance, but on the 

perspective of their accomplishments. In their study HR professionals were convinced that the 

younger sales employees sold more than the older sales employees. But age and sales 

performance were in reality not at all related (older employees sold even somewhat more).  

4.4 Aging employees in organizations 

 

This section gives a brief overview of our current understanding of the impact of employee age 

on organizational behavior and performance.  

4.4.1 Age, productivity and wages 

The first qualitative review of studies, investigating age-related differences in overall employee 

performance, was conducted more than 20 years ago by Rhodes (1983). She found 8 studies 

reporting a positive and 9 studies reporting a negative relationship between age and job 

performance. In addition, 8 studies yielded an inverted U-shaped relationship and in 9 studies the 

correlation was not significant. One of the largest literature surveys on the relationship between 

performance and employee age was recently published by Skirbekk (2003). He examined an 

extensive collection of studies on the relation between employee performance and age. Based on 

this widespread compilation, Skirbekk concludes that individual job performance decreases from 

age 50 on. Productivity reductions are particularly strong for work tasks where problem solving, 

learning, and speed are needed, while in jobs where experience and verbal abilities are important, 

older individuals maintain a high productivity level. He argues that this decrease in performance 

contrasts the almost life-long increase in wages and concludes that the removal of seniority-wage 

systems may be a condition required to allow the political attempts to increase the retirement age 

to be successful. But it should also be noted that some literature surveys show no clear link 

between age and individual productivity (e.g. Dorhout, van den Brink and Groot, 2002).  

 

There are a number of individual empirical studies that are worth mentioning. Interesting is the 

work of Feyrer (2007), who concludes that: ―workforce demographics are strongly correlated with 

productivity and output” (page 108). In line with his findings, Hellerstein and Neumark (2004) also 

conclude that employees over 55 years of age receive an income that is 25 to 35 percent more 

than can be expected based on their productivity. Their results are based on a database with over 

20,000 companies with detailed information about corporate productivity, educational levels, and 
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demographic characteristics. In an almost ancient study of firms undergoing rapid technological 

change, Dalton and Thompson (1971) investigated performance evaluations from supervisors 

and employees. Their data (based on performance evaluations) suggested that productivity falls as 

the engineers move into their 40s and beyond. A recent study in The Netherlands by 

Gelderblom, de Koning and Kroes (2004) confirmed these results. Productivity increases until a 

certain age (around 50), after which a strong decrease in productivity is visible. In another 

interesting study Daveri and Maliranta (2006) looked at age-productivity and age-earnings profiles 

for a sample of plants in three manufacturing industries in Finland and Italy. They find that 

exposure to rapid technological and managerial changes does influence the age-productivity 

profile, less so for age-earnings profiles. They therefore conclude that workforce aging is a 

burden for firms in high-tech industries and less so in other industries.  

4.4.2 Heterogeneity in age and team performance  

Peterson and Spyker (2005) stress the added social value of older employees, an aspect that is not 

included in most studies on employee performance. If this is true, one should expect a positive 

influence of older workers on group performance. Organizational demography research, where 

one studies the distribution of organizational members along any set of demographic traits and its 

impact on organizational outcomes, is at the core of our interests here. Since Pfeffer‘s (1983) 

argument, many researchers have examined the consequences of demographic distributions 

within organizations on various organizational results. Much of this research has been focused on 

the tenure or length of service (LOS) distribution with an impressive set of findings as a result. 

LOS distribution of groups proved to be related to turnover, diversification, innovation, and 

adaptability (Harrison and Caroll, 2006). The focus of this research has shifted over time from 

entire organizations to top management teams. Several studies have focused on the influence of 

age heterogeneity. These studies in general find a positive relationship between heterogeneity in 

age and team turnover.  

 

A number of researchers have also tried to link age diversity in teams with team performance 

(Gellert and Kuipers, 2007). However, the results are often contradictory and thus inconclusive. 

Age diversity seems as likely to hinder, as it is to improve team performance. The group fault line 

theory (Lau and Murnighan, 1998) might explain the lack of a strong relationship between age 

diversity and team performance. This theory emphasizes the pattern of distribution among group 

members along multiple relevant dimensions of attributes. For example, when working on a 

project, an engineer and a marketing specialist may disagree over different task-related issues due 

to the existing differences in their functional backgrounds, and hence they may experience task 
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conflict. However, if they have been with the company for the same period of time, it would 

allow them to learn and understand their differences, thereby mitigating the potential conflict 

arising from functional differences. Thus, differences in some characteristics can be offset by 

similarities in others. 

4.4.3 Managing aging employees 

There is plenty of anecdotal evidence that managers find it more difficult to manage older 

employees than younger ones. When older managers are asked about their experiences with older 

employees, they often say that it is ´hard to learn an old dog new tricks´ and they find it difficult to 

manage older employees. Although some research is done on the relationship between older 

employees and management, it is not abundant. Nevertheless the results of the existing research 

are unmistakable. One of the first research papers, of Judge and Ferris (1993), found that 

differences in supervisor-subordinate age, negatively influenced supervisors´ liking and 

subsequent rating of the subordinate‘s performance. Boerlijst and van der Heijden (1993) 

concluded that a large majority of managers strongly preferred a pyramidal demographic build-up 

of their own unit with a lot of younger employees, some middle aged employees and only a few 

older employees. Shore, Goldberg and Cleveland (2003) show that employees who are older than 

their managers receive less support, less training and development and more negative evaluations 

than workers who are similar in age or younger than their managers. Perry, Kuklik and Zhou 

(1999) show that subordinates, who are older than their supervisors, are more frequently engaged 

in negatively motivated work change behaviors (they leave the organization or find a different 

role). Somech (2003) has looked into the relationship between age dissimilarity and leadership 

style. He concludes that a participative leadership style and participate decision making is more 

unlikely when there are large age differences between supervisor and subordinate. However, this 

negative relationship is much stronger in short-term relationships than in long-term relationships. 

These results propose that as time passes by dissimilarity becomes less important.  

4.4.4 Satisfaction and motivation of aging employees 

The literature on job satisfaction of older individuals focuses on explaining the much observed 

positive relationship between age and job satisfaction. A rich history of research shows a positive 

linear or U-shaped relationship between age and job satisfaction. Good examples of such studies 

are Yearta and Warr (1996), Eskildsen and Kristensen (2004), and Houtman (2004). This strong 

positive empirical relationship can be explained by various phenomena: 

1. Older generations expect less from jobs than younger generations.  

2. Older employees have better jobs with better pay and more autonomy and skill.  
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3. Older employees tend to give more socially acceptable answers and justify their work by 

giving higher scores on satisfaction. 

4. When employees age, the percentage of employees that has to work in order to provide 

family income declines and the percentage that does voluntary work, increases. By 

definition, employees who work voluntarily are more motivated than employees that need 

to work (selection bias).  

5. Higher levels of congruence and resulting higher job satisfaction is associated with 

increased tenure in a specific position/organization (congruence theory).13  

 

Clark, Oswald and Warr (1996) have done extensive research into this phenomenon and they 

conclude that despite the inclusion of 80 control variables in their research, a significant 

coefficient persisted for age variables. This suggests that the U-shaped relationship between age 

and job satisfaction is significantly caused by non-job factors of life-stage and personal 

circumstances. Armstrong-Stassen and Camaron (2005) looked at job satisfaction of two groups 

of older female employees: i.e. managerial and professional older women. For both groups the 

perceived organizational support was positively related to job satisfaction and job content 

plateauing was negatively related to job satisfaction. The other factors explaining satisfaction are 

different suggesting that these two groups are distinct. Armstrong-Stassen (2005) also studied the 

relation of human resource practices and the retention of older registered nurses. The most 

important practices related to the decision to stay were: compensation, recognition and respect, 

pre- and post-retirement options, job design, performance evaluation, flexible working options, 

and training and development. 

 

Kooij, Jansen, de Lange and Dikkers (2007) have completed an extensive overview of research 

on the relationship between age and employee motivation. They state (p. 1): “current research on age 

and motivation is limited and conceptually ambiguous”. Based on existing research the evidence on the 

relationship between employee age and employee motivation is inconclusive. Although current 

research suggests that most age-related factors have a negative impact on work motivation, earlier 

research has also found a positive relation between age and work motivation. Here three 

interesting papers on age and motivation are shortly discussed: Kanfer and Ackermann (2004), 

Eichar, Norland, Brady and Fortinsky (1991) and Lord (2002). Kanfer and Ackermann model the 

effects of aging on work motivation based on Kanfer‘s (1987) motivational framework. Kanfer 

                                                
13 According to Holland‘s (1985) theory, the principal predictor of job satisfaction is interest congruence, which is 
the degree of match between the individual‘s vocational interest and aspects of their work environment. From 
Holland‘s perspective, job satisfaction is the result of similarity between an individual‘s interest and the demands of 
the work environment. 
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and Ackermann propose that the growth in Crystallized Intellect (Gc) and decline in Fluid 

Intellect (Gf) during adulthood, affect the effort-performance function. Employees in jobs 

requiring high Fluid Intellect (e.g. air traffic controller, physical science, mathematicians) will 

show diminished performance with age and employees in jobs requiring high Crystallized 

Intellect (e.g. notaries, lawyers) will show high performance with age even in absence of effort.  

 

The Kanfer-Ackermann model predicts numerous work behaviors for employees depending on 

the type of job and employee age. For instance increased effort is expected to become the ´first-

use´ strategy for older employees to sustain performance in jobs that place high demands on fluid 

intellects. As employees age, compensatory motivational strategies to sustain performance by 

increasing effort in high Fluid Intellect tasks, will be undermined by negative effects on 

psychological factors, such as: self-efficacy that support motivation. Employees engaged in jobs 

with high demands on Crystallized Intellect and experience, are expected to maintain their 

performance without increased effort. Motivational interventions to increase effort among these 

employees are expected to improve performance as a result of the positive consequences of 

performance on other variables, such as self-concept. Managers seeking to improve performance 

(above current levels) among individuals engaged in high Crystallized Intellect jobs, will need to 

provide stronger performance incentives to spur the effort of older employees compared to 

younger employees. An interesting prediction of the model is that in the absence of changes (e.g. 

in work role or compensation scheme), the attractiveness of higher levels of effort and job 

performance is expected to decline with age (in Crystallized Intellect jobs). 

 

Eichar, Norland, Brady and Fortinsky (1991) is one of the rare research papers that focus on 

motivation within a group of older employees. In a study of 198 people over 50, they show that 

older employees are more motivated by intrinsic factors than extrinsic factors. This result is 

confirmed by Lord (2002). He sees motivation of older engineers (between 55 and 70 years of 

age), as the key to retention and productivity of older engineers in an era of severe shortage of 

knowledge workers. He concludes that engineers past the age of 55 appear to be fairly secure 

financially and are mostly motivated by social needs and self-esteem (level 3 and 4 of Maslov‘s 

hierarchy of needs).  

4.4.5 Commitment and contracting of aging employees 

Although there are no studies that directly investigate the relationship between employee age and 

organizational commitment, there is plenty of indirect evidence. Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitsch and 

Topolnytsky (2002) performed a meta-analysis of commitment, using Meyer and Allen‘s model of 
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commitment (1991). This model distinguishes between affective commitment (emotional 

attachment to, identification with and involvement in the organization), continuance 

commitment (perceived costs associated with leaving the organization), and normative 

commitment (perceived obligation to remain in the organization). In their meta-analysis, both age 

and tenure (both organizational and job) correlated positively, albeit weakly, with all three 

components of commitment. Finegold, Mohrman and Spreitzer (2002) concluded that 

satisfaction with job security is strongly related to commitment of older workers and desire to 

stay with the company. For younger workers, satisfaction with work-life balance, opportunities to 

develop skills and pay linked to individual performance, were more important for commitment 

and desire to stay with the company.  

 

The psychological contract refers to the promises an employee believes they have made to their 

organization and what the employee believes the organization has promised in return. The 

psychological contract is a notion, first conceptualized by Rousseau (1989). The breach or 

fulfillment of psychological contracts has been shown to predict various measures, such as: job 

satisfaction, organizational commitment, intention to quit, employee turnover, organizational 

citizenship and individual performance. Age potentially impacts all aspects of the psychological 

contract, i.e. content, balance, and breach. There are some theoretical grounds that would 

indicate a significant impact of employee age on the psychological contract. Firstly, the work-life 

balance changes with age. Older employees often have to take care of both the older and the 

younger generation. Secondly, the position on the labor market changes with age. Interesting is 

that Robinson and Morrison (2000) find that employees who have few other job options are less 

inclined to detect contract breach, as they are powerless to do anything in terms of seeking 

alternative employment. Third, time itself impacts the psychological contract as new experiences 

lead to adapted psychological contracts and changes the value attracted to benefits and promises. 

Bal, de Lange, Jansen and van der Velde (2007) have performed a meta-study into the 

relationship between age and the psychological contract. In their analysis of 94 studies, no direct 

relation between aging, tenure and the psychological contract was found. However, their results 

revealed that aging moderated the relations between psychological contract breach and 

commitment, indicating stronger reactions on contract breach among young employees 

compared to older employees. 
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Conclusions of Chapter 4: 

1. The age wave in Western economies increases the share of older individuals in the labor 

force. Moreover due to the fact that the large baby boomers are replaced by the smaller 

generation Y, the labor force is slowly shrinking in most Western economies. With the 

replacement of the older generation, the younger generation will also bring in new work 

values, such as: a more formal contractual relationship between employer and employee.  

2. The shrinking of the labor force will result in a long struggle for high-skilled talent. This 

fight is positive for skilled freelancers as it reduces overall market risk. 

3. Performance is more determined by individual factors than age related factors. However 

there are indicators that Fluid Intellect (abstract reasoning, multi-tasking, new 

information) decreases with age. However, Crystallized Intellect (verbal and factual 

knowledge) may improve well into the age of 70.  Empirical evidence is found for this 

effect, as productivity reductions for older individuals are particularly strong for jobs 

where problem solving, learning and speed are needed, while in jobs where experience 

and verbal abilities are important, older individuals maintain a high productivity level. 

4. In almost all Western economies older employees earn higher wages, have lower 

unemployment rates, and have a lower probability of job displacement. But the duration 

of unemployment is much higher for older employees and they have the lowest re-

employment possibilities. This dualistic labor market position of older employees might 

be explained by the almost life-long increase in employee wages. The removal of 

seniority-wage systems may therefore be a condition required to increase labor 

participation of older employees. As freelancers have no seniority wages, it is more likely 

that they remain active contributors to society until a very high age. 

5. Age discrimination and stereotyping is a problem for all older individuals. Older 

individuals are thought to be more precise, loyal, and trustworthy, as well as possessing 

greater social skill. But older persons are also thought to have more health problems, 

lower productivity, and are less innovative. Although these stereotypes are not based on 

fact, they influence the way people perceive and interact with older individuals. 

6. A strong U-shaped relation between age and various satisfaction measures (e.g. job 

satisfaction) is often found. This seems to be primarily caused by life-stage factors.  
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5 The career of  the freelancer 
  

In past times, a career typically involved a person working in one or two firms and 

progressing vertically, and in a linear fashion.14 The lifelong career of the 20th century is becoming 

rare, though. In the 21st century the responsibility for the career resides within the individual 

(Arnold, 2001) and transcends any employer (Arthur, Khapova and Wilderom, 2005). The 

individual sets his/her career goals, collects information and plans and acts in a complex 

environment to achieve their career goals (Raabe, Frese and Beehr, 2007). Perhaps the role of the 

organization is not over (Lips-Wiersma, 2007), but it is without any question that the individual 

increasingly plays the lead role in the career game (Graeme, 2006). This observed change in career 

roles has resulted in new career theories in the last decades, where the individual instead of the 

organization determines the career path.  

5.1 Career theory 
 

5.1.1 Traditional career theories 

Traditional career theory (Super, 1975 and Super and Hall, 1978) is related to Levinson‘s model of 

life stages. Super‘s theory of career stages describes how individuals see themselves through 

occupational choices. Super argued that this view of individuals upon themselves developed over 

time and can be summarized as occurring in four career stages (see Figure 9). Stage one involves 

exploration and takes place throughout schooling when different career alternatives are considered. 

Stage two happens when the career is in the early stages of establishment. This stage begins in the 

first job. Stage three involves maintenance and consolidation. Here the individual holds onto 

his/her position and is continuously updating his/her skills. Stage four involved preparation for 

disengagement from the workforce. This last stage entails disentangling from the job and 

organization and phasing into retirement. According to Super and Hall a defining moment in the 

career occurs around the age of 40. After this point, there is continued growth and advancement 

for some, maintenance and career plateaus for others, and obsolescence, stagnation, and career 

decline for a third group. The career phase theory of Super and others has received enormous 

criticism as it lacked empirical validation, but has been used in organizational practice extensively. 

Nowadays, traditional career theories have been called into question, as they do not accommodate 

                                                
14 An established definition of ‗career‘ is ‗the unfolding sequence of a person‘s work experiences over time‘ (Arthur 
et al., 2005). 



 
 

104 

 

the dynamics of new working practices and do not seem applicable to the careers of non-standard 

workers. 

 

Figure 9: Super and Hall career stages  

 

Source: Super and Hall (1975) 

 

In line with these traditional career models of continuous career growth, the Peter Principle (Peter, 

1969) is well known; "In a hierarchy every employee tends to rise to his level of incompetence". Members of a 

hierarchical organization are eventually promoted to their highest level of competence, after which 

further promotion raises them to a level at which they may become incompetent. Such a level is 

called the employee's level of incompetence, at which the employee has a dismal or no chance at all 

of being promoted any further, thus achieving the ceiling of his or her career growth within a given 

organization. Although the Peter Principle is often dismissed as a mere joke, it is not totally 

nonsense as Lazear (2003) shows that productivity of individuals does decline after promotion. 

5.1.2 The protean career of Hall 

In the last decades, traditional career theory has been replaced by new views. Recent reformulations 

of career theory presuppose life course transitions, that are multiple and iterative with an emphasis 

on continuous learning instead of chronological age. Hall (1976) was the first to describe the shift 

from ´organizational careers´ to ´protean careers´ that are managed by the person, not the single 

organization. Another characteristic of these new careers is the succession of short-cycle learning 

stages, as employees move in and out of several environments. In a more recent reformulation of 

the protean career model, Briscoe and Hall (2002) have characterized the protean career as a value-

driven and self-directed attitude towards career management. Individuals who hold protean career 

attitudes are intent upon using their own values (versus organizational values) to guide their careers 
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and take an independent self-directed role in managing their careers. An important feature of the 

protean career is the sequential process of: 1) change, 2) adjustment and learning (which typically 

takes 18 months), 3) success, and 4) disaffection and disharmony. This cycle returns regardless of 

age. These phases can also occur within one job, if the responsibilities and activities change 

significantly over time. It is clear that in such a world there is a central role for continuous learning. 

The career becomes “a series of lifelong work related experiences and personal learnings” (Hall, 1996, p. 1).  

5.1.3 The boundaryless career of Arthur and DeFillippi 

The most influential career theory in the last decades is the boundaryless career theory developed 

by Arthur and DeFillippi (1994). A person with a boundaryless career focuses on crossing career 

borders; he or she is not dependent on organizational promotions and career paths, but navigates 

the continuously changing work landscape (Sullivan and Arthur, 2006). Career development in 

boundaryless careers is more cyclical, with periodical cycles of new skill development, than career 

development in traditional careers, which emphasized career stages and ladders. Moreover, the 

flattening of organizations makes a career less likely. The term boundaryless refers to the fact that 

the organizational boundaries are becoming less important. Boundaries can be seen as any 

imperfection in the free and unfettered flow of labor (Gunz, 2000). Table 11 shows the major 

differences between boundaryless and traditional careers. 

 

Table 11: Comparison of traditional and boundaryless careers  

Attribute Traditional Career Boundaryless Career 

Employment relationship Job security for loyalty Employability for performance and flexibility 

Boundaries One or two firms Multiple firms 

Skills Firm specific Transferable 

Measurements of success Pay, promotion, status Psychologically meaningful work 

Responsibility for career  Organization Individual 

Training Formal programs On the job 

Milestones Age related Learning related 

Source: Sullivan (1999) 

 

Arthur and DeFillipi argue that three classes of variables, referred to as career competencies, predict 

career success in the boundaryless career world. The roots of the Arthur and DeFillipi‘s career 

competence thinking lie firmly in organizational theories on firm success. Their thinking was based 

on earlier work on firm competencies and their strategic and competitive implications (Hall, 1992). 

The first career competence of Arthur and DeFillipi‘s is Know why and refers to career 

motivation, personal meaning and identification. This competency is associated with an individual‘s 

capability to understand oneself, to explore different possibilities and to adapt to constantly 

changing work situations. The second career competence is Know how and reflects career-relevant 
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skills and job-related knowledge. It relates closely to established ideas on individual knowledge, 

skills and abilities (Schneider and Konz, 1989). The third, Know-whom competence reveals 

relevant personal and business networks. This refers to career-related networks and contacts, 

including business relationships and personal connections (Parker and Arthur, 2000).  

 

While there is some overlap between the protean and the boundaryless career, Briscoe and Hall 

(2006) demonstrate that protean and boundaryless careers are independent, even if related 

constructs. That is, a person can display protean attitudes and make independent, inner-directed 

choices, yet not prefer cross boundary efforts. In comparison, a person could embrace a 

boundaryless mindset, yet rely on one organization to develop and foster his or her career. 

According to Briscoe and Hall; there are two determinants for a protean career attitude: 1) a self-

directed career management mind-set and a 2) values-driven career mind-set. There are also two 

determinants for a boundaryless career attitude: 1) one‘s general attitude to working across 

organizational boundaries and 2) the strength of interest in remaining with a single (or multiple) 

employer(s). The researchers show in an empirical study, using different scales representing those 

4 factors that the protean and boundary less career attitudes are distinct yet correlated factors. In 

their study, senior executives demonstrated relatively higher protean attitudes and a boundary 

less mindset, but a lower mobility preference. This underscores the point that mobility should 

not be used as the primary proxy for either type of career attitude. Briscoe and Hall (2006) 

construct eight possible combinations of individuals based on the 4 career dimensions (2 

boundaryless and 2 protean). They suggest that this typology might help career counselors in 

recognizing their clients‘ specific challenges and further career opportunities.   

 

In recent years, many authors have critiqued the boundary less career model. A first point of 

criticism (Pringle, 2003; Dany, Mallon and Arthur, 2003) is that the boundary less career theory 

focuses too much on the role of the individual and does not give enough attention to the social 

context in which the individual operates. This critiques stresses that the career resides in a 

multidimensional dynamic environment. It also contends that the boundary less career theory 

lacks well-defined concepts and instruments to study this complex, dynamic and indeed changing 

concept of the career. A second point of criticism is the lack of good empirical papers on the 

boundary less career, where the interaction between social and organizational context and choices 

of the individual are modeled and researched. Sullivan (1999) reports that the traditional career 

model still dominates the empirical research agenda despite environmental and organizational 

changes. A third important point of criticism (Lips-Wiersma, 2007; Dany, 2003) points out that 
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the role of the organization is still very much crucial for the individual career. Organizational 

career boundaries still exist and organizational career management practices still determine 

individuals‘ careers as they limit individuals‘ career opportunities and serve as benchmarks for 

making sense of career. Even in Anglo-Saxon countries the traditional career has not disappeared 

(Jacoby, 1999). The company-(wo)man with the lifelong firm career is still very much alive and 

kicking, in most large organizations.  

5.1.4 The portfolio career of Handy 

Lately several authors (e.g. Barley and Kunda, 2002, 2004; Connoly, 2004; Quinlan and Bohle, 

2004; Kirkpatrick, 2006) have argued that a new type of employee is gradually emerging in 

Canada, the United States, Europe, and many parts of Asia: the skilled professional that contracts 

his or her skills and knowledge to various individuals and organizations. Charles Handy (1985) 

named these employees portfolio workers, as they create a ―portfolio‖ of work for themselves. 

The portfolio career is perhaps the most extreme or ‗pure‘ appearance of the modern 

boundaryless career. A portfolio career is per definition boundary less, being associated with a 

strong mobility preference.  The individual career path is not influenced by any organizational 

career management activities, such as: mentoring and training programs or other forms of 

organizational support. In this ‗free‘ world only individual choices and market opportunities 

determine someone‘s career path and career success.  

 

One can see that a test of Arthur and DeFillipi‘s career competences would be ideal in a portfolio 

career setting as organizational factors are of much less importance in such a world. Moreover, 

such a study would benefit from having more measurable variables, than there are often available 

in an organizational context. To see the portfolio career as a pure form of the boundary less 

career does also make sense from a causal point of view. The emergence of both type of careers 

are caused by the same motives; a greater need for organizational flexibility, the diminished 

importance of firm specific skills, and the advent of new technology. They are both sides of the 

same coin.  

5.2 Career success in a job-hopping world 

 

Career success is defined as the accumulated positive work and psychological outcomes resulting 

from one‘s work experiences (Seibert, Kraimer and Liden, 2001). According to Arthur et al. 

(2005), the success of any career can be evaluated in 2 fundamentally different ways. Firstly, 

subjectively using the individual‘s own view of his/her career. Secondly, objectively using publicly 



 
 

108 

 

observable data, such as: organizational position, income and status. Measures of subjective 

career success are typically attitudes, emotions, and perceptions of how individuals feel about 

their accomplishments, rather than the objective amount of achievement. Here, researchers have 

examined such variables as: job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and professional 

identification (Hall, 1976). Measures of objective career success are typically external indicators of 

career advancement or the accumulation of extrinsic rewards. They include the highest level of 

education or hierarchical level attained, highest salary earned, rate of movement up an 

organizational ladder, and badges of accomplishment (e.g. professional honors).  Heslin (2003, 

2005) argues that the success of the career can also be evaluated by comparing self-referent 

measures of success with other-referent measures of success. Heslin therefore distinguishes 4 

types of possible criteria to judge whether one‘s career is successful or not (Table 12).  

 

Table 12: Criteria to measure career success 

 
 

Objective domain Subjective domain 

Self-referent 
Self/Objective  

(e.g. my financial and promotion criteria) 
Self/Subjective  

(e.g. my goals for work-life balance) 

Other-referent 
Other/Objective  

(e.g. pay of colleagues, social standing) 
Other/Subjective | 

(e.g. my stimulation relative to peers) 

Source: Heslin (2005) 

 

Heslin claims that it is difficult to measure career success in a boundaryless career world and that 

the success criterion has generally been operationalized in a deficient manner. He cites Hall‘s 

(2002) suggestion that for those with a non-linear career, „the path to the top‟ has been replaced by 

what Herb Shepard (1984) called the ‗path with a heart‘. Sheppard used this term to describe 

success in terms of one‘s unique vision and central values in life (p. 34). Heslin therefore calls on 

organizational scientists to use more thorough conceptualizations of career success based on self-

evaluations. Researchers should strive to assess whatever career success means to the individuals 

and population(s) under consideration. This can be monetary rewards, but perhaps it is work-life 

balance, more flexibility or social recognition. He recommends to: 1) use relevant theory and 

research, to guide the exploration of what matters most to study participants, 2) ask the focal 

population how they know (or anticipate that they will judge) the extent to which their career is 

successful, 3) assess participants on, for instance, the 7–10 criteria they identify as most salient, 

and 4) ensure that each criterion assessed (e.g., promotions relative to peers) is valued and 

relevant to those surveyed.   
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5.2.1 An overview of the career success literature  

Lately two important papers were published reviewing the current status of career success research 

and the factors determining success: Ng, Eby, Sorensen and Feldman (2005) and Arthur et al. 

(2005). Ng et al. provide a comprehensive meta-analysis using 140 scientific studies since 1980. The 

goal of this meta study was to give an overview of the predictors of both objective and subjective 

career success, and to shed light on the ongoing debate on the importance of the contest-mobility 

perspective versus the sponsored-mobility perspective (Turner, 1960). A contest- mobility system 

reflects the central belief that all people can compete for upward mobility. It suggests that what 

makes the greatest difference in getting ahead in an organization is performance. One can only get 

ahead on the basis of one‘s own abilities and contributions. A sponsor-mobility system permits only 

those who are chosen by the powerful to obtain upward mobility. It suggests that established elites 

pay special attention to those members who are deemed to have high potential and then provide 

sponsoring activities to them. Once identified as potential elites, the chosen individuals are given 

favorable treatment to make them even better and differentiate them even further from the non-

elite group. Using these 2 viewpoints Ng et al. recognized 4 common sets of variables which have 

been frequently used in research as predictors of career success: 1) human capital (e.g. tenure, 

experience, education), 2) organizational sponsorship (e.g. sponsorship, training opportunities), 3) 

socio-demographic status (age, gender, race, marital status) and 4) personality variables (e.g. Big 

Five personality traits, locus of control, pro-activity). They distinguished 3 measures of career 

success: salary and promotion (both objective measures) and one subjective measure (subjective 

career success).  

 

Human capital variables demonstrated weak to moderate effect sizes on salary direction. For 

promotions, most meta-analytic correlations were significant, but the magnitude of the effect sizes 

was in general weaker than those found for salary. Job tenure was negatively related to promotion. 

This may well reflect the well-known Peter-principle.  In terms of career satisfaction, some human 

capital predictors demonstrated the expected positive relationships, but others did not (job tenure, 

organization tenure, work experience, willingness to transfer, and international experience). The 

organizational sponsorship variables demonstrated expected but weak relationships, with salary 

and promotions. Regarding career satisfaction, all organizational sponsorship predictors, except 

organizational resources, were significant and positive, and the effect sizes were generally strong. 

All socio-demographic variables were significant for predicting salary and promotions. Employees 

reported higher salary and more promotions if they were male, married, and older. Race was a 

significant predictor of salary, not of promotions. Only race (i.e. white), and marital status (i.e. 

married) were statistically significant, but the corrected correlations were weak predictors of 
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satisfaction. On the subject of personality Ng et al. predicted that conscientiousness, extraversion, 

pro-activity, internal locus of control, and cognitive ability, are each positively related to career 

success, whereas neuroticism is negatively related to career success. As expected, neuroticism was 

negatively correlated and conscientiousness and extraversion were positively correlated with salary, 

promotions and career satisfaction. Pro-activeness was significantly and positively related to 

subjective career success, but showed no relation with salary or promotions. Locus of control was 

significantly and positively related to salary and career success, but showed no relation with 

promotions.  

 

Ng et al. (2005) also showed that there is a positive relation between objective and subjective career 

success. The correlation between salary and subjective career success was 0.30 (p < 0.05) and 

between promotions and subjective career success 0.22 (p < 0.05). Moreover, evidence was found 

for the argument that organizational sponsorship and personality have a stronger relationship with 

career satisfaction than with salary or promotion. Only partial support was found for the hypothesis 

that human capital and socio-demographic variables are more strongly related to objective career 

success than to subjective career success. Especially the human capital variables of work centrality 

and social capital were more related to subjective than objective success.  

 

The second meta-analysis on career success was performed by Arthur et al. (2005). They analyzed 

80 studies concerned with career success over the period 1992–2002. Based on their findings they 

argue for rapprochement between career theory and career success research in the boundaryless 

world. Many researchers continue to focus on career success as judged from an organizational 

perspective (e.g. in terms of organizational position and promotions). This seems outdated as 

hierarchies are continuously flattening (Littler, Wiesner and Dunford, 2003) and that external labor 

markets are ever increasing influence over today‘s employment landscape (Cappelli, 1999). They 

argue that there are three reasons why this rapprochement is important.  

 

Firstly, there are conflicting arguments on the relationship between objective and subjective career 

success. A number of cross-sectional studies argue that objective career success affects subjective 

career success (e.g. Poole, Langlan-Fox and Omodei, 1993). Another group elevates the role of 

subjective career success over objective career success (e.g. Aryee, Chay and Tan, 1994). And yet 

another group insists that the subjective and objective sides of career success are interdependent 

(e.g. Seibert, Kramer and Crant, 2001). According to Arthur et al., career theory should enable the 

modeling of the dual character of career success. For example, artists who perform „art for art‘s 
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sake‘ (Caves, 2000) are likely to define success more in terms of the subjective gratification than in 

terms of objective rewards. In contrast, salespeople may be likely to define success more in terms 

of extrinsic than in terms of the intrinsic rewards. Career success may be expected to have both an 

subjective and objective aspect. Only by considering both aspects one can grasp the social 

processes that lie behind careers. A classical example involves the adaptation of inner-city school 

teachers to relatively disadvantaged situations. Instead of seeing themselves as unsuccessful because 

of the low-status schools in which they were employed, the teachers found subjective career success 

by seeing their work as socially useful, and in turn found objective career success through „positions of 

influence and prestige in the informal colleague structure‟ (Becker, 1952).  

 

Secondly, most studies of career success rely on variables, such as: promotions, salary or scales of 

career satisfaction. However, career theory suggests that success is based on a broader range of 

interpretations, for example peer group assessment. 

 

 Thirdly, as the employment landscape is changing, the career should reflect the ‗new deal‘ that 

views the career actor as more concerned with independent goals, rather than 

organizational.(Cappelli, 1999) and which involves the kind of ‗meta-competencies‘ that allow for 

easier mobility between successive employers. Despite the increasing role of extra organizational 

support only 10 articles (15%) refer to extra-organizational support and only 7 of them (10%) 

explicitly study this phenomenon. Among these 7 articles, 2 focus on extra-organizational sources 

of mentorship, 1 article studies community ties and 3 articles examine the effects of extra-

organizational developmental relationships. The remaining article studies career encouragement 

from colleagues and senior staff members within and outside the employee organization.  

 

These 2 meta-analyses clearly demonstrate the lack of empirical and quantitative studies on career 

success in an boundaryless world setting. The most notable exception is the research of Eby, Butts 

and Lockwood (2003). In this study, career success of 400 alumni of a large Southern public 

university in the US (graduation year 1995) was measured and tested against individual career 

competences. This study shows that subjective career success and external marketability are 

related to all three of the Arthur and Defilippi‘s career competences: (i.e. know why, know 

whom, and know how). In predicting subjective career success ‗know why‘ (personality capital) 

was most important, followed by ‗know how‘ (human capital) and ‗know whom‘ (social capital). 

For external marketability ‗know how‘ (human capital) was most important, followed by ‗know 

why‘ (personality capital) and ‗know whom‘ (social capital). This suggests that ‗know why‘ 
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(personality capital) and ‗know how‘ (human capital) are the most important competencies in the 

boundary less career world. However, one might argue that many of the alumni of this Southern 

university are still working in the traditional career world, and that their sample is biased towards 

younger individuals.  

 

Employability can be seen as an alternative measure of career success. Employability is often 

defined as “a form of work specific active adaptability that enables individuals to identify and realize career 

opportunities” and enhances an individual‘s likelihood of gaining employment, within and between 

organizations. Employability is a relative concept that depends on the laws of supply and demand 

on the job-market . It is possible to be employable, but not be in employment. Harvey (2001) 

argues that the concept of employability is poorly defined and not measurable. Fugate, Kinicki and 

Ashforth (2004) attempt to model employability. In their model employability is determined by 4 

factors: 1) career identity, 2) personal adaptability, 3) human capital, and 4) social capital. It is clear 

to see that Fugate‘s model of employability is closely related to the career competence model of 

DeFillipi and Arthur; social capital is connected to knowing whom, human capital to knowing how, 

and career identity and personal adaptability are aspects of knowing why. 

5.2.2 Human capital and employee career success  

Human capital refers to the stock of productive skills and technical knowledge embodied in 

labor. In Becker's (1964) view, human capital is similar to other means of production such as 

factories and machines. One can invest in human capital, and output depends partly on the rate 

of return on the human capital one owns. Becker distinguished between general and specific 

human capital. While returns to specific training can only be realized in a specific organization, 

general training increases the productivity of a worker in many organizations. Becker draws 2 

main conclusions. Firstly, employers will share the returns and the cost of investments in firm-

specific skills with their employees. Secondly, organizations will not invest in general skills due to 

their inability to ensure the returns from such investments. Workers will therefore have to pay 

the full cost of general training. Doeringer and Piore (1971) built on Becker‘s theory to develop 

their theory of internal labor markets. They argued that specific investments encourage firms to 

put in place institutional arrangements, designed to stabilize employment and reduce turnover. 

Consistent with the ―firm-specific human capital‖ hypothesis, wages rise with tenure and the 

chance that a worker quits or is laid of decreases with tenure (see Anderson and Meyer, 1995).15  

 

                                                
15 This evidence does not persuade all economists that employees acquire substantial amounts of firm-specific 
human capital. Labor market models that emphasize the labor market search process also predict low wages at the 
start, which will rise if the match is a good one. 
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Since the 60s Human Capital (HC) theory has been augmented several times. Lazear (2002) for 

instance advocates a ―skill-weights‖ approach in which human capital theory and search models 

are combined. In his HC model skills are general, but firms use them in different combinations 

and with different weights attached to them. There are a number of implications of this study 

that may be interesting to freelancers. Firstly, the size of the tenure coefficient varies with the 

thickness of the market. In markets where job offers are rare, the tenure coefficient is larger than 

in those where offers are common and there are many firms with skill requirements that are close 

to one another. Secondly, the more idiosyncratic the weighting of skills in which the worker is 

initially employed is, the larger is the tenure coefficient. Thirdly, the firm may bear most of the 

investments in skills that look general. In the skill weights version, no skills need be truly ―firm-

specific‖ in the sense of there being no other potentially competitive firm in which they have 

value. If the skills are acquired in relatively idiosyncratic patterns, the firm may bear a larger 

fraction of the cost of the skills. Related to the work of Lazear is the work of Groen (2006). He 

tests Stevens model (1994) and shows that as market size increases, also job turnover increases 

and thus training becomes more general. Kessler and Lulfesmann (2006) use a modern 

framework of Becker‘s theory, to show that specific capital investments create rents that bring 

firm and worker in a bilateral monopoly position, in which general training can be negotiated. 

Thus HC theory explains both company investments in general skills as well as in company-

specific skills.  

 

Galup, Dattero and Quan (2004) compared the wages of older and younger computer 

programmers. They concluded that older programmers are not making as much as would be 

expected, based on models of Human Capital. However, this discrepancy was substantially 

lessened when newer skills (i.e. object-oriented programming and SQL) are taken into account. 

This suggest: 1) that measurement of human capital is very hard, even in one profession and 

ideally requires detailed information on specific skills, and 2) new skills are often learned first by 

the younger generations, leading to relative skills obsolescence of older individuals. 

 

These HC studies have also important implications for freelancers. The observed transition from 

firm-specific skills to task-specific skills, explains why individuals nowadays rather switch from 

organization than change profession. The thickness of the market is another variable which 

explains the tenure coefficient. In thin markets, firms and workers prefer traditional employment 

relations. Freelance contracting seems to be the norm in fatter, bulkier markets.  
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5.2.3 Social capital and organizational career success 

The study of Seibert, Kraimer and Liden (2001) is the first attempt to integrate social capital 

theory with career theory and to empirically validate the relationship between networking and 

career success. Although the study of Seibert et al. was aimed at full-time traditional employees, 

their approach and results are also quite interesting for independent professionals. Seibert et al. 

used for instance both subjective and objective measures to assess career success. This shift to 

more subjective measures is interesting for independent professionals as work-life balance is one 

of the primary career motivations to start as an independent professional. Seibert, Kraimer and 

Liden distinguished three different network approaches to social capital: 1) weak tie theory 

(Granovetter, 1973), 2) structural hole theory (Burt, 1992), and 3) social resource theory (Lin, 

1990). Weak ties theory asserts that our acquaintances (weak ties) are less likely to be socially 

involved with one another than are our close friends (strong ties). Typically the network of any 

individual and his or her acquaintances is loosely knit (low-density network), whereas the network 

of the same individual and his or her close friends is densely knit (high-density network). 

Therefore, the weak ties between an individual and his acquaintance, become a crucial bridge 

between the 2 densely knit clumps of close friends. Indeed, Granovetter (1973) found that weak 

ties were more likely than strong ties, to have been the source of information about job openings 

for the sample of job incumbents he interviewed. Burt (1992) coined the term ―structural hole‖ 

to refer to the social gap between two groups. Structural holes are everywhere. A structural hole 

is said to exist between two individuals who are not connected to each other. According to Burt‘s 

theory, it is advantageous for individual A to be connected to many individuals who are 

themselves unconnected to the other individuals in individual A‘s network. Networks rich in 

structural holes, provide an individual with three benefits: more unique and timely access to 

information, greater control over resources, and greater visibility and career opportunities.  

 

The third major theoretical approach to the conceptualization of social capital is social resources 

theory (Lin, Ensel and Vaughn, 1981a, 1981b). Social resources theory focuses on the nature of 

the resources embedded within a network. It is not the weakness or strength of a tie per se that 

conveys advantage, but whether or not a tie is helpful in reaching certain objectives. If someone 

possesses resources that are helpful for reaching their goals, then this person is a social resource. 

Seibert et al. found support for their hypothesis that networking leads to both objective and 

subjective career success. Another interesting study on career success and social capital is the 

study of Casper and Murray (2005). In a comparison of German (i.e. Munich) and British (i.e. 

Cambridge) career networks, they concluded that the career network structures (in terms of 

density, centrality, connectivity, and path length) are largely similar. This is remarkable as the 
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institutional factors are quite different in Germany and Britain. This seems to suggest that very 

different institutional rules can still lead to the same type of career networks.  

 

Within the academic community there have been a number of interesting studies linking career 

success with career networks. Due to the easily accessible information on scientific papers, it is 

relatively easy to map out collaboration efforts and academic networks, which span multiple 

institutions. Interesting in this respect are the recent findings of Bogaert (2008) and Combes, 

Linnimer and Visser (2008). The first study shows that academic professionals with strong 

external network ties have a higher turnover (i.e. leave the university) than professionals with 

strong internal network ties. The latter study shows that multiple links to the jury which hires 

professors (social capital) is a substitute for the number of publications of a researcher (human 

capital). There are therefore two possible ways to become an economics professor in France: 

publish or foster contacts with members of the hiring jury. 

5.2.4 Personality capital and organizational career success 

Various attempts have been made to model the personality variables that influence organizational 

career success. Very interesting is the paper of Judge and Ferris (1999), because they looked at 

the Big Five personality traits. They report that: 1) conscientiousness positively predicts both 

intrinsic (i.e. a variant on Greenhaus subjective success) and extrinsic career success (i.e. income), 

2) neuroticism negatively predicts extrinsic success, and 3) general mental ability positively 

predicts extrinsic career success. In a boundary less career world, the power of an individual to 

adapt him or herself to a constantly changing environment, has become the chief focus of 

psychologists. Eby et al. (2003) examined 3 personality variables as predictors of success in the 

new boundaryless world: 1) career insight, 2) pro-active personality, and 3) openness to 

experience. Career insight represents the extent to which one has realistic career expectations, 

knowledge of one‘s strengths and weaknesses, and specific career goals (London, 1993). It is 

conceptually similar to goal clarity, social perceptiveness, future orientation, and realism of 

expectations. The second personality variable is proactive personality. Highly proactive 

individuals identify opportunities and take action on them, demonstrate initiative, and persevere 

in the face of setbacks (Bateman and Crant, 1993). The personality characteristic of openness to 

experience is the third variable. Individuals high on this trait, tend to be imaginative, curious, 

broad-minded, and active (Barrick and Mount, 1991). With the reality of less stable employment 

and the need to constantly be on the lookout for ways to build new skill sets, it is expected that 

openness to experience will be important in predicting success in the boundaryless career. This 
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variable is especially interesting as this trait decreases somewhat with age, leading to suggestions 

of scholars (Lahn, 2003), that older individuals are less capable in a boundaryless career world.  

 

The work of Heckman is also quite interesting here. In his work he argues that personality factors 

are required for a successful life (for example Heckman and Rubenstein, 2001 and Borghans, 

Duckworth, Heckman and ter Weel, 2008). Heckman, Stixrud and Urzua (2006) look at the 

effects of cognitive and non-cognitive skills on wages. As schooling improves both cognitive and 

non-cognitive skills, such studies should address this issue and try to separate the schooling effect 

from innate ability. Although the authors conclude that both non-cognitive and cognitive abilities 

are important, they also conclude (page 6) that: “not controlling for schooling, the cognitive ability measure 

explains 9% of the variance of log wages. For men, the noncognitive measure explains only 0.9%. For women, the 

corresponding figures are 12.4% and 0.4%”.  In any case this suggests that the effect of non-cognitive 

personality factors on wages is still rather limited. 

 

Other scholars have modeled personality capital differently. Fugate et al. (2004) used career 

identity and personal adaptability as personality variables. A career identity provides a coherent 

sense of one‘s past and gives direction to one‘s future, often in the form of a story. Career identity 

is an important foundation for career success, as it delineates the possibilities for the future working 

self (Markus and Ruvolo, 1989). The second personality factor of Fugate et al. is personal 

adaptability. To be successful in the new ever changing career landscape, individuals need to be 

highly adaptable, and manage multiple identities (Hall, 2002). Survival in this turbulent world 

requires workers to continually manage change; individuals need to be proactive to manage 

themselves and their environments. Ashford and Taylor (1990) and Ashford and Black (1996) claim 

that psychological traits are the essential components of effective adaptation. Fugate et al. 

researched the literature on pro-active behavior and they contend that personal adaptability is 

affected by 5 different personality traits. These traits are 1) optimism, 2) propensity to learn, 3) 

openness, 4) internal locus of control, and 5) generalized self-efficacy.  

 

Raabe, Frese and Beehr (2007) looked at the importance of action regulation theory and career 

self-management in a boundaryless career world. Self-regulation theory is based on the idea that 

goals, plans, and feedback are relevant parameters for regulating one‘s actions (Frese and Sabini, 

1985). An action sequence (Frese and Zapf, 1994) consists of the following steps: goals, 

information collection, planning, execution, and feedback. Raabe et al. show that self-knowledge, 

career goal commitment (Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, Wright and DeShon, 2001), and career 
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plan quality are positively related to career self-management behaviors. Increased career self-

management led to increased career satisfaction. Seibert, Kraimer and Crant (2001), based on a 

model of Crant (2000), concluded that a proactive personality is positively related to innovation, 

political knowledge and career initiative, which in turn is positively related to career progression 

and career satisfaction.  

5.3 The entrepreneurial perspective on firm success 

 

Because the theory of boundary less career success is so closely related to the theory of business 

success, it is worthwhile to look at this body of research. This is especially relevant because 

independent professionals are not only highly skilled knowledge individuals, but also small 

companies. The factors that explain firm success (which is often defined using objective criteria, 

such as firm growth or firm survival) are well established and highly researched. In an overview of 

the literature Parker (2005 ) argues that enterprises are more likely to survive if they: 1) are relatively 

large; 2) have been running for a long time; 3) are operated by an older entrepreneur with 4) 

previous business experience; 5) have substantial initial capitalization; and 6) are formed in a benign 

economic climate. In the following subsections the major drivers of firm success are discussed in 

detail. 

5.3.1 Human capital as an explanation of firm success 

The positive impact of human capital on employee performance is a well accepted and 

documented economic theory since Becker. Also for entrepreneurs, the positive relationship 

between business founder human capital and firm performance is by now well accepted. Several 

authors (Pennings, Lee and van Witteloostuijn, 1998; Bosma, van Praag, Thurik and de Wit, 

2004; van der Sluis, 2007) have found empirical support for this phenomenon. From earlier 

entrepreneurial research (Parker, 2004) it is known that a specific form of human capital, i.e. 

entrepreneurial experience, is very important for firm success. A recent representative Dutch 

study on the relationship between entrepreneurial human capital and firm success is performed 

by Bosma et al. (2004). This study uses various human capital indicators, such as: age, 

experience and education of the business founder. Bosma‘s study confirmed the influence of 

human capital on the business performance of start-ups in The Netherlands. Former experience 

of the business founder in the industry in which he starts his business, improves performance 

measures and business with highly educated founders making more profits.  
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Lazear (2002, 2005) found that more varied experience (different job roles in the past) was 

positively associated with entrepreneurial business formation. He therefore concluded that 

entrepreneurs are jacks of all trades (JAT) unlike employees who invest in a small number of 

specialist skills. The JAT theory of Lazear is in line with earlier work of Fazey and Powell (1997), 

who state that multiple skills are required if people are to become successful entrepreneurs. This 

JAT-theory has been tested several times since 2002 with on balance supportive results. Wagner 

(2006), based on German data, finds support for Lazear‘s theory. Van der Sluis (2007) finds that 

a high score of variation on 5 specific abilities (e.g. JAT type personality) increases the likelihood 

of successful entrepreneurship. Silva (2007) also finds a positive relationship between generalist 

skills and entrepreneurship, but argues that the causality is the other way round. Generalist skills 

do not affect the propensity to become an entrepreneur, but being an entrepreneur makes you a 

generalist.  

 

Kawaguchi (2003) looked at human capital indicators, such as: school enrollment and training 

participation of both employees and self-employed in the US. While over 9% of employees 

were enrolled in a school between 1988 and 1998, less than 6% of self-employed persons were 

enrolled. The figures on training participation point to an even bigger difference between 

employees and entrepreneurs. A hefty 18.9% of all employees participated in off-the-job training 

programs, but a mere 9.2% of self-employed participated in such a scheme. If on-the-job training 

courses would also have been analyzed, the difference between entrepreneurs and employees 

would even been bigger. Even when Kawaguchi corrects for demographic characteristics of the 

self-employed (i.e. age, education, tenure), his findings suggest that self-employed invest 

significantly less in training and schooling than employees. Quite interesting in Kawaguchi‘s 

findings is the negative relationship between school enrollment, training participation and tenure 

and experience for both self-employed and employees. This suggests that older entrepreneurs are 

less likely to educate themselves when they age. These findings seem to be somewhat at odds 

with the findings of van der Sluis (2007) who, based on US data, shows that the return to 

education is much higher for entrepreneurs (18.3%) than for employees (9.9%). Van der Sluis 

advocates that this is caused by the absence of employer constraints that allows independent 

professionals to put their education to its most productive use. This combined evidence thus 

suggests that entrepreneurs use less formal schooling, but make better use of it. This could be 

because entrepreneurs bear all costs of schooling themselves and will therefore only take part in 

schooling, when the expected rate of return of schooling is sufficiently high.  
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In a very interesting meta-analysis, van der Sluis, van Praag and Vijverberg (2008) draw a number 

of important conclusions on the effect of formal schooling on entrepreneurship selection and 

performance. Firstly, they conclude that the impact of education on selection into 

entrepreneurship is insignificant. Secondly, they show that the effect of education on 

entrepreneurial performance is positive and significant with the return of a marginal year of 

schooling being 6.1% for an entrepreneur. Thirdly, they show that in Europe the effect of 

education on earnings is smaller for entrepreneurs than for employees, but that in the US the 

effect of education on earnings larger is for entrepreneurs than for employees. Last, they show 

that the returns to schooling in entrepreneurship are higher in the US than in Europe and higher 

for females than for males. 

5.3.2 Social capital as an explanation of firm success 

There is a sizable and increasing body of research on the relationship between social capital and 

firm success (e.g. Pennings et al., 1998; Napier, 2006; Chiesi, 2007; Bosma et al., 2004; Witt, 2004; 

Hoang and Antoncic, 2003). Both theorist and practitioners emphasize the importance of social 

capital (Coleman, 1990) on firm success.16 There are basically two dimensions of social capital: an 

individual and a collective dimension (Borgatti, Jones and Everett, 1998). The individual 

dimension of social capital argues that social capital is nothing more than the sum of the added 

value of interpersonal relations. Other researchers (e.g. Putnam, 1993; Fukuyama, 1995) see social 

capital more as shared culture that is intrinsically good.  

 

There are good theoretical reasons to expect a strong relationship between social capital and firm 

success, as entrepreneurship itself is inherently a process of building bridges in a network. 

Networks are a form of social capital that provides broad, early access to information and control 

over the distribution and interpretation of information. Such social capital can be expected to: 1) 

provide a broad base of referrals, 2) help the entrepreneur identify promising opportunities, and 

3) increase the probability that the entrepreneur knows how to pitch a venture to different 

prospects. Networking is essential to entrepreneurship, whether this is a high-tech venture which 

are so often analyzed by management professors, or a labor-intensive ethnic venture so often 

analyzed by sociologists. Jack (2005) argues that entrepreneurial firms need even more social 

capital than established firms. Entrepreneurial firms tend to be smaller in size than established 

                                                
16 Coleman defined social capital as: “any aspect of social structure that creates value and facilitates the actions of the individuals within 
that social structure‟. Bourdieu (1980) defined social capital as: “those resources that an actor can obtain through the exploitation of his 
network of interpersonal relations”. See for an overview of these and other social capital definitions Chiesi (2007). 
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firms and are resource constrained, meaning that the entrepreneur often has to find ways to 

supplement his/her resource base when looking to establish and develop a firm.  

 

Although theoretical considerations would argue for a strong and positive relation between an 

entrepreneur‘s network and firm success, the results of empirical research have been mixed. One 

of the first studies on the impact of networking activities on start-up success was done by 

Aldrich, Rosen and Woodward (1987). Their study, which was replicated in various other 

countries, found on balance positive relations between network size and profitability for 

companies older than three years. For younger firms a negative relationship between network size 

and profitability was discovered. In another influential study, Brüderl and Preisendörfer (1998) 

found that entrepreneurs whose business had survived the 5 years before the survey, were more 

likely than non-survivors to report strong family support; a specific form of network support. 

Various other studies (Cooper, Folta and Woo, 1990; Aldrich and Reese, 1993; Johanisson, 1996) 

found no significant relations between network and entrepreneurial success. Lately, Watson‘s 

(2007) longitudinal study indicates a significant positive relationship between networking and 

both firm survival and growth. Further, he found that network intensity is associated with 

survival and network range with growth. Overseeing the current research Parker (2004) concludes 

that the evidence in this area is not conclusive.  

 

Witt (2004) gives 3 possible reasons for the mixed results of empirical studies. Firstly, firms have 

different starting conditions and entrepreneurs may differ in terms of available ‗own‘ resources, 

size, strategy and industry. All these factors may have a moderating effect on the correlation 

between network and success. Secondly, start-up firms often have an entrepreneurial team 

instead of one entrepreneur. Larger networks of the other venture partners can compensate small 

networks of the CEO. It is for instance not uncommon for start-ups to hire a ‗famous angel‘ in 

the start-up phase of the organizations who has the necessary experience and contacts. Thirdly, 

network costs, which might be non-linear in nature, are not accounted for. Marginal costs of 

expanding the network are increasing due to the opportunity costs of time. This may explain why 

increasing the network beyond a certain threshold does not improve entrepreneurial performance 

anymore.  

 

Witt argues that one needs to distinguish between 3 different levels of observation, as shown in 

Figure 10: Firstly, creation of entrepreneurial networks, i.e. the activities that an individual 

entrepreneur undertakes to build, sustain, or extend her personal network (‗networking 
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activities‘). Secondly, structural characteristics of an entrepreneur‘s network at a certain point in 

time, which is equivalent to measuring the result of earlier networking activities (‗networking 

structure‘), and thirdly, economic benefit of the information and the services received from 

network partners over a certain period of time (‗benefits received from the network‘). The figure 

below shows the interdependent relations between entrepreneurial networking activities, network 

structure and benefits received from the network.  

 

To measure individual networking activities, Witt suggests the following measurements: 

1. The amount of time an independent professional invests per month in the creation, the 

preservation, and the enlargement of his / her personal network.  

2. The number of hours spent per week by the independent professional to acquire new 

business contacts and to maintain existing ties (Aldrich and Reese, 1993).  

3. The frequency of communication between the independent professional and (actual and 

potential) network partners per week (Ostgaard and Birley, 1996). 

 

Figure 10: Measures of social capital 

 

Source: Witt (2004) 

 

To measure structural network properties, the following measurements are suggested:  

1. The size of an entrepreneur‘s personal network, i.e. the number of different persons with 

whom the founder has talked about his / her business plan or the business idea (Aldrich, 

Rosen and Woodward, 1987; Aldrich and Reese, 1993).  

2. The network diversity, i.e. the heterogeneity of network participants. One idea is to 

classify network partners into 3 groups: family, friends, and acquaintances, and then to 
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measure the number of people in each group. The theory behind this procedure is 

Granovetter‘s (1973) model of strong and weak ties.  

3. The network‘s connectedness, which describes the number of direct relations between 

the independent professional‘s personal network partners, i.e. the density of the network 

(Hansen; 1995).  

To measure network benefits, the following measurement is suggested:  

1. The number and the value of assignments that entrepreneurs received via network 

contacts (Bruderl and Preisendorfer; 1998).  

 

Using another approach, Burt (1992, 1997) developed various measurements of structural 

network properties to measure social capital (Jack, 2005). These measures are based on generic 

network data: a square matrix in which element zij is the strength of relationship from i to j. 

Measures include: bridges, network concentration, network size and network density. These 

measures are objective and quantitative and based on network observations. The disadvantage of 

using these measures, is that it is very labor intensive to obtain this information for relatively 

open networks such as freelancers. Collecting this data is much easier for employees as a large 

portion of their networks can be found within the firm. Information on networks is starting to 

improve as virtual networking becomes more important and virtual networking measures are 

developed (Mika, 2007). 

 

In one of the more detailed studies on entrepreneurial networks, Burt (2000) studied data of 

female alumnae from the Chicago Graduate School of Business (GSB). When comparing the 

networks of (female) entrepreneurs with (female) senior managers, Burt concluded that networks 

of managers are marginally larger. Senior manager networks reflect work at the top of 

organizations; they cite more colleagues, have more frequent communication with the contacts 

they cite and they cite more ―essential sources of support‖ for getting things done. The networks 

of entrepreneurs see significantly fewer colleagues, but have significantly more contacts beyond 

family and work.  

 

Shane and Venkataraman (2000) have developed a conceptual framework of entrepreneurship, 

which divides entrepreneurship into two related entrepreneurial processes: 1) the discovery of 

entrepreneurial opportunities, and 2) the exploitation of such opportunities. In an empirical 

analysis of these two underlying processes, Davidson and Honig (2003) conclude that human 

capital predicts discovery of entrepreneurial opportunities, but that human capital is not a 
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successful predictor for exploitation of opportunities. Social capital is a robust predictor for both 

discovery and exploitation of opportunities. 

5.3.3 Personality capital as an explanation of firm success  

Several studies have examined the relationship between personality traits and the decision to pursue 

self-employment. Amit, Glosten and Muller (1993) suggest in an overview of the literature on 

entrepreneurial personality traits, that the 4 personality traits most commonly associated with self-

employment are: 1) need for achievement (McClelland,1965), 2) internal locus of control (Sexton 

and Bowman, 1986), 3) above average risk-taking propensity (Brockhaus, 1980), and 4) tolerance 

for ambiguity (Frenkel-Bruswik, 1948). There is also a notable body of literature on the personality 

of successful entrepreneurs. These individuals ―engage the energies of everyone‖, ―involve many 

people inside and outside the organization‖, ―create and sustain networks of relationships‖, and 

make ―the most of the intellectual and other resources people have to offer‖ while ―helping those 

people to achieve their goals as well‖ (Gunther-McGrath and McMillan, 2000). At first glance, these 

qualifications are perhaps more fitting for superman than for the average independent professional. 

Nevertheless, these qualifications highlight the desirability of a specific type of personality.  

 

It should be noted, that although personality traits are important, personality traits have typically 

produced very weak (i.e. never more than 7% of the variance; see Parker, 2004) relationships with 

venture performance (Begley and Boyd, 1987; Low and McMillan, 1988). The weak results for 

personality traits are perhaps surprising because entrepreneurs themselves point regularly to the 

importance of entrepreneurial personality characteristics for business success. Typical is the long list 

of popular DIY-books and internet sites which all test whether one has the required personality to 

become a successful entrepreneur. The lack of robust scientific findings on the relationship 

between personality and business success, has inspired various organizational psychologists to look 

beyond the usual personality traits. Carsrud and Krueger (1996) for instance suggest that the 

commonly used traits (i.e. need for achievement, risk-taking propensity and internal locus of 

control) are incorrect and that new personality traits are needed. The search for a psychological 

explanation for business success has lead to newly developed personality traits, and the rise of new 

contingent psychological models, which argue that the effectiveness of personality traits depends 

on certain contingency factors. An example of a relatively new personality trait variable in 

entrepreneurial research is self-efficacy. Based on social learning theory several authors (Bandura, 

1977; Chandler and Jensen, 1992; Chen, 1998) investigated self-efficacy in the context of running 

one‘s own business. Chandler and Jensen (1992) called their measure venture self-efficacy and 
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Chen called it entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE). In both studies self-efficacy was shown to 

predict successful business ventures, but the amount of variance explained was again very low.  

 

In the new contingent personality models the fit between the environment, firm characteristics, and 

the personality traits of the founder, ultimately lead to the success of the firm (see Baum and Locke, 

2004). In reality, there is something to be said for these more complex models. Personality might 

for instance mediate or moderate other firm success factors, such as: strategy, social capital, and 

human capital. It is for instance not unrealistic to assume that an individual with high openness to 

experience, is more likely to have higher social and human capital through learning and networking. 

In this respect, various authors have shown that personality determines organizational strategy. 

Baum, Locke and Smith (2001) showed that individual personality differences between 

entrepreneurs affect competitive strategy. Entrepreneurial personality traits, competencies, and 

motivation are all important determinants in strategic decision making. Interesting in this area is 

also the research of Wijbenga and van Witteloostuijn (2007), which shows that entrepreneurs with a 

strong internal locus of control prefer product innovation strategies in stable environments, 

whereas entrepreneurs with an external locus of control opt for low-cost strategies in dynamic 

environments. This again shows that the personality characteristics of the entrepreneur, at least 

partly, determine the organization strategy. In related work, Jones and Bergmann (2001) found 

that professional service firms all have one of 3 specific dominant logics: 1) competence logic, 2) 

relational logic, or 3) calculative logic. Firms with competence logic have a concern for 

competence and a desire for technical challenges. Firms with relational logic love to help people 

out, listening to the client and they are focused on key decision makers in a network. Firms with 

rational logic employ an economic reality. The focus is on business issues and positioning within 

the competitive environment. The focus is not on technical skills or network, but on finance and 

marketing. Jones and Bergmann report that these dominant logics are strongly related to the 

career motivation of the leading partner, and determine the business strategy of these 

professional firms. These findings might also be relevant for independent professionals where the 

career motivation of the independent professional might be closely linked to the firm‘s strategy. 

The above studies show that there are possible interrelations between the environment, human 

capital, social capital, personality capital, and business strategy which all may affect the ultimate 

effectiveness of personality. For a further discussion of this topic see Chapter 10. 

 

Nevertheless, the current evidence suggests that one should not overstate the importance of 

personality on firm success. Not only do Sandberg and Hofer (1987) show that organizational and 
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industry variables completely dominate individual-level variables as causes of venture success, but 

Littunen (2000) argues that personality changes through entrepreneurship. If the latter is true, an 

entrepreneurial personality is not a cause of firm success, but rather a consequence.  

 

A study on a quite new subject is the study of Hartog, van Praag and van der Sluis (2008). This 

study compares the value of cognitive and social abilities for entrepreneurs in comparison with 

employees. The authors conclude that language and clerical abilities have a stronger impact on 

wages, whereas mathematical, social, and technical abilities have a stronger effect on entrepreneurial 

incomes. 

5.3.4 Strategy capital as an explanation of firm success 

There is precious little information on the business strategies of self-employed in the strategic 

management literature. To get a feel of possible freelance strategies, the well-established resource-

based view (RBV) of the firm (see Barney, 1991; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990; Penrose, 1959) is a 

good starting point. As all freelancers have relatively limited endowments of capital, it is even 

more crucial to make sure that these resources are valuable and rare and that they are protected 

from imitation, transfer or substitution. But as independent professionals have limited control 

over the imitation, transfer or substitution of their knowledge, it is vital to continuously refresh 

and develop the knowledge set.  

 

Baum, Locke and Smith (2001), in line with the earlier work of Porter (1980), distinguish 3 

feasible business choices: 1) focus, 2) low cost, and 3) differentiation. Focus refers to competitive 

strategies that target a particular set of customers, segment of the product line, or geographic 

market. Low cost refers to cost minimization and products offered to customers, who are price 

sensitive. Differentiation strategies are based on innovative/high quality services industry-wide. 

Firms that fail to select one of these strategies are ―stuck in the middle‖ and doomed to fail. As 

independent professionals are bounded by their limited resources, they often opt for a focus 

strategy. Within their focus (e.g. a client, a group of clients or a product), they will need to 

differentiate themselves from the competition. At first sight a low-cost strategy seems not to be 

viable for most independent professionals. Their output is often intangible and price is not a 

major buying factor. Moreover, the scope for cost cutting is limited for independent 

professionals as this has direct impact on their quality of life. Therefore it is safe to say that cost 

cutting is not the strategic option of choice for most independent professionals. Differentiation 

and innovation can be an attractive strategy for some freelancers, but most freelancers lack the 

time and funds to invest in new innovative solutions. And if they manage to be innovative, the 
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lack of property rights implies that the fast follower is just around the corner. Alvarez and 

Busenitz (2001) have developed a RBV for entrepreneurs. Using this model they argue that it is 

not easy to create or imitate entrepreneurial skills, due to the inherent complexity of this 

personality trait.  

 

The importance of human and social capital, as a base for developing the firm strategy, is stressed 

in our interviews by various independent professionals. Developing a distinctive profile based on 

your expertise is considered a very important source of competitive advantage. Social capital (i.e. 

contacts with specific clients and other key decision makers) is another source of competitive 

advantage, as client relations provide the lifeline to assignments. Independent professionals 

specialize in an industry or even in a single organization to be able to create, develop and 

maintain strong business relations with influential client contacts.  

5.4 The impact of aging on career success 

 
5.4.1 Aging employees and the new career deal 

The rise of the boundary less career model vs. the traditional lifelong organizational career model 

has impacted the way employees interact with their employers. For older employees the advent of 

the new career reality means a profound shift in thinking about the relationship between 

employer and employee. Greller and Stroh (2004) are therefore convinced that we have created a 

lost generation. This generation was brought up in the tradition of the old career model and is 

perhaps naively unaware of their own responsibility for managing their career. Moreover 

employers still view older employees as having less value. This view results in HR policies that do 

not actively hire, advance, or develop older employees. According to Greller and Stroh a self-

fulfilling prophecy interferes with older employees to maintain their skills. Employers and 

colleagues discourage employees who want to continue their careers. If they invest in their career, 

there is reason to believe that the investment will not pay off (in the form of new challenges or 

better pay). So they cut back in their professional development. Greller and Stroh warn against 

the risk of inaction. Younger employees confronted with similar adverse conditions will change 

jobs; older employees who do not believe that they have options, endure the situation as long as 

they can and then retire, rather than pursuing other alternatives. Lahn (2002, 2003) is also 

pessimistic about the opportunities of older individuals in the new career world. Lahn listed the 

seven characteristics of protean careers: 1) routine busting, 2) continuous learning, 3) relational 

skills, 4) self redesign, 5) occupational codification, 6) moving to the margins, and 7) flexibility 

and loss of porosity. Lahn finds that older individuals are not good in routine busting and 
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continuous learning and that the jury is out on the other 5 aspects of the protean late career. He 

therefore concludes that the optimistic scenario on boundaryless careers is challenged for older 

employees.  

 

Rosen and Jerdee (1990) also stress the need for effective career management for older 

employees to avoid career plateaus17 and skills obsolescence. They conclude that new career 

management policies for employees in these age categories are needed to refocus on career 

maintenance and career renewal. Loss of employee motivation and complacency are the strongest 

contributors to middle and late-career problems. The consequences are creating serious 

problems, such as: clogging promotion channels, lowering morale and hurting productivity. 

According to Rosen and Jerdee‘s research, 2 organizational characteristics are consistently 

associated with older employee career problems: 

1. Organizations with a high proportion of older employees over 50, report more career 

plateaus and skills obsolescence. 

2. Although large organizations have more degrees of freedom and greater resources to 

overcome problems, there is a strong positive correlation between organizational size and 

severity of older employee career problems. 

 

Patrickson and Ranzijn (2003) argue that the lack of success of older employees in the labor 

market, can partly be explained by the mismatch between what older job seekers believe 

employers want and what employers in reality are seeking. They show that older employees who 

take charge of their career, analyzing their situation in a strategic way, initiating actions and 

creating demand for what they could offer, have a higher possibility for employment. However, 

such adaptive behavior is not typical for older employees. In a related study Strate (2004) 

investigated the adaptive competence of older workers using Hall‘s (2002) model. Hall‘s model 

says that adaptability is composed of two facets: 1) the competence for adapting, and 2) the 

motivation to do so. These facets affect each other in a reciprocal manner. Being able to tackle a 

new situation enhances the development of the competence to face change, while the 

development of the competence increases the desire to change. Strate concluded that support, 

encouragement and guidance of mentors were especially important for older workers. Strate also 

concluded that appetite for risk was an important factor in adaptation, but that more study was 

needed to determine the relationship between, age, risk appetite and adaptation (see Dohman, 

                                                
17 The first usage of the term was by Warren, Ference and Stoner (1975) in a seminal article that appeared in the 

Harvard Business Review. 
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Falk, Huffman, Sunde, Schupp and Wagner, 2006, for an overview of the relationship between 

age and risk appetite).  

5.4.2 Aging employees and the risk of skill obsolescence  

Skill obsolescence is the largest risk of human capital owners. Due to technological and market 

developments, the value of skills is continuously changing. The value of some skills may 

appreciate, while the value of other skills may depreciate dramatically. Following most authors 

(e.g. De Grip, Van Smoorenburg and Borghans, 1997) two forms of skill obsolescence are 

distinguished: 1) technical obsolescence, and 2) economical obsolescence. Technical obsolescence 

is the wear of skills due to aging or illness that may be related to working conditions and the 

atrophy of skills due to insufficient use. Economic obsolescence is the job-specific obsolescence 

due to technological and organizational change, firm-specific skills obsolescence due to 

displacement and sector-specific obsolescence due to shifts in employment. MacDonald and 

Weisbach (2001) show in their work that rapid technology development is unfavorable for older 

workers. This is in line with earlier findings of Neuman and Weiss (1995), who showed that high-

skilled workers employed in high-tech sectors are particularly vulnerable to obsolescence of 

human capital. Allen and De Grip (2005) studied innovative knowledge industries versus 

traditional industries and concluded that the risk of skill obsolescence is just as large in industries 

with rapid technology development, as in industries with limited technology development. They 

concluded that this is caused by the fact that in environments with rapid technology development 

more time and money is invested in continuous education.  

 

Thijssen (1996) introduced the concept of experience concentration. He argues that, as a rule 

of thumb, the quantity of experience increases with age, but that the diversity of experience 

decreases with age. Experience concentration is a process where employees are increasingly 

focusing on an increasingly smaller area of expertise. This concentration and limitation of 

employee experience can be seen in three areas of experience: 1) educational concentration, 2) 

functional concentration, and 3) network concentration. Educational concentration has to do 

with limiting the strategic learning goals and methods. Older workers are often focusing on 

learning skills aimed at their current function. Functional concentration relates to limiting 

diversity within and between functions. Often the variety in functions and career moves 

diminishes with age. Network concentration involves dwindling networks with increasing rigidity. 

Where networks of younger people are often used to transfer new ideas and innovations, the 

networks of older workers are more like cages that protect older employees to outer influences 

(Antonnuci, 2001). As Thijssen concludes ―Meeting Old Boys using Old Toys‖. Thijssen argues that 
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career-management is a useful instrument to prevent experience concentration. In line with 

Thijssen‘s thinking, Nauta de Vroome, Cox, Korver and Kraan (2005) investigated the influence 

of job type on the relationship between age and employability. They concluded that job type 

influences the relationship between age and employability. Older employees with a general job, 

which is varied and demands creativity and a capacity for learning, experience a negative 

relationship between age and employability, that is much weaker than for those employees who 

have a specialist job.  

 

In Table 13, the relationship between skill obsolescence and experience concentration is 

illustrated. The table reveals a possible new cause for skill obsolescence; motivational 

obsolescence. In this variation, it is not human or social capital that diminishes with age, but 

motivation. This is closely related to Thijsen‘s (2006) perspective of cultural obsolescence: i.e. 

obsolescence of attitudes, norms and values. In his view this reflects the fact that someone‘s 

beliefs, values and views can be considered anachronistic by other parties.  

 

Table 13: Employability, skill obsolescence, and experience concentration  

Skill Skill Obsolescence Experience Concentration 

Personality capital Career motivation diminishes Career motivation focuses 

Human capital Value of human capital diminishes Human capital focuses 

Social capital Value of social capital diminishes Social capital focuses 

 
5.4.3 Aging entrepreneurs and firm success 

Descriptive studies tend to find that self-employment is concentrated among individuals in mid-

career, i.e. between thirty-five and forty-four years of age (e.g. Reynolds, Carter, Gartner and 

Greene, 2004). There seems to be a parabolic relationship between entrepreneurial age and being 

an entrepreneur. At first the chances of being an entrepreneur increases with age. This is because 

older individuals are more likely to have accumulated human and financial capital, built better 

business networks and identified possible entrepreneurial opportunities (Calvo and Wellisz, 

1980). Additionally older individuals may have more health problems, making self-employment 

better suited by providing greater control over the amount and pace of work. But then, after a 

certain age, the chances of being an entrepreneur drop. This is because older individuals are more 

risk averse than younger individuals, and because older individuals have less time available for 

creating and growing a company. Van Praag and van Ophem (1995) report that the opportunity 

to become self-employed is significantly higher for older than for younger individuals. However, 

older individuals are significantly less willing to become self-employed than younger people. This 

finding seems supported by Blanchflower, Oswald and Stutzer (2001), who report decreasing 
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interest in self-employment with age, but increasing actual numbers of self-employed. These 

combined positive and negative forces first increase the chance of starting your own firm, but 

then, after a certain age, the chance of starting your own firm decreases. 

 

The relationship between age and business success is less clear-cut as the relationship between 

age and entrepreneurship. Parker (2004), in his overview of the literature on entrepreneurial 

research, also reports a positive relationship between firms success and business founder age and 

experience, but there are also examples (e.g. Davidson and Honig, 2003) of studies which do not 

find such a relationship.  

5.4.4 Aging entrepreneurs and retirement 

Based on the sky-high participation rates of older entrepreneurs, relative to older employees, it 

seems quite sensible to expect that the participation rates of all older people will increase, due to 

the increase in self-employment. About one-third of the workforce over 65 is self-employed in 

the US and UK. This proportion has been quite stable over time (Parker and Rougier, 2007). This 

is significantly more than the 10% of self-employed in the overall workforce, indicating that older 

entrepreneurs work much longer than older employees. Parker (2004) gives 4 explanations for the 

fact that the self-employed seem overrepresented in the group of economically active older 

people. Firstly, self-employed do not have statutory retirement ages or early retirement incentives. 

Secondly, some entrepreneurs may be obliged to work longer because they have not saved 

enough for their pension. Thirdly, as entrepreneurs have devoted their life to creating and 

growing a business, they may not want to give up. And fourthly, self-employment often provides 

an easy way to part-time retirement. Self-employment might be a transition solution between 

employment and retirement.  

 

Parker and Rougier (2007) analyzed the retirement behavior of self-employed and compared this 

with the retirement behavior of employees. They found that the probability of retirement is a 

function of: 1) age (chance of retirement first increases than decreases), 2) how long the person is 

self-employed (smaller chance of retirement if you are long-term self employed), 3) spouse 

situation (smaller chance of retirement if your spouse works), and 4) earnings (greater earnings 

decreased the chance of retirement). In contrast with employees do gender, health, and family 

circumstances not seem to affect the retirement decisions of the self-employed. The research of 

Parker and Rougier also reveals that almost nobody switches to self-employment later in life. The 

small group of people that do switch to self-employment later in life, are often people with a 
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weak labor market position. For these people self-employment is more a last resort than a choice 

from strength.  

5.5 The career of the independent professional 

 

The independent professional is half-a-(wo)man and half-a-firm. The border between the 

individual and the firm is blurred. The firm acts as the organizational, administrative and legal 

vehicle for the services of the individual. But the firm resources are dominated by the 

competencies of the individual. This starting point suggest that the career of the freelancer lies 

somewhere between the organizational career of the employee and the business success of the 

entrepreneur.  

 

Lazear and Moore (1984) compared the earnings growth of employees with that of 

entrepreneurs. They found steeper wage–experience profiles among employees, than among 

entrepreneurs. Their original result has been consistently found in empirical research (Kawaguchi, 

2003; Parker, 2004). Lazear interpreted his finding as evidence for the theory that, to prevent 

employees shirking, employers pay less than the marginal product, when employees are young 

and more when employees are old. Kawaguchi (2003) argues that there is an alternative theory 

that can explain this phenomenon: entrepreneurs start their careers with more human capital and 

due to opportunity cost they invest less in human capital. A model based on these two 

assumptions also produces a flatter experience–earnings profile for entrepreneurs. In any case the 

evidence suggests that earnings growth of freelancers is flatter than the earnings growth of 

employees, and perhaps resembles more the rather flat age-earnings profile of entrepreneurs.  

 

Platman (2004) is the only researcher (as far as we know), who explicitly studied the career of the 

older freelancer. His study focused on careers of older independent professionals in the UK 

media industry. Platman is quite negative on the opportunities of older independent professionals 

and concludes (p. 593): ―The blocks to freelancing later in life were subtle and complex. [..] Older freelancers 

[..] tended to be relativity invisible and this became more so as their skills and networks diminished. Older 

freelancers become increasingly detached and isolated from sources of paid work.” The lack of media industry 

protection, training and support exacerbated the vulnerability of freelancers in the workplace. 

These findings might be biased as the position of freelancers might be different in other 

industries with other characteristics in the type of work, length of assignments and industry 

governance structures. 
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The above evidence suggests that freelancers are more vulnerable than other entrepreneurs. Their 

only assets are their human and social capital, which are subject to capital depreciation and 

cannot be protected very well. Moreover, being alone increases the vulnerability of freelancers to 

a handful of powerful sponsors and employment agencies. These two forces suggest that the age-

earnings profile of freelancers may not lie between the age-earnings profiles of employees and 

entrepreneurs, but may lie even below the age-earnings profile of entrepreneurs. Achieving career 

success might be very hard for older freelancers.  
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Conclusions of Chapter 5: 

1. The lifelong career of the 20th century is becoming rare. In the 21st century the 

responsibility for the career resides within the individual and transcends any employer. 

The individual sets his/her career goals, collects information and plans and acts in a 

complex environment to achieve their career goals. Perhaps the role of the organization is 

not over, but it is without any question that the individual increasingly plays the lead role 

in the career game.  

2. Career success is difficult to measure in this new career world and is dependent on one‘s 

unique vision and central values in life. Nevertheless, the success of the career can be 

evaluated in two fundamentally different ways: 1) Subjectively using the individual‘s own 

view of the career and 2) Objectively using observable data such as income, status, and 

organizational position. 

3. As a freelancer is half a (wo)man and half a company, the factors that are important for 

the freelance career can be assessed by looking at the factors that determine the 

organizational career of employees and the factors that determine firm success. 

4. Four sets of variables have shown to be predictors of organizational career success: human 

capital, organizational sponsorship, socio-demographic status, and personality variables. 

Firm success depends on much of the same variables. However the results regarding social 

and personality capital of the business founder is rather mixed and environmental factors 

and contingent factors (firm strategy) are more important than for organizational careers. 

5. Aging employees within organizations are faced with a new career deal in which new 

career skills, such as: routine busting, pro-activeness and continuous learning are crucial. 

Not all older workers are able to make the switch from the old career to the new career. 

6. Skill obsolescence is a large risk for all professionals. To manage this risk professionals 

have to learn new skills continuously (by obtaining stretchwork). Experience 

concentration (i.e. decreasing diversity of skills) is especially relevant for professionals. 

Too many eggs in one basket increases the risk of skill obsolescence.   

7. The participation of older entrepreneurs is higher than the participation of older 

employees. This is because entrepreneurs have no statutory retirement age, need to save 

themselves for retirement, often love their business that they build themselves and self-

employment offers more flexible forms of retirement. 

8. Recent research suggests that aging freelancers find it increasingly hard to learn the latest 

skills and are confronted with dwindling networks as their business contacts retire.    
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6 Modeling the freelance career 
 

This chapter states the research problem and sheds some light on the research method. It 

then discusses the research model which is used in this study, to test our hypotheses. The chapter 

highlights the various choices that are inherent in operationalization of research, i.e. the selection 

of the study group, the detailed research model, choices regarding the variables used, and the 

measurement of the various variables.  

6.1 Problem statement  

 

The problem statement of this thesis is twofold: 

1. What are the determinants of freelance career success? 

2. How does age influence freelance career success? 

The first question is broader than the second, as the second question addresses a specific variable 

from the complete set of potential factors. However, the second question is researched more in 

detail to deepen our insight in the career patterns of independent professionals through the 

various life stages.  

6.2 Research methodology 

 

The research approach consisted of 4 phases (Figure 11). In phase one all relevant documents were 

collected and interviews were held with experts in the field.  

 

Figure 11: The phases of the research project  

 

 



 
 

135 

 

 

In phase two the research model was built. Based on the available theories and our insights from 

the interviews a detailed research model and corresponding on-line survey was created. The 

survey was then tested by a relevant subgroup of interviewees, before it was sent to our target 

group. Phase three consisted of detailed quantitative and qualitative analyses of the results, and 

discussing these results in focus groups. In phase four all the arguments were brought together to 

produce this thesis. 

 

Phase 1: Combining theory and practice  

An important part of the study was the collection and study of all the relevant research. This 

included research on older individuals, strategic management, self-employment, independent 

professionals, employability, career theory, and more. Because the object of study is quite new 

and the world of the independent professional is continuously changing, a fairly broad field of 

research was studied. In 2006 and 2007 a total of 51 interviews were held with various experts in 

the field (Table 14). Three types of experts were interviewed: 1) independent professionals, 2) 

employment agencies and sponsor organizations who hire independent professionals (the 

interviews were with general managers, senior line managers and HRM managers), and 3) other 

experts (e.g. academics and professional and other representing organizations). All interviews 

were structured around a common set of open-ended questions based on a preliminary research 

model to ensure that each interview covered the same topics. This set of questions depended on 

the expert group to which the interviewee belonged (professional, sponsor, other). The 

interviews were conducted face-to-face and were transcribed. Much of the qualitative data was 

based upon obtained information from the interviews (see the appendix for a list of interviewed 

organizations). 

 

Table 14: List of interviews  

Type Number of interviews 

Independent professionals 18 

Employment agencies and sponsor organizations 18 

Outside experts (i.e. professional associations) 15 

 

Phase 2: Building the survey 

In the second phase a theoretical model of freelance career success was created based on the 

existing literature. Although the draft research model of the first phase was regarded as a good 

starting point, some variables were added and revised based on our interviews. All interviewees 

agreed with the basic structure of the research model, which included the career competences of 
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personality capital, social capital, and human capital. Most interviewees were convinced that 

specific knowledge (human capital) and a large network (social capital) are the real keys to 

success. The abstract research model was then turned into a tangible on-line survey using existing 

methods and tools. The on-line survey was also extensively pre-tested and tested by respectively 

10 and 50 freelancers before the final on-line survey was send to our study population.    

 

The internet survey was made with the tool Examine (www.examine.nl). One of the advantages 

of such a tool is that it is possible to create random sequences of questions and answers 

minimizing the chance of common variance. The internet survey was in Dutch. This meant that 

all tests and questions first were translated from the original English to Dutch, then by another 

person back from Dutch to English. If there were differences between the original English text 

and the English text that was twice translated, both translators and a third independent person 

(all fluent in Dutch and English) decided on the final text in Dutch. By way of compensation for 

the trouble of completing the survey, all respondents were promised a personal benchmark 

report consisting of their score relative to their peers. This incentive was used to improve 

response rates and respondents‘ accuracy and honesty.  

 

Phase 3: Analyze and focus 

In phase three the results of the survey were analyzed using both quantitative methods and 

qualitative insights. The quantitative methods were based on econometrical analysis of the data. 

The qualitative insights were a result of the interviews and the use of focus groups. Focus groups 

(Wilkinson, 1998) are moderator-facilitated discussions among multiple participants to collect 

information on a designated topic. Two focus groups were used: ‗A: older freelancers‘ and ‗B: 

employment agencies and sponsor organizations‘. The focus groups generated interactions 

(between participants and with the facilitator) that allowed full exploration of views. Guidelines 

were developed for moderating the focus groups.  

 

Phase 4: Synthesize and finalize 

In the last phase all results were brought together ensuring an objective view of freelancers from 

various perspectives (the independent professional, the sponsor, the agency and various 

professional organizations).  

 
 

  

http://www.examine.nl/
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6.3 Research relevance 

 

This study is relevant to both organizational scientist and policy makers. Despite the strong 

growth of the number of independent professionals in the Western world, there are only a 

limited number of scientific papers on independent professionals. With the increased importance 

of the independent knowledge worker and the vital role of this individual in the creative industry, 

it becomes increasingly important to appreciate how knowledge workers behave and how they 

maintain, improve, and distribute their skills like honeybees in a garden. Our current 

understanding of the world of the independent professional is still marginal considering its 

predicted growth. Our awareness of the machinery of the freelance triangle (professional, agency 

and organization) is scarce at best.  

 

Most of our understanding of independent knowledge professionals is based on studies into 

entrepreneurship and employee behavior. But it is not always realistic to see an independent 

knowledge professional as a specific combination of a high-tech entrepreneur, a small shop 

keeper, and an assembly line worker. Moreover, almost all studies that focus on the subject are of 

a theoretical and/or qualitative nature. The number of scientific empirical, quantitative studies 

with independent professionals as their main subject of study, is limited. Almost all studies on 

independent professionals have been performed in the Anglo-Saxon countries, such as: Australia, 

Canada, the UK and the US, with most studies being performed in the US. Some interesting 

examples are: Barley and Kunda (2004), Davis-Blake et al. (2003),  Donnelly (2006), Inkson et al. 

(2001). McKeown et al. (2006), Marler (2002), Platman (2004), and Spalter-Roth (1997).  

 

In The Netherlands, the only studies are those of EIM (e.g. Pleijster and van der Valk, 2007; 

Bangma and Timmermans, 2008), but these studies are more of a descriptive than explanatory 

nature. This has resulted in a knowledge base that is more grounded in political view than in 

empirical fact. This study wants to contribute to a more balanced view of freelancers, as the 

current political views do not do justice to their complex and ever-changing world. 

 

The social relevance of this study stretches far beyond the direct impact freelancers have on the 

economy. This is because more and more traditional employees are managed as if they were 

independent professionals. In the knowledge-based service economy, job security is a distant 

memory, employees are often laid off at the first economic hiccup. The competitive position on 

the external labor market is therefore crucial to all employees. Given these facts the independent 
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professional should be seen as nothing less than the extreme archetypical example of the future 

boundaryless career worker. Our understanding of the independent professional of today will 

help us understand the knowledge employee of tomorrow. As knowledge is generated by and 

stored in individuals instead of organizations, it is important to understand the mechanisms by 

which individuals generate, maintain and loose valuable and rare knowledge and how this all 

contributes to economic progress. As far as I know, no comprehensive study has ever been 

performed on the economic and social value of freelancer. Some studies have pointed to the 

added value of freelancers for the labor market or the added value of freelancers as a form of 

entrepreneur, but no overall study has been performed.   

 

The discussion on the employability of independent professionals is also relevant in the light of 

the coming age wave. The majority of Western governments seek to increase the labor 

participation rates of older individuals. To turn the tide, nearly all Western governments have 

implemented soft measures, such as age discrimination. measures and gradually changing labor 

regulations (e.g. retirement age). To tackle one of the most important causes of the low 

participation and skills obsolescence, most governments stress the importance of lifelong 

learning. Yet no government has substantially invested in lifelong learning initiatives. Strong 

evidence of firms that assume this responsibility for continuous development is also lacking. On 

the contrary, organizations are making individuals more and more responsible for their own 

development. The labor participation of the older generations is therefore not determined by 

government policies, but largely by the individual choices of the boundary less knowledge 

worker. However, from earlier studies it has become very clear that boundaryless professionals 

invest significantly less in formal personal developmental activities. Is there a risk that these new 

knowledge workers are myopic and under invest in their personal development? This is relevant 

to broader economic policy. If it is true that these knowledge workers are not investing enough in 

their skills, then labor participation and productivity will not increase by giving individuals more 

responsibility. On the contrary, crucial economic potential will be lost. The participation rate of 

older freelancers will give the government clues on what to expect when individuals are made 

fully responsible for their own productivity and labor participation.  

6.4 Research model and hypotheses 

 

This thesis uses Eby‘s et al. (2003) operationalization of Arthur and DeFillipi‘s (1996) boundary 

less career model as a starting point. The variables and measures of the model are adapted where 

this is necessary given the different subject of the study (i.e. freelancers instead of employees). 
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The review of entrepreneurial theory resulted, amongst other things, in adding a number of firm-

relevant variables to Arthur and DeFillipi‘s model such as: business strategy and marketing mix. 

The comments of interviewees resulted in 3additional important modifications, various minor 

improvements, and the formulation of various testable hypotheses. The second important change 

to Eby‘s starting model was the addition of the market environment. As the original model was 

set in an employee world, the external labor market was not considered. However, it quickly 

became very clear that local market conditions play a central role in determining freelance career 

success. In some markets (e.g. the market for independent engineers) there is so much demand, 

that even a freelancer with a limited skill set can earn large amounts of money. In other markets 

(e.g. journalists) the competition is much fiercer, and any freelancer needs to stand out of the 

crowd in order to earn a decent living. The third major change to the original model was the 

addition of partner support. Many independent professionals considered this an important 

aspect. Several interviewees emphasized the importance of partner support as the market 

environment of freelancers is precarious, and freelancers often lack other sources of support (e.g. 

organizational support). The fourth main amendment to the model was adding the time invested 

in networking, and networking activity as important social capital variables. Figure 12 shows the 

resulting research model.  

 

Figure 12: The proposed research model  

 

 

Although Eby‘s original study on career success focuses on subjective career success and 

perceived marketability, the current study is interested in both objective and subjective career 

success, as well as the interrelation between those 2 concepts. The distinction between objective 

and subjective success is important in this context because some independent professionals 
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choose self-employment for monetary reasons, but others choose self-employment to increase 

flexibility and improve work-life balance.  

 

The impact of human capital on freelance career success 

From the literature on employees and business founders it is clear how important human capital 

is for both career success as well as the competitiveness of firms. Because the risks of skill 

obsolescence are larger for freelancers than for employees,18 freelancers seem more aware of the 

need to continuously develop their human capital. Independent professionals continuously 

balance the demand for specialization with the need for future opportunities. They are always 

scanning knowledge sources (e.g. internet, books, and magazines) to be up to date on the latest 

industry trends, then they assess these trends and decide where to invest in. Barley and Kunda 

(2004) report that independent professionals use a variety of low cost strategies to obtain the 

latest knowledge; they take classes at universities, attend sponsored training programs, and join 

local user groups. But most independent professionals prefer to teach themselves, and not to use 

formal schooling. These stories seem to suggest that the figures on formal schooling grossly 

underestimate the true schooling for independent professionals and that one should not only 

measure formal schooling, but other forms of professional development as well. Stretchwork, for 

instance, is not measured although a lot of independent professionals use stretchwork 

assignments as their method of choice to enhance their human capital, that later on can be 

marketed. Nevertheless, based on the wealth of evidence on human capital, the following is 

formulated: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Human capital will be positively related to freelance career success.  

 

The impact of social capital on freelance career success 

Arthur and DeFillippi‘s (1996) concept of know whom is comparable to the concept of social 

capital. In the entrepreneurial literature the relationship of social capital to firm success is well 

researched. As freelancing is a lonely profession where the freelancer lacks support of an 

organization and colleagues, social support from other sources becomes more important. Barley 

and Kunda (2004) argue that it is important for independent professionals to receive support 

from staffing agencies. Staffing agencies are in many cases central to their livelihood. Agencies 

broker the market; they compile information on job openings, as well as on contractors. They 

                                                
18 As the marketplace is continuously changing, there is always the risk that an independent professional specializes 
in a wrong field (i.e. an expertise or a client where there is insufficient employment) or the risk that a specialized skill 
suddenly becomes obsolete (e.g. because of the arrival of a new technology). 
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match organizations and independent professionals, negotiate deals and, sometimes, act as the 

employer-of-record.  It is also important to receive support from the partner. Greenhaus and 

Friedman (1990) show how important partner support is for career success. Therefore: 

 

Hypothesis 2: Social capital will be positively related to freelance career success. 

 

The impact of personality capital on freelance career success 

Eby‘s (2003) example was largely followed for the operationalization of personality. The first 

personality capital variable is career insight (i.e. the extent to which one has realistic career 

expectations and knowledge of one‘s strengths and weaknesses, as well as specific career goals 

(London, 1993; Noe, Noe and Bachhuber, 1990). This variable was suggested by many 

interviewees. Insight in the career and knowing which assignments to accept and which 

assignments to refuse in order to build a clear profile and strong résumé was seen as very 

important to career success. The second personality capital variable is proactive personality. 

Highly proactive individuals identify opportunities and take action on them and persevere in the 

face of setbacks (Bateman and Crant, 1993). Seibert, Kraimer and Crant (2001) demonstrate that 

pro-active personality is linked with career success via innovation, career initiative, and political 

knowledge. The third personality capital variable is the Big Five personality trait of openness to 

experience. Individuals high on this trait tend to be imaginative, curious, broad-minded, and 

active (Barrick and Mount, 1991). Other, more traditional psychological traits from the 

entrepreneurial research (e.g. locus of control, self-efficacy, or need for achievement) were not 

used for three reasons. Firstly, we needed to limit the survey to a small set of personality test in 

order to maximize the number of respondents. Secondly, because of the greater importance of 

adaptability in the new career world pro-activeness and openness seemed more important than 

the more traditional entrepreneurial personality traits. Moreover, based on our interviews, career 

insight was thought to be a crucial (personality) characteristic. Thirdly, the body of 

entrepreneurial research has taught us that the explained variance of the more traditional 

entrepreneurial traits of objective success is always very small.  

 

Hypothesis 3: Personality capital will be positively related to freelance career success. 

 

The impact of motivational capital on freelance career success 

To these existing personality variables, measures of motivation (“why did you start a freelance career”) 

and ambition were added. The possible answers in the on-line survey were based on our earlier 
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interviews. Based on these interviews we also expected that individuals, who consciously choose 

a freelance career because of flexibility and work-life balance reasons, score higher on subjective 

career success, and lower on objective career success. These arguments lead to the following two 

hypotheses: 

 

Hypothesis 4a: Individuals who are motivated by flexibility and work-life balance will report lower objective 

freelance career success. 

 

Hypothesis 4b: Individuals who are motivated by flexibility and work-life balance will report higher subjective 

freelance career success. 

 

The impact of strategy capital on freelance career success 

Based on Ostgaard and Birley (1996), 6 different organizational strategies were defined. 

Furthermore it was proposed, based on the theories of Porter (1980) and Baum (2001), that not 

all of these possible combinations can realistically improve firm competitiveness. According to 

these theories only those strategies that are aimed at low cost, focus or differentiation will lead to 

success. As low cost strategies are probably not particularly attractive to freelancers, as it signals 

weaknesses and directly impacts the quality of life, we formulate: 

 

Hypothesis 5: Focus and differentiation strategies will be positively related to freelance career success. 

 

Hypothesis on dominance, synergy and interaction 

In firm research it is well established (e.g. Sandberg and Hofer, 1987) that organizational and 

industry variables completely dominate individual-level variables, as causes of venture success. 

Although the market is almost completely overlooked in the traditional career literature, for 

freelance careers one should expect the market to be the most crucial variable. Structural and 

cyclical market conditions of demand and supply, transparency, industry structure, and industry 

institutional arrangements, probably largely determine the professional fee levels in a market. For 

instance in some markets (e.g. accounting, law) there are continuous learning requirements that in 

effect regulate and limit supply and necessitate investments in human capital for all independent 

professionals in the market. In other markets (e.g. health care, reintegration, and some technical 

sectors) there are only a limited number of companies which employ the specialized services of 

freelancers (i.e. an oligopsony), leading to lower fees (see Bhaskar and To, 2003). However, no 

quantitative information is available on these local market conditions. To estimate the effects of 
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the local markets, occupational dummies are used in this study. These dummies capture a range 

of market effects that would go unnoticed otherwise.  

 

This research is not only interested in the significance of the linkages between career success and 

the various resource endowments. It is also interested in the relative dominance of the resource 

endowments (i.e. which is more important), and in the possible interaction effects between the 

resource endowments. Based on our interviews and theoretical insights from the organizational 

literature we hypothesize that market factors are the most important determinant of freelance 

objective career success. 

 

Hypothesis 6: Market factors dominate other factors in explaining objective freelance career success. 

 

From earlier research it is clear that personality does not have a huge effect on firm success. But 

various career studies (Ng et al., 2005) show that personality has a very strong impact on 

subjective career success. For freelancers the following hypothesis is therefore formulated: 

 

Hypothesis 7: Personality capital dominate other factors in explaining subjective freelance career success. 

 

One might argue that to be successful in freelancing, two main resources need to be in place at 

the same time: one needs knowledge, as well as access to sponsors. One resource without access 

to the other does not add value. It is the combination of these resources which ultimately leads to 

revenue. Many interviewees suggested this complementary characteristic.  To test this positive 

interaction between knowledge and network the following hypothesis is formulated:  

 

Hypothesis 8: Human capital and social capital are complementary factors in determining objective freelance career 

success (i.e. these resources strengthen each other). 

 

Many interviewees, especially employment agencies representatives, but also freelancers, were 

quite adamant on the added value of an employment agency. These professionals argued that an 

employment agency is an alternative channel for those independent professionals who have no 

network of their own. The following hypothesis is therefore postulated:  
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Hypothesis 9: Agency support is especially positively related to objective career success for those independent 

professionals who score low on other social capital measures (i.e. network size and network activity). 

 

In this thesis we also explore the impact of matching resources (―the concept of fit‖). Here we 

follow modern organizational theories, and apply them in the world of career success. These 

modern strategic management theories teach us that firm success is often the result of a complex 

and dynamic fit between various resources (Venkatraman and Camillus, 1984). Firm success is 

achieved by a strategy that aligns these internal resources with external opportunities. For 

freelancers this would mean that success is a consequence of a fit between strategy, market 

factors, personality, motivational, human, and social capital. However, it is hard to predict which 

complex fit strategies lead to career success. There has been some work in this respect (e.g. 

Wijbenga and van Witteloostuijn, 2007; Jones and Bergmann, 2001), which shows that there are 

mediating and moderating relationships between (founder) personality and firm strategy, but as far 

as we know, no theories have been developed on the strategic fit between the market and 

personality, human, motivational, and social capital.  Therefore this part of the thesis (Chapter 10) 

will remain exploratory in nature.  

6.5 Testing the impact of age on freelance career success  

 

Skills obsolescence is a major issue for freelancers. Firstly, freelancers are professional knowledge 

workers that base their success on their knowledge. Freelancers quickly learn that if they do not 

keep pace with the latest skills, sponsors turn their back to them. Especially in innovative fields 

the halftime of new technologies and skills is so short that independent professionals need to 

continuously develop themselves. The value of a certain skill can be described as a concave 

function of time that, in the end, crashes suddenly (Barley and Kunda, 2004). When a skill first 

attracts attention, an independent professional can demand high fees. When competition kicks in 

the professional fees fall rapidly. When a new skill becomes more important, most competitors 

will learn the new skill. This then increases the value of the old skill as the competition lessens. 

This process is visible for various industries and sectors, although this process of skill 

obsolescence is faster in the high-tech sectors. Secondly, the problem of skill obsolescence is 

emphasized by the fact that self-employed individuals invest less in education (in terms of formal 

schooling and training) than employees (Kawaguchi, 2003). Especially older entrepreneurs are 

less likely to educate themselves when they age. This suggests that human capital obsolescence is 

a larger problem for freelancers than for employees and entrepreneurs. Experience concentration 
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is also a problem for freelancers as both sponsors and employment agencies (Barley and Kunda, 

2004) have a strong preference for freelancers with unambiguous skills and experience. It is hard 

for independent professionals with a diverse background and various competences, to find an 

assignment. Given all this evidence, the following is postulated: 

 

Hypothesis 10: Skill obsolescence of freelancers increases with age. 

 

Hypothesis 11: Experience concentration of freelancers increases with age. 

 

The existing research on aging independent professionals (i.e. Platman, 2005) points to 

decreasing career success through diminishing human capital (by not investing in new skills) and 

diminishing social capital (through senior contacts who retire). This leads to the following 

hypothesis:  

 

Hypothesis 12: Objective freelance career success decreases with age. 

 

A rich history of research shows a positive linear or U-shaped relationship between age and job 

satisfaction for employees. Good examples of such studies are: Yearta and Warr (1996), 

Eskildsen and Kristensen (2004), and Houtman (2004). The combined body of research suggests 

that the U-shaped relationship between age and job satisfaction is significantly caused by non-job 

factors of life-stage. Friedman and Greenhaus (2000) report a strong positive relationship 

between employee age and career satisfaction. Almost 44 percent of employees in their 20s and 

30s are on average highly satisfied with their career success. This percentage increases to 57 

percent for employees older than 40. Although the positive relationship between career 

satisfaction and age is never investigated for self-employed workers, as far as we are aware, the 

following hypothesis is formulated:   

 

Hypothesis 13: Subjective freelance career success increases with age. 

 

Kanfer and Ackerman (2004) review the relationship between intellectual ability and age.  There 

are two broad intellectual ability categories: 1) fluid intellectual abilities, and 2) crystallized 

intellectual abilities.  Critical thinking and reasoning require use of fluid intellectual abilities. 

There is a steady decline of fluid intellectual abilities (Gf) over the years, with Gf peaking around 
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25 and beginning a steady decline thereafter.  Crystallized Intellectual Abilities (Gc) are connected 

with a positive growth path. Crystallized Intellectual stands for accumulations of knowledge, 

vocabulary, and verbal comprehension that positively affect work performance. Crystallized 

Intellectual tends to grow until about age 60-70.  It is thus much harder for individuals who work 

in occupations, which score high on Fluid Intellect, to remain productive until high age, than for 

individuals who work in occupations which score low on Fluid Intellect and high on Crystallized 

Intellect. We therefore hypothesize that professions who have a high need for Fluid Intellect will 

see there utilization rates drop. 

 

Hypothesis 14a: Professions with a high need of Fluid Intellect will see their utilization rate diminish with age. 

 

Hypothesis 14b: Professions with a low need of Fluid Intellect will see no relationship between utilization and age. 

 

6.6 Measurement of career variables 

 

All measurements used in this study are based on frequently cited and proven questionnaires (see 

appendix for a paper version of the on-line survey). Subjective career success was assessed using 

a slightly modified version of the widely used (e.g. Boudreau, Boswell and Judge, 2001; Judge and 

Ferris, 1995; Seibert, Kraimer and Liden, 2001) career satisfaction measure of Greenhaus, 

Parasuraman and Wormley (1990). This six-item measure (instead of five) was earlier used by 

Heslin (2005) and adapted slightly for freelancers where necessary. Consistent with Greenhaus, 

career success was measured by asking these questions “relative to my career aspirations”. A five-point 

Likert-type scale was used. Objective career success was measured using 4 indicators: 1) revenue, 

2) capacity utilization, 3) professional fees, and 4) demand for services. In most research into firm 

success a definition of income is used instead of revenue. In the case of the independent 

professional revenue is ‗a good enough‘ (i.e. unbiased and objective) measure of monetary 

success. Because all independent professional in our survey are highly educated knowledge 

professionals, they all have similar (and limited) costs. They all need a laptop, a telephone, an 

internet connection, and a car to perform their profession. Usually revenue is a bad proxy for 

entrepreneurial success. This is because the cost structure for one entrepreneur (e.g. a car dealer 

with large stock) can be totally different for another entrepreneur (e.g. an owner of an industrial 

company). It is not that the cost structure is exactly the same for all freelancers, but that revenue 

is a good enough proxy for objective success.  
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The second measure for objective success which was used, is capacity utilization. Capacity 

utilization is measured by the number of days or hours, which an independent professional 

invoices in a year divided by 200 (assumed maximum billable days per year) or 1600 (assumed 

maximum billable hours per year). Theoretically an independent professional can have a capacity 

utilization of more than 100%. The measure of capacity utilization is cruder than revenue, as 

there is no information about the level of the professional fee. The measure is a better proxy for 

success in professions with many assignments and sponsors per year (like journalists, trainers, and 

coaches), than in professions with only a few assignments (IT professionals, interim managers).  

 

The third measure of success is professional fee. This is the net (after agency fees) fee per hour or 

per day of an independent professional. This measure of success is the complement of capacity 

utilization. To compare fees per day with fees per hour, it is assumed that a billable day has eight 

billable hours. As a last measure of success, all respondents were asked whether they thought that 

the demand for their services had improved over the last two years. The change in client demand 

was measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1: undoubtedly less demand for my services 

to 7: undoubtedly more demand for my services).  

 

Human capital  

Total work experience and total experience as an independent professional were both measured 

using the same scale (possible answers were: ‗0 – 6 months‘, ‗7 - 12 months‘, ‗1 - 2 years‘, ‗3 - 5 

years‘, ‗6 - 10 years‘, ‗11 - 15 years‘, ‗16 - 20 years‘ and ‗21 years or more‘). Educational level was 

determined by the highest educational level of the freelancer (‗Lagere School‘, ‗MAVO‘, ‗HAVO‘, 

‗VWO‘, ‗MBO‘, ‗HBO‘, ‗Universitair‘, ‗Post-Doctoraal‘ ) and the year of graduation. The third 

variable that was used was the number of recent training days. Based on van der Heijden (2006), 

and Tharenau and Conroy (1994), respondents were asked to estimate the number of training 

days in the last two years. This was split in three types of training: training in core skills, training 

in developing new skills, and training in adjacent or supporting skills (e.g. administration, 

personal effectiveness, et cetera).   

 
Social capital  

Size of the network was measured by asking respondents to estimate the size of their personal 

and business network. The network definition was given to respondents following the one of 

Witt (2004). Strong contacts were defined following Granovetter (1973), as those personal 

contacts that are family or friends. Based on Barbieri (2003) and Davidson and Honig (2003) the 
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network was also divided in high value network contacts and lower value network contacts. High 

value network contacts were defined as those contacts on senior management level or higher (i.e. 

director, VP, Sr. VP, C-level). Respondents were not only asked about the size of their network, 

but also about how much time they invested in networking activities. Based on Aldrich and Reese 

(1993) respondents were asked the time per week (in hours) that they are busy networking. Forret 

and Dougherty‘s (2001) list of networking activities was used to get a feel for network activity. 

Individuals were asked to rate how frequently they have done each of the following on a six-point 

scale ranging from ‗never‘ to ‗almost every day‘: ‗Give out business cards,‘ ‗Send thank you note 

or gift to people who have helped you in work or career,‘ ‗Send cards, newspaper clippings, faxes, 

or e-mails to keep in touch,‘ ‗Phone business contacts to keep in touch,‘ and ‗Lunch with persons 

outside the company.‘ This resulted in an alternative overall measurement of network activity. To 

measure the influence of agency support, we asked for the number of employment agencies a 

freelancer was registered with. Based on Barbieri (2003) and Davidson and Honig (2003) all 

respondents were asked whether they were member of a business club or network, such as: 

Lions, Rotary, Round Table, et cetera. To measure the effect of social business networks. such as: 

Linked In, a binary variable was used (0 = no use, 1 = use).  Another type of social capital is 

partner support. The support of the partner was assessed using Friedman and Greenhaus (2000) 

four-item measure using a five-point Likert-type scale. Respondents were asked whether they had 

a long relationship (yes/no), before partner support was assessed.  

 

Personality capital  

Proactive personality was measured using Kickul‘s (2002) five-item scale of Bateman and Crant‘s 

(1993) measure. Openness to experience was assessed using Saucier‘s (1994) Mini-Markers Set. 

Noe‘s (1990) six-item measure was used to assess career insight. Proactive personality and career 

insight were measured using a five-point Likert-type scale (1: strongly disagree to 5: strongly 

agree), Openness was measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1: strongly disagree to 7: 

strongly agree). Ambition was measured, by asking respondents their long term ambition (1: 

stable traditional labor relation, 2: stay freelancing, 3: establish a network of independent 

professionals, 4: grow a professional services company, and 5: do not know). Motivation was 

measured by asking respondents the reasons why they opted for a freelance career. Eight 

predefined answers were possible. 
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Strategy capital 

Four business strategy variables were added to the above individual variables. The first variable 

was whether the business was specialized in one or more industries (‗yes‘/‘no‘). The second 

variable determined whether the freelancer considered his/her business proposition to be 

differentiating vis-à-vis the competition. A differentiating business proposition was measured 

using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1: not differentiating to 7: very differentiating). Thirdly, to 

measure the business strategy, respondents were asked what the differentiating factors are in their 

value proposition in comparison with the competition. Various answers could be given:  ‗I focus 

on a single industry or even a single organization‘ , ‗I focus on a single product/service‘, ‗I offer 

better service‘, ‗I offer my services to lower costs than the competition‘, ‗I have a broad product 

portfolio‘, and ‗I offer innovative services and products‘. Fourthly and last, to measure the effects 

of marketing, we asked respondents which marketing instruments they used to increase the 

visibility of their business. These selected marketing instruments were also established in the 

interviews: ‗My business has a website‘ , ‗I publish regularly in professional magazines, web logs 

and other media‘, ‗I am a regular speaker on congresses and seminars‘, and ‗I am a trainer and 

give (various) courses in my profession‘.  

 

Skill obsolescence 

It is very hard to measure skill obsolescence. Allen and de Grip (2005) distinguish 4 major ways 

to measure human capital obsolescence: 1) objective methods by testing the deterioration of the 

human capital workers possess, 2) subjective methods by asking individuals if they face 

obsolescence of their human capital, 3) measurement of productivity, fees, downtime, and 

income, and 4) measurement of the probability to become unemployed or to withdraw from the 

labor market.  

 

Objective methods, such as: direct testing of skills and knowledge are costly, as they often involve 

labor-intensive assessments. Moreover, they typically focus on assessing technical skills. It is hard 

to infer the obsolescence of social capital and career motivation. In the economic and 

sociological literature there are some studies that use subjective methods to measure human 

capital obsolescence by means of workers‘ self-assessments in a questionnaire. Van Loo, de Grip 

and de Steur (2001) asked individuals directly whether their qualifications have depreciated due to 

changes in their job. This resulted in a binominal variable (yes/no). Blechinger and Pfeiffer 

(2000) asked German former apprentices ―How much of the occupational knowledge and skills 

you acquired during your apprenticeship, can you still apply in your current work‖. Allen and van 
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der Velden (2002) asked respondents ―What percentage of the knowledge and skills that you 

acquired during (tertiary) education is now out of date?‖ These measures have as drawbacks that 

they: 1) do not measure specific skills, 2) do not measure social skills and 3) do not recognize the 

value of on-the-job experience.  

 

Measures three and four of Allen and De Grip do not compute skills obsolescence directly, but 

indirectly by looking at financial and occupational indicators. In this view skill obsolescence can 

be seen as the combined effect of all competences. Defined like this, skill obsolescence is equal to 

employability, and can be measured by employment measures. For a freelancer, skill obsolescence 

can become manifest in several ways: return to a steady employment relationship, or 

unemployment, lower fees, and longer downtimes.  

 

In this research skill obsolescence is both measured indirectly by a number of proxies and directly 

by measuring objective career success (i.e. revenue). The latter variable implicitly tells you the 

value of the total skill set as it is perceived by the market. The used proxies are human capital 

measures (e.g. recent training effort), social capital measures (e.g. size of network) and 

psychological capital measures (e.g. career insight).   

 

Experience concentration 

Thijssen (1996) measured experience concentration in various ways. He divided the career in a 

first and a second half. To estimate educational experience concentration, he looked at both 

halves of the career and determined: 1) number of educational programs, 2) the duration of the 

educational programs, and 3) the diversity of the educational programs. To estimate functional 

experience concentration he looked at both halves of the career and determined: 1) the number 

of job changes, 2) the average duration of jobs, and 3) the diversity of the jobs. To estimate 

recent networking experience Thijssen used: 1) network size, 2) recent network renewal (i.e. 

number of individual contacts, who were not part of the network five years ago), and 3) network 

diversity (i.e. number of different relations (partner/family, professional relations and 

friends/acquaintances). It is hard to measure experience concentration of independent 

professionals. In this study three proxies are used to estimate human and social capital renewal. 

To measure human capital experience concentration, the total training effort and training effort 

in new skills (both in the last two years) is measured. To measure social capital experience 

concentration, the refreshment of the network in the last two years is measured.   
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Market capital 
The influence of the market was measured using 2 indicators: 1) the profession of the freelancer 

(e.g. interim manager, IT professional, et cetera), and 2) the location of the worker based on 

his/her postal code. The latter was translated into a binary variable that distinguished between 

‗Randstad‘ and the rest of The Netherlands.  As there is a lack of reliable information on market 

variables, such as: numbers of suppliers, number of competitors, market transparency, intellectual 

property rights, educational requirements, all this information is captured in single dummy 

variables. 

 

Age 

Age is in independent variable in this study and used to gauge the influence of aging on both 

objective as well as subjective career success.  

 

Control variables 

Several control variables are used in the study. Since gender and health may be related to 

subjective and/or objective career success, these variables are controlled for in all analyses. 

Health status was measured using a self-assessed Likert-type scale ranging from: 1: poor health 

condition to 7: excellent health condition. The last control variable indicated whether the 

freelancers had another sources of income as some freelancers may have a regular job or a 

another source of income, besides their freelance activities. 
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7 Freelancing facts and figures 

“Freelancers are never ill, we are healthy or dead”  

Midas Dekkers, De Pers, May 24th 2008 

 

7.1 Data sourcing and setting 

 

The hypotheses are tested on data collected from a tailored internet survey in the Netherlands 

which run in the period January 1st until April 1st 2008. In the Netherlands various professional 

associations exist that represent independent professionals in their various industries (for instance 

freelance journalist and freelance management consultants, et cetera). Nineteen of these 

professional associations agreed to inform their members about the internet survey and to send 

their membership a link of the on-line survey. A total of about 40,000 independent professionals 

received an email with information on the survey (e.g. goal, time spend) which included a link to 

the survey. Of this population 3,146 persons clicked this hyperlink to an introduction page 

explaining the goal of the research and the time needed of which 1,165 individuals read the 

introduction page before clicking away and 1,981 individuals actually started the on-line survey: 

1,612 respondents (88%) finished the entire survey of 24 pages and completed all 99 questions, 

whereas 369 respondents (12%) did not complete the survey.  

 

The data was cleaned using a set of rules. First, all entrepreneurs who where not freelancers but 

other entrepreneurs (e.g. an internet retail entrepreneur), were eliminated from the dataset. It is 

understandable that some of these entrepreneurs completed the survey as in Dutch legal practice 

all entrepreneurs without personnel are treated as the same entity. Second, a control calculation 

was performed on the number of hours worked and the number of invoiced hours. This did not 

lead to any elimination. Third, the quality of the data was further inspected by running control 

calculations on the total hours worked and the sum of hours worked on the activity clusters (paid 

work, networking, administration and other activities). Fourth, a number of visual controls were 

performed on individual variables looking at abnormal (very high or low) answers. In general the 

answers seemed reasonable, although a very limited number of questionable answers were found 

(e.g. a network size of 1000 actors). In these cases the data was not changed as there is no way of 

knowing whether the data might be correct. It is in these outliers that much of the information is 

sometimes conveyed. After the regressions an outlier analysis was conducted to see whether far-

off answers could explain the outliers.  
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At the time of the research there was robust economic growth in the Netherlands, but there were 

emerging doubts about the economic outlook. The sub-prime banking crises in the US started to 

affected consumer confidence and stock exchanges.  

7.2 Basic demographics of respondents 

 

If we assume that there are approximately 300,000 high-educated freelancers in the Netherlands 

on a working population of 7.5 million, it follows from this assumption that the market share of 

high educated freelancers is around four percent.19 This implies that one on twenty-five working 

people in the Netherlands is a highly educated freelancer.  

 

Figure 13: Where highly educated freelancers live in the Netherlands 

 

If we look at the regional distribution of those freelancers, based on the distribution of the place 

of residence of our respondents, this indicates that the proportion of freelancers is highest in the 

centrally located provinces Utrecht (one in every eleven workers), Noord-Holland (1 in 17), 

Flevoland (1 in 19), and Gelderland (1 in 23), as shown in Figure 13. The proportion of 

                                                
19 It is unclear how many freelancers there are in the Netherlands. Estimates of the number of zzp-ers vary between 
250.000 and 1.000.000. In one of the more serious studies, which is based on official statistics, Bangma et al. (2008) 
estimated that there were approximately 250.000 zzp-ers in 2006. However, the growth rate has been exceptional. In 
2006, 2007 and 2008 about 300.000 new ventures were started, with the large majority being zzp-ers. Moreover, a 
large proportion of freelancers is not registered. This means that the estimate of Bangma et al. is an underestimation 
of the true number of freelancers. All in all, the estimate of 300.000 high-educated freelancers looks reasonable in the 
light of the above facts.  
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independent professionals is much lower (almost a factor five) in the more peripheral, industrial 

and agriculture provinces of Groningen (1 in 53), Drenthe (1 in 54), and Limburg (1 in 66). 

Moreover it is remarkable that the proportion of freelancers in Zuid-Holland (1 in 27), and 

Brabant (1 in 29) is rather low. This is probably caused by the large proportion of government 

and industrial organizations in these provinces. 

 

The average age of the freelance professional is 46 years of age, over 90% of all freelance 

professionals is older than 35 years, and 90% is younger than 58 years (Table 15). There is not 

much difference between the various professions. The ―oldest‖ professions are the health care 

professionals (mean: 49.6), and the technical professionals (mean: 48.2), followed suit by the 

coaches (mean: 48.1), and the interim managers (mean: 48.0). The ―youngest‖ professions are the 

IT professionals (mean: 43.2), and the media professionals (mean: 43.5). Hence, the age 

difference is limited. One cannot say that there are ―young‖ and ―old‖ professions.  

 

Table 15: The age of freelancers  

Type of Profession Mean Median 25% 75% 

Finance professional           45.3  45 39 52 

IT professional           43.2  42 37 50 

Legal professional           43.7  43 36 51 

HRM professional           47.8  48 42 54 

Technical professional           48.2  49 40 55.5 

Management consultant           47.5  47 41.5 54 

Coach           48.1  48 43 53.5 

Trainer           47.4  47 42 53 

Interim manager           48.0  48 42 54 

Media professional           43.5  43 38 50 

Journalist           45.2  45 38 50 

Health Care Professional           49.6  52 43 55 

Artist           44.8  43 38 52 

Facility Professional           43.4  43 37 49 

All Freelancers 46.1 years 46 years 39 years 53 years 

 

Although the number of men and women is almost equally divided among freelancers (men: 

50.1%), there are large gender differences between the various professions. One might say that 

some professions are dominated by females and others by males. Probably to no surprise, the 

male freelancers typically dominate the technical (14.0% females), financial (14.7% females), and 

IT professions (15.7% females). Females are very well represented among the coaches (57.7%), 

trainers (61.3%), and journalists (73.5%). There is a significant relationship between age and 

gender: females are on average younger than males (45 years vs. 48 years).  
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Table 16: Self reported health of freelancers  

Health self assessment Mean 

1 : Bad 0.0% 

2 0.4% 

3 1.2% 

4 : Reasonable 3.9% 

5 13.1% 

6 47.9% 

7: Excellent 33.5% 

 

As health can be an important factor for freelancers, and may be a reason for some freelancers to 

choose a freelance career instead of traditional employment, the respondents (see Table 16) were 

asked to self-assess their health on a Likert-scale from one (bad health) to seven (excellent 

health). Over 80% of individuals rated their health condition as a six or a seven. So this measure 

shows little variance. No significant difference was found between the health status of men and 

women. A relationship between age and self-assessed health status was also absent. 

 

Table 17: Experience and flexperience  

 Total work experience 

Freelance 
experience: 

0 - 6 
months 

7 - 12 
months 

1 - 2 
years 

3 - 5 
years 

6 - 10 
years 

11 - 15 
years 

16 - 20 
years 

20+ 
years 

Total 

0 - 6 months 0.3% 0.1% 0.1% 0.7% 1.8% 2.5% 2.4% 3.6% 11.5% 
7 - 12 months   0.1% 0.2% 0.3% 1.1% 1.3% 1.6% 2.2% 6.6% 
1 - 2 years   0.2% 0.8% 2.8% 5.2% 3.5% 7.2% 19.7% 
3 - 5 years    1.4% 3.0% 4.6% 5.3% 10.7% 25.1% 
6 - 10 years     1.4% 3.0% 4.0% 10.5% 19.1% 
11 - 15 years      1.7% 1.3% 6.5% 9.5% 
16 - 20 years       0.8% 3.4% 4.3% 
20+ years        4.0% 4.0% 

Total  0.3% 0.2% 0.4% 3.2% 10.1% 18.3% 19.0% 48.1% 100.0% 

 

Almost 85% of respondents have more than 10 years of total work experience, and almost half of 

freelancers (47%) have more than 20 years of total work experience (see Table 17). Most of this 

work experience has not been obtained in a freelancing contract, but in traditional employment 

relations. This is clear from the fact that almost two-third of all freelancers has less than 5 years 

of freelancing experience. This reflects the relatively strong growth in this type of work. In the 

table, freelance experience is confronted with total work experience. Turning to the experience of 

the various professions of respondents, flexperience (i.e. the experience with freelancing) as a 

percentage of total work experience, is highest for artists, journalists and translators. These are 

professions that are typically performed in freelance type of labor relations. In these professions, 

it is also for younger persons customary to get a freelance assignment, instead of a regular long-

term employment relation. 
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Table 18 shows that almost 9 out of 10 freelancers has a long-term relationship (86.2%), and 

almost 70% of freelancers (69.9%) has children. Of those freelancers without a long-term 

relationship, less than 40% has children, but of the freelancers with a long-term relationship 

approximately three quarters have children. 

 

Table 18: Family status of freelancers 

 No Partner Partner Total 

No Children 8.6% 21.5% 30.1% 

Children (one or more) 5.2% 64.7% 69.9% 

Total 13.8% 86.2% 100.0% 

 

The partner works on average 3.6 days a week, with the majority of partners working 4 (21.7%) 

or 5 (32.5%) days per week. The male partner works on average 2.9 days a week. The female 

partner works on average 4.3 days a week, with more than three quarters of partners working 4 or 

5 days a week. These figures reflect the almost typical role pattern in The Netherlands, where the 

men work full-time, and women part-time. 

Figure 14: Education level of white-collar freelancers 

 

It is not a surprise that 83.3% of all freelance professionals in this study are in possession of a 

bachelor degree (HBO) or higher, as this thesis aimed for high-skilled knowledge professionals or 

so-called white collar workers. Figure 14 provides an overview of education levels of freelancers. 

The HBO+ percentage is highest for legal professionals (98%), and lowest for facility workers 

(47%), but in general in most professions more than 80% of professionals held bachelor degrees 

or higher. Over 42% of all professionals have a university degree (Master or Ph.D.). For females 

this percentage is even higher (44.6%).  
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Table 19: Recent training investment of freelancers 

# Training days in last 2 years Core Business New Business Other Training 

0 Training days  16.2% 41.4% 39.3% 

1-2 Training days 21.2% 25.0% 30.8% 

3-5 Training days  25.9% 15.5% 15.4% 

6-10 Training days  15.6% 7.0% 7.2% 

Over 10 Training days  21.0% 11.2% 7.3% 

 

We also looked at the training investment of freelancers in the last 2 years. One of the potential 

drawbacks of freelancing, which was mentioned in the interviews, is that independent 

professionals do not invest enough in their future employability, primarily because the total cost 

of attending training courses does not only include subscription and travel costs, but also 

opportunity costs of not working on an assignment. Looking at the data in Table 19, one can 

only be more optimistic regarding this underinvestment risk. Independent professionals invest on 

average 11.7 days of training over a two-year period. This is almost 6 training days (5.9) per year, 

which is very comparable or even exceeding the number of training days of regular employees. 

Women invest somewhat more in training (12.5 days in 2 years) than men do (11.0 days). 

 

Table 20: Positive correlation between forms of training  

 Core Business New Business Other Training 

Training: Core business 1.000 0.393 0.360 

Training: New business 0.393 1.000 0.439 

Training: Other 0.360 0.439 1.000 

 

Almost all freelancers (82.8%) invest in updating and maintaining the skills in their core business. 

Almost 3 days of training (2.9) is on average invested in maintaining and updating their core 

profession. About 1.6 day per year is invested in learning the skills of a new profession or 

business, and approximately 1.4 days per year is invested in learning other skills relevant to 

freelancers (e.g. administration, acquisition, networking and personal effectiveness). Women 

invest significantly more in new (p < 0.05), and other skills (p < 0.01) then men. Where men 

invest 1.5 days per year in learning a new profession, and 1.2 days per year in other skills, women 

invest 1.8 days, and 1.5 days per year respectively. Table 20 shows that there is a positive 

correlation between the three varieties of training, reflecting the fact that people participating in 

one form of training, are also likely to participate in other forms of training.  

 

One may expect that profession is an important variable, explaining total training effort. Some 

professions have mandatory training, and in other professions the pace of technology (e.g. IT) or 
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regulatory (e.g. Finance) change is so fast that training is crucial to maintain human capital. But 

surprisingly, IT professionals (2.8 core business training days per year) and financial professionals 

(2.5 core business training days per year) are investing less in formal training in their core 

businesses than other professionals. The coaches invested most in training. They attended a total 

of 8.8 training days per year (4.0 days of core business training, 2.8 days of new business training 

and 2.0 days of other training). The coaches are followed by the trainers with 8.0 training days per 

year. Third are the management consultants and the interim managers, who attended 6.3 training 

days per year. Professions with the least investment in formal skill development are the 

journalists with 4.0 training days per year (1.8, 1.4, and 0.8), and the media professionals with 5.0 

training days per year (2.2, 1.6, and 1.2).  

7.3 Freelancing: the professions in the data 

As said in the introduction, the growth of freelancing has been remarkable. This growth has not 

been limited to a particular set of professions, but is visible in many types of professions. 

Looking at the occupational typology of Holland (1997), one can observe that freelancers are 

found in every one of Holland‘s job environments. There are realistic freelancers (e.g. IT and 

construction workers), investigative freelancers (e.g. technical professionals), creative freelancers 

(e.g. artists), social freelancers (e.g. coaches, trainers), enterprising freelancers (e.g. management 

consultants, media professionals, journalists, legal professionals, and interim managers), and 

conventional freelancers (e.g. finance and facility professionals). Where the traditional free 

professions, such as: notaries, doctors, and lawyers are mostly oriented to individuals as their 

customers (B2C), the new independent professional is more focused on professional business 

(B2B). These professional services are typically delivered on a project-by-project basis, making 

the temporary project the single most important organizing principle for freelancers (Jones, 

2000). Some of these professional services (e.g. translations, interviews, and articles) require a 

limited investment in time and energy of sponsor and freelancer. Other freelance professional 

services imply a longer-term relationship between freelancer and sponsor. Interim managers, IT-, 

and finance professionals, provide professional services on projects that often take several 

months or even years to conclude. Table 21 shows some occupational characteristics for various 

freelance professions. 
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Table 21: Some characteristics of freelance professions  

Type of Profession Number of 
assignments 

per year 

Interaction with 
sponsor 

organization 

Industry 
specialization 

Organizational 
function 

Financial professional Low (8.8) High 55% Support 

HRM professional Low (7.2) High 40% Support 

Legal professional Low (9.7) Medium 61% Support 

IT professional Low (5.6) High 47% Support 

Technical professional  Medium (14.0) Medium Not Support 

Translator High (84.8) Low Not Support 

Man Consultant Low (7.6) Medium 55% Support 

Interim manager Low (3.6) High 53% Core 

Trainer Medium (15.0) Medium 50% Support 

Coach Medium (12.4) Medium 49% Support 

Journalist High (29.3) Low Not Core 

Artist High (29.5) Low-High Not Core 

Media professional Medium (19.3) Medium Not Core 

 

Some of these freelance services can be performed with limited interaction between freelancer 

and sponsor. Other services require frequent, even continuous, contacts between sponsor and 

independent professional. These latter services are almost always performed at the sponsors‘ site. 

In many cases, the independent professional works on an organizational support function (e.g. 

IT, finance, HRM, or legal), reflecting the outsourcing trend of the last decade. But in many other 

cases the freelance professional is an integral part of the core value area of the organization (i.e. 

journalists, interim managers, and media professionals). In some professions, especially in 

professions with a lot of interaction between the sponsor and the freelancer, deep specific 

knowledge of the sponsor industry is needed or (at least preferred) to perform services 

effectively. In other professions, industry knowledge of the sponsor organization is not 

considered to be important. The only thing that matters in these last professions is the 

qualification of the freelancer.    

 

There are no strict boundaries between the various freelance professions. Many freelancers re-

brand their professional skills dependent on the demand in the market. It is not uncommon for 

an independent professional to have multiple professional roles: he/she can be a management 

consultant on leadership issues for one sponsor, but also a coach to senior management for 

another sponsor. In our survey it was possible for freelancers to have multiple professions 

(Figure 15). Using factor analysis the flowing clusters of professions were found: 1) trainers and 

coaches, 2) interim managers, management consultants, IT and finance professionals, 3) legal and 

HRM professionals, 4) technical and construction professionals, 5) journalists and media 

professionals, 6) artists, 7) translators, 8) health care professionals, 9) facility professionals, and 
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10) other. In our subgroup analysis in Chapter 8, a number of the above subgroups were 

combined, based on theoretical arguments, to get enough observations per category. 

 

Figure 15: Freelance professions 

 

7.4 Motivation of freelancers 

 

The main reasons why most high-skilled professionals choose a freelance career (see Figure 16) 

are: 1) flexibility and freedom, 2) more autonomy (being your own boss), and 3) more challenge. 

But also other motivations are found, such as: better work-life balance and better financial 

rewards. A smaller subgroup reported that they had no other options, but to start a freelance 

career. This could be because some professions are only open to freelancers (e.g. translators and 

photographers), or because the individual could not get a traditional employment contract, and 

was forced to choose a freelance contract as a second-best contracting option. Less than 15% of 

high-skilled freelancers argue that they have no choice. The average age of this group is over 50 

(50.1 years). This is a large and significant difference with the group who is motivated by one or 

more of the other factors (45.5 years). Regarding educational level, the difference between the “no 

choice” professionals, and the “professionals of choice” is minimal. 

 

A factor analysis on the data showed that there are three distinct motivational clusters for 

independent professionals: 
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1. Freelancers who are motivated by the extra flexibility and improved work-life balance. 

2. Freelancers who are motivated by the challenge and financial rewarding. 

3. Freelancers who are motivated by autonomy, more variety and deliver better quality. 

 

The motivational reasons showed large and significant differences between males and females. 

Females are more motivated by the flexibility (70.2% versus 57.7%), and work-life balance 

(37.1% versus 27.9%). Males are more motivated by potential monetary rewards (36.1% versus 

23.4%).  

 

Figure 16: Freelance motivations 

 

Figure 17 shows that the perceived disadvantages of freelancing seem to be limited. The two 

major disadvantages mentioned are: 1) less predictable income, and 2) unclear career future. 

There was a strong and significant relationship between freelance revenue and the number and 

type of disadvantages that were mentioned. Unpredictable income, the lacking of benefits and the 

planning of holidays, are all disadvantages that are almost always mentioned by the lower revenue 

freelancers. Freelancers that earn more (above 80,000 euro revenue) are capable of managing 

these potential drawbacks themselves. The lack of employment benefits as a major disadvantage 

is especially mentioned by women (48.6% versus 29.8%).  

 

It is very clear from Table 22 that returning to a steady traditional job is not considered attractive 

by most independent professionals. Less than 2% of all freelancers want to move/return to a 

regular employment relation. ―Internal politics‖ and ―administrative hassle‖ are the main reasons why 
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freelancers do not want to return to a large organization. Over 60% of freelancers (62.2%) want 

to stay freelancing, although more than 12% wants to set up a networking organization with 

other freelancers, and almost 15% wants to grow their one-person company in a larger 

organization. Perhaps it is also telling that almost 10% does not know what their long term 

ambition is.  

 

Figure 17: Freelance disadvantages 

 

 

Table 22: Ambition of freelancers 

Long term ambition  Percentage 

Stay freelancing 62.2% 

Regular job 1.6% 

Cooperation with other freelancers 12.1% 

Grow a company 14.5% 

Do not know 9.5% 

 

7.5 Career personality of freelancers 

 

This thesis concentrated on those personality factors that might influence freelance career 

success (see Table 23). An extensive personality assessment was not considered possible for such 

a large group and thus three personality factors were measured: 1) pro-active personality, 2) 

openness of personality, and 3) career insight. The variance of the various personality measures is 

limited. On pro-activeness half of the scores lie between 17 and 21. On openness half of the 

observations are between 20 and 25, and on career insight fifty percent of the observations are 
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between the test scores of 19 and 25.  

 

Table 24 shows that the three personality measures have relatively small but significant 

differences between men and women. Women, on the one hand, are more open to experience 

and have a somewhat better insight in their career. Men, on the other hand, are somewhat more 

pro-active.  

 

Table 23: Personality of freelancers 

Personality Characteristics Scale Mean St. Dev 

Pro-activeness (Bateman and Crant) 5-25 (15.0) 19.1 3.2 

Openness (Saucier) 4-28 (16.0) 21.9 4.0 

Career Insight (Noe) 6-30 (18.0) 21.8 3.9 

 

The personality scores of older (> 55 years) and younger freelancers were also compared. There 

are no large differences between the age groups, but younger freelancers are slightly more open, 

as one may also expect from various publications on generational differences. As younger 

freelancers tend to be female, the negative correlation between age and openness to experience, 

may partly be caused by an underlying gender effect (and vice versa).  

 

Table 24: Personality of men vs. women and older vs. younger freelancers  

Personality Characteristics Men Women Significance 

Pro-activeness (max 25) 19.3 (7.2) 18.8 (6.9) 0.009** 

Openness (max 28) 21.6 (7.3) 22.2 (7.6) 0.003** 

Career Insight (max 30) 21.6 (6.5) 22.1 (6.7) 0.044* 

Personality Characteristics Older Younger Significance 

Pro-activeness (max 25) 18.8 (6.9) 19.1 (7.1) 0.137 

Openness (max 28) 21.3 (7.2) 22.0 (7.5) 0.007** 

Career Insight (max 30) 21.9 (6.6) 21.9 (6.6) 0.921 

Between brackets the score is transformed to a number between 0 and 10.  

 

Looking at the different scores between the various professions on personality, one has to 

conclude that the highest score on openness and pro-activeness are found for the interim 

managers (openness score: 20.2; pro-activity score: 23.0). It cannot be a surprise that the career 

coaches have the highest score on career insight (22.8), just above the interim managers (22.6). 

Relatively low scores on openness are for IT professionals and journalists, on pro-activeness for 

journalists, artists, and IT professionals. Legal professionals and artists have the lowest scores on 

career insight. 
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7.6 Social capital of freelancers 

 

Table 25 shows that the differences between the networks of men and women are quite small. 

Females have significantly (p < 0.01) more friends and family members in their network (7.4 vs. 

5.3), and less senior management contacts (20.2 vs. 27.5). Women also invest less of their time in 

networking (4.2 vs. 4.8 hours per week).  

 

Older freelancers have a somewhat larger network (65, p = 0.09) than younger freelancers with 

less friends and family (4.2, p < 0.01), more senior managers (30.3, p < 0.01), but with fewer new 

contacts (17.6, p = 0.15).  Looking at the various professions, the most active networking 

freelancers are the HRM professionals (5.5 hours per week, network activity score 17.4). Interim 

managers have the largest network (76.2 individuals). The technical professionals score lowest on 

both networking activity, as well as networking size. This may indicate that who you know is less 

important in the technical professions.  

 

Table 25: Network characteristics 

Network characteristics (averages)  Male Female 

Size of network 63.3 54.8 

Number of family and friends in network (strong links) 5.3 7.4 

Number of senior contacts 27.2 20.4 

New network contacts (in last 2 years) 20.3 19.8 

Networking time (hours per week) 4.8 4.2 

Network activity score (max: 30) 16.0 16.1 

 

Five specific types of social capital were also singled out in Table 26. Firstly, respondents were 

asked whether they had a career coach. From this question we know that about 21% of all 

freelancers has a career coach. Excluding coaches, who themselves often (36.4%) have a career 

coach, almost 1 out of 7 freelancers (13.3%) has a career coach.  

 

Table 26: Other sources of social capital 

Total hours per week (average) Overall Female Male 

Do you have a career coach? 20.9% 24.3% 17.5% 

Use of employment agencies 53.4% 47.1% 59.6% 

Number of employment agencies 2.48 1.85 3.11 

Member of a business club 34.9% 38.3% 31.4% 

Member of a social virtual network 62.2% 61.3% 63.1% 

 

Secondly, respondents were asked with how many employment agencies they were registered to 

obtain assignments. More than 50% of freelancers used such employment agencies to obtain 
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sponsors. When someone is registered with an employment agency, the average number of 

employment agencies where that person is registered is 4.6. However, there are large differences 

between the various professions. In some professions (i.e. interim managers and interim 

professionals) it is difficult to obtain an assignment relying solely on one‘s individual network. 

This is probably because the intensity of assignments is so deep for such a long period, that these 

professionals cannot rely solely on their own networking efforts. This explains why almost 80% 

percent of interim managers (79.4%), and three quarters of interim professionals (73.6%) use 

employment agencies. For journalists (40.7%) and artists (32.6%), being listed with an 

employment agency seems less important. Managing one‘s own, more informal, network is 

relatively more important in these professions.  

 

Thirdly, respondents were asked whether they were a member of a business club (i.e. Rotary, 

Lions, et cetera). More than 34% of respondents are a member of one or more clubs or 

networks. It is remarkable that more women than men are member of a business club or 

network. This might be explained by the presence of specialized networking clubs which are 

intended for women, such as: Women on the Web.  

 

Figure 18: Partner support 

  

Fourthly, independent professionals were asked to assess how much support they obtain from 

their partners. To calculate this, the Partner Support score of Friedman and Greenhaus (2000) 

was used. This construct resulted in an average partner support score of 15.1 (out of 20), with 

only 21% of freelancers giving their partner a support score of 12 or lower (see Figure 18). Many 

respondents were very happy with their partner‘s support. This is reflected in the average score 
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and by the fact that 12.5 percent of freelancers gave their partners the highest support score of 

20.  

 

Fifthly and last, respondents were asked whether they used a virtual (i.e. internet) network such as 

Linked In, Xing or Hyves. Table 27 shows that more than 6 out of 10 freelancers use one or 

more virtual networking sites. When asked for what purpose they use these networking sites, it 

became clear that most respondents are still relative passive users of virtual networking sites with 

only updating their CV‘s, and adding contacts to their (virtual) business networks. Only a limited 

number of individuals are actively monitoring reputation risks, and looking and finding 

assignments. From all the professions, the interim managers are the most active group of 

professionals using these networks. Almost 15% of independent professionals assess reputation 

risk, and more than 12% search and finds assignments via the web.  

 

Table 27: Use of virtual networks  

Use of Network Overall 

Passive membership and up to date CV 43.3% 

Increase of network by adding new contacts and finding new contacts 31.7% 

Assessing reputations and providing reviews 9.8% 

Looking and finding new assignments 10.1% 

 

Table 28 gives an idea about the relationship between personality and social capital. Freelancers 

who score high on our preferred personality traits, also tend to score high on our networking 

variables.  

 

Table 28: Personality and social capital 

Correlations with personality  Pro-active 
Personality 

Open 
Personality 

Career 
Insight 

Size of Network 0.131** 0.123** 0.095** 

Number of family and friends in network (strong links) 0.097** 0.129** 0.067** 

Number of senior contacts 0.144** 0.139** 0.111** 

New network contacts (in last 2 years) 0.122** 0.131** 0.126** 

Networking time (hours per week) 0.173** 0.137** 0.186** 

Network activity score (max: 30) 0.237** 0.288** 0.327** 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 
7.7 Hours worked per week 

 

Not all freelancers are completely dependent on their freelance income. An independent 

professional may receive additional income from various other sources, such as: a regular job on 

the side, or a pension benefit. When they have a regular job besides their entrepreneurial 
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activities, they are in effect part-time freelancers. In our dataset, almost a quarter of all freelancers 

received income based on another source (Table 29). This percentage is exactly the same for 

males and females. This percentage (24.2%) is approximately equivalent across all professions. 

Two professions had a significantly higher percentage of individuals with another source of 

income: coaches (29.6%, p<0.01), and trainers (28.0%, p = 0.07). Media professionals are at the 

other end of the scale. Here only one in six professionals has another source of income (17.4%, p 

= 0.04).  

 

Table 29: Other sources of income  

Other sources of income Percentage 

No other income 75.8% 

Pension benefit 2.7% 

Welfare benefit 3.6% 

Regular job 7.4% 

Via a temporary agency 1.1% 

Temporary contract 1.6% 

Another means of income 7.8% 

 
When one turns to the percentage of total family income the freelancing activity produces, the 

data shows that in less than 30% (29.0%) the freelancing activities bring in more than three 

quarters of total family income. On average freelancing brings in 55% of total family income 

(Table 30). This reflects the fact that in most cases the freelance partner also brings in a big 

portion of total family income, and that some independent professionals have also an additional 

source of income. For freelancers without another source of income, this family income 

percentage grows to 60%. For freelancers without a partner, this percentage grows to more than 

80%. The percentage of total family income, which freelancing produces, is roughly the same 

across all professions, except for coaches, where the share of freelancing revenue in total family 

income is slightly below average (53%, p = 0.02).  

 

Table 30: Dependency on freelance income 

Dependency on Freelance Revenues Percentage Has partner Has no partner 

0-10% of total family income 8.5% 8.8% 6.5% 

10-30% of total family income 9.5% 10.5% 3.0% 

30-50% of total family income 22.5% 25.4% 4.0% 

50-75% of total family income 30.5% 34.2% 7.5% 

75-100% of total family income 29.0% 21.0% 79.1% 

 

From the interviews it became clear that being relaxed about your financial future might help a 

freelancer win new sponsors and assignments. Table 31 learns that almost half of the freelance 

population has a financial buffer, such that they can live comfortably for six months without any 
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freelance income. Remarkably, this percentage is roughly the same for all professions. One would 

expect that those professions with long assignment durations, and thus probably a high friction 

unemployment rate, have higher financial buffers than professions with shorter cycles, but this 

seems not to be the case. This tells us that when a severe recession would arise, a big group of 

freelancers will be in major problems within a couple of months. 

 

To earn their income the average freelancer works just over 38 hours per week (see Table 32). 

From Table 33 it is clear that about two-thirds (25 hours) of these working hours are spend on 

billable work for clients. The other 13 hours per week are used for overhead activities, such as: 

administration, networking, and other activities (e.g. updating website, new product 

development).  

 

Table 31: Financial buffer in months 

Size of financial cushion Percentage 

I do not have a financial buffer 11.5% 

I could do without assignments for 1-3 months 21.7% 

I could do without assignments for 3-6 months 21.9% 

I could do without assignments for 6-12 months 17.4% 

I could do without assignments for more than 12 months 27.6% 

 
There are significant differences between males and females in hours per week, as men work 

almost ten hours per week more than women. Some professions work harder than others. 

Construction workers (48.1), technical professionals (43.7), IT professionals (43.0), finance 

professionals (42.7), and interim managers (42.3) all work more hours per week than the average 

(p < 0.01). Coaches (35.2) and artists (35.5) work less hours per week than the average freelancer. 

 

Table 32: Hours worked per week for men and women 

 No other sources  
of income 

Other sources  
of income 

Overall 

Men 44.4 34.4 42.1 

Women 37.7 26.2 34.7 

Total 41.0 30.3 38.4 

 

Independent professionals without any other income sources, work more hours per week (41.0) 

than independent professionals with another income source (30.3 hours per week). It is notable 

that the latter group of ‗part-time‘ freelancers spends almost as many hours per week on 

overhead activities (11.6 hours per week) as ‗full-time‘ freelancers do (12.6 hours per week). This 

shows that being a freelancer does require a fixed amount of time per week (administration, 

product development) and suggests that there is a minimum effort if you want to be an 
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entrepreneur. 

 

Freelancers spend on average 37% of their time on overhead activities. This percentage is lowest 

for construction workers (32.2%), interim managers (32.1%), technical professionals (28.9%), and 

financial professionals (27.8%). This percentage is highest for coaches (45.5%) and trainers 

(44.8%).  

 

Table 33: Hours worked per week per category 

Total hours per week (average) All Full-time Part-time* 

Total hours work per week 38.3  41.0 30.3 

Total hours client assignments per week 25.1 (66%) 27.3 (67%) 18.8 (62%) 

Total hours networking per week 4.5 (12%) 4.6 (11%) 4.1 (14%) 

Total hours administration per week 3.7 (10%) 3.7 (9%) 3.4 (11%) 

Total hours other activities per week 4.2 (11%) 4.2 (10%) 4.1 (14%) 

* Part-time is defined as a freelancer with another means of income (such as: employment or pension) 

 

7.8 The strategy of freelancers 

The success of a freelancer may be related to the strategic business choices of the freelancer. One 

of the first lessons in most popular books on how to become a successful entrepreneur, is to 

formulate a clear and unique value proposition. Table 34 shows that more than 70% of 

independent professionals think that their value proposition is clear and distinguishing in the 

market place (score 5 or higher). Especially management consultants (score 5.0, p < 0.01) and 

coaches (score 5.0, p < 0.05) consider their propositions to be very clear and distinct. HRM 

professionals (score 4.6, p = 0.06) think that their propositions are less clear and distinct. 

 

Table 34: Clear and unique proposition 

Self assessment of proposition Percentage 

Score = 1 (Not distinguishing) 0.1% 

Score = 2 0.8% 

Score = 3 5.6% 

Score = 4 7.3% 

Score = 5 15.3% 

Score = 6 35.5% 

Score = 7 (Very distinguishing) 27.6% 

 

How do freelancers distinguish themselves from their competitors? Based on the interviews and 

organizational theories, various predefined answers were provided in the survey. It is plain from 

Table 35 that most independent professionals are convinced that ―offering better service‖ sets 

them apart from their competitors. This is a subjective judgment of the quality of the 
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competition and might be true in individual cases, but this strategy clearly cannot work as a 

generic strategy for all freelancers in a profession. Perhaps these freelancers compare themselves 

with employees, and not with their direct competitors (i.e. freelancers). 

 

Table 35: Unique and clear proposition? 

How do you distinguish yourself from your competitors?  Percentage 

I offer better service (reliability and aftercare) 52.2% 

I offer good quality to a lower price 33.7% 

I bring new innovative products to the market 32.9% 

I specialize in one product 29.6% 

I focus on one industry or client 21.3% 

I offer a broader range of services/products  17.6% 

  

Some of the more traditional value propositions that can be found in the management literature 

on larger firms, may also be applicable in the non-scalable freelance world, such as: Operational 

Excellence (offering a lower price), Product Innovation (offering innovative products and services), 

and Client Intimacy (focus on one industry or even one large organization). Other strategies that 

are pursuit by independent professionals are: product specialization, and its counterpart, offering 

a broad product range. Depending on the profession, some strategies are mentioned more often 

than others. Interim managers (25%, p < 0.05) and management consultants (25%, p < 0.01) are 

much more focusing on one industry or client than for instance HRM managers (15%). 

Journalists (36%), coaches (34%), and trainers (38%) often focus on one product. 

 

Table 36: Specializing in an industry  

Type of Industry  Specialization  

Business services 17.0% 

Government 13.7% 

Consumer services 12.6% 

Health care 10.4% 

Industry (any) 9.6% 

Educational Services 8.9% 

Financial Services 7.8% 

 

Respondents were also asked whether they specialized in one or more industries. This is related, 

but different from a freelancer‘s strategy. A freelancer can have a strategy of product 

specialization, but may want to offer this product in the two or three most promising industries. 

For this reason he or she might specialize in these industries. Table 36 depicts the various 

industries in which freelancers are specialized. 
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Table 37: Thou should market thyself! 

Marketing Instrument Percentage 

Website 69.2% 

Personal visits to prospects  48.7% 

Personal visits to employment agencies 37.1% 

I give courses  31.0% 

Publications in professional and other magazines 21.5% 

Speaker at conferences 8.2% 

  

It is also interesting to see how an independent professional markets his/her company and value 

proposition. The majority of freelancers have a website to advertise their services. This is, again, 

dependent on the profession of the freelancer. Finance professionals (57%) and interim managers 

(59%) are less tempted to start a website than coaches (79%) and trainers (82%). Table 39 shows 

that most freelancers do not seem to invest a great deal of their time in the visibility of the firm. 

Less than half of the freelancers visit prospects, and only a third is actively managing the 

relationship with employment agencies. The most active freelancers in this respect are the 

management consultants (60%), the HRM professionals (60%), and the interim managers (54%). 

Perhaps to no surprise, these professionals are also the ones who are actively visiting staffing 

agencies. To no one‘s surprise journalists publish a lot, and trainers give courses. But the 

overwhelming majority of freelancers do not to publish any articles, and they are no conference 

speakers either.  

 

Respondents were also asked whether they thought they were considered an authority in their 

profession. Most freelancers are quite confident on this matter, according to Table 38, with 65% 

of respondents giving themselves a score of 4 or 5 on a five-point scale. There are almost no 

statistical differences between the different freelance professions. Only journalists (p < 0.05) 

rated their authority score significantly higher than other professions did (average score 3.9 vs. 

3.7). This is perhaps caused by the fact that one needs to be an authority to be able to write 

compellingly on a certain subject. There were no differences between men and women regarding 

authority.    

 

Table 38: Are you an authority in your field?  

Self assessment  Percentage 

Score = 1 (Not at all) 3.0% 

Score = 2 7.2% 

Score = 3 25.4% 

Score = 4 45.2% 

Score = 5 (very much) 19.3% 
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As the research of Wijbenga and van Witteloostuijn (2007), and Jones and Bergmann (2001) 

already demonstrated, personality and preferred business strategy are linked. From our data it is 

clear that especially pro-active, open personalities, with insight in their career, are likely to have an 

innovative strategy and offer a broad range of products. They are less likely to choose an industry 

focus strategy.  

 

Table 39: Personality and strategy 

Correlations with personality  Pro-active 
Personality 

Open 
Personality 

Career 
Insight 

I offer better service (reliability and aftercare) - 0.058** 0.066** 

I offer good quality to a lower price - - - 

I bring new innovative products to the market 0.297** 0.082** 0.147** 

I specialize in one product - - 0.079** 

I focus on one industry or client - -0.058** - 

I offer a broader range of services/products  0.053** 0.069** 0.061** 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

7.9 Objective and subjective success 

 

Various measures could be used to measure objective success. The most used measure in the 

literature is income. Here we have opted for revenue as our preferred measure for reasons already 

mentioned. The average revenue of a freelancer is approximately 77.000 Euros per year. The 

revenue distribution (see Figure 19) is, as almost all monetary distributions, skewed to the right. 

Two thirds of all independent professionals are making less than the average revenue (median 

revenue is around 60.000 Euros). When concentrating on those freelancers without another 

source of income, the average revenue is 85.000 Euros per year with a median of 72.000 Euros 

per year. This leads to a Gini-coefficient of 0.40 and an 80/20 ratio of 4.4 for freelancers without 

other means of income (for all freelancers the Gini-coefficient is 0.45 and the 80/20 ratio is 7.5). 

If one would compare these estimations with the total income equality figures in The 

Netherlands (CBS), one sees that the revenue distribution is more skewed than the overall 

income distribution(Gini-coefficient of 0.27 and an 80/20 ratio of 4.0). This is remarkable for 

three reasons. Firstly, our group of freelancers, how diverse the group may be, is homogeneous in 

the sense that all our respondents are high-educated individuals. Secondly, the revenue of 

freelancers is by definition capped by their own labor supply. Thirdly, if one was to look at 

income instead of revenue, the distribution would probably have been even skewer as some 

portion of costs is bound to be fixed (e.g. cost of laptop, telephone, and car).  
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Figure 19: Revenue of independent professionals 

 

From Table 40 it is clear that there are large and significant differences between the revenue of 

men and women. The freelance revenue of men is approximately 66 percent higher than that of 

women. An important factor that might explain part of this large difference, is the number of 

hours per week that females and males invest in their profession. Men work on average almost 8 

hours (22%) more per week than females. Nevertheless, a large unexplained gap remains, even if 

one corrects for the observed difference in worked hours per week. 

 
Table 40: Revenue of men and women 

 No other sources  
of income 

Other sources  
of income 

Overall mean 
revenue 

Women € 65,500 € 32,000 € 57,500 

Men € 106,100 € 67,400 € 96,800 

Overall € 85,900 € 49,900 € 77,200 

 

The choice of profession is another factor which might explain the large gap between male and 

female freelance revenue. Women are heavily represented in professions with reasonably low 

revenues, such as: journalists, trainers, and coaches (Table 41). There are large revenue 

differences between the various professions. Interim managers doing temporary management 

assignments and interim professionals working in support functions, or on project basis for 

(larger) companies, earn significantly more than those freelance professions with short-term 

assignments. The revenue is highest for interim managers, IT professionals, management 

consultants, financial professionals, and legal professionals. The average revenue in all these 

―corporate‖ professions is more than 100.000 Euros per year. Trainers and coaches earn 

substantially less: on average 80.000 Euros. The relatively high revenue of media professionals is 

probably because this is a bit of a hybrid group, including both communication, and marketing 
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professionals of advertisement agencies, as well as editors, cameramen, and those who typically 

work for broadcasting and multimedia companies. Journalists, artists, and translators earn the 

least of all independent knowledge professionals. These are all professions with average revenue 

below 50.000 Euros for full-time freelance professionals. All these professions are characterized 

by a large number of assignments per year.   

 

Table 41: Freelance revenue of various professions 

 No other sources  
of income 

Other sources  
of income 

Overall mean 
revenue 

Finance professional € 110,100 € 77,900 € 103,800 

IT professional € 117,100 € 77,800 € 109,300 

Legal professional € 103,600 € 51,800 € 89,400 

HRM professional € 94,300 € 50,700 € 83,800 

Technical professional € 89,600 € 56,000 € 80,300 

Management consultant € 111,300 € 72,000 € 102,600 

Coach € 82,400 € 39,400 € 69,700 

Trainer € 79,200 € 41,100 € 68,500 

Interim manager € 123,700 € 87,400 € 116,000 

Media professional € 73,300 € 38,900 € 67,600 

Journalist € 48,500 € 16,900 € 41,300 

Health care professional € 67,500 € 23,700 € 56,200 

Artist € 45,700 € 20,900 € 37,900 

Facility professional € 42,400 € 10,100 € 34,500 

Translator € 36,300 € 33,200 € 35,700 

 

Most freelancers are paid based on a time-dependent fee (i.e. hourly or daily rates), but in some 

cases, and some professions, the contract of the freelancer is based on another measure than 

time. Journalists and translators are sometimes paid per article or per word. Management 

consultants are sometimes rewarded based on a fixed fee per assignment. In some (very rare) 

cases payment is based on the delivered performance. Almost 80% of freelancers are paid based 

on hours (64.5%), or days worked (14.8%). In just over 20% a different payment scheme is 

agreed upon. These alternative schemes are most often used for translators (73%), journalists 

(31%), trainers (23%), and coaches (20%). Daily professional fees are mostly used for interim 

managers (29%) and management consultants (25%), but in most professions payment based on 

hours worked is the industry standard. The average net professional fee (after deductions of 

employment agencies) depends, again, on the profession. The average fee is 87 Euros per hour. 

The highest hourly fees are paid for legal professionals (114 Euros), management consultants 

(108 Euros), and coaches (101 Euros). The highest daily fees are paid for trainers (1150 Euros), 

legal professionals (1125 Euros), and management consultants (1100 Euros). Table 42 shows the 

average hourly professional fees per profession. The high professional fee of trainers and 
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coaches, in relation to their relative low revenue, is perhaps caused by the substantial non-billable 

preparation time that is inherent in these professions.   

 

Table 42: Capacity utilization of various professions 

 Professional Fee*  
(average per hour) 

Utilization Rates 

 No other sources  
of income 

Other sources  
of income 

No other sources  
of income 

Other sources  
of income 

Finance professional € 96 € 81 72.0% 58.5% 

IT professional € 98 € 89 72.6% 46.1% 

Legal professional € 117 € 106 61.6% 37.1% 

HRM professional € 99 € 107 59.2% 28.6% 

Technical professional € 74 € 76 73.9% 40.0% 

Management consultant € 117 € 116 62.0% 38.3% 

Coach € 110 € 92 49.3% 19.2% 

Trainer € 109 € 101 47.5% 21.6% 

Interim manager € 109 € 108 71.7% 44.9% 

Media professional € 78 € 74 52.6% 30.1% 

Journalist € 67 € 57 47.5% 18.3% 

Health care professional € 71 € 41 62.5% 16.3% 

Artist € 66 € 63 46.6% 20.8% 

Facility professional € 45 € 40 61.1% 10.4% 

Translator € 46 € 53 31.3% 56.3% 

 * Here the average fee is an average of the hourly fees and the daily fees divided by eight (assumed hours per day) 

 

The average professional fee of men is substantially higher than the average professional fee of 

women. The average male hourly fee is 92 Euros, and the average male daily fee is 980 Euros.  

For women the average hourly fee is 79 Euros (-14%), and the average daily fee is 840 Euros (-

14%). When one looks at the earnings differential within the various professions the fee 

difference still persists, but becomes considerably less, reflecting the fact that women are often 

found in ―female‖ professions with comparatively low professional fees. Within the professions 

the fee difference is often less than 10%, and in some professions (e.g. legal professionals, 

coaches and trainers), the average professional fee of women is even higher than the professional 

fee of men.  

 

Figure 20 shows the wide of the fee distribution per profession. There are basically two reasons 

why the fee distribution can be wide: occupational heterogeneity and/or product heterogeneity. 

These professions are sometimes combinations of various underlying occupations. For example: 

an IT professional can be a JAVA programmer, a database expert, a functional designer, et cetera. 

But it can also be that it is basically one activity or occupation, but that the fee for a certain 

service has a wide distribution, because the product is not considered homogeneous by clients. 

This is perhaps the case for interim management. Although the basic service of an interim 
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manager is the same, there is a large difference between managing a small department, and 

managing a large organization in a turbulent turnaround phase. Figure 20 clearly shows the large 

differences in fee of so-called corporate professionals i.e., those professionals who feed of large 

corporations, and all the other freelancers. 

 

Figure 20: Distribution of fees per profession 

 

 

The average utilization rate of all freelancers is relatively low: almost 54% (53.3%). When one 

only looks at those freelancers with no other income, this improves the picture somewhat. These 

full-time freelancers have an average utilization rate of nearly 60% (59.4%). The utilization rate of 

men (61.2%, full-timers: 67.6%) is significantly higher than that of women (43.8%, full-timers: 

50.2%). There is a rather strong relationship between profession and utilization rate.  

 

The frequency distribution of the utilization rate is not normal. There is a very large group of 

freelancers with an incredibly low utilization rate (see Figure 21). These are the not so successful 

freelancers and the part-time freelancers. Twenty-five percent of all freelancers have a utilization 

rate below 20%. On the other side, 8% of all independent professionals report having a 

utilization rate of over 100%. Their skills are in great demand, because they manage to invoice 

more than 200 days per year (more than 16.7 working days per month), or 1600 hours per year 

(more than 133 working hours per month).  
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Figure 21: Distribution of utilization rate  

  

In Figure 22 the various professions are mapped on utilization rate versus professional fee. Some 

professions have low utilization rates and comparatively low fees (e.g. translators, journalists), 

some have low utilization rates and comparatively high fees (e.g. trainers, coaches), yet other 

professions have high utilization rates, but comparatively low fees (e.g. technical professionals), 

and when you are a lucky freelancer, you have a profession with high utilization rates and high 

professional fees.  

 

Figure 22: Relationship between utilization and professional fee 

 

In Figure 23 the utilization rate of the various professions is mapped against the average number 

of assignments per year in that profession. An important outlier in this graph is the technical 

professional, who is able to maintain a very high utilization rate (75.4%), while doing an average 

of 16 assignments per year. This in sharp contrast with, for example, trainers, who have the same 
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number of assignments per year, but who only achieve an utilization rate of under fifty percent 

(47%). This low utilization rate can be caused by the substantial preparation time that is typically 

needed for trainers, or by the fact that, in comparison with technical professionals, more trainers 

are part-timers. 

 

Figure 23: Utilization and number of assignments for various professions 

 

The distribution of professional fees in Figure 24 looks more like a normal bell curve than the 

utilization rate distribution, which is bounded by definition, with a tail to the right, consisting of 

those individuals who are able to charge more than 200 Euros per hour. But these extremes are 

limited. Less than 6% of all freelancers is able to demand a professional fee of more than 150 

Euros per hour. Those freelancers that demand these extraordinary fees are typically coaches, 

management consultants, interim managers, and (in some cases) legal professionals. It is 

important to note that there is a small, but significant (p < 0.01), positive correlation (0.08) 

between professional fee and utilization rate. This indicates that individuals with higher 

professional fees are more in demand than individuals with lower fees. One could also say that 

the higher demand for their services enables successful freelancers to increase their fees.  
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Figure 24: Distribution of hourly professional fees  

 

Freelancers were also asked whether they thought overall demand for their services changed for 

the better or the worse in the last two years. Freelancers could self-assess this on a Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 to 7, with 4 representing no change in the demand for their services. From 

Table 43 it is apparent that freelancers reported very positively on this scale with an average score 

of 5.1. Almost 40% (39.4%) of independent professionals reported a score of 6 or 7. This 

remarkable high score is probably due to the relative good market for high-skilled knowledge in 

The Netherlands in the years 2006 and 2007. The professions with the highest score are technical 

professionals (5.5), IT professionals (5.3), and finance professionals (5.2). The lowest-scoring 

professions are coaches (4.9) and trainers (5.0). However one should have in mind that the 

overall variability on this measure is limited between the various professions.  

 

Table 43: Change of demand in last two years 

Change in Demand Percentage 

1: significantly less demand  0.9% 

2 1.8% 

3 3.5% 

4: no change in demand 27.9% 

5 26.5% 

6 26.2% 

7: significantly more demand 13.2% 

 

Most professions have less than 10 assignments per year, with the interim manager having less 

than 4 assignments per year (see Table 44). Even this low number may be overstating the real 

number of assignments. As the Dutch tax authorities officially demand that every freelancer has 3 
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or more clients per year, there is a tendency for interim managers and interim professionals to use 

dummy companies as invoice addresses. In these cases they have formally served different clients, 

although in practice nothing really changes in the supplier-client relationship, as the independent 

professional still works on the same assignment with the same client.  

 

Table 44: Assignments of freelancers 

 Number of assignments 
per year 

Average duration of  an 
assignment (weeks) 

Interim manager 3.6 28 weeks 

IT professional 5.9 25 weeks 

HRM professional 7.1 21 weeks 

Management consultant 7.3 23 weeks 

Finance professional 8.0 26 weeks 

Legal professional 11.9 16 weeks 

Coach 13.7 19 weeks 

Trainer 16.2 16 weeks 

Technical professional 16.3 20 weeks 

Health care professional 16.5 26 weeks 

Media professional 21.8 14 weeks 

Journalist 33.0 7.5 weeks 

Translator 89.6 2.5 weeks 

   

The duration of most assignments, whatever profession one has, lies very often between four and 

six months. For most professions (i.e. trainers, technical professionals) this implies that an 

independent professional has various client assignments running in parallel. In other professions, 

especially interim managers and IT professionals, it is more likely that assignments are full-time, 

and hence are not executed in parallel but sequential. Journalists and translators have very short 

assignments (a couple of weeks), and have to run parallel assignments to earn a decent income.    

 

To measure subjective career success, the self-assessment questionnaire of Heslin (2003), based 

on Greenhaus (1990), was used with a Likert-type scale between 1 and 7. This subjective measure 

of career success was adopted, because many freelancers have other reasons than monetary ones 

to start a freelancing career. It was attempted to accommodate Heslin‘s (2003) critique that the 

career should be judged against the goals that the individual wants to achieve. That is, the career 

of an individual that pursues monetary rewards, has to be judged against his/her ability to achieve 

those goals. This attempt was not fruitful, as respondents did not make a significant distinction 

between the subscales of career satisfaction. Otherwise the work motives could be combined 

with the career success subscales. 
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Figure 25: Subjective career success 

 

Looking at the distribution of subjective career success in Figure 25, it is clear that most 

freelancers think that their career success is rather high. Almost 90% (87.5%) of freelancers give 

themselves a relatively high score on the career success scale. The mean and median subjective 

career success score are 32 and 33, with almost 6% (5.7%) of respondents giving themselves the 

maximum score of 42. Looking at the six subscales, the lowest mean scores are for satisfaction 

with achieved income (4.9) and satisfaction with career progress (5.1). The highest scores are for 

satisfaction with the achieved level of autonomy (5.8) and for satisfaction with one‘s intellectual 

development (5.7). There were no significant differences between men and women on subjective 

career success. Also age was not important. There were some small, but significant differences 

between the various professions. Trainers (score 33.6) and coaches scored significantly higher 

(32.2). Health care professionals (29.3) and media professionals (30.3) scored somewhat lower. 

The variability of this measure between the various professions is nonetheless very small. There is 

however a significant (p<0.01), and positive correlation (0.25) between self-assessed health status 

and subjective career success. Individuals with better health, are, no surprise here, more satisfied 

with their careers.  

 

There is also a significant and positive correlation (0.31, p < 0.01) between the revenue of a 

freelancer and his/her self-assessed subjective career success. Individuals who earn more, tend to 

assess their career success more positively. But there are in addition plenty of examples of 

freelancers with low incomes who are nevertheless highly satisfied with their careers. This might 

be because other career aspects, such as: autonomy and flexibility, are considered to be more 

important than income. However, there are not a lot of independent professionals with a high 
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revenue and a low score on subjective career success. The professionals who are not satisfied 

with their career, despite a high income, are extremely scarce. Figure 26 shows the envelope-type 

of relation between objective and subjective career success.  

 

Figure 26: The envelope of subjective and objective career success  
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Conclusions of Chapter 7: 

1. Freelancers can be found in all sorts of occupations and professions, although in some 

professions and industries it is more common to be a freelancer (o.a. media industry, 

journalism, trainers, coaches). 

2. Over 80% of independent professionals are between 35 and 58 years of age. The share of 

men and women in these high skilled professions is almost 50/50. 

3. Freelancers have typically more than 10 years of work experience. Most of this work 

experience has been obtained in a traditional employment relation. 

4. The main reasons why most high skilled professional choose a freelance career are: 1) 

flexibility and freedom, 2) more autonomy (being your own boss), and 3) more challenge. 

5. There seem to be three distinct motivational types of freelancers: a) freelancers who are 

motivated by the extra flexibility and improved work-life balance, b) freelancers who are 

motivated by the challenge, variety and financial rewards, and c) freelancers who are 

motivated by autonomy and professionalism. 

6. The perceived disadvantages of freelancing seem to be limited. The two major 

disadvantages mentioned are: 1) less predictable income and 2) unclear career/future. 

7. Freelancers do not want a steady traditional job. Less than 2% of freelancers aspire a 

regular employment relation. Over 60% of freelancers want to stay freelancing, 12% 

wants to set up a networking organization and 15% wants to grow their company. 

8. Three quarters of freelancers has no other sources of income, and freelancing brings in 

typically 55% of total family income.  

9. The average freelancer works 38 hours per week. About two-thirds (25 hours) is spent on 

billable work for clients. The other 13 hours are used on overhead activities such as 

administration, networking, and other activities. 

10. The average revenue of a freelancer without another source of income is approximately 

85.000 Euros per year. These freelancers have an average capacity utilization rate of 

almost 60% and an hourly professional fee of 94 Euros per hour. 
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8 Estimating the drivers of  success 

 
8.1 Data and estimation issues 

 

According to Parker (2004) the following estimation problems might arise in entrepreneurial 

research: 1) sample selection bias, 2) heteroskedasticity, 3) endogeneity, and 4) non-stationarity. 

Except for the last problem, which is not applicable in cross-sectional analysis, it is highly likely 

that these issues are also present in our data, and hence should be considered.  

8.1.1 Sample selection 

The data was obtained via sponsorship of various professional organizations (see Table 45). 

These organizations promoted the participation of their members and sent their members an 

email link of the web survey. This way of gathering data implies that there might be an 

overrepresentation in the data of individuals, who are members of professional organizations. 

However, this effect is somewhat mitigated by the large number of respondents, who copied the 

web link of the questionnaire, forwarding the link to their friends and colleagues. Moreover, there 

were some internet-sites that target independent professionals who somehow promoted the 

survey voluntarily, and put the link of the questionnaire high up on their internet pages. All in all 

less than 50% (42.6%) of the respondents are members of a professional organization.  

 

Table 45: Suppliers of respondents 

Source  Percentage 

Word of mouth 41.2% 

Workers union (FNV Zelfstandigen) 16.8% 

Entrepreneurial organization (PZO) 9.7% 

Professional Organization of Coaches (NOBCO) 8.3% 

VNU Media (Intermediair, In Interim, et cetera) 7.7% 

Professional Organization of Management Consultants (OOA) 7.4% 

Various Employment Agencies 4.3% 

Found the link on the internet 4.2% 

Professional Organization of Journalists (FLA) 4.1% 

Professional Organization of Trainers (NVO2) 2.7% 

Professional Organization of Marketing Professionals (VEA) 0.3% 

Professional Organization of Interim Managers (ORM) 0.2% 

 

There is also the distinct possibility that some professions were more eager to respond than other 

professions, leading to an overrepresentation of specific professions. For example, it proved hard 

to motivate freelance artists (e.g. actors, designers, and sculptors), and freelance media 
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professionals to fill in the questionnaire. Professional organizations of these professions did not 

react to any of our emails and telephone calls which asked for cooperation, and the number of 

these freelancers, who did participate through friends or general professional organizations (i.e. 

FNV and PZO) is rather low. In contrast the freelance (career) coaches and trainers were very 

enthusiastic to participate, which might have led to some overrepresentation on their side. 

 

Information was collected on the membership of the two general entrepreneurial associations 

(FNV Zelfstandigen and PZO) to compare their demographic characteristics with the 

demographic characteristics of the respondents. It is a bit of a misfortunate that PZO has no 

demographic figures on their membership. When comparing the respondents with the FNV in 

Table 46, it is clear that: 1) there are more women among our respondents, 2) the average 

educational level of our respondents is higher, and 3) more respondents work in professional 

services. All these differences reflect the fact that the membership of FNV Zelfstandigen consists 

of entrepreneurs without personnel, thus including retailers, wholesale traders, and transport 

entrepreneurs, but excluding some professions for which other FNV trade unions exist (such as 

journalists and artists). The observed differences can therefore be attributed to the fact that this 

study targets a slightly different group than the FNV does. 

 
Table 46: Compare sample with FNV Zelfstandigen 

Characteristic FNV (2008) Our sample (2008) 

Gender 72% male 50% male 

Age (mean) 45.1  46.1 

Education 69% higher education 83% higher education 

Professions 54% professional services 100% professional services 

 

We also had detailed information of the demographic constituency of freelance journalists from a 

previous academic study in The Netherlands (IJdens and van der Werf, 2004). When the 

demographics of our sample of journalists are compared to the constituency of the earlier study 

in Table 47, the demographic characteristics of both populations seem very alike. Only on one 

element the demographics differ: Our sample includes much more women than their sample, 

reflecting the fact that the study of IJdens et al. aimed for members of both FLA and NVJ. 

 
Table 47: Compare journalist sample with FLA 

Characteristic IIdens et al. (2004) Our sample (journalists, 2008) 

Gender 55% male 27% male 

Age (mean) 43.0 44.6 

Education 44% HBO / 41% University 43% HBO / 43% University 

Fee per hour 59 euro per hour 65 euro per hour 

Revenue  € 38.700 (2002) € 42.300 (2006/2007) 
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8.1.2 Self-selection  

Self-selection is a potential issue in all research. Firstly, not all individuals become independent 

professionals. In particular, those individuals who expect to do well as freelancers will opt for a 

freelance career. Unfortunately, within the scope of this thesis no direct comparison is possible 

between employees and freelancers, but we can compare our personality test results with the 

results of the same tests performed in earlier studies on employees. In Table 48, the average test 

score of our respondents are compared with those of Eby (2003) and Seibert, Kramer and Crant 

(2001). Our personality test results are in line with their findings, although our career insight 

score seems a little bit on the low side. This suggests that the measured freelancers‘ personality 

characteristics are not that different from employees.  

 

Table 48: Comparing personality traits of sample with other studies 

Mean score of  
Psychological trait* 

Pro-
activeness 

Openness Career  
Insight 

Career 
Satisfaction 

Our sample (2008)  3.80 3.91 3.60 3.81 

Eby (2003) 3.83 3.89 4.21 3.91 

Seibert, Kraimer and Crant (2001) 3.71 N.A. N.A. 3.78 

* mean score based on a 1-5 Likert scale 

 

There is another way to assess personality bias. That is through survivorship bias. If a certain 

personality trait is ―what it takes‖ to be a freelancer, one would expect that individuals who score 

low on that trait will not start a freelance career, but if they do, they would disappear quickly 

from the sample of freelancers. These unfit individuals may start a freelance career but, lacking 

success, they will quickly go back to a traditional employment relationship. Therefore, one 

expects that individuals with many years of freelance experience show the preferred personality 

for such a career.  

 

Table 49: Freelance experience and personality 

Freelance Experience Pro-activeness Openness Career Insight 

0 - 6 months 19.60 22.14 22.65 

7 - 12 months  19.23 22.18 22.50 

1 - 2 years 19.15 21.95 22.19 

3 - 5 years 18.96 22.02 21.99 

6 - 10 years 18.84 21.65 21.17 

11 - 15 years 19.03 21.89 21.51 

16 - 20 years 19.32 21.81 21.89 

21 years or more 17.90 21.03 20.02 

 

However, the hypothesis of a positive relationship between freelance experience and the desirable 

personality traits (pro-activeness, openness and career insight) is not supported by the data in 
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Table 49. All the relationships between freelance experience and the three desirable personality 

traits are even negative. This might be explained by an age or a generation effect. Nonetheless, 

evidence of personality survivorship bias is lacking.   

8.1.3 Dropout analysis 

There is always the possibility that some participants do not want to respond to difficult 

questions. Therefore, a response analysis was done. More than 80 percent of all respondents who 

already started answering the questions in the survey, fully completed all questions in the survey. 

The corresponding drop-out percentage (18.7%) was thus very low. This can be partly explained 

by the brevity of the survey (most respondents completed the survey within 10 minutes), the 

clarity of the Q&A process (e.g. information on percentage completed was indicated on every 

page of the survey), and the information that was sent upfront to respondents on the goal of the 

survey and the amount of time needed.  

 

From Figure 27 it is visible that the questions with most dropouts were: 

1. The complex personality test questions (#21, #22 and #23) on openness, pro-activeness 

and, career insight with a total drop-out percentage of 3.8%.  

2. The questions on profession (#5) and industry specialization (#6) with a 3.0% dropout 

rate. 

3. Question #31 on the number of hours worked (total and on various areas such as 

networking, administration, et cetera) with a drop-out percentage of 2.9%. 

 

Remarkably, the revenue questions (#38, #39) saw a very low percentage of dropouts (only 9 

dropouts or 0.5%).  

 

Looking at all the questions, it seems that one of the most important reasons for individuals to 

end the survey prematurely is the complexity of the question, and not so much the subject of the 

question. Moreover, the demographic characteristics of the dropout respondents were analyzed. 

This information was readily available as the demographic questions were the first 5 to 6 

questions of the survey. This gives the following demographic information on the dropouts:  

1. Dropout age: 46.7 years. This is somewhat higher than the overall average of 46.1 years 

2. Dropout gender: 53.2 percent men, 46.8 percent women. The overall distribution is 50.1 

percent men and 49.9 percent women, implying that slightly more men dropped out of 

the survey. 

3. Dropout education: HBO: 45.6 percent, University: 38.9 percent. The overall percentages 
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are HBO: 41.1 percent, University: 44.3 percent. Thus somewhat more HBO educated 

professionals dropped out.  

 
Figure 27: Survey complete percentage 

 

All these differences are minor. This leads to the conclusion that there is no evidence of severe 

distortion in the data, as a result of persons dropping out of the questionnaire. The dropouts 

have roughly the same demographic characteristics as the respondents, and ‗difficult‘ questions 

on fees and revenue were not avoided.   

8.1.4 Heteroskedasticity 

One of the potential problems of research into entrepreneurs is heteroskedasticity. The term 

means "differing variance" and comes from the Greek "hetero" ('different') and "skedastios" 

('dispersion'). The Breusch-Pagan test was used to check for heteroskedasticity on objective 

freelance career success. The squared OLS residuals (of the revenue equation) proved to be 

related to the following 5 variables: 1) other income, 2) experience as a freelancer, 3) subjective 

career success, 4) career insight, and 5) pro-activeness.  

 

 Table 50: Variance of revenue for individuals with and without other sources of income 

Other sources of income Log Revenue 

  Mean Variance 

No other income 10.99 1.01 

Yes, other sources of income 10.08 1.67 

 

There are excellent theoretical grounds to expect heteroskedasticity for most of these variables. 

Firstly, as can be seen in Table 50, the variance of respondents, who have another source of 

income (e.g. a regular job), is higher than the variance of respondents without another source of 

income. Within the first group there are individuals who are dependent on freelancing for their 



 
 

189 

 

livelihood, but there are also individuals who are not dependent on freelancing for their 

livelihood, but are only engaging in freelancing to improve their income levels. Therefore, the 

variance in the first group is higher.   

 

It is also logical for freelancers with more freelance experience to have lower levels of revenue 

variance, as can be seen in Table 51, as these freelancers have proved themselves in one way or 

another. They have shown that they can be successful, and they are probably committed to their 

profession. The group of freelancers with limited freelance experience (less than two years) 

probably also contains some ‗adventurers‘. These are individuals who try to pursue a career as a 

freelancer before they discover that they do not have the right proposition, contacts or 

personality. After a certain period (perhaps 1-2 years) these freelancers will not survive and will 

go back to a regular job or a social security allowance. 

 

Table 51: Variance of revenue and freelance experience 

Freelance Experience Log Revenue 

  Mean Variance 

0 – 6 months 10.33 1.75 

7 - 12 months  10.53 1.65 

1 – 2 years 10.77 1.44 

3 – 5 years 10.84 1.20 

6 - 10 years 10.98 0.99 

11 - 15 years 10.99 1.06 

16 - 20 years 10.82 0.95 

21 years or more 10.49 1.35 

 

Table 52 shows that the variance of revenue is linear and negatively related to subjective career 

success. If you earn a lot, you almost automatically consider yourself to be successful. If you do 

not earn a lot, you may consider yourself to be successful or not. It is much harder to find 

arguments for the positive impact on variance of career insight and pro-activeness. It seems to 

mean that individuals who score high on these traits have a higher probability to be either very 

successful or very unsuccessful. This may be contingent on some unknown factor. It may also be 

that the causality is the other way round. For example, it may be the case that very unsuccessful 

and very successful freelancers have more insight in their career then ‗mediocre‘ freelancers.   

 

There are two preferred solutions for heteroskedasticity: 1) use a different specification for the 

model (e.g. use non-linear transformations of the independent variables), or 2) apply an 

estimation method (e.g. Generalized Least Squares, Maximum Likelihood) with robust variance 

estimators (e.g. White).  
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Table 52: Variance of revenue and career satisfaction 

Subjective Career Success Log Revenue 
  Mean Variance 

Score 6 – 12  9.53 1.79 

Score 13 – 18 9.88 1.94 

Score 19 – 24 10.04 1.31 

Score 25 – 30 10.49 1.50 

Score 31 – 36 10.95 0.99 

Score 37 – 42 11.15 0.89 

8.1.5 Common method variance 

Common method variance (CMV) has been a major problem in organizational research based on 

self-reports (see Podsakoff and Organ, 1986; Spector, 2006). To overcome these problems the 

procedural remedies suggested by Podsakoff and Organ (2003) were adopted. The respondents 

were assured of anonymity and confidentiality, and were asked to be as honestly as possible. 

Individuals were assured that right and wrong answers did not exist. Also the fact that the survey 

was sponsored by various professional organizations that were all considered very trustworthy 

decreased the tendency of respondents to give socially desirable answers. Moreover, the fact that 

all respondents received a benchmark report on their position, in relation to other independent 

professionals, motivated respondents to give the ‗true‘ score, as they were anxious to see how 

they performed within their peer group of freelancers. Giving the wrong answers would distort 

their own report. Two test versions of the survey were used to ensure that all questions were 

clear and easy to answer, and that ambiguous and vague terms were not present. The survey tool 

further facilitated various methods to prevent CMV, such as: random orders of questions to 

disrupt the flow of questions, the use of various types of scales, and clear information on the 

survey completion process to prevent boredom.      

 
To investigate whether, despite all the preventive measures, CMV was a problem in the data a 

single factor test was conducted. On the overall data there is no evidence that CMV is a 

persuasive problem. The factor with the largest eigenvalue explained less than 8% of total 

variance, and more than 20 factors had eigenvalues above one.    

8.1.6 Reliability of test scores 

In our study 6 composite tests were used. These tests consisted of various questions. All these 

tests are well known, and often used in organization science. Using Cronbach‘s alpha and factor 

analysis, the internal consistency of the tests was checked. It can be seen in Table 53 that all tests 

are reliable with satisfactory Cronbach alpha‘s (α > 0.7), and all tests have only one factor with an 

eigenvalue above one.  
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Table 53: Reliability of test scores  

Test Questions Cronbach α # Factors % Var. Factor 1 

Partner Support 4 0.820 1 (2.63) 65.7 % 

Openness 4 0.803 1 (2.51) 62.9 % 

Pro-activeness 5 0.762 1 (2.59) 51.8 % 

Career Insight 6 0.759 1 (2.75) 45.9 % 

Subjective Career Success 6 0.873 1 (3.75) 62.4 % 

Network Activity Score 5 0.751 1 (2.51) 50.6 % 

8.1.7 Data reduction 

In the survey a large number of questions were posed to respondents (in total 99 questions, see 

appendix). To be able to estimate objective and subjective career success and to be able to 

include all the underlying factors, data reduction was necessary. For every cluster of independent 

variables (i.e. human capital, social capital, personality capital, motivational, and strategy capital) a 

factor analysis was performed on all variables in each cluster, in order to reduce data complexity 

(see the appendix for more information on the various factor analyses).  

 

Human Capital 
Multicollinearity was not a problem in our dataset (with very low correlations and all VIF-scores 

lower than 1.6) with one exception: the collinearity between age, year of graduation and total 

work experience. That is why total work experience and year of graduation were excluded from 

the list of human capital variables (age was kept as an independent variable). From the factor 

analysis on the human capital variables 3 clear factors resulted: 1) a freelance experience factor, 2) 

an education factor, and 3) a recent training factor. Based on the results of the factor analysis the 

following four variables were subsequently chosen as the preferred measures for human capital: 

1. Total Freelance Experience. 

2. Obtained Higher Professional Education (HBO). 

3. Obtained University Education. 

4. Total Recent Training (the sum of training in core professional, new professional and 

supporting and adjacent skills).  

 

Social Capital 
In the survey 18 variables were obtained to measure social capital. Not only network size was 

measured, but also the total number of weak and strong links, the number of persons new in the 

network (refreshment), and the seniority or quality of the network. A factor analysis was 

performed on all 18 variables, resulting in five clear social capital factors: 

1. Network Activity Score (consisted of all five network activity measures). 

2. Partner Support Score (consisted of all four partner support measures). 
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3. Size of Network (consisted of all network size measures). 

4. Membership of a Business Club (e.g. Lions, Rotary). 

5. Managing Employment Agencies. 

 

Although the Cronbach alpha analysis of all tests indicated strong internal reliability, it was 

nevertheless decided to use all underlying questions in the factor analysis. In the factor analysis 

the original tests came out as separate variables. That is why a second factor analysis was 

performed without the network activity and partner support questions. This resulted in 3 clear 

factors (Size of Network, Business Club Membership, and Managing Employment Agencies), to 

which the sum of the scores of the network activity, and partner support tests were added. This 

resulted in the 5 variables mentioned above.  

 

Personality Capital 
In total 15 personality questions were asked in the survey (4 on openness, 5 on pro-activity and 6 

on career insight). From the factor analysis the 3 personality tests emerged as specific factors, 

thus the original test scores were used instead of factors:  

1. Career Insight. 

2. Openness to New Experience. 

3. Pro-active Personality. 

 

Motivation 
Respondents were additionally asked about their motivation to freelance (why are they 

freelancing), the major disadvantages of freelancing, and their long term ambition. To limit the 

number of factors only the 8 motivational variables were used in a factor analysis, the 

disadvantages of freelancing, and long term ambition were excluded from our variable list. From 

this factor analysis on motivational capital three factors emerged:  

1. Motivated by Work-Life Balance and Flexibility. 

2. Motivated by Professionalism and Autonomy. 

3. Motivated by Challenge, Variety and Money. 

 

It was quite interesting that from the factor analysis the above distinct freelance motivations 

came into sight; a group of freelancers who are preliminary motivated by work-life balance and 
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flexibility, a second group who are motivated by professionalism and autonomy, and a third 

group who are motivated by challenge, variety and money.20  

 

Strategy Capital 
To determine the strategy factors eleven strategy variables were used. This consisted of variables 

on strategy, industry expertise, authority and marketing mix. Further, a JAT profession score was 

calculated based on the number of professions a freelancer puts into practice, as some freelancers 

are interim manager, coach, trainer, and management consultant. Based on the factor analysis the 

following four strategy factors emerged: 

1. Innovation or Differentiation.  

2. Industry Specialization. 

3. Broad Product Range. 

4. Better Service or Low Cost.  

 

Control variables 
The control variables that were used in this study are gender, geographic location and health 

status. Several other variables that are available in the survey were not used to estimate career 

success (e.g. percentage of freelance income of total income, size of the financial buffer in 

months), as they are endogenous to freelance income. Age and age squared were used to get a 

feel for the parabolic relationship of age and freelance revenue. Subjective career success was 

included in the objective career success equation, and vice versa to estimate the relationship 

between objective and subjective success.   

 

Some of the variables in the equation might be endogenous to career success. For instance 

network size can explain career success, but it can also be the case that freelancers with a more 

successful career have a larger network, because of this successfulness. Freelance experience is 

another example where freelance experience might be a consequence rather that a cause of 

success. Training participation is the other way round as is discussed earlier. A freelancer trains 

more when the freelancer is not successful. The most obvious example of a variable which is 

endogenous, is subjective career success. Does monetary revenue cause career satisfaction or are 

satisfied freelancers more likely to earn more money?   

  

                                                
20 Looking at the various professions, the journalists were often motivated by work-life balance and flexibility, the 
trainers and coaches by professionalism and autonomy, and the technical professions and interim managers by 
challenge and money. 
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8.2 Estimating objective freelance career success 

 

Objective success was measured using freelance revenue, as this is the richest measure that was 

available. Revenue was calculated by multiplying the number of invoiced hours (or days) per year 

by the average net fee per hour (or day). As the revenue distribution was skewed, the natural 

logarithm was taken, as our dependent variable for objective career success.  

 

Table 54: Estimating objective career success (OLS) 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error t-Statistic 

Constant 6.980609 0.6505804 10.73** 

Age 0.0812761 0.0253211 3.21** 

Age Squared -0.0009651 0.0002695 -3.58** 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.4200948 0.056085 7.49** 

Health (Self Assessment score) 0.0472644 0.028403 1.66† 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0799059 0.0481182 1.66† 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.589795 0.0591547 -9.97** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.402606 0.0630237 6.39** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.1432689 0.0585236 2.45* 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.3227554 0.0772892 -4.18** 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.1039439 0.1063933 0.98 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.2152659 0.0573688 -3.75** 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.461215 0.0820719 -5.62** 

University Education (dummy) 0.3556629 0.0744063 4.78** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.1380998 0.072906 1.89† 

Freelance experience (log) 0.1622809 0.0210346 7.71** 

Recent training participation (sum) -0.0073522 0.0023691 -3.1** 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0415792 0.0246565 1.69† 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0196196 0.0242925 0.81 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0535313 0.0242788 -2.2* 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0042271 0.0070973 -0.60 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0034226 0.0071 -0.48 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0149058 0.0091706 -1.63 

Business Club Member (factor) 0.0149219 0.0247465 0.60 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0838912 0.0273984 3.06** 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0338625 0.0266946 1.27 

Network activity (sum) 0.029306 0.007434 3.94** 

Partner Support (sum) 0.0018221 0.0062038 0.29 

Better service or low cost strategy (factor) -0.0101224 0.0239645 -0.42 

Innovative and different strategy (factor) 0.02476 0.0283124 0.87 

Industry specialization strategy (factor) 0.0562731 0.024685 2.28* 

Broad product range (factor) -0.0468089 0.0245026 -1.91† 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0441134 0.004123 10.7** 

Adjusted R-squared 0.4393 Est. Method OLS 

F-statistic 34.89 Observations (n) 1385 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
 
 

Ordinary least squares was the first estimation method used. Table 54 below gives the estimates 

of coefficients, standard errors and resulting t-statistics. It is clear that most of the variables in 
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our model predict objective career success (i.e. revenue). The adjusted R-squared is 

approximately 0.44, which is very satisfactory given the results of other studies on entrepreneurial 

earnings (e.g. Block and Wagner, 2006).  

 

Table 55: Estimating objective career success (ML) 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 6.980609 0.7493958 9.31** 

Age 0.0812761 0.0286227 2.84** 

Age Squared -0.0009651 0.0003046 -3.17** 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.4200948 0.0580151 7.24** 

Health (Self Assessment score) 0.0472644 0.0286808 1.65† 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0799059 0.0480397 1.66† 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.589795 0.0666048 -8.86** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.402606 0.0606881 6.63** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.1432689 0.0589014 2.43* 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.3227554 0.0780846 -4.13** 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.1039439 0.1071783 0.97 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.2152659 0.0572763 -3.76** 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.461215 0.0811657 -5.68** 

University Education (dummy) 0.3556629 0.0790103 4.50** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.1380998 0.0805207 1.72† 

Freelance experience (log) 0.1622809 0.0229957 7.06** 

Recent training participation (sum) -0.0073522 0.0025106 -2.93** 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0415792 0.0244645 1.70† 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0196196 0.0237121 0.83 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0535313 0.0235548 -2.27* 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0042271 0.0074761 -0.57 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0034226 0.0070108 -0.49 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0149058 0.0092242 -1.62 

Business Club Member (factor) 0.0149219 0.024884 0.60 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0838912 0.0248262 3.38** 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0338625 0.0267804 1.26 

Network activity (sum) 0.029306 0.0074711 3.92** 

Partner Support (sum) 0.0018221 0.0058532 0.31 

Better service or low cost strategy (factor) -0.0101224 0.0236016 -0.43 

Innovative and different strategy (factor) 0.02476 0.0282662 0.88 

Industry specialization strategy (factor) 0.0562731 0.0235155 2.39* 

Broad product range (factor) -0.0468089 0.0247748 -1.89† 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0441134 0.004511 9.78** 

Log likelihood -1754.97 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.581907 Observations (n) 1385 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

Most control, market and human capital variables are significant, and have the expected 

hypothesized sign. The only great exception within the human capital variables is the relationship 

between recent training effort and objective career success. A positive relation between recent 

training (defined as training effort in the last two years) and revenue was expected. But a strong 

negative relationship was found. This leads us to ponder on causality. The link between revenue 
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and training effort might be the other way round for two reasons. Firstly, if one engages in 

training, one cannot charge clients for services. Secondly, it is likely that independent 

professionals without a current assignment have more spare time to invest in training.  

 

Regarding personality capital, it is noteworthy that none of the personality capital variables is 

significant. Career insight (e.g. what are you career goals, how do you reach them, which 

assignments do you need to accept and which do you need to refuse), an open personality, and an 

pro-active personality are not related to objective career success. But motivational capital is 

important; freelancers who started freelancing, because of flexibility and/or work-life balance 

motives, have lower revenue than professionals who started freelancing for other reasons. 

Concerning social capital, it is remarkable that partner support is not related at all to objective 

career success. Two social capital variables proved to be significant: managing the agent and the 

network activity score of Forret and Dougherty (2001). Actively managing employment agencies 

(i.e. being registered with employment agencies and actively visiting them) adds to the objective 

success of independent professionals. The positive and significant score on network activity 

suggests that it is important to be an active networker. Calling people, visiting business contacts, 

handing out business cards and sending mails, cards and gifts to individuals in the network, are 

important. The size of the network and whether an individual is a member of a business club or 

network, do not add any revenue.21  

 

Most of the potential business strategies do not add any revenue to the independent 

professional, but industry specialization does. Freelancers who focus on a single industry or 

client, have higher revenues.  

 

As said, one of the disadvantages of OLS is that it does not handle heteroskedasticity very well. 

Although heteroskedasticity does not cause OLS coefficient estimates to be biased, the variance 

of the coefficients tends to be underestimated, inflating t-scores and making insignificant 

variables appear to be statistically significant. Therefore we estimated our success model, also 

using generalized least squares (GLS) and maximum likelihood (ML) estimators with robust 

variance estimators. These results of our ML are visible in Table 55, but are very comparable to 

our OLS results.22 

                                                
21

 The objective career success equation was also estimated for all freelancers, disregarding the fact whether they had 
a partner or not. The results were very comparable, although the overall significance levels are higher in for all 
freelancers due to the 200 extra observations. 
22

 Besides OLS/GLS and ML estimators, also other estimators such as IV (2SLS) and GMM were used. The results 
proved to be robust so the results of these estimators are not given in this thesis. 
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8.3 Estimating subjective freelance career success 

 

In this section subjective freelance career success is estimated instead of objective freelance 

career success, using the same model structure and the same estimation techniques. Looking at 

the results in Tables 56 and 57, it is striking that most of the variables that are strongly significant 

in the objective freelance career success equation seem not to be important at all in determining 

subjective freelance career success.  

 
Table 56: Estimating subjective career success (OLS) 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error t-Statistic 

Constant -1.356558 4.292223 -0.32 

Age -0.2052013 0.1608874 -1.28 

Age Squared 0.002439 0.0017136 1.42 

Gender (Male = 1) -0.799514 0.3618638 -2.21* 

Health (Self Assessment score) 0.984084 0.1780775 5.53** 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0150572 0.3050723 0.05 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.4763586 0.3879763 -1.23 

Interim manager (dummy) -1.173891 0.4038872 -2.91** 

Interim professional (dummy) -0.7440611 0.3709353 -2.01* 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.5157591 0.492467 -1.05 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.434244 0.6739887 0.64 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.2692279 0.3651653 -0.74 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.0336539 0.5258469 -0.06 

University Education (dummy) 0.7539263 0.4747835 1.59 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.4834854 0.4621837 1.05 

Freelance experience (log) -0.003937 0.1361259 -0.03 

Recent training participation (sum) 0.0242919 0.0150437 1.61 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.3427641 0.1560506 2.20* 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.1804451 0.153818 1.17 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility 0.3705541 0.1537185 2.41* 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.225339 0.0445379 5.06** 

Open Personality (sum) 0.1392696 0.0448124 3.11** 

Pro-active Personality (sum) 0.130006 0.0580324 2.24* 

Business Club Member (factor) -0.1613818 0.1566942 -1.03 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0023039 0.1741312 0.01 

Size of Network (factor) -0.0089879 0.1691738 -0.05 

Network activity (sum) 0.0369041 0.0473435 0.78 

Partner Support (sum) 0.1274405 0.0391403 3.26** 

Better service or low cost strategy (factor) -0.2922321 0.1515837 -1.93† 

Innovative and different strategy (factor) 0.9313536 0.1775728 5.24** 

Industry specialization strategy (factor) 0.0075344 0.1566451 0.05 

Broad product range (factor) 0.4305484 0.1549576 2.78** 

Revenue  (log) 1.769593 0.1653918 10.7** 

Adjusted R-squared 0.2868 Est. Method OLS 

F-statistic 18.39 Observations (n) 1385 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

The variables that do prove to be important for subjective career success are exactly those 

variables that are irrelevant to objective career success. Of the control variables, only self-assessed 
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health and gender are significant factors predicting career satisfaction. Men are less satisfied with 

their career than women, and freelancers with good health are more satisfied with their career 

than those who have not good health. Most market and human capital indicators, although 

crucial for objective success, do not add any value to career satisfaction. Interim managers and 

interim professionals are not as satisfied with their career as one would expect, given their high 

revenue.  

 

Table 57: Estimating subjective career success (ML) 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant -1.356558 4.407242 -0.31 

Age -0.2052013 0.173482 -1.18 

Age Squared 0.002439 0.001864 1.31 

Gender (Male = 1) -0.799514 0.3471066 -2.30* 

Health (Self Assessment score) 0.984084 0.1931404 5.10** 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0150572 0.306105 0.05 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.4763586 0.4079105 -1.17 

Interim manager (dummy) -1.173891 0.398087 -2.95** 

Interim professional (dummy) -0.7440611 0.3739605 -1.99* 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.5157591 0.5009407 -1.03 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.434244 0.6271601 0.69 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.2692279 0.3636077 -0.74 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.0336539 0.5867987 -0.06 

University Education (dummy) 0.7539263 0.4749756 1.59 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.4834854 0.4773371 1.01 

Freelance experience (log) -0.003937 0.141182 -0.03 

Recent training participation (sum) 0.0242919 0.0153892 1.58 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.3427641 0.1552853 2.21* 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.1804451 0.1503154 1.20 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility 0.3705541 0.1561106 2.37* 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.225339 0.0479622 4.7** 

Open Personality (sum) 0.1392696 0.049208 2.83** 

Pro-active Personality (sum) 0.130006 0.0616591 2.11* 

Business Club Member (factor) -0.1613818 0.1536743 -1.05 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0023039 0.1864347 0.01 

Size of Network (factor) -0.0089879 0.1558321 -0.06 

Network activity (sum) 0.0369041 0.0511501 0.72 

Partner Support (sum) 0.1274405 0.0467177 2.73** 

Better service or low cost strategy (factor) -0.2922321 0.1466776 -1.99* 

Innovative and different strategy (factor) 0.9313536 0.1882798 4.95** 

Industry specialization strategy (factor) 0.0075344 0.1495288 0.05 

Broad product range (factor) 0.4305484 0.162117 2.66** 

Revenue  (log) 1.769593 0.1813919 9.76** 

Log likelihood -4311.5 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 6.273649 Observations (n) 1385 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

One social capital variable has a positive impact on freelance career satisfaction: Partner support 

is very instrumental to freelance career satisfaction, although we showed already that it is not very 
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helpful for freelance revenue. All personality capital variables demonstrate a strong significance 

in determining subjective career success. Especially the career insight variable is very powerful. 

But also the personality factors of openness to experience and pro activeness, drive freelance 

career satisfaction.  

 

Motivational capital is also important. Professionals who freelance because of flexibility and 

work-life balance reasons, and professionals who freelance because of autonomy and 

professionalism, are more satisfied with their career. 

 

Although we did not hypothesize on the relation between career satisfaction and strategy 

capital, strategy variables are important to subjective career success. Especially independent 

professionals who distinguish themselves through a strategy that is innovative and different, and 

independent professionals with a broad product range are more satisfied with their career. It 

might be that being innovative provides intrinsic benefits to independent professionals, which 

increases career satisfaction. Professionals with a ‗low-cost‘ or ‗better-service‘ strategy have lower 

career satisfaction levels. 

 

In the last row in the estimation tables, the positive cross-relationship between objective and 

subjective success is visible. The reduced form of objective and subjective career satisfaction will 

therefore see different coefficients on variables then one can see in this, more richer, 

specification. Variables with a positive effect on career satisfaction in the, conditional, structured 

form (e.g recent training), may have no effect in the reduced form of the equation (i.e. training 

has a negative influence on revenue, and via this relationship, the total impact on subjective 

career success may change). Although causality cannot be established in cross-sectional analysis, 

revenue and career satisfaction are definitely positively related. The measure of fit (≈0.30) is 

somewhat lower than the measure of fit of objective success (≈0.45), but in line with other 

studies on career satisfaction. In the appendix the reduced form equations are estimated.  

 

Various other estimation techniques (i.e. GLS, TSLS, SUR, and GMM) are used to estimate the 

freelance career success equations in this section. The results (in terms of coefficients and 

significance) are very much in line with the results from the ML-estimates.  
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8.4 Dominance 

 

The objective of our study was not only to test several hypotheses as to the impact of the various 

variables, but also to assert the relative importance of the six classes of variables (i.e. market 

factors, motivation, human, personality, social, and strategy capital) in predicting objective and 

subjective career success. Budescu‘s dominance analysis (1993) was used to obtain this insight. 

Simulation would be an alternative way to acquire this insight.  

8.4.1 Relative importance of the various success factors 

Dominance analysis (see Table 58) is a very labor-intensive method, as it encompasses 

calculations of all combinations of equations that can be made out of five classes of variables. 

For every possible combination of variable classes the R-squared measure was calculated (in total 

64 measures of fit for objective and subjective success). For all combinations the extra fit of 

adding a new class of variable was calculated (see the appendix). Subsequently, the average extra 

fit is calculated. This can be seen in table 61. K is the number of variable classes already in the 

equation. In the cell the effect on fit is measured by the extra R-squared.  

 

For example, if one has an equation with already one class of variables (K=1) present (i.e. human 

capital, social capital, personality, motivational, or strategy capital), the addition of market capital 

will increase the fit of that equation with on average 0.0819. Similarly, if one has an equation with 

already two class of variables (K=2) present (e.g. human and social capital), the addition of 

market capital will increase the fit with on average 0.0744. 

 

Table 58: Dominance analysis of objective career success  

 Market  
Capital 

Human  
Capital 

Personality  
Capital 

Motivational 
Capital 

Social  
Capital 

Strategy 
Capital 

K = 0 0.0895 0.0368 0.0000 0.0059 0.0465 0.0134 

K = 1 0.0819 0.0391 0.0011 0.0053 0.0411 0.0110 

K = 2 0.0744 0.0405 0.0018 0.0047 0.0356 0.0090 

K = 3 0.0669 0.0411 0.0020 0.0042 0.0298 0.0073 

K = 4 0.0598 0.0413 0.0023 0.0038 0.0248 0.0055 

K = 5 0.0531 0.0412 0.0014 0.0035 0.0200 0.0040 

Mean 0.0707 0.0405 0.0018 0.0045 0.0328 0.0082 

Rel. percentage 44.6% 25.6% 1.1% 2.8% 20.7% 5.2% 

Note: GLS was used to estimate dominance 

 

By mixing all the possible combinations, it follows that the average extra fit of market capital is 

0.0707. This is higher than the average extra fit of human capital (0.0405), personality capital 

(0.0018), motivational capital (0.0045), social capital (0.0328) and strategy capital (0.0082). Market 
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capital is therefore the most important determinant of objective career success (44.6%), whatever 

specification you use, followed by human capital (25.6%), and social capital (20.7%). Strategy 

capital (5.2%), motivational capital (2.8%), and personality capital (1.1%) seem to be of minor 

importance in determining objective career success.  

 

The same procedure is again followed in Table 59 to determine the relative importance of factors 

determining subjective career success. Here the average extra fit of market capital is 0.0085 or 

6.4%. This is much lower than the average extra fit of personality capital (0.0481; 36.4%), strategy 

capital (0.0346; 26.2%), and social capital (0.0283; 21.4%). Motivational capital (0.0090; 6.8%), 

human capital (0.0038; 2.9%), and market capital are perhaps very important in determining 

objective success, they are almost irrelevant in determining subjective success. Social capital is the 

only factor that has a considerable and positive impact on both revenue (objective success) and 

career satisfaction (subjective success). 

 

Table 59: Dominance analysis of subjective career success  

 Market  
Capital 

Human  
Capital 

Personality  
Capital 

Motivational 
Capital 

Social  
Capital 

Strategy 
Capital 

K = 0 0.0070 0.0104 0.0720 0.0155 0.0410 0.0614 

K = 1 0.0081 0.0076 0.0613 0.0121 0.0358 0.0503 

K = 2 0.0086 0.0055 0.0519 0.0097 0.0315 0.0406 

K = 3 0.0087 -0.0001 0.0437 0.0078 0.0220 0.0240 

K = 4 0.0085 0.0032 0.0346 0.0063 0.0254 0.0256 

K = 5 0.0083 0.0028 0.0311 0.0052 0.0236 0.0202 

Mean 0.0085 0.0038 0.0481 0.0090 0.0283 0.0346 

Rel. percentage 6.4% 2.9% 36.4% 6.8% 21.4% 26.2% 

Note: GLS was used to estimate dominance 

8.4.2 Significance of the various factors 

The variable of interest in the section on dominance is the measure of fit. Although this 

information is related to hypothesis testing, it does not give us information on the significance of 

groups of variables. A group of variables may add to the measure of fit, without being significant, 

and a variable may be significant, without adding a lot of fit. In this section tests on significance 

of groups of variables are performed. This was done along 2 lines: 1) by starting with no variables 

and adding variables (Table 60 and 61), and 2) by starting with the full model and then removing 

groups of variables (Table 62 and 63).     
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Table 60: Building the model explaining objective success  

Model F-test Significance 

I: Control variables 71.13** 0.0000 

II: I + Sub. career success 128.12** 0.0000 

III: II + Market factors 38.98** 0.0000 

IV: III + Human Capital 23.48** 0.0000 

V: IV + Personality Capital 0.54 0.6578 

VI: V + Motivational Capital 3.42* 0.0168 

VII: VI + Social Capital 11.76** 0.0000 

VIII: VII + Strategy Capital 2.94* 0.0196 
 

Table 60 shows a model that starts with only the control variables, and then starts including more 

variables. First, subjective career success is added, then market capital, followed by human capital, 

personality capital, social capital, and, finally, strategy capital. For all groups of variables the 

overall effect of deleting a particular group on the overall performance of the objective career 

success model is measured.     

 

Table 61: Stripping the model explaining objective success  

Model Chi-Squared Significance 

Market factors 141.24** 0.0000 

Human Capital 88.67** 0.0000 

Motivational Capital  9.71* 0.0212 

Personality Capital  4.86 0.1823 

Social Capital 31.65** 0.0000 

Strategy Capital 10.92* 0.0274 

 

Table 60 and 61 strengthen each other. Both show that the market capital, human capital, social 

capital and strategy capital all contribute significantly to objective career success. The only group 

of variables that does not help building the revenue model is personality capital. 

 

Table 62: Building the model explaining subjective success  

Model F-test Significance 

I: Control variables 19.23** 0.0000 

II: I + Revenue (log) 126.56** 0.0000 

III: II + Market factors 2.26* 0.0352 

IV: III + Human Capital 4.49 0.0013 

V: IV + Personality Capital 40.12** 0.0000 

VI: V + Motivational Capital 6.04** 0.0004 

VII: VI + Social Capital 2.33* 0.0405 

VIII: VII + Strategy Capital 8.24** 0.0000 
 

Moving to subjective success, it is clear that almost all variables add value to the subjective 

success model, contributing to the explanation of subjective career success. The major exception 

is human capital. 
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Table 63: Stripping the model explaining subjective success 

Model Chi-Squared Significance 

Market factors 2.31* 0.0241 

Human Capital 1.29 0.2705 

Motivational Capital  3.78* 0.0102 

Personality Capital  21.30** 0.0000 

Social Capital 2.41* 0.0346 

Strategy Capital 9.6** 0.0000 

 

Going back to our original hypotheses formulated in Chapter 6, it cannot be rejected that human 

capital explains objective freelance success (hypothesis 1). However, no evidence is found for a 

positive relationship between human capital and subjective freelance success. Hypothesis 1 is 

thus not completely rejected. Social capital is positively related to objective and subjective career 

success. Thus hypothesis 2 is not rejected. 

 

No relationship is found between personality capital and objective career success. There are 4 

potential reasons why there is no link found between personality capital and objective career 

success. Firstly, it may be because personality capital does influence social and strategy capital, 

but has no additional effects on career success. Secondly, it may be because the precise effect of 

personality factors may be contingent on other factors (see Chapter 10). Thirdly, our three 

measures of personality capital are not sufficient and, fourthly, there is no link between 

personality capital and freelance revenue. A strong positive link is found between personality 

capital and subjective career success. Hypothesis 3 is thus only partly rejected.  

 

Individuals, who choose a freelancing career because of work-life balance and flexibility grounds, 

indeed have lower revenue and higher career satisfaction levels (hypothesis 4 is not rejected). 

Regarding strategy capital, focused business strategies (both industry and product focus) show 

indeed a relationship with objective career success, but no relationship with subjective career 

success. Differentiation does not show a relationship with objective career success, but a strong 

positive relationship with subjective career success. As a consequence partial support is found for 

hypothesis 5, where focused strategies are positively related to freelance revenue and 

differentiation strategies related to career satisfaction.  

 

As expected, the market dominated all other factors in determining objective freelance career 

success (hypothesis 6 is not rejected), and personality capital dominated all other factors in 

determining subjective freelance career success (hypothesis 7 is not rejected).   
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Also support is found for hypothesis 12 as age, beyond a certain optimal age, negatively impacts 

objective career success. No support was found for hypothesis 13, as no relationship is found 

between age and subjective career success.  

8.5 Testing simple interaction effects 

 

Until now this chapter concentrated on testing the individual effects of the different variables. 

But there are good reasons to assume that some variables only work well in combination with 

other instruments. They are complementary variables. It is even possible that some of the 

variables only work if they are used independently from another instrument (i.e. they are 

substitutes). In this section the relevant hypotheses on whether some of the partial success 

drivers are complementary or substitutes, are tested.   

8.5.1 The interaction effect between social and human capital 

Many interviewees argued that social capital and human capital are complementary factors. They 

argued that it is not who you know or what you know, but that real success is created by the 

combination of know how and know whom. This line of reasoning is intuitively appealing. For 

instance, if one wants to sell a certain service, but one does not have access to clients, one cannot 

earn any money. Also, when one knows clients who want a certain service, but one has no access 

to that service, one cannot sell this, and thus cannot earn any money.  

 

Table 64: Testing interaction human and social capital 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error t-Statistic 

Business Club Member * HBO Education  0.0148431 0.0186955 0.79 

Managing  Agencies * HBO Education 0.0056535 0.0177433 0.32 

Size Network * HBO Education 0.0008017 0.0006587 1.22 

Network activity * HBO Education -0.0068461 0.0053637 -1.28 

Partner Support * HBO Education -0.0120274 0.0204029 -0.59 

Business Club Member * University Education  0.0099615 0.018867 0.53 

Managing  Agencies * University Education -0.0000267 0.0006154 -0.04 

Size Network * University Education 0.0007763 0.0051676 0.15 

Network activity * University Education 0.0575071 0.1034974 0.56 

Partner Support * University Education 0.0011223 0.0952598 0.01 

Business Club Member * Experience Freelance  0.0007269 0.0025983 0.28 

Managing  Agencies * Experience Freelance -0.0057857 0.0216179 -0.27 

Size Network * Experience Freelance 0.0246596 0.0800719 0.31 

Network activity * Experience Freelance -0.0766775 0.0756966 -1.01 

Partner Support * Experience Freelance -0.0001516 0.002187 -0.07 

Business Club Member * Recent Training -0.0068654 0.0190571 -0.36 

Managing  Agencies * Recent Training 0.1114221 0.0816529 1.36 

Size Network * Recent Training 0.0448206 0.0774517 0.58 

Network activity * Recent Training -0.0020211 0.0022638 -0.89 

Partner Support * Recent Training 0.0388051 0.0216236 1.79 
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To test this hypothesis 20 interaction effects (4 human capital variables times 5 social capital 

variables) were added to the objective success equation. Table 64 shows the significance of the 

interaction effects. None of the individual interaction effects were significant at the 5% level, and 

8 out of the 20 parameters are even negative. We tested whether all the interaction effects were 

nil. The Chi-squared test statistic was 15.68 (p = 0.74), so the hypothesis that all interaction 

parameters are zero cannot be rejected. This leads to the conclusion that there are no interaction 

effects between social capital and human capital. This means that these success factors are neither 

complements nor substitutes; they seem independent of each other.  

8.5.2 The interaction effect between networking and employment agencies 

Most independent professionals want to avoid working for intermediaries, such as: employment 

agencies. That is only natural as a significant proportion of the professional fees goes to these 

employment agencies. The advantage of working with employment agencies is that they will use 

their network to obtain an assignment for freelancer, and employment agency. So using an 

employment agency is especially relevant when ones networking qualities are not so good. To test 

this potential substitution effect, a single interaction variable was added.  

 

Table 65: Testing substitution effects networking 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error t-Statistic 

Network Activity  * Managing Agencies (all) -0.0086749 0.0053351 -1.63 

Network Activity  * Managing Agencies (with partner) -0.0071277 0.0059222 -1.20 

 

In Table 65 one can see that there seems to be a substitution effect, but the parameter is not 

significant at the 5% level. Hypothesis 9 is therefore rejected. This analysis was then also carried 

out for several subgroups, as this effect might be important for some professions where there is a 

stronger presence of employment agencies, or where networking is a more important success 

factor. The results are given in Table 66. It is clear that a substitution effect is indeed present for 

interim professionals (IT professionals, finance professionals, legal professionals, HRM 

professionals, and management consultants), but not for the other professions. 

 

Table 66: Testing substitution effects networking for subgroups 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error t-Statistic 

Interim managers -0.0021515 -0.0099668 -0.22 

Interim professional -0.0208967 -0.008701 -2.40* 

Trainer/coach -0.0014142 -0.0111241 -0.13 

Technical professional -0.0305126 -0.0411889 -0.74 

Journalist -0.0055225 -0.023133 -0.24 

Other freelancer -0.0028886 -0.0158701 -0.18 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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8.5.3 The interaction effect between personality and employment agencies 

To test whether individuals who lack the necessary personality (i.e. pro-active, open and career 

insight) to further their career have more benefit from using employment agencies, the 

interaction effect of the 3 personality characteristics with managing employment agencies, was 

tested. From Table 67 it is clear that personality and managing agencies are independent. One 

cannot say that individuals who lack certain personality traits, such as: openness and pro-

activeness can compensate this by obtaining the support of employment agencies.  

 
Table 67: Testing substitution effects personality for subgroups 

Factor F-test Probability 

Interim managers 0.19 0.9060 

Interim professional 0.26 0.8522 

Trainer/coach 0.51 0.6759 

Technical professional 0.05 0.9866 

Journalist 1.05 0.3710 

Other freelancer 0.18 0.9060 

 
8.6 Subgroup analysis 

 

As said in the beginning of this thesis, there are many different independent professionals, 

implying one cannot speak of the independent professional. There are different markets, which 

may require different skill sets. To get a better feel for these differences, various subgroups were 

analyzed. Factor analysis, theoretical motivations and practical reasons (i.e. enough observations) 

resulted in 6 distinct groups of professionals: 1) interim managers, 2) interim professionals, 3) 

coaches and trainers, 4) technical professionals, 5) journalists, and 6) other independent 

professionals. 

8.6.1 Success factors per profession 

For every subgroup the revenue and career satisfaction equations were estimated (Table 72, and 

the appendix for the detailed estimates per profession). Using F-test the significance of the 

different groups of variables was tested. This led to some remarkable results. The objective 

freelance career success of technical professionals proved hardest to predict. The limited 

number of observations partly caused the low significance levels, but the low measure of fit also 

indicates that there might be other success factors, outside the scope of this thesis, which are 

perhaps relevant to these professions. The interviewees were very clear on the success factors of 

technical professionals: technical ability (i.e. is someone knowledgeable and skilled). As said, 

measuring these detailed technical skills is beyond the scope of this research. It proved also hard 
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to predict the objective freelance career success of interim managers. Contrary to common 

wisdom, social capital (e.g. networking) and personality traits seem not to be important for 

interim managers. Education and freelance experience were the only significant success factors 

for interim managers.  

 
Table 68: Factors determining objective career success  

 Interim 
managers 

Interim 
professionals 

Journalist Trainer/ 
Coach 

Technical/ 
Construction 

Other 

Market  3.37* 6.99** 1.08 3.83** 0.56 4.20** 

Human Capital 8.59** 8.69** 0.31 15.78** 0.98 8.76** 

Mot. Capital 2.14† 2.72* 0.21 0.81 3.76* 0.66 

Per. Capital 1.26 0.37 0.57 1.84 1.52 2.40* 

Social Capital 0.38 3.64** 3.91** 1.01 2.51* 0.88 

Strategy Capital 0.69 1.30 1.69 1.46 0.54 1.82 
       

Observations (n) 394 660 144 510 92 179 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

Except for personality capital, all groups of variables are relevant to interim professionals. 

Human capital, social capital and strategy capital are all relevant to their objective freelance career 

success. For journalists and media professionals the included human capital factors, such as: 

the level of education and freelance experience, are unimportant. This is a remarkable exception 

to our general findings.23  

  
Table 69: Factors determining subjective career success  

 Interim 
managers 

Interim 
professionals 

Journalist Trainer/ 
Coach 

Technical/ 
Construction 

Other 

Market 22.46** 22.99** 7.31 10.74† 1.74 15.65* 

Human Capital 6.13 7.38 2.08 6.83 6.76 5.39 

Mot. Capital 2.68 4.34 2.81 2.57 1.10 3.19 

Per. Capital 6.46† 22.14** 10.72* 15.21** 2.39 18.50** 

Social Capital 10.47† 6.23 23.77** 6.73 4.83 4.81 

Strategy Capital 6.40 27.63** 15.31** 10.12* 4.31 5.06 
       

Observations 394 660 144 510 92 179 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 
Human capital and strategy capital are, again, the most important groups of variables for trainers 

and coaches. Trainers and coaches who mention better service or low cost as their preferred 

business strategy make substantially less money. Last, but not least, other freelancers, such as: 

translators, health care, and facility professionals (management and personal assistants, security 

specialists) are considered. Social and strategy capital are important, but human capital factors, 

such as: education and experience are once more the most eminent. With respect to subjective 

                                                
23 It is interesting that industry specialization proved an important factor for journalists/media professionals, but 
none of the journalists and only 15 media professionals indicated that they were specialized in an industry. So 
whether this factor is in reality relevant to journalists is doubtful. This relationship is probably significant because 
media professionals are more inclined to have an industry expertise and have an higher average income. 
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freelance career success, the measure of fit was approximately the same for all the different 

professions, reflecting the fact that the market is not very important to achieve career satisfaction. 

It is therefore no surprise that the results per profession in Table 69 are comparable to the overall 

results in section 8.3. In almost all professions, personality is most important, followed by 

strategy and social capital.  

 

For revenue a dominance analysis was performed. From this it is clear that the determinants vary 

strongly from one profession to another. The relative importance of market factors varies 

between 14.5 and 43.7%, human capital between 7.1 and 52.7%, social capital between 2.7 and 

32%, personality capital between 1.1 and 7.9%, motivational capital between 3.1 and 23.9%, and 

strategy capital between 5.7 and 12.9%. This all demonstrates clearly that we need to understand 

more about the environments in which these professionals operate and which regulate the 

relative importance of success drivers.   

 
Table 70: Dominance analysis of revenue per profession 

 Interim 
managers 

Interim 
professionals 

Journalist Trainer/ 
Coach 

Technical/ 
Construction 

Other 

Market factors 26.5% 32.7% 43.7% 24.5% 14.5% 30.2% 

Human Capital 52.7% 34.6% 7.1% 49.6% 25.9% 31.6% 

Mot. Capital 9.2% 6.0% 3.1% 3.6% 23.9% 3.8% 

Personality Capital 5.6% 1.8% 1.1% 7.9% 8.8% 7.5% 

Social Capital 2.7% 19.1% 32.0% 6.8% 19.8% 14.7% 

Strategy Capital 3.3% 5.7% 12.9% 7.5% 7.2% 12.2% 
       

R-squared 0.3603 0.3794 0.4722 0.4872 0.3911 0.4643 
Note: market factors reflect here whether professionals have a second profession and can perhaps be seen better as a skill dummy than a market dummy 

 

8.6.2 Full-timers versus part-timers  

It is not easy to distinguish between part-time and full-time professionals. An independent 

professional who works 20 hours per week, can be a very successful professional, if he or she 

only wants to work two or three days per week (e.g. to have enough time to take care of family 

matters), or he or she can be a struggling professional who cannot find enough assignments to fill 

the workweek.  

 

The number of hours worked is thus not a good feature to discriminate between those 

professionals who see their entrepreneurship as their main source of income, and those 

professionals who see their freelance career as a source of additional income. To discern both 

types of professionals, we discriminate between professionals with, and without another source 

of income. We will call professionals without another source of income full-timers, and 

professionals with another source of income part-timers, even though 25% of independent 
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professionals with additional income still work 40 hours per week or more, and hence can hardly 

be called part-timers in the traditional meaning of the word. There is a small but significant (p < 

0.01) overrepresentation of trainers and coaches in the part-time professionals subsample. 

 
Table 71: Objective freelance career success for ‘full-timers’  

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 5.655419 0.7694218 7.35** 

Age 0.0939937 0.030945 3.04** 

Age Squared -0.0010758 0.0003366 -3.20** 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.3793214 0.0563633 6.73** 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0181884 0.0301514 0.60 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0384593 0.0479537 0.80 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.3424475 0.0594412 5.76** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.1758472 0.0573534 3.07** 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.2546309 0.0761123 -3.35** 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.0476898 0.0977183 0.49 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.1681784 0.0568364 -2.96** 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.4506494 0.0788076 -5.72** 

University Education (dummy) 0.2906199 0.0815338 3.56** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.1295488 0.081812 1.58 

Freelance experience (log) 0.1244611 0.0245482 5.07** 

Recent training (sum) -0.0058424 0.0024481 -2.39* 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0282806 0.0245764 1.15 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0490388 0.0232999 2.10* 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0463322 0.0237453 -1.95† 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0108002 0.0073549 -1.47 

Open Personality (sum) 0.0014388 0.0069965 0.21 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0099544 0.0096854 -1.03 

Business Club Member (factor) -0.0085758 0.0245368 -0.35 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0608389 0.0228432 2.66** 

Size of Network (factor) -0.0078782 0.0220604 -0.36 

Network Activity (sum) 0.5649681 0.1112975 5.08** 

Partner Support (sum) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0000579 0.0243358 0.00 

Innovative and different strategy 0.0021457 0.0282543 0.08 

Industry specialization strategy 0.0645606 0.0236647 2.73** 

Broad product range  -0.0337256 0.0243151 -1.39 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0488071 0.0048986 9.96** 

Log likelihood -1265.464514 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.459648 Observations (n) 1204 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

There are minimal differences between part-timers and full-timers with respect to the career 

success factors (Table 71 and 72). Age seems to be more important for full-timers than for part-

timers, signifying that part-timers can be successful until high age. This is perhaps because part-

timers regard freelance income more as an option than as a livelihood. When they grow older and 

opportunities diminish, they have the possibility to opt out. Experience with freelancing is more 

important for part-timers, suggesting that it is not so easy to start with part-time freelancing, next 
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to and on top of a regular job It is noteworthy that motivated by challenge and money is positive 

for full-time revenue, but negative for part-time revenue. 

 
Table 72: Objective freelance career success for ‘part-timers’  

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 7.355604 1.441762 5.10** 

Age 0.0536942 0.0523411 1.03 

Age Squared -0.0006685 0.0005308 -1.26 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.2446659 0.1296347 1.89† 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0811283 0.0496896 1.63 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.1261642 0.1034229 1.22 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.4507419 0.1326212 3.40** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.071159 0.127724 0.56 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.5826122 0.1627675 -3.58** 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.3303702 0.2431684 1.36 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.3569025 0.1250603 -2.85** 

Other free agents (dummy) -0.5218045 0.1633226 -3.19** 

University Education (dummy) 0.4963617 0.1623008 3.06** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.0018478 0.1666778 0.01 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) 0.2329587 0.0408519 5.7** 

Sum of recent training 0.0005475 0.0055184 0.10 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0320477 0.0521953 0.61 

Motivated by Challenge and Money -0.1078774 0.0545722 -1.98* 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0763184 0.0495506 -1.54 

Insight in Career (log of sum) 0.0065209 0.0161528 0.40 

Open Personality (log of sum) -0.007075 0.0151761 -0.47 

Pro-active Personality (log of sum) -0.0231795 0.0167953 -1.38 

Business Club Member 0.0619383 0.0530767 1.17 

Managing the Agent 0.2236132 0.0634919 3.52** 

Size of Network 0.1450282 0.0552164 2.63* 

Network activity (log of sum) 0.2220402 0.218999 1.01 

Partner Support (log of sum) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0623713 0.0455366 -1.37 

Innovative and different strategy 0.1017736 0.0572533 1.78† 

Industry specialization 0.0585973 0.0530474 1.10 

Broad product range  -0.0262867 0.0524216 -0.50 

Subjective Career Success (log of sum) 0.0250413 0.0080801 3.12** 

Log likelihood -526.0470329 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.931826 Observations (n) 380 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
 

 

Managing the agencies and the size of network, proved to be more important for part-timers than 

full-timers. This might reflect the fact that it is more difficult for part-time freelancers to find 

assignments, implying that a large network and employment agencies are very helpful here. 

Remarkable is the finding that the best firm strategy for full-timers is to specialize in an industry 

(i.e. a client intimacy strategy), whereas the best strategy for part-timers is being innovative 

and/or different. This is perhaps caused by the fact that a client intimacy strategy requires 

substantial investments in time and money, to personally know all the important actors in a 



 
 

211 

 

certain industry. Such a strategy might not be feasible for part-timers. To stand out from the 

crowd, they need a novel or different aspect of their value proposition.  

8.6.3 Gender differences in success factors 

In the light of the considerable number of female entrepreneurial networks, the differences 

between males and females, regarding the objective career success factors in Tables 73 and 74, 

are remarkably small. One might think that different success factors apply to men and women, 

but in reality the success factors for males and females are almost the same.  

 

Table 73: Objective career success for males 
Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 5.909903 1.099201 5.38** 

Age 0.1206807 0.0382745 3.15** 

Age Squared -0.0013457 0.0003974 -3.39** 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0382357 0.0412217 0.93 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0662284 0.0636011 1.04 

Receiving other income -0.5483934 0.0952599 -5.76** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.3251953 0.0722558 4.5** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.116836 0.0796487 1.47 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.467182 0.1256683 -3.72** 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.0515302 0.1210659 0.43 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.227391 0.072726 -3.13** 

Other free agents (dummy) -0.3947553 0.1433894 -2.75** 

University Education (dummy) 0.3191965 0.0977717 3.26** 

HBO Education (dummy) -0.0064765 0.1003313 -0.06 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) 0.1344512 0.0297474 4.52** 

Sum of recent training -0.0045741 0.0036956 -1.24 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0280509 0.0335074 0.84 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0343268 0.0323115 1.06 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0411183 0.030999 -1.33 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0074631 0.0100282 -0.74 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0028196 0.0094086 -0.3 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0214563 0.011464 -1.87† 

Business Club Member 0.0212087 0.0335921 0.63 

Managing the Agent 0.0580233 0.0318225 1.82† 

Size of Network 0.0275705 0.0369305 0.75 

Network activity (sum) 0.5299985 0.1457411 3.64** 

Partner Support (sum) -0.0030008 0.0071074 -0.42 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0086522 0.0316878 -0.27 

Innovative and different strategy 0.0284597 0.0401258 0.71 

Industry specialization 0.0638031 0.0299113 2.13* 

Broad product range  -0.092167 0.0323959 -2.85** 

Subjective Career Success (log of sum) 0.0433454 0.006538 6.63** 

Log likelihood -898.8741359 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.567929 Observations (n) 725 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

Nonetheless, there are some interesting differences between the success drivers of men and 

women. Aging is much more important for men than for women. The revenue of males seems to 
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peak between 45 and 50 years old, after which it diminishes. Age is not important for female 

freelance revenue. Good health, on the other hand, is an important success factor for females 

(even if the causality could be the other way round).  

 
Table 74: Objective career success for females  

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 7.326178 1.04138 7.04** 

Age 0.0221513 0.0433478 0.51 

Age Squared -0.0003558 0.0004775 -0.75 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0399398 0.0394007 1.01 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0890513 0.0718696 1.24 

Receiving other income -0.6315176 0.0915655 -6.9** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.5818989 0.1093776 5.32** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.1653269 0.0876087 1.89† 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.2047866 0.1051108 -1.95* 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.2268071 0.2909812 0.78 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.1578528 0.0942703 -1.67† 

Other free agents (dummy) -0.4200813 0.1041784 -4.03** 

University Education (dummy) 0.4243617 0.1333893 3.18** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.3389535 0.1354327 2.5** 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) 0.1939114 0.034327 5.65** 

Sum of recent training -0.0097636 0.0033464 -2.92** 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0568105 0.035141 1.62 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0027782 0.0357675 0.08 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0493321 0.0358074 -1.38 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.0025554 0.0110542 0.23 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0018249 0.0102338 -0.18 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0021777 0.0144576 -0.15 

Business Club Member -0.0053262 0.0364368 -0.15 

Managing the Agent 0.124971 0.038899 3.21** 

Size of Network 0.0312519 0.0363414 0.86 

Network activity (sum) 0.3337455 0.1501074 2.22** 

Partner Support (sum) 0.0058388 0.0091928 0.64 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0188693 0.0353086 -0.53 

Innovative and different strategy 0.030255 0.0397849 0.76 

Industry specialization 0.0353113 0.0377369 0.94 

Broad product range  0.0138702 0.0368716 0.38 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0423685 0.0062044 6.83** 

Log likelihood -837.4630155 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.634736 Observations (n) 660 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

Looking at human capital, it is notable that training does not lead to lower revenue of men, but 

has a strong effect on female revenue. The ‗opportunity cost‘ hypothesis does not seem valid 

here as the utilization of men is higher than that of women: one would expect higher average 

opportunity cost for male freelancers. For women, managing employment agencies seems to be 

an important success factor. It is also noteworthy that for women none of the firm strategy 

variables is significant, suggesting that freelance firm strategy is of no consequence to women.  
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The explained variance is somewhat higher for women (44%) than for men (39%). This may 

indicate that the true ‗male‘ career success model, includes more variables that are out of scope in 

this study.   

 
Table 75: Subjective career success for males 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant -0.711454 6.079011 -0.12 

Age -0.23613 0.2182129 -1.08 

Age Squared 0.0022311 0.0023168 0.96 

Health (Self Assessment) 1.298164 0.2773572 4.68** 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) -0.0852303 0.4072342 -0.21 

Receiving other income 0.0249003 0.5422089 0.05 

Interim manager (dummy) -1.146567 0.4793152 -2.39* 

Interim professional (dummy) -1.23014 0.5223668 -2.35* 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -1.5861 0.7853026 -2.02* 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.3571871 0.7220781 0.49 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) 0.6940042 0.4822127 1.44 

Other free agents (dummy) -0.0321271 1.01763 -0.03 

University Education (dummy) 1.165336 0.6635978 1.76† 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.9110226 0.6525495 1.4 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) 0.3379747 0.1864961 1.81† 

Sum of recent training 0.0125922 0.019741 0.64 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0433146 0.2092945 0.21 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.2746505 0.1990241 1.38 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility 0.4692373 0.1994691 2.35* 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.1996658 0.06547 3.05** 

Open Personality (sum) 0.1180945 0.0712307 1.66† 

Pro-active Personality (sum) 0.1040437 0.0816534 1.27 

Business Club Member -0.1823495 0.2009652 -0.91 

Managing the Agent 0.0615978 0.2096041 0.29 

Size of Network -0.0937545 0.2257663 -0.42 

Network activity (sum) 0.7819735 1.06698 0.73 

Partner Support (sum) 0.0738904 0.0549947 1.34 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.3250116 0.1886028 -1.72† 

Innovative and different strategy 1.165258 0.2547788 4.57** 

Industry specialization -0.0799449 0.1896781 -0.42 

Broad product range  0.4017133 0.2076744 1.93† 

Revenue (log) 1.660725 0.254761 6.52** 

Log likelihood -2220.480077 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 6.213738 Observations (n) 725 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

If one looks at the success factors for subjective career success in Tables75 and 76, equivalent 

factors can be found for men and women, but there are some subtle differences. Health seems to 

be more important for men‘s career satisfaction than for women‘s, and women having another 

source of income report lower career satisfaction levels. For men, interim managers, interim 
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professionals, and journalists and/or media professionals, have a lower career satisfaction than 

other professions. 

 

Table 76: Subjective career success for females 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant -0.7896046 7.317273 -0.11 

Age -0.2854717 0.2929989 -0.97 

Age Squared 0.0039338 0.0032105 1.23 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.6286978 0.2733095 2.3* 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.2736362 0.4575998 0.6 

Receiving other income -1.205631 0.5985138 -2.01* 

Interim manager (dummy) -1.665638 0.7222542 -2.31* 

Interim professional (dummy) -0.6397863 0.5508459 -1.16 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.1897849 0.7034176 -0.27 

Technical Professional (dummy) -0.5156 1.622455 -0.32 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -1.188404 0.5930804 -2 

Other free agents (dummy) -0.3278609 0.7648668 -0.43 

University Education (dummy) 0.3064907 0.7104858 0.43 

HBO Education (dummy) -0.0642961 0.7415325 -0.09 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) -0.3319364 0.2115053 -1.57 

Sum of recent training 0.032769 0.0239622 1.37 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.580942 0.2305154 2.52* 

Motivated by Challenge and Money -0.00875 0.2328392 -0.04 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility 0.3653917 0.2371677 1.54 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.258225 0.0718239 3.6** 

Open Personality (sum) 0.1770445 0.0648895 2.73** 

Pro-active Personality (sum) 0.1603705 0.0917377 1.75† 

Business Club Member -0.2023773 0.2355646 -0.86 

Managing the Agent -0.0661191 0.3371677 -0.2 

Size of Network 0.065 0.2164948 0.3 

Network activity (sum) 0.2126516 1.241068 0.17 

Partner Support (sum) 0.1891836 0.0770889 2.45* 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.233211 0.2364703 -0.99 

Innovative and different strategy 0.7078307 0.2793144 2.53* 

Industry specialization 0.1637538 0.2391973 0.68 

Broad product range  0.4658059 0.2555075 1.82† 

Revenue (log) 1.783581 0.2498338 7.14** 

Log likelihood -2071.654046 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 6.374709 Observations (n) 660 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 
Career insight is important for both sexes. Men with work-life balance and flexibility motivations, 

report higher career satisfaction levels, but women with professionalism and autonomy 

motivations, report higher career satisfaction levels. Partner support is more important for 

women than for men. This variable has a very high parameter coefficient, suggesting that partner 

support is vital to the career satisfaction of freelance females. Both sexes are more fulfilled if they 

pursued a firm strategy that provides better service (and/or lower costs). Furthermore, males are 

more satisfied if they pursue an innovative and/or differentiating strategy.   
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The differences between men and women, regarding their freelance success factors, are not that 

large. For both sexes, market, human, and social capital are the major determinants of objective 

success. Personality and strategy capital are the keys to satisfaction. 

8.7 Professional fees and the utilization rate of professionals  

Most independent professionals charge their clients a fixed professional fee per time period (hour 

or day). In those professions with longer assignments (e.g. interim management) there is a 

tendency to use daily rates, but taken as a whole, hourly fees are the market standard. In some 

professions (e.g. journalists, translators) different payment schemes are also customary (e.g. per 

written word or per article). Nevertheless, in our data set the vast majority of professionals used a 

time-based revenue model. For these professionals both utilization rate and professional fee can 

be calculated. This gives us the opportunity to calculate the impact of the success factors on fee 

level (price) and utilization rate (quantity) separately, which gives an idea of the interaction 

between professional fees and utilization rate. The results in Tables 77 and 78 give an idea 

through which channels the success factors operate.  

 

Age does not seem to impact the professional fee level, but utilization rate seem to be affected by 

age. Older independent professionals have lower utilization rates. So it is along the route of 

utilization that age impacts objective success (i.e. revenue). Gender impacts both fee and 

utilization. Men charge approximately 10 Euros per hour more than women, and achieve 

utilization rates that are about 10% points higher. Independent professionals with another source 

of income have an almost 18% points lower utilization rates, and charge on average almost 8 

Euros per hour less than independent professionals without any alternative source of income. 

This might have to do with retired professionals who are prepared to ask lower fees than other 

professionals. The market is key in determining both fee level and utilization rate. Interim 

managers are able to ask higher fees and achieve higher utilization rates than other professionals; 

interim professionals also charge higher fees, but their utilization rate is more in line with the 

market average. Technical professionals have generally a lower fee, but compensate this with a 

higher utilization rate. For coaches and trainers, this is the other way round. Their fee levels are 

higher than average, but their average utilization rate is almost 12.5 percent lower. The other 

independent professionals have both a lower utilization rate and lower professional fees.  
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Table 77: Determinants of professional fee level  

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant -11.61064 29.85623 -0.39 

Age 0.2091731 1.060274 0.20 

Age Squared 0.0052964 0.0116245 0.46 

Gender 9.846619 2.639929 3.73** 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.8615046 1.183588 0.73 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 5.100519 1.993327 2.56* 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -6.720582 2.621327 -2.56* 

Interim manager (dummy) 10.79218 2.543885 4.24** 

Interim professional (dummy) 10.17083 2.584111 3.94** 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -16.02049 3.464494 -4.62** 

Technical Professional (dummy) -22.49179 3.641588 -6.18** 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) 7.322886 2.518056 2.91* 

Other free agents (dummy) -22.39013 3.799357 -5.89** 

University Education (dummy) 26.45905 3.117033 8.49** 

HBO Education (dummy) 7.159249 2.753439 2.60* 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) 2.591736 0.8790856 2.95** 

Sum of recent training 0.1466634 0.1235125 1.19 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 2.112018 0.9927222 2.13* 

Motivated by Challenge and Money -0.6834899 0.9955518 -0.69 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -1.118848 0.9874485 -1.13 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.2484784 0.3082465 -0.81 

Open Personality (sum) 0.478116 0.3141838 1.52 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.4745802 0.3869707 -1.23 

Business Club Member 0.2650685 1.161828 0.23 

Managing the Agent -3.766154 1.118745 -3.37** 

Size of Network 4.653283 1.417282 3.28** 

Network activity (sum) 12.26708 4.624695 2.65** 

Partner Support (sum) 0.2030658 0.272441 0.75 

Better service or low cost strategy 0.2288521 1.07175 0.21 

Innovative and different strategy 2.785128 1.207833 2.31* 

Industry specialization -0.3590035 1.033764 -0.35 

Broad product range  -5.42726 1.009899 -5.37** 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.5592963 0.2030984 2.75** 

Utilization rate -4.142853 3.910291 -1.06 

Log likelihood -5331.322146 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 9.844628 Observations (n) 1090 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 
Human capital is also important in determining fee and utilization. University education has a 

very positive impact on fee level, with hourly fees more than 25 Euros per hour above 

professionals without a university or a HBO degree, but it does not impact the average utilization 

rate. Freelance experience has a positive impact on both utilization rate and fee level. Training 

does not influence the average fee level, but has a negative impact on utilization rate. Every day 

of recent training leads to a 0.2% lower utilization rate, which implies a reduction of about 0.4 

days in invoiced days. This shows that our opportunity cost hypothesis of training effort might 

be valid, despite our earlier doubts Training participation comes sometimes at the expense of the 
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current assignment, but not always. Often a temporary slump in client demand is seen as a good 

training opportunity. 

 

Table 78: Determinants of utilization 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant -0.2599374 0.2612066 -1.00 

Age 0.0141103 0.0100017 1.41 

Age Squared -0.000205 0.0001068 -1.92† 

Gender 0.115459 0.0197158 5.86** 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0095852 0.0090815 1.06 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0097228 0.0167044 0.58 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.1839841 0.0201283 -9.14** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.0914094 0.0211836 4.32** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.0147402 0.0202953 0.73 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.0769106 0.0273051 -2.82** 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.058404 0.0372904 1.57 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.1339349 0.0192226 -6.97** 

Other free agents (dummy) -0.0611971 0.0309028 -1.98* 

University Education (dummy) -0.0201954 0.027693 -0.73 

HBO Education (dummy) -0.0246108 0.0268905 -0.92 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) 0.0355749 0.007697 4.62** 

Sum of recent training -0.0020794 0.0008757 -2.37* 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism -0.0016788 0.0084508 -0.2 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0189541 0.0082596 2.29* 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0224206 0.0078579 -2.85** 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.000128 0.0024542 0.05 

Open Personality (sum) 0.0001223 0.0025096 0.05 

Pro-active Personality (sum) 0.0010895 0.0031326 0.35 

Business Club Member -0.0127361 0.0085172 -1.5 

Managing the Agent 0.0364865 0.009413 3.88** 

Size of Network 0.0075377 0.0101394 0.74 

Network activity (sum) 0.0709785 0.038946 1.82† 

Partner Support (sum) 0.0009658 0.0019979 0.48 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.001798 0.008071 -0.22 

Innovative and different strategy -0.0034672 0.0093036 -0.37 

Industry specialization 0.0223485 0.0080875 2.76* 

Broad product range  0.0053245 0.008433 0.63 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0102391 0.0014954 6.85** 

Professional Fee -0.00027 0.000259 -1.04 

Log likelihood -78.27564598 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 0.2060104 Observations (n) 1090 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 
The substantial influence of social capital on professional fee and utilization rate is evident. 

Oddly enough, networking (network size and networking activity) have a stronger impact on fee 

level than on utilization rate. Professionals who actively manage the employment agencies (e.g. 

visiting multiple bureaus regularly) have lower professional fee levels (which is logical as they lose 

some of their fee to employment agents), but are more than compensated for this loss through a 

higher utilization rate.  
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Motivational capital influences both utilization rate and fee level. Independent professionals 

who consciously choose a freelance career for professional or autonomy reasons have (although 

marginally so) higher fees (2 Euro per hour). Individuals who consciously choose a freelance 

career for challenge and monetary reasons have a bit higher utilization rate (+ 2%) and 

professionals who choose a freelance career for work-life balance or flexibility reasons have a 

somewhat lower utilization rate (-2%). 

 

Regarding strategy capital, having a distinct business strategy, grounded in innovation, has a 

positive influence on average fee level. Having a focused product range is also good for the 

professional fee level. Industry specialization does not increase the average fee level, but does 

increase the utilization rate of professionals.  

 

Last, but not least, there is no significant relation between fee level, and utilization rate. This is 

probably because theoretically there is both a negative relationship (higher fee leads to lower 

demand), and a positive relationship (services with high demand can increase both fee and 

utilization rate) between professional fee and utilization rate. The differences in coefficients in the 

price (i.e. fee), and quantity (i.e. utilization rate) equations are rather telling. The above equations 

give an excellent look in the world of the not so scalable professional, whose production is 

bounded by his/her own time.  

8.8 Out-of-sample testing 

In this section we test the forecasting abilities of our standard model in section 8.2. First, the 

model was re-estimated using all observations of January and February (1467 observations), and 

then using this estimates we forecasted the career success of our March respondents. The 

population of the March sample was somewhat different than our standard sample (see Table 

78). In the March sample the representation of IT professionals (16% versus 8%), and interim 

managers (39% versus 26%) was significantly higher at the expense of coaches (24% versus 

32%), and trainers (10% versus 23%).   

 
When the true observations of March were regressed on the forecast of March, this lead to an 

adjusted R squared of 0.44, very comparable with our earlier measures of fit over the January and 

February sample. In our sample the mean of the root of the squared forecasting error was 0.966. 

The mean absolute value of the forecasting error was 0.749. The mean absolute percentage error 

(MAPE) is 7.4 percent. This suggests that the forecast is very good, as a value of zero implies 
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perfect fit between forecast and realization. The comparison of our forecasted errors, with the 

standard error of the residuals of our standard regression (0.872) is also favorable, and suggest 

that the model performs well out of sample.  

 

Table 79: Respondents of survey on two dates 

Respondents Dataset March 1 March Data Dataset April 1 

Total respondents who read introduction page 2,851 295 3,146 

Total respondents who actually started survey 1,773 208 1,981 

Total respondents who fully completed survey 1,483 129 1,612 

Total respondents after data cleansing 1,467 125 1,592 

 

The mean squared forecast error can be decomposed in three parts, as can be seen in the 

following equation:  

 

(2) 

  

In which h is the number of forecasting variables, 𝑦  is the forecast and 𝑦 the real observed 

measure.   
𝑦 

ℎ
 , 𝑦 , 𝑠𝑦 , 𝑠𝑦  are the means and standard deviations of 𝑦  and 𝑦, and r is the 

correlation between 𝑦  and 𝑦. The total proportions can be scaled by dividing the above equation 

by the left hand side of the equation. This decomposes the forecasting error in 3 proportions: 1) 

a bias proportion, 2) a variance proportion, and 3) a covariance proportion (see Table 80). The 

bias proportion tells us how far the mean of the forecast is from the mean of the actual series. 

The variance proportion tells us how far the variation of the forecast is from the variation of the 

actual series. The covariance proportion measures the remaining unsystematic forecasting errors.  

Table 80: Forecasting measures 

Proportion Definition Objective success Subjective success 

Bias Proportion 
   𝑦 /ℎ − 𝑦  

2

 (𝑦 − 𝑦)2/ℎ
 0.001 0.011 

Variance Proportion 
(𝑠𝑦 − 𝑠𝑦 )2

 (𝑦 − 𝑦)2/ℎ
 0.299 0.156 

Covariance Proportion 
2(1 − 𝑟)𝑠𝑦 𝑠𝑦
 (𝑦 − 𝑦)2/ℎ

 0.699 0.833 

Table 80 above shows that the mean bias of our forecast is very low, as is also visible from our 

earlier results and Theil‘s inequality measure (0.044). The results show that the forecasting error is 

largely unsystematic, but that some of the forecasting error is due imperfect forecast of variance. 

 
)()1(2)())/(((/)( ^^

22
^

2
^

y
y

y
yttt

ssrssyhyhyy  



 
 

220 

 

The latter is also clear from the standard deviations of the forecast (0.76) and the realizations 

(1.29).   

The same forecasting techniques were used to forecast subjective freelance career success. The 

mean of the root of the squared forecasting error is here 0.202. The mean absolute value of the 

forecasting error is 0.137. The mean absolute percentage error (MAPE) is 4.3% and Theil‘s 

coefficient was 0.029. The true observations were also regressed on the forecast using the 

observations of the March sample. The adjusted R-squared is 0.27, again very comparable with 

our earlier measures of fit over the January and February sample. This all leads to the conclusion 

that our model has good out-of-sample forecasting abilities.  
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Conclusions of Chapter 8: 

1. Market factors largely determine freelance revenue (45% of explained variance). The 

second most important factor for freelance success is human capital or knowledge (26%), 

followed closely by social capital or networking efforts (21%). Other potential success 

factors, such as: motivational capital (5%), business strategy (3%), and personality traits 

(1%), proved to be much less important.  

2. Surprisingly, the factors which determine freelance career satisfaction are totally different 

from the factors which determine freelance revenue. Career satisfaction is driven by 

personality factors (36%), firm strategy (26%) and social capital (21%). Human capital 

(3%), motivational capital (7%) and market factors (6%), so crucial in explaining freelance 

revenue, are not very essential in explaining freelance career satisfaction.  

3. The lack of direct influence might be explained by the indirect influence of personality on 

variables, such as: strategy and social capital. 

4. There are small, but significant differences in the success drivers per profession. For 

example, and contrary to our expectations, social capital proved not to be important for 

interim managers and trainer/coaches. But human capital is. It is the other way round for 

journalists. Here social capital is important, but human capital is not. 

5. There is a trade-off between career satisfaction and career revenue when a freelancer 

chooses a business strategy. Focused business strategies, such as: focus on a single 

product, single client or single industry, have a positive effect on freelance revenue. But 

freelancers who offer a broad range of services and freelancers who develop innovative 

and different services, have a higher level of career satisfaction.  

6. There are significant differences between men and women, but the drivers of career 

success of men and women are practically the same. The most striking differences is age. 

Whereas age is very important for men, it is not important at all for women. This is 

probably because women tend to increase their working efforts in their 40s, when the 

children need less care. 
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9 The lifelong freelance career  
 

One of our central arguments is that the career world of regular employees is slowly but steadily 

moving towards the career world of the independent professional. An entrepreneurial stance is 

becoming more and more important for all employees. Networking and developing a marketable 

skill set is increasingly crucial in an open entrepreneurial knowledge society, and is essential to all 

knowledge employees.  

 

At the same time the average employee age is increasing. As Western society increasingly leans on 

older individuals, it becomes vital that older individuals stay productive and remain innovative 

members of society. Therefore it is interesting to see how the career of the freelancer is evolving 

across the life stages. It is particularly important to enhance our understanding of the career 

challenges of older freelancers. Are older freelancers able to remain productive and innovative 

until high age? If so, this might reassure us: If not, it is essential that we gain a better 

understanding of the challenges that age poses for independent professionals.  

9.1 Age and career success factors 
 

9.1.1 Age, experience, and human capital  

Measuring human capital across various professions is not that easy. It should be noted that the 

crude measures used in this study might not show all the subtleties of the relationship between 

age and human capital. Table 85 shows a negative correlation between educational level and age. 

This is probably a cohort effect as the older generations in The Netherlands did not attend 

university as much as the younger generations. The correlations between recent training and age 

are not significant. Mapping recent training effort to age shows no clear pattern, but a cloud of 

data points. This suggests that older independent professionals invest as much in (formal) skill 

development as their younger counterparts do. There is therefore no evidence of skill 

obsolescence in our human capital factors. 

 

The human capital experience concentration hypothesis of Thijsen (1996) is not supported by the 

data. The experience concentration hypothesis suggests that there is a negative relationship 

between age and training in new skills. But this is not the case. There is a small but significant, 

and negative relationship between training in adjacent skills and freelance experience. This is 

probably caused by the fact that adjacent skills (e.g. administration skills, personal effectiveness, 
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presentation and communication skills) are learned in the beginning of the freelance career, as 

one needs to understand tax, legal and social security rules and regulations. All in all, no support 

is found for human capital skill obsolescence or human capital experience concentration.  

 
Table 81: Age, experience, and human capital 

Age and HC Correlation with age Correlation with flexperience 

Education – University -0.084** -0.005 

Education – HBO 0.034 -0.029 

Sum of recent training days 0.021 -0.047 

Recent training – Core profession 0.039 -0.046 

Recent training – New profession 0.024 -0.006 

Recent training – Adjacent skills  -0.022 -0.058* 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

9.1.2 Age, experience, and social capital  

In Table 82 the correlations between age, experience and social capital are given. There are 2 

interesting observations. Firstly, there are strong negative correlations between experience with 

freelancing, and social capital. Experienced freelancers invest less in networking, coaching, and 

employment agencies than inexperienced freelancers do. This is probably to do with the fact that 

one needs to invest in the beginning of a new venture to establish brand name and visibility. 

Secondly, a clear relationship between age and social capital is lacking. Curiously enough, partner 

support decreases with age, suggesting that older freelancers receive less support from their 

partners. The fact that membership of social virtual networks (e.g. Xing, Linked In) is lower with 

age seems only logical, given generational effects.   

 
Table 82: Age, experience, and social capital 

Age and SC Correlation with age Correlation with flexperience 

Business Club Member 0.025 -0.037 

Managing the Agent -0.047 -0.132** 

Size of Network -0.046 0.008 

Network activity score 0.013 -0.093** 

Partner Support  -0.100** -0.041 

Time invested in networking 0.052* -0.093** 

Social Virtual Networks -0.250** -0.209** 

Career Coach -0.033 -0.065* 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

Networking characteristics are affected by both age, as well as by freelance experience (see Table 

83). The network expands with more experience. With age and with experience the number of 

senior executives in the network rises. The number of new contacts (refreshment) slowly 

diminishes with age and experience. It is perhaps the case that experienced independent 

professionals, tend to be introduced to almost all relevant actors in an industry and therefore do 
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not need to refresh and expand their network anymore. The time invested in networking also 

increases with age, but interestingly enough decreases with experience.  

 
Table 83: Age, experience, and networking 

Age and Networking Age Freelance experience 

 ≤ 50 years > 50 years  ≤ 10 years > 10 years 

Size of Network 58 61 57 69* 

Friends and Family (strong links) 7 5** 6 6 

Senior Management level or higher 23 26* 23 29* 

New contacts in last two years 21 19* 21 16** 

Time networking (hours/week) 4 5* 5 4* 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

Evidence for skill obsolescence seems to be lacking. The size of the network and the seniority 

level of contacts both increase with freelance age. In the beginning of a freelance career, the 

investments in networking are somewhat higher than at the end of the career, but this is only 

natural. There is some evidence for experience concentration. With age, and freelance experience 

the number of new network contacts is diminishing. This indicates a tendency for older, 

experienced individuals to remain with the “old boys network”. It is however very much the 

question whether this tendency of experience concentration is powerful enough to explain the 

diminishing revenue of older freelancers. The number of new network contacts of experienced 

freelancers is 16 (in the last two years), only slightly less than the 21 new contacts of less 

experienced freelancers.  

9.1.3 Age, experience, and personality  

Table 84 turns to the relationship between age, experience and personality traits. From meta-

studies (see Chapter 3) it is clear that personality traits remain quite stable over the life stages. A 

small positive correlation between the personality characteristics and experience might be 

observed, as personality characteristics should positively influence success.  

 

Table 84: Age, experience, and personality capital 

Age and Personality Correlation age Correlation flexperience 

Pro-activeness -0.025 -0.067** 

Openness -0.015 -0.049 

Career Insight 0.034 -0.124** 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

As expected, the correlations between age and personality where almost zero and not significant. 

But surprisingly, the correlations between freelance experience, and the personality characteristics 

were significantly negative. This suggests that our personality traits do not support success, but 

may even hamper success.  
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Table 85: Age, experience, and motivational capital 

Age and Motivation Correlation age Correlation flexperience 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism -0.06* 0.022 

Motivated by Challenge and Money -0.133** -0.157** 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.186** -0.069* 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

Table 85 shows that both age and freelance experience are negatively correlated with the 

observed motivational factors. Older independent professionals report much more often (25%) 

than younger independent professionals (10%) that they started a freelance career because they 

had no choice, and that they simply needed an income.  

9.1.4 Age, experience, and strategy capital 

There is a positive relation between age, experience as a freelancer, and having an innovative 

and/or differentiating firm strategy (Table 86). Of all younger freelancers (under 55 years of age) 

34.1% judged their firm strategy to be very differentiating (score 6 or 7), and 31.8% was of the 

opinion that their firm strategy was based on innovative products and services. Of the older 

freelancers 41.0% judged their firm strategy to be very differentiating, and 36.6% thought that 

innovation was unique to their strategy. This, however, may only be reflecting perception instead 

of real changes. 

 
Table 86: Age, experience, and strategy capital 

Age and Strategy Correlation age  Correlation flexperience 

Better service or low cost strategy 0.013 0.044 

Innovative and different strategy 0.202** 0.187** 

Industry specialization 0.013 -0.067* 

Broad product range  0.002 -0.058* 

Perceived level of Authority 0.229** 0.206** 

 

Looking at all the various success factors, there is no single success factor that shows a strong 

linkage with age or experience. There is no significant relation between age and any of the 

measures of human capital. Contrary to our skill obsolescence hypothesis, older freelancers 

maintain their investment levels in training. Moreover, they invest as much as younger freelancers 

do in formal training and development. So there is no direct support for skill obsolescence or 

experience concentration of human capital. The relationship between age, experience, and social 

capital is not so simple. There is a tendency for experienced freelancers to economize on 

networking, but the absolute differences between experienced and not so experienced 

professionals are small.  
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On the one hand it is true that experienced freelancers invest less in networking (3.7 hours per 

week, instead of 4.7 hours) and that the refreshment rate of the network is much lower (23% 

versus 38%). On the other hand, the size of the network and the number of senior level 

managers in the network tend to increase with age and experience. Even though there is support 

to accept the experience concentration hypothesis (i.e. the tendency of growing an Old Boys 

Network), there are no reasons to suggest that the total value of the social capital of older, 

experienced independent, is lower than that of younger freelancers. The personality traits are 

rather stable, as expected. Only career insight (which, it could be argued, is not a personality 

trait), decreases with experience.  

 

Overseeing all groups of capital sources (human, social, motivational, personality, motivational, 

and strategy capital), one cannot state that experienced freelancers have less resources. Indeed, 

most of the measured freelance success factors show no relationship with age. No clear support 

is therefore found for hypothesis 10 and 11. However, our used indicators show strong 

(negative) correlations with freelance experience. These correlations indicate that experienced 

freelancers have a high risk of experience concentration.  

9.2 The impact of age and experience on freelance career success 

 

In the section above the relationship between age, experience, and the various career success 

factors, are analyzed. But perhaps there are also other effects of age or experience on career 

success, that do not work through the 5 established groups of success drivers. To capture these 

effects we have included age as an independent variable in our revenue regression. In Table 87 

below, various objective measures of freelance career success are shown with their correlations 

with age. There is no simple one-way relation between age and revenue. A closer look at the data 

shows that there is a negative correlation between age and utilization rate, and a positive 

correlation between age and professional fee.  

 

Table 87: Age, experience, and career success  

Age and Performance Correlation age Correlation flexperience 

Revenue (logarithm) 0.029 0.045 

Utilization rate -0.073* 0.040 

Professional Fee – hourly rates 0.173** 0.021 

Professional Fee – daily rates 0.250** 0.240** 

Demand for services -0.198** -0.139** 

Subjective career success 0.024 0.032 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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From the survey it is not clear whether the utilization of older professionals is perhaps lower, 

because of involuntary reasons (e.g. lack of investment in recent skills or loss of network contacts 

due to retirement), as Platman (2005) argues, or that utilization is lower by choice, perhaps 

because older independent professionals voluntarily scale back to enjoy the fruits of life (e.g. 

second house in France, grandchildren).  

 

In the survey respondents were asked how the demand for their services had developed in the 

last two years. Respondents could give a score between 1 and 7, where a score of 1 represented 

significantly less demand for their services, a score of 4 represented no change in the demand for 

their services, and a score of 7 represented significantly more demand for their services. Older 

independent professionals are significantly more pessimistic than younger freelancers, reflected in 

a significant and negative correlation of -0.198. In Table 88, one sees that respondents who are 

negative about the demand for their services (score 1-3) are on average much older than 

respondents that are positive about the demand for their services (score 5-7).  

 

Table 88: Age and demand for services 

Change in Demand last two years Mean age of respondents 

Score 1: Significantly less demand  56 year 

Score 2 55 year 

Score 3 51 year 

Score 4: No change in demand 47 year 

Score 5 45 year 

Score 6 46 year 

Score 7: Significantly more demand 44 year 

 

Using the equations that were estimated in Chapter 8, we can separate the influence of age and 

freelance experience on revenue. Although both variables are significantly correlated (0.42), they 

capture different constructs. More than 25% of all older freelancers (defined as 50 years or older) 

have less than two years of freelancing experience. From the estimates of our career success 

model, it looks if age has a parabolic influence on revenue, as revenue first increases until the age 

of 44 and then decreases. Freelance experience has a positive influence on revenue, but this 

positive effect slowly declines with increasing experience. The added value of the first years of 

freelance experience (e.g. from 1 year to 2 years of freelance experience), is worth more than the 

added value of the later years of freelance experience (e.g. from 20 years to 21 years of freelance 

experience).  
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As a career is the combined effect of age and experience, it is clear that at a relatively young age 

(say 30 years of age) revenue grows rather fast as freelance experience and age are both positive. 

Later in the career (say 50 years of age) the expected revenue grows very slowly, or even declines, 

as freelance experience is marginally positive and age is negative. It is easy to show that the age in 

which a freelancer earns his/her highest revenue depends on the freelance starting age. 

 

 In Table 89 the relation between freelance starting age and highest revenue is portrayed. When 

you start freelancing at age 25, you will be able to increase freelance revenue until the age of 48, 

after which the combined effect of experience and age becomes negative. But when you start 

freelancing at the age of, say, 55, your revenue will only increase marginally until you are 60, after 

which it declines. This is not a rosy picture of the freelance career. More than 50% of 

independent professionals start their freelance career between 34 and 46 years of age, suggesting 

that their revenue is highest between 49 years (when one started freelancing at 34) and 54 years 

(when one started freelancing at 46).  

 

 Table 89: Age, experience, and highest revenue 

Freelance Starting age Highest revenue age % of top revenue % of top revenue 

If you start freelancing at age… Then you earn your highest revenue at age.. ..and your revenue at 50 is ..and at 60 is.. 

25 years 48 years (after 23 years) 99.4% 84.8% 

30 years 48 years (after 18 years) 99.7% 85.9% 

35 years 49 years (after 14 years) 100.0% 87.5% 

40 years 51 years (after 11 years) 99.8% 89.7% 

45 years 53 years (after 8 years) 97.4% 92.2% 

50 years 56 years (after 6 years) N.A. 96.9% 

55 years 60 years (after 5 years) N.A. 100.0% 

60 years 64 years (after 4 years) N.A. N.A. 

 

Freelance revenue is thus an inverse U-shaped function of age, and this U-shaped function is 

primarily caused by an inverse U-shaped function between utilization rate and age, not by 

decreases in fee level.  

 

Table 90: Age and inequality 

Model  < 29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60 > 

Observations 28 399 628 447 80 

Mean revenue € 42,246 € 74,894 € 79,876 € 79,054 € 72,222 

Median revenue € 22,500 € 61,875 € 65,000 € 65,000 € 52,813 

20% revenue € 6,100 € 15,000 € 22,500 € 19,988 € 13,550 

80% revenue € 63,800 € 123,750 € 137,500 € 133,375 € 110,250 

20/80 Ratio 10.5 8.3 6.1 6.7 8.1 
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The inequality of the revenue distribution across different life stages in Table 90, might indicate 

that the whole group of independent professionals is scaling back in utilization and revenue, or 

that there are clear ‗winners‘ and ‗losers‘ in the market. As the preferred measure of inequality, 

the 80/20 measure was created by dividing the revenue of the first quintile by the last quintile. 

Overall, this measure was 7.5. At first independent professionals‘ inequality decreases with age, 

perhaps because those independent professionals who are not fit for the profession return to a 

regular job and the remaining professionals are more alike. But after the age of 49 the inequality 

increases somewhat. This suggests that after the age of 49 clear ‗winners‘ are emerging, but the 

evidence is not conclusive.  

 

It is not only interesting to see the pattern of careers of all independent professionals, but also to 

have a somewhat deeper look into the careers of various subgroups (Table 91). Interim managers 

and trainer/coaches are the professions with the highest ―starting‖ ages. Most interim managers 

start freelancing between 38 and 48 years of age, and most trainer/coaches start between the ages 

of 37 and 48. Journalists have the lowest starting age: they typically start freelancing between 31 

and 41 years. The impact of age and experience on revenue is remarkably different across the 

various professions. 

 
Table 91: Age, experience, and highest revenue for various professions 

 Interim 
managers 

Interim 
professionals 

Journalist Trainer/ 
Coach 

Technical/ 
Construction 

Other 
Free Agents 

Age  0.050209 0.115652** 0.166328** 0.030513 0.072385 0.155992* 

Age squared -0.00061 -0.0013** -0.00178** -0.00036 -0.00097 -0.00171* 

Flexperience 0.160698** 0.151998** 0.002202 0.215239** -0.04472 0.22501** 

Starting age (years) 38-48 35-47 31-41 37-48 36-48 31-42 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level,  

 

For interim managers and trainer/coaches, age does not seem to be an important determinant 

of revenue, but freelance experience is. In these professions an independent professional can be 

successful until quite a high age. For technical professionals, no significant relation was found 

between age, freelance experience and revenue. This is perhaps due to the relative limited number 

of observations. For interim professionals, journalists and other free agents, the typical 

inverted U-shape relation between age, experience and revenue is present. An interim 

professional who starts freelancing at 35, is paid the highest revenue at the age of 49, and earns 

about 82 percent of his highest revenue at age 60. The inverted U-shape relation is strongest for 

journalists. A journalist who starts freelancing at 35 makes his/her highest revenue at the age of 

49, and makes less than 75% of his highest revenue when he is 60 years of age.  
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It is important to note that this typical U-shape career pattern is found for men, but not for 

women. For women a significant relationship between age and revenue could not be established. 

The same is true for part-timers. It could be that the lack of age effects for women and part-

timers is caused by survivorship bias. When these individuals are not successful anymore, they 

retreat from the market for independent professionals. Perhaps they return to a regular job, or 

perhaps they retire.  

9.3 The success factors of older professionals 

 

In Table 92, our career success model is shown for older individuals (age ≥ 55). The partner 

support variable was excluded (after being checked that it was not significant), to maximize the 

number of observations. The regression shows lower significance levels across the board (which 

is logical with a substantial drop in the number of observations). But there are some interesting 

observations. First, age seemed not be that important, suggesting that when you are over 55, your 

income may stay roughly the same. This result can be caused by the relatively low number of 

variables, and the still rather wide distribution of revenue for older individuals. Gender is 

important, which shows that older women are still earning less than older men. Of the human 

capital variables, educational level is not important, but freelance experience is an important 

success factor for older freelancers.  

 

Two variables stood out, as their significance levels increased versus the earlier results reported in 

Chapter 8, despite the limited number of observations: business club membership and motivation 

by challenge and money. Firstly, older freelancers who are members of business clubs or business 

networks have significant higher incomes, suggesting that membership of a business club, such 

as: Rotary and Lions helps when you are older, but not when you are younger. Secondly, older 

individuals who are motivated by challenge and money have lower revenues, suggesting that 

doing it for the money does not help your revenue at later ages (p = 0.08).  

 

  



 
 

231 

 

Table 92: Determinants of objective success of older individuals  

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 3.354549 10.42497 0.32 

Age 0.2175215 0.3403295 0.64 

Age Squared -0.0020371 0.0027762 -0.73 

Gender 0.3087789 0.1335667 2.31* 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0132587 0.0627906 0.21 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0761243 0.1077935 0.71 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.4079503 0.1173895 -3.48** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.5582771 0.1436422 3.89** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.0808441 0.1260604 0.64 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.5321053 0.1799656 -2.96** 

Technical Professional (dummy) -0.0107407 0.206196 -0.05 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.0821326 0.1219566 -0.67 

Other free agents (dummy) -0.4553895 0.1660694 -2.74** 

University Education (dummy) 0.2519129 0.1465933 1.72† 

HBO Education (dummy) -0.1836806 0.1469677 -1.25 

Experience as a Free Agent (log) 0.1430263 0.0480842 2.97** 

Sum of recent training -0.0089601 0.0052974 -1.69† 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0353859 0.0573901 0.62 

Motivated by Challenge and Money -0.0960322 0.0556453 -1.73† 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0495862 0.0585923 -0.85 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.0086727 0.0157563 0.55 

Open Personality (sum) -0.019526 0.0142027 -1.37 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0254998 0.0193986 -1.31 

Business Club Member 0.1237205 0.057935 2.14* 

Managing the Agent 0.0614091 0.0597384 1.03 

Size of Network 0.0637051 0.0559095 1.14 

Network activity (sum) 0.0283562 0.0160539 1.77† 

Partner Support (sum) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0540558 0.053351 -1.01 

Innovative and different strategy 0.0218095 0.0607906 0.36 

Industry specialization -0.0272717 0.0536548 -0.51 

Broad product range  0.0834076 0.0541941 1.54 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0453376 0.0085698 5.29** 

Adjusted R-squared -375.0876536 Est. Method ML (robust) 

F-statistic 2.678208 Observations (n) 304 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

9.4 Utilization and cognitive capabilities 

 
The study by Kanfer and Ackerman (2004) that was discussed in Chapter 4, suggests that the 

intellectual requirements of the job impacts the potential performance, and influences retirement 

decisions of individuals. Their theory says that the need for Fluid and Crystallized Intellectual in a 

job is a key determinant of retirement age.   
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Table 93: Utilization, age, and Fluid Intellect 

Profession Representative O-Net occupation Fluid Intellect score 

Financial professional 13-2011.01 - Accountants 12 

HRM professional 11-3040.00 - Human Resources Managers 2 

Legal professional 23-1011.00 – Lawyers 3 

IT professional 15-1031.00 - Computer Software Engineers 14 

Technical professional  17-3027.00 - Mechanical Engineering Technicians 8 

Management consultant 13-1111.00 - Management Analysts 6 

Interim manager 11-1021.00 - General and Operations Managers 3 

Trainer 13-1073.00 - Training and Development Specialists 3 

Coach 21-1012.00 - Educational, and Vocational Counselors 3 

Journalist 27-3022.00 - Reporters and Correspondents 3 

Health care 29-1111.00 - Registered Nurses 2 

Facility worker 43-6011.00 - Executive Secretaries and Assistants 2 

Artist 27-1013.00 - Fine Artists, Including Painters, Sculptors 2 

Media professional 27-3031.00 - Public Relations Specialists 5 

Construction worker 47-2061.00 - Construction Laborers 2 

Translator 27-3091.00 - Interpreters and Translators 1 

 

To assess the need for Fluid Intellect per profession, a similar approach as Faust (2004) was used. 

For every freelance profession a representative occupation was found at O-net (Table 93). O-net 

(www.onetcenter.org) is one of the most important sources of occupational information in the 

US.  Based on the O-net dataset, points for certain skills and abilities were given. For the 

following 5 skills were points awarded: 1) Mathematics, 2) Critical Thinking, 3) Active Learning, 

4) Programming, and 5) Complex Problem Solving. For the following 5 abilities were points 

awarded: 1) Deductive Reasoning, 2) Inductive Reasoning, 3) Mathematical Reasoning, 4) Critical 

Thinking, and 5) Fluency of Ideas. When one of the above skills or abilities was mentioned in the 

first place, 4 points where awarded, 3 points for a second place, and 2 points for a third place.  

When one of the above skills or abilities was mentioned, but not within the top 3 skills or abilities 

of a certain occupation, a single point was awarded. This resulted in a Fluid Intellect score per 

profession. This score indicates how important Fluid Intellect is for that profession. 

 

After that, 3 groups where created: a first group with a high need for Fluid Intellect (i.e. score 

higher than 10), a second group with a medium need for Fluid Intellect (i.e. score between 6 and 

10), and a third group with a low need for Fluid Intellect (i.e. score lower than 6). 

 
Table 94: Utilization, age, and Fluid Intellect 

 High Fluid Intellect Medium Fluid Intellect Low Fluid Intellect 

 Coefficient z-statistic Coefficient z-statistic Coefficient z-statistic 

Age  0,0478393 2,11 0,0103055 0,55 -0,0025481 -0,19 

Age squared -0,0005737 -2,33 -0,0001618 -0,84 -0,0000242 -0,16 
* = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level, ML estimations, n =1592 
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Using this data, the freelance career success model was estimated with utilization rate as an 

independent variable. From the results in Table 94, it becomes clear that professions with a high 

Need of Fluid Intellect (i.e. financial and IT professionals) indeed show a significant negative 

relationship between age and utilization. The professions with a medium Need of Fluid Intellect 

(i.e. technical professionals and management consultants), and professions with a low Need of 

Fluid Intellect (all other freelancers), show no negative relationship between age and utilization.  

 

All in all, the above results provide evidence for an inverse U-shaped relationship between age 

and freelance career success for high Fluid Intellect occupations. Such a relationship seems 

absent for occupations low on Fluid Intellect. Consequently hypothesis 14a and 14b are accepted. 

9.5 Decreasing utilization rates – a focus group discussion  

 

As our data is cross-sectional, there is no possibility in the data to assess the potential causes of 

the decreasing revenue and utilization rate of older freelancers. Is this voluntary, perhaps because 

older individuals prefer leisure and feel that they have saved enough money? Or is this 

phenomenon involuntary? Is it because the skills and networks of older professionals become 

obsolete, as Platman suggests? To answer these questions, a focus group session was held with 

older freelancers. From our respondents approximately 400 representatives are above 55 years. 

From this population we drew randomly a selection of 100 older freelancers. Six weeks before 

the focus group, we send an email to these 100 selected respondents, with an invitation of the 

focus group, explaining purpose, date, location, and duration of the meeting. Fourteen older 

freelancers accepted the invitation. Two older freelancers excused themselves from the focus 

group a couple of days before the session, and another 2 freelancers excused themselves from the 

focus group on the day the focus group session was held (both because of important 

assignments). This resulted in a focus group in which 10 older freelancers (all between 55 and 64 

years of age) participated. The focus group consisted of 6 men and 4 women. All sorts of 

professionals were represented: 2 interim managers, 2 coaches, 1 translator, 1 artist, 2 IT 

professionals, 1 journalist, and 1 trainer. 

 

The focus group started with a short discussion of the main finding of the study regarding the 

relationship between age and utilization rate, and then presented the 2 main questions of the 

focus group discussion: 

1. Do older freelancers face different challenges and dilemma‟s than younger freelancers and if so which? 
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2. Do you recognize the phenomenon of the falling utilization rate for older freelancer and if so what are the 

potential reasons? 

For both questions every individual freelancer was asked to write down his/her own answer on a 

piece of paper. Then we first discussed the individual answers of the freelancers, and then held a 

group discussion of 20 minutes to collectively determine the relative importance of all the various 

challenges and dilemmas which were mentioned by each individual. Of course al discussions were 

carefully written down by academic experts.  

 

Table 95: The effects of aging on freelancers 

Positive effects of aging Negative effects of aging 

1. Increased self-confidence about ones‘ skills 

and abilities, and the requirements of 

sponsors. 

2. Financial independence (partly because the 

children have left the home) which enables the 

freelancer to refrain from political intrigues, 

and increase focus on content.  

3. More time for work after the children have 

left the house or when they need less 

parenting. This applies more to women than 

to men. 

4. Stereotyping (grey image) helps if the 

freelancer wants an assignment that fits with 

this image of wisdom and precision. 

1. Age discrimination and stereotyping (grey 

image). 

2. Skill obsolescence (not being able to keep up 

with the latest changes or technology). 

3. Dwindling networks and increasingly 

younger sponsors, implying that older 

freelancers need to renew their network and 

sometimes even have to reinvent themselves.  

 

In general, the freelancers were on balance very positive on the effects of aging (see Table 95 for 

an overview). The experience that comes with aging made all freelancers more self-assured. They 

felt more confident and relaxed with projects, project teams, and sponsors, as they were genuine 

experts who have seen and dealt with many of the potential professional issues. They have a firm 

understanding of their professional strengths and weaknesses, and they are very conscious of 

them. They feel that they are much more conscious of their business decisions and the 

consequences. They believe that their choices, for instance regarding business strategy, are better. 

 

As children often have left the family home at this stage in the career and are no longer 

financially dependent on their parents, money is often less of an issue. Here also the excellent 

pension schemes in The Netherlands play an important role. Most freelancers have a long history 

of working within a large organization, and were thus obliged to save large sums of money for 

their retirement. This, together with the increase in property value, has created a generation that 

is relatively well off, and does not have to work beyond 65 years of age. For many of these 
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individuals, working is an option of choice. Making money is less important than enjoying work, 

feeling valued, and having social contacts. This is in line with findings of several researchers (e.g. 

Lord, 2002), who show that intrinsic motivation is more important than extrinsic motivation for 

older professionals. 

 

The social environment does change, however, and working freelancers are often confronted 

with the fact that other individuals of their generation are already enjoying retirement. This leads 

to some social pressures (―why are you still working?‖), and provide an incentive to stop working. 

Especially when someone‘s partner retires, there is a strong incentive to stop working, and enjoy 

the fruits of leisure together with the partner. In any case, the solid self-confidence in 

combination with financial independence, and the attractions of leisure (with or without the 

pressure of the social environment), has made it possible for the older freelancer to be more 

critical towards potential assignments.   

 

It is remarkable that the women in the focus group reported that they in fact increased their 

capacity utilization when they grew older. As children grow older, parenting is much less of a full-

time job. This enabled the women to scale up their efforts between the ages of 40 and 50. This 

explains why the career pattern of women is therefore different than that of men, and why the 

negative relationship between utilization and age is not found for women. But also men report 

that they have more time for their profession (e.g. innovation), when the children have left the 

family home. 

 

Age discrimination and stereotyping are important issues for older freelancers. The public (grey) 

image of older individuals is sometimes helping them, and sometimes preventing them to obtain 

assignments. The grey image favors older freelancers in management, administration, and 

governance where stability, good judgment, prudence, and precision are important. But this grey 

image hinders older freelancers, who want to be innovative and on the cutting edge of their 

profession. For certain roles they are not considered anymore. This implies that some freelancers 

need to adapt to new roles when they grow older, seeking assignments in which their age is 

considered a plus instead of an obstacle.  Some freelancers are therefore forced to reinvent 

themselves, and build a new proposition with a new set of clients. This reinventing of oneself can 

be time consuming, and becomes harder when one grows older.  

 

Another issue is that some sponsors are retiring when you grow older. This means that older 

freelancers need to maintain their networking efforts. This should not be a problem as most 
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networks have the tendency to renew themselves regularly. However, the opportunity to renew a 

network largely depends on the profession and the environment in which a freelancer operates. If 

a freelancer works in an environment where one does not meet new contacts very easily, it is 

harder to renew the network. Renewing the network sometimes requires some extra effort and a 

determined attitude as the new sponsors are often of a much younger age. 

 

Some older freelancers found it harder to keep up with the latest developments in their 

profession, but most freelancers indicated that they had no big problems with the new and fast 

moving developments in their profession. They said that they had plenty of time to keep up with 

the latest changes. However, this positive view of skill obsolescence may partly reflect the more 

coaching and managerial role most freelancers take on when they grow older. Older freelancers 

also mentioned that they had lower energy levels with age, and that smaller health issues start 

arising. This may have also influenced the overall diminished utilization rates. 

 

All in all, the focus group meeting does not lead to a definitive and conclusive answer on our set 

of questions. A complex set of sometimes countervailing forces and decisions seem to be at the 

heart of the matter. But we can say that freelancers are in general pretty positive about the 

consequences of aging. Older freelancers are especially self-confident about their professional 

skills and abilities, and they are often financially independent. Nevertheless, stereotyping, 

dwindling networks, and skill obsolescence are still potential problems for older freelancers. But 

when these issues arise, most freelancers have the opportunity to withdraw from the profession 

and retire, or to reinvent themselves to adapt to the changing environment. In any case, in retro 

respect, the freelancers report being happy with their decision. Much of the observed decrease in 

utilization may therefore be voluntary. Whether cognitive dissonance is important here cannot be 

determined of course. 
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Conclusions of Chapter 9: 

1. An inverse u-shaped relationship between age and freelance revenue was found. The 

revenue of freelancers first grows with age, and then starts to drop after a certain age. 

This moment arises between the ages of 50 and 55 when the positive effect of experience 

is overruled by the negative effects of aging.  

2. A closer look showed that freelance revenue does not decrease with age due to lower 

fees, but due to lower utilization rates. While professional fees remain roughly constant at 

high age, utilization rates are starting to drop from age 40 onwards. 

3. The negative relation between age and utilization rate is especially relevant for freelancers 

in high Fluid Intellect occupations (e.g. IT professionals). Freelancers with high 

Crystallized Intellect occupations (e.g. coaches, trainers and interim managers) are able to 

work until high age. 

4. No relation between age and utilization rate was found for women. This is probably 

because women tend to increase their working hours in their 40s and 50s, when children 

demand less care. 

5. Freelancers are in general pretty positive about the consequences of aging. Older 

freelancers are especially self-confident about their professional skills and abilities and 

they are often financially independent. Nevertheless, stereotyping, dwindling networks 

and skill obsolescence are potential problems for older freelancers, but the diminishing 

utilization rate seems to be more voluntary than involuntary. 

6. Weak evidence was found for experience concentration. Experienced freelancers invest 

less in networking, coaching and contacts with employment agencies than inexperienced 

freelancers do. Therefore, the number of new contacts in freelancers‘ networks slowly 

diminishes with age and experience. On balance, this suggests that more experienced 

freelancers have a tendency to ―use old toys with old boys‖.  



 
 

238 

 

10 Estimating fit 
 

In Chapters 7 and 8 a simple (loglinear) productivity model was used in which 6 groups 

of factors (e.g. market, human, social, personality, motivational and strategy capital), all contribute 

to career success of independent professionals in terms of revenue and satisfaction. Based on this 

loglinear model, and by using various estimation techniques, the potential added value of firm 

strategy for independent professionals was assessed. But this simplified model implicitly assumed 

a somewhat too simple transmission mechanism of firm strategy to business success. Modern 

strategic management theory teaches us that firm success is the result of a complex strategy, 

which matches various factors (Venkatraman and Camillus, 1984). The art of strategy 

formulation and execution is bringing together the resources of the firm with its market 

circumstances. Firm success can only be achieved by a strategy that aligns the internal resources 

with external opportunities. This may require a (very complex) fit between market opportunities 

and internal resources. The potential complexity of strategic fit is easily visible in, for instance, 

the McKinsey 7-S model of Peters and Waterman (1982), which argues that congruence among 

seven internal elements (strategy, structure, systems, style, staff, shared values, and skills) is a 

prerequisite for organizational success. So modern strategic theory learns us that whether a 

freelance business strategy works or not, depends on whether the business strategy is able to 

match the internal resources (human, social, motivational and personality capital) with the 

environment (i.e. market circumstances).  

 

10.1 Strategic fit – the theory 

 

This notion of strategic fit is theoretically and logically very strong, and is well accepted by most 

organizational scholars. Nevertheless, the concept of strategic fit has 3 major disadvantages 

(Zajac et al, 2000), which explains why the concept of fit is not used as much as probably is 

warranted. Firstly, it is very hard to operationalize strategic fit in practice, given the fact that there 

are multiple internal and external contingencies, that all affect the optimal strategic fit. This is a 

serious problem as modern contingency theory states that focusing on individual elements of fit 

in isolation can be very misleading (Burton, Lauridsen and Obel, 2002). In this respect, 

Venkatraman (1989) discusses 3 possible modeling solutions of fit (i.e. fit as moderation, fit as 

mediation and fit as deviation, all with their specific advantages and disadvantages). Secondly, a 

researcher should ideally specify normatively all strategies that ought to work in certain 
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circumstances. Clearly, this is a very hard, if not impossible job. Thirdly, as fit is a dynamic 

concept, the optimal strategy might change due to alterations in resources or environmental 

conditions.  

 

This chapter uses the novel approach of Parker and van Witteloostuijn (2008) to estimate 

multidimensional fit and the impact of fit on business success.24 Their General Interaction (GI) 

approach includes the three potential ways of modeling fit which are discussed in detail by 

Venkatraman, and has the added benefit that it introduces a set of new and efficient test statistics, 

making the results robust when the number of degrees of freedom is limited. The GI approach is 

an extension of a translog function. This function is well known for its generality and flexibility. 

It approximates any functional relationship between firm performance, on the one hand, and a 

given set of explanatory variables, on the other. The model is a second-order Taylor 

approximation of any performance relationship, which means it approximates any performance 

equation, and any set of interactions. For technical and methodological details of this approach, 

the reader is referred to Parker and van Witteloostuijn (2008). 

10.2 Estimating freelance fit  

 

In this section the GI-approach is used to approximate the true performance relationship 

between the capabilities of independent professionals (i.e. human capital, social capital, and 

personality capital) and career success. Starting point is our generalized model of career success.  

 

Although Parker and van Witteloostuijn (2008) show that their GI-model can handle very small 

sample sizes, it was nevertheless necessary to adapt our base career success model of Chapter 8 

somewhat to limit the number of variables. Otherwise, the GI model would quickly grow to over 

1000 variables. Based on the insights from the earlier estimation results, the following variables 

were deleted from our base model: partner support (SC), recent training effort (HC), and the 

three motivational capital variables. Excluding these 5 variables was judged as defendable.  

 

In our refined model, there are 3 types of internal resource variables: 1) human capital (Ii
HC), 2) 

social capital (Ii
SC), and 3) personality capital (Ii

PC). Besides these internal resource variables there 

are market/environment (Ei) variables, and firm strategy variables (Si). Career success (CSi) can 

thus be written as: 

                                                
24 Note: for the estimations in this chapter our dataset of March,1 2008 was used with 1467 observations instead of 
our April, 1 2008 dataset with 1592 observations. 
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CS = ƒ(Ci)  + ∑ αi
I*Ii + βi

I*I2
i + ∑ αi

E*Ei+ βi
E *E2

i + ∑ αi
S*Si + βi

S *S2
i  (Individual effects) 

 
+ ∑ βij

I *Ii *Ij  + ∑ βij
E *Ej *Ej   +∑ βij

S *Si *Sj  (internal fits) 
 

+ ∑∑ γii 
IS *Ii *Ei + ∑∑ γii

IE *Ii *S + ∑∑ γii
SE *Ei *Si (mutual fits) 

 

+ ∑∑∑ δij
IES *Ii*Ej*Si   (complex interaction fits) + ε, 

 
where Ci is a number of control variables and ε is an error term. 

 

This left us with one performance variable, 7 control variables, 10 internal resource variables (3 

human capital, 4 social capital and 3 personality capital variables), 6 environment/market 

variables, and 4 strategy variables. Specifying the GI model with these variables, gives an 

interactive performance model with 18 linear and squared internal resource effects (4 human 

capital, 8 social capital and 6 personality capital ones), 6 linear and squared market effects, and 8 

linear and squared strategy effects. There were 50 variables reflecting internal fits (44 resource 

fits, and 6 strategy fits, no environment fits due to market dummies). Then there were 124 

variables reflecting bivariate interaction terms, and 240 three-way interaction terms. All together, 

there were 448 variables.   

 

Figure 28: Modeling fit of freelance success 

  

In Figure 28, one can see the potential power of the GI - model. Using all the interaction effects, 

one can test whether performance (i.e. career success) is determined by simple causes, such as: 

the various internal capabilities (human capital, social capital and personality, causes 1 to 3), firm 

strategy (cause 4), environment or market variables (cause 5), which are all part of our earlier 

model, or by more complex causes of fit. Possible complex interactions are the internal fit of 

human, social, and personality capital (cause 6), the internal fit of business strategy (cause 7), the 
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fit of internal resources with the strategy (cause 8), the fit of internal resources with the market 

(cause 9), or the fit of strategy with the market (cause 10) or even a complex 3 way interaction 

between internal resources, environment and business strategy.  

 

Parker and van Witteloostuijn (2008) suggest various statistics to test if a group of (interaction) 

variables contributes statistically to explaining cross-firm variations in performance. In our 

setting, we differentiate 11 IC statistics, one for each of the above causes of potential 

determinants success. An example illustrates this. Our model includes 4 strategy variables of 

independent professionals: better for less (S1), innovation and differentiation (S2), product scope 

(S3) and industry specialization (S4). The strategic fit IC statistic indicates whether or not these 6 

intra-strategy product terms (S1*S2, S1*S3, S1*S4, S2*S3, S2*S4 and S3*S4) jointly contribute 

significantly to explaining differences in career success. Parker and van Witteloostuijn (2008) 

show that 3 tests based on the F statistic perform well in terms of both size and power. These are 

the Wald (W), Likelihood Ratio (LR) and Lagrange Multiplier (LM) tests, of which the LM-test is 

the most conservative one.  

 

Table 96: Estimating fit of objective career success 
  Terms Wald LR LM 

1 Individual effect – HC 4 7.38 7.36 7.35 

2 Individual effect – SC 8 7.87 7.85 7.83 

3 Individual effect – PC 6 6.21 6.19 6.18 

4 Individual effect – Strategy 8 13.73† 13.67† 13.61† 

5 Individual effect – Market 6 9.47 9.44 9.41 

6 Fit between Capabilities 44 66.38* 64.91* 63.49* 

7 Strategic fit 6 7.73 7.71 7.69 

 Environment fit N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

8 Strategy Capability fit 40 80.36** 78.22** 76.16** 

9 Market Capability fit 60 80.95* 78.78† 76.69† 

10 Market Strategy  fit 24 31.60 31.27 30.93 

11 Multi interactions 240 356.29** 318.74** 286.29** 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

10.2.1 Fit and freelance revenue 

Table 96 shows the results of the tests. They indicate that complex interaction effects are indeed 

very important in determining objective freelance career success. All individual causes (such as: 

human capital and social capital), which seemed extremely significant in our earlier regressions, 

become irrelevant in this complex interaction model. Matching internal capabilities (cause 6), 

matching business strategy with internal capabilities (cause 8), matching internal capabilities with 

the environment (cause 9), and complex three-way interactions (cause 11) are the main reasons 

for career success.  
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It is striking that both the internal fit between capabilities, and the external fit between 

capabilities and both market and strategy factors are important. This suggests that the internal 

resources are of crucial importance, but that they do not add value through direct effects, but 

through more or less multifaceted relations. To understand more of these relations, the various 

effects of the fit of the individual capabilities, firm strategy, and market environment were also 

analyzed in somewhat more detail in Table 96. This has led to the following insights. Firstly, the 

fit between human capital and social capital was the only significant fit factor within the 

internal capabilities. Secondly, the fit between social capital and strategy capital proved to be 

significant. Thirdly, the fit between personality capital and both strategy capital and market 

factors are significant.  This suggests that personality has an important, but not always straight 

forward relation with success. Personality per se is not that relevant, but the fit between 

personality and business strategy, and the fit between personality and market factors are very 

important to freelance career success.   

 
Table 97: Estimating detailed fit  
  Terms Wald LR LM 

6-I Fit HC – HC 2 2.41 2.41 2.40 

6-II Fit SC – SC 6 10.54 10.50 10.46 

6-III Fit PC – PC 3 3.14 3.14 3.13 

6-IV Fit HC – SC 12 27.53** 27.28** 27.02** 

6-V Fit HC – PC 9 5.11 5.10 5.09 

6-VI Fit SC – PC 12 18.93† 18.80† 18.68† 

8-I Fit HC – Strategy  12 16.18 16.09 16.00 

8-II Fit SC – Strategy  16 29.34* 29.04* 28.76* 

8-III Fit PC – Strategy  12 35.29** 34.87** 34.46** 

9-I Fit HC – Market 18 13.92 13.85 13.79 

9-II Fit SC – Market 24 34.08† 33.69† 33.30† 

9-III Fit PC – Market 18 33.94* 33.55* 33.17* 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

To gain a better understanding of the relationship between career success and personality fit, a 

detailed look at the various combinations of personality and strategy capital, and personality and 

market factors was carried out. From this it followed that an open personality is particularly 

beneficial when pursuing a low cost or better service strategy. Maybe an open personality acts as 

a substitute when no decent strategy is formulated. As the person is open to new experiences, he 

may be able to perform various assignments. It also became clear that career insight is especially 

positive when one pursues an industry specialization strategy. In this case career insight perhaps 

helps to obtain the right assignment and client contacts within the industry.  The combination of 

an open personality with an industry specialization strategy is negative. Openness to new 

experience does not fit well with an industry specialization strategy, and together they lead to less 

revenue (although the correlation between the two is zero). When one looks at the fit between 
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market and personality, there are no combinations where mutual fit leads to a positive career 

outcome. It is clear that an open personality is especially bad for interim professionals, as well as 

for other freelancers. Career insight proved to be really bad for interim managers. Clear 

explanations for these empirical observations are lacking as of yet. 

10.2.2 Fit and freelance career satisfaction 

There is no reason why the GI-approach cannot be used to explain career satisfaction as an 

outcome instead of monetary performance measures. Such a perspective on satisfaction suggests 

that the fit between personality, capabilities, environment, and strategy leads to career 

satisfaction. The results in Table 97 indicate that complex interaction factors are also playing an 

important role in explaining success. Rather surprisingly, some individual effects that were not 

significant at all in our simple model, proved to be significant in our analysis of fit. Human 

capital, not important at all in our simple model, is significant in the GI model. Even more 

strikingly, social capital, a driver of satisfaction in our earlier analysis, is not significant in the GI 

approach. Complex fit factors between the capabilities, between market factors and capabilities, 

strategy and capability, and between market environment and strategy are in the GI approach 

relevant in explaining career satisfaction.   

 

Table 98: Estimating fit with control variables in regression (subjective career success) 

  Terms Wald LR LM 

1 Individual effect – HC 4 20.38** 20.24** 20.10** 

2 Individual effect – SC 8 15.16 15.08 15.00 

3 Individual effect – PC 6 16.39** 16.30** 16.21** 

4 Individual effect – Strategy 8 22.08** 21.91** 21.75** 

5 Individual effect – Market 6 20.83** 20.69** 20.54** 

6 Fit between Capabilities 44 117.68** 113.17** 108.88** 

7 Strategic fit 6 1.66 1.66 1.66 

 Environment fit N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. 

8 Strategy Capability fit 40 83.06** 80.77** 78.58** 

9 Market Capability fit 60 90.97** 88.25** 85.63** 

10 Market Strategy  fit 24 38.40* 37.91* 37.42* 

11 Multi interactions 240 435.54** 381.07** 335.31** 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 

 

All in all it is clear that the GI approach is an interesting avenue and theoretically much better 

than our simple log-linear model. More research is however needed on the theoretical 

relationships between the various sources of capital of individuals.  
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Conclusions of Chapter 10: 

1. Modern organizational theory says that organizational success can only be achieved by a 

strategy that aligns internal resources with external opportunities. This may require a very 

complex fit between external environment and internal resources.  

2. The results indicate that complex interaction effects are indeed more important in 

determining freelance revenue than the internal resources in isolation. The match 

between internal capabilities, match between firm strategy with internal capabilities and 

the match between internal capabilities and the environment are much more important 

for freelance revenue.  

3. The following matches are particularly important: 1) fit between human capital and 

social capital, 2) the fit between social capital and strategy capital, 3) fit between 

personality capital and strategy capital, and 4) fit between personality capital and the 

market are significant. This suggests that knowledge and network should be in balance, 

network should harmonize with firm strategy and that personality has a complex relation 

with success. Personality per se is not that relevant for freelance revenue, but the fit 

between personality and firm strategy and the fit between a freelancer‘s personality and 

the market on which the freelancer operates is very important to freelance career success.  

4.  This study learns that the combination of career insight and industry specialization is 

especially positive for freelance revenue. However, the theoretical basis for this empirical 

finding remains unclear. Although the GI-approach is promising and theoretically 

superior, more research is needed on the fit between capabilities and how this may lead to 

success. 
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11 The new networked organization 
 

Chapter 2 showed that the growth in the number of independent professionals is largely 

explained by technology developments, which through a lowering of transaction costs, and by 

rearranging the resource distribution, started a path-dependent process of increasing 

standardization, and specialization. Other factors, such as: globalization (i.e. international 

specialization), government policy (e.g. promoting entrepreneurship), sociological (e.g. fostering 

higher education), cultural factors (e.g. the increasing importance of individualism and 

authenticity), and the age wave all play a supporting role in the increasing numbers of 

independent professionals.  

 

This chapter discusses the impact of the advent of the new freelance society on organizations and 

is based on theoretical considerations found in the organizational literature, as well as qualitative 

insights from our interviews with sponsor organizations and employment agencies. The following 

sections are more of an exploratory nature and hypotheses are not explicitly tested. Firstly, to 

understand the impact of freelance growth on organizations, the relevant literature on the impact 

of freelancing on organizations was studied. Secondly, based on the relevant academic literature, 

2 versions of structured interview lists were created: 1) a version for organizations, and 2) a 

version for employment agencies. These interview lists consisted out of 3 groups of questions 

(see appendix): 

 

1. Questions on environment, organization characteristics, and resourcing strategies. 

2. Questions on the perceived advantages and disadvantages of working with freelancers. 

3. Questions on the practical implications of working with and managing freelancers. 

 

Thirdly, based on our interview insights and relevant academic work, some exploratory 

conclusions were drawn. Our main findings are on 4 different areas: 1) the strategic impact of 

freelance growth on organizations, 2) emerging resourcing strategies, 3) advantages and 

disadvantages of working with freelancers, and 4) the practical implications of hiring and working 

with freelancers in an organization. The next four sections each discuss one of the above areas.  
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11.1 Decreasing profits of the firm? 

 

The resource-based view of the firm is used as a starting point to explore the consequences of 

the major forces behind freelancing for the competitive position of organizations. The 4 

cornerstones of competitive advantage (Peteraf, 1993) are: 1) heterogeneity, 2) imperfect 

mobility, 2) ex ante limits to competition, and 4) ex post limits to competition. These4 

cornerstones are in 3 ways influenced by the trends that cause freelance growth. Firstly, due to 

technical developments more and more resources become in the realm of a single individual. 

Where cooperation was once necessary for production, a single individual is now free to work 

alone. This implies that the average size of a firm is decreasing, as fewer individuals are needed to 

create a competitive and dynamic set of resources. This however does not necessarily mean that 

resources are becoming more heterogeneous or evenly distributed across firms and/or 

individuals. It might very well be that due to technical progress, one scarce resource (e.g. an 

individual with a valuable network) does not need the other more abundant resources anymore 

(e.g. unskilled craftsmen), which leaves the latter resources obsolete. Secondly, the decreasing 

transaction costs imply that the mobility of resources increases. This increased mobility of 

resources decreases the profits that can be generated from these heterogeneous resources, 

because firms will increasingly compete over resources even if these resources are imperfectly 

imitable and imperfectly substitutable. Thirdly, intangible resources, such as: certain skills, 

abilities, and networks become more valuable. This decreases the relative added value of capital, 

machineries and distribution networks. Looking at the above 3 forces, it is likely that the growth 

of freelancing runs in parallel with declining profits of larger organizations, and increased 

competition for high-value individuals.  

 

This bleak future of larger firms is somewhat supported by recent research (Graeme, Tempest 

and Starkey, 2006; Van Buren, 2003), which suggests that the rise of the independent professional 

may leave employers marginalized in previously unforeseen ways. Firms risk being excluded from 

key arenas of knowledge exchange in the future that may have fundamental implications for their 

competitive performance. Kinnie, Swart and Purcell (2005) refer to this as the ‗darker side‘ of 

networks. Mallon and Duberley (2000) argue that the philosophical underpinnings of HRM are 

up for renegotiation, and that these changed times require a fundamental review of practices. 

Gardner (2005) argues that the employment agencies which have emerged to mediate the 

relationship between firms and the spot labor market, are becoming a threat for firms. 
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Increasingly, companies are competing in 2 markets simultaneously: 1) the product market for its 

services, and 2) the resource market for attracting and keeping a skilled professional workforce. 

 

To really understand the impact of the growth of freelancing on organizations, one perhaps 

needs to distinguish between firms which base their competitive position mainly on the 

professional knowledge of their employees, and firms who build their competitiveness on a 

combination of human skills and other resources (such as: intellectual capital, proprietary 

knowledge, financial capital, brand name, and distribution power). Figure 29 makes such a 

distinction. In Quadrant two, there are small firms with limited human resources, as well as other 

resources. An example is a retail shop, a small professional firm or even a free professional (e.g. a 

dentist). Then there are the knowledge-intensive firms in Quadrant three (Alvesson, 1995, 2000). 

In these firms the large majority of the work is of an intellectual nature, with well-educated and 

skilled employees at the heart of the workforce.  This can be any larger professional firm (e.g. an 

accounting firm). In Quadrant one there are firms whose competitive position is largely based on 

other resources, such as: financial capital (e.g. a small industrial firm). Last, in Quadrant four, 

there are the complex firms whose competitive position is based on a complicated constitution of 

human and other resources. These are often the large multinational firms with significant 

distribution power, brand name, financial, and intellectual capital (e.g. banks, FMCG companies, 

et cetera).  

 

Figure 29: A typology of organizations 
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It is only reasonable to assume that freelance growth has the greatest strategic impact on small 

firms, and particularly on so-called knowledge-intensive firms, because personnel is their most 

significant resource. But the freelance trend will probably also have a significant impact on the 

knowledge-intensive departments of the large multi-resource organizations. This impact will 

increase in the near future, if more corporate activities are outsourced to third-parties, or are set 

apart in relatively independent shared service centers.  

 

The increased mobility of professionals threatens the profitability of especially smaller firms, and 

knowledge-intensive firms. If professionals do not feel rewarded, they will leave the company and 

bring their resources (i.e. knowledge, experience, and clients) with them. Even large established 

knowledge firms always risk losing entire groups of employees. This relatively risky position of 

knowledge-intensive firms is perhaps not always appreciated enough by many of the large 

industrial multinationals, such as IBM, which often base their corporate strategies on the growth 

of these knowledge-intensive services.  

 

It seems obvious that the growth and increasing maturity of freelance markets has potentially the 

large impact on knowledge-intensive firms. The strategy, structure, and governance of these firms 

will have to adapt to the increased significance of the independent professional, and the 

upcoming markets for professional knowledge. Professional firms are increasingly competing 

with networks of individual actors for business and resources. As these freelance networks 

become more capable of safeguarding exchanges, for instance by managing reputation risk, many 

firms may lose their current competitive advantage. Especially firms who primarily base their 

competitive advantages on the breath and variety of their resources, may find that the market 

mechanism is more able to do this than firm hierarchy.  

 

To survive as a firm, an organization should add something more than whatever the market (i.e. 

the combined competitors, professional firms and individual networks) already provides. When 

one ponders on the choices of knowledge intensive firms, it looks if these emerging freelance 

markets leave many knowledge-intensive firms with only 2 strategic options. The first alternative 

is to refocus the organization on activities in niches of the market where firms will always have 

comparative advantages over markets (see also Section 11.3). Networks are for instance poor in 

providing services where reputation, quality control, and continuity are crucial. This is also true 

for large and complex products, such as: IT or outsourcing deals, as clients prefer solid, large 

suppliers for these services. Smaller firms do well to focus on a specialized niche, in which a 



 
 

249 

 

group of individuals can collectively build an expertise and brand name for themselves that 

cannot be matched by the market. A second alternative for knowledge firms would be to become 

better than other competitors in using the growing size of the freelance market. This implies 

improving the skills of the organization of forming, and managing dynamic teams for specific 

projects.   

 

From our interviews it became clear that the potential impact of freelance growth on their 

organizations is hardly recognized by most organizations. The majority of firms tend to see the 

existence of freelance markets as a given on which they base their resourcing strategy. Although 

they always acknowledged the strong growth of freelancing in their markets, they tended to 

underestimate the potential impact of freelancing on their firm. Most firms regard freelance 

growth as a temporary trend explained by the temporary strong labor market for skilled 

employees. Perhaps these firms underestimate the network economies of scale of markets. 

Markets often have a point at which the comparative advantage of markets suddenly tips over in 

favor of markets instead of firms. This already can be witnessed in the markets for goods where 

online marketplaces, such as: Marktplaats (in The Netherlands) or eBay (in the US) still profit from 

their first mover advantage, which is based on network economies of scale. Currently, there are 

no strong marketplaces for freelancers, as product heterogeneity and reputation issues still seem 

to hamper exchanges, but there are plenty of recent private initiatives in The Netherlands (e.g. In 

Interim, Associates) with limited market share. In the near future it is likely that one or more 

freelance marketplaces will rise to dominance.   

 

In our interviews we found a small number of firms which acknowledged that they had 

consciously adapted their resourcing strategy and business model, to benefit from the growth in 

freelancing. These were all knowledge-intensive firms. One of these organizations is a training 

firm that recognized that the variety, and quality of courses offered in the open market was of 

such a high quality that they increasingly used freelancers to provide their courses. The other 

examples of organizations that changed their strategies in response to freelance growth are all 

employment agencies. They typically switched from delivering consultancy services to brokering 

freelance consultants. This basically means that they withdrew their product development and 

production and distribution capabilities and focused on the marketing and sales activities of the 

knowledge value chain.  
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11.2 Resourcing strategies of organizations - theory 

 

It is quite clear why organizations are currently hiring freelancers: 1) to obtain specialized skills, 2) 

to deal with temporary assignments, 3) to cope with peak demand, 4) as a way around budget 

restraints, 5) to overcome resource problems, and 6) because temporary staff is more productive 

than permanent staff (McKeown, 2005). However, this observation tells us nothing about: 1) 

which organizations should use independent professionals and which not, 2) where (i.e. in which 

organizational areas) independent professionals should be working, and 3) how many 

independent professionals an organization should hire. To shed some light on these practical 

questions, the resourcing theories of Handy (1992), Lepak and Snell (1999) and Matusik and Hill 

(1998) are briefly discussed in this section.  

11.2.1 The shamrock organization of Handy 

The British management scholar Charles Handy (1989) predicts that all competitive firms and 

institutions of the future will have 3 types of workers. Handy uses the term shamrock 

organization to describe the organizational structure he envisions, with each type of worker 

representing one of the leaves in a shamrock. The first leaf of the shamrock is made up of the 

professional core. It consists of professionals, technicians and managers who possess the skills that 

represent the organization's core competence. Their pay is tied to organizational performance, 

and their relations will be more like those among the partners in a professional firm than those 

among superiors, and subordinates in today's large corporation. The next leaf is made up of self-

employed professionals or technicians of smaller specialized organizations that are hired on contract, on 

a project-by-project basis. They are paid in fees for results, rather than in salary for time. The 

third leaf comprises the contingent work force, where there is no career track, and which involves 

often routine jobs. These are usually part-time workers who will experience short periods of 

employment and long periods of unemployment. They are paid by the hour, day or week for the 

time they work. The thinking of Handy is in essence based on the core-periphery organizational 

model of Atkinson (1984). In his model, a firm has 2 parts: 1) a core consisting of those 

employees being most vital to the firm, and 2) the periphery consisting of those employees of less 

importance.  

11.2.2 The employment modes of Lepak and Snell 

Lepak and Snell (1999, 2002) is one of the first HRM models that discuss the management of a 

diverse workforce. They argue that as different groups of employees possess different skills that 

vary in importance to a firm‘s competitiveness, the HR practices used to manage these employees 
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should also vary. Their arguments are based on real-life findings, where firms use different modes 

of employment for strategic reasons and establish different employment relationships depending 

on the expected contribution of employees to the firm. The model of Lepak and Snell focuses 

on: 1) strategic value, and 2) uniqueness of human capital as principle drivers of employment 

modes. The strategic value of human capital, on the one hand, refers to its potential to improve 

the efficiency and effectiveness of the firm, exploit market opportunities, and/or neutralize 

potential threats. The uniqueness of human capital, on the other hand, refers to the degree to 

which it is rare, specialized and, in the extreme, firm-specific. Such resources are not readily 

available in the labor market, cannot easily be duplicated and provide a potential source of 

competitive advantage (Snell, Youndt and Wright, 1996). The division along these 2 axes implies 

4 types of employment, as visualized in Table 99: 

1. Knowledge-based employment. Because of their value, these employees are able to 

contribute to a firm‘s strategic objectives. They represent the knowledge base around 

which firms can build their strategies. According to Lepak and Schnell, located in 

quadrant 1, these workers are those most likely to represent a firm‘s knowledge workers. 

2. Job-based employment. Human capital that has strategic value, but limited uniqueness 

falls within the bottom right quadrant 2 of the HR architecture. These workers‘ skills are 

not particularly unique to the firm, and thus cannot serve as a differentiating source of 

competitiveness. Here, there is a focus on hiring instead of developing. 

3. Contract work. Quadrant 3 contains human capital that is, neither of particularly high 

strategic value to a firm, nor is it unique. Workers in this category are prime candidates 

for outsourcing. ―One job-holder is pretty much as good as another‖. 

4. Alliances and partnerships. Human capital that is unique, but of insufficient strategic 

value to employ internally, can be found in quadrant 4. In alliances, external workers 

provide knowledge intensive services to client firms. Through partnerships, firms gain 

human capital without incurring the entire costs of internal employment, while gaining 

the ability to maintain an ongoing relationship that is necessary for application of unique 

and specialized skills. 

 

When the model of Lepak and Snell in Table 99 is applied to independent professionals, one 

might argue that the highly skilled independent professional with unique skills would be within 

Quadrant 4, and the less skilled independent professional with market skills would be within 

Quadrant 2 or 3.   
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Table 99: The HRM model of Lepak and Snell  

 Low Strategic Value High Strategic Value 

High Uniqueness 
Quadrant 4:  

Alliances and Partnerships 
Quadrant 1:  

Knowledge Based Employment 

Low Uniqueness 
Quadrant 3:  

Contractual Work Agreements 
Quadrant 2:  

Job Based Employment 

 

11.2.3 The dynamic perspective of Matusik and Hill 

Both Matusik and Hill (1998) and Nesheim (2003) provide a new perspective on the growth of 

independent professionals. Both papers start with the observation that there has been an 

enormous growth in the number of self-employed knowledge workers in last decades. Most of 

these highly skilled professionals are functioning in the core functions of organizations. These 

individuals work in combined teams of both long-term regular employees and independent 

professionals. It is even often the case that large firms have strategies on the percentage of 

regular employees and outside independent professionals, who work on certain projects (e.g. 30% 

employees, 70% independent professionals). Traditional theories, such as: the earlier model of 

Lepak and Snell, and related core-periphery types of employment models, would argue that it is 

illogical to employ freelancers permanently in the high-value areas of organizations. Most of the 

existing organizational literature promotes a cautious stance toward the use of independent 

professionals, advocating their use only outside of core value-creation areas central to the 

attainment of competitive advantage (Handy, 1989; Pfeffer, 1994).  

 

Table 100: The model of Matusik and Hill  

 Environment 

 Stable Dynamic 

Mild cost and 
flexibility pressures 

 High value on knowledge 
preservation 

 Low value on knowledge creation 

 Low value on public knowledge 
accumulation  

 Low value on direct cost saving 

 Low value on knowledge preservation 

 High value on knowledge creation 

 High value on public knowledge 
accumulation 

 Low value on direct cost saving 

Intense cost and 
flexibility pressures 

 High value on knowledge 
preservation 

 Low value on knowledge creation 

 Low value on public knowledge 
accumulation 

 High value on direct cost saving 

 Low value on knowledge preservation 

 High value on knowledge creation 

 High value on public knowledge 
accumulation 

 High value on direct cost saving 

 

Matusik and Hill emphasize the importance of the dynamics of the environment. They argue that 

in dynamic and rapidly changing environments, firms need to use contingent work arrangements 

in core areas to access knowledge, to bring in new ideas and to create an innovative mix with the 
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firm‘s employees. In their model (Table 100), 2 variables determine whether a firm should use 

outside expertise. The first is the extent to which the environment is characterized by extreme 

competition, based on cost pressures and the option value of flexibility to respond to ever 

changing market conditions. The second factor is the dynamism of the environment, particularly 

concerning the rate of technological change. Dynamic environments typically are characterized by 

rapid technological change, short product life cycles and a Schumpeterian process of creative 

destruction. In such a context, it is important to be able to continuously upgrade the level and 

quality of firm knowledge.  

 

Matusik and Hill‘s theory explains why growth of freelancing is mainly at the high-skilled end of 

the job market, and in innovative industries, such as: media and high-tech. Their point of view is 

supported by Heckscher (2000, pp. 269-270), who argues that freelancing makes sense within the 

logic of networks: “There is no imperative for internal development of talent; it can be bought from the network. 

The stability and predictability of a group of loyal employees, become liabilities when the main competitive 

challenges are innovation and responsiveness to change.”  

 

A critique one may have on the employment models presented above, is that they all discuss the 

preferred employment strategy from the point of view of the organization, not from the 

perspective of the freelancer. Implicitly, it is the organization which determines the terms of 

employment. This seems inappropriate in the 21st century where, according to Miles and Snow 

(1996, pp. 114), “individual and organizational roles will be reversed – the organization will become a tool of its 

members”. When one starts to see the individual professional (employee or independent) as just 

another actor within the larger network with specific capabilities, goals, and preferences, it is 

becoming clear that the terms of employment are jointly determined by demand and supply on 

the market for knowledge. An independent professional might contribute more to his 

professional knowledge base by freelancing, than by staying with a single employer. The 

employment terms are thus the result of complex negotiations within a competitive landscape.  

 

11.3 Resourcing – practical considerations 

 

This section discusses the practical advantages and disadvantages of working with freelancers, 

and is primarily based on our interviews. A distinction is made between corporate professionals, 

professional firms and independent professionals (see Figure 3).  
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11.3.1 Corporate professionals versus outside professionals 

It is clear (Goshal and Moran, 1996) what the potential, theoretical advantages of corporate 

versus outside professionals are. Firstly, corporate professionals can provide professional advice 

where no markets exists due to uncertainty or small numbers exchange-relations. Especially in 

firm-specific knowledge areas, there might not be a market for outside professionals. Secondly, 

corporate professionals can pursue dynamic efficiencies with uncertain outcomes, which may 

create new options and expand the scope of activities. This implies that corporate professionals 

may specialize in areas where substantial investments are needed to grow the business, which 

might not lead to an immediate return on the time and money invested. Thirdly, organizations 

have the ability to promote a sense of shared purpose, which influences the behaviors and 

preferences of corporate professionals. By building trust and commitment through shared goals 

and motives, organizations may increase the efficiency and effectiveness of corporate 

professionals above market levels.  

 

Moving away from theories, our interviews with several organizational representatives have 

taught us that working with outside experts has certain additional disadvantages that are not 

always mentioned in the theory (see Table 101). Firstly, it is hard for an organization to retain the 

knowledge that has been generated by the outside professional. Outside professionals will leave 

the organization at one point in time. At that time, they will have given some of their knowledge 

and skills to the organization, but they will also take intangible and tangible knowledge with them. 

Although knowledge is not a zero-sum game, this knowledge loss might be disadvantageous to 

the organization. This might be so because a valuable non-replaceable source of knowledge is lost 

or because valuable strategic knowledge or information ends up in the hands of a competitor.  

 

Table 101: Using outside experts or inside employees? 

Advantages of using outside professionals Disadvantages of using outside professionals 

1. Rapidly available resources 
2. No fixed personnel costs (e.g. lay off, training) leading 

to more flexibility 
3. Alternative hiring channel 
4. More commitment to the assignment/project  
5. Expansion of the available resource set leading to more 

creativity and innovation 

1. Risk of losing valuable knowledge  
2. Time needed for freelancers to understand challenge 
3. Less commitment to the organization 
4. More administrative efforts of contracting 
5. Managing employees and freelancers simultaneously 

 

The second disadvantage has to do with the time that needs to be invested in any organization to 

get up to speed. Despite increasing levels of standardization, in most organizations outside 

professionals need some time to get acquainted with the local situation and customs before his 

knowledge can fully contribute to the local knowledge base. This is more so in firms with 
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significant firm-specific knowledge. Moreover, if the objective depends on collaboration with and 

interaction between new team members, some time should be allowed for team dynamics to 

endure (Tuckman, 1965). The third potential disadvantage of using outside professionals has to 

do with organizational commitment: freelancers are not that committed to the firm to the extent 

that long-term employees are. The fourth disadvantage is the extra costs of running a contractor 

administration. Last, but not least, it is sometimes difficult for organizations to manage long-term 

relationships with employees, and temporary relationships with freelancers at the same time. 

HRM practices that are perceived unfair to one of the two groups might lead to tensions between 

outside contractors and inside employees (Broshak, 2006).  

 

Working with outside professionals has also a number of advantages. Firstly, most outside 

professionals are readily available. This implies that they can be hired as temporary resources 

quickly. For instance, when a valuable employee becomes ill or when someone leaves the 

company at short notice. Secondly, outside professionals have no fixed personal costs (e.g. social 

security, lay off costs) attached to them. Combined with the fact that they are rapidly available, as 

they work on short-term projects, this means that the scalability and flexibility of an organization 

is significantly increased by using freelancers. Outside professionals can be used to pursue growth 

opportunities, which cannot be pursued otherwise. Thirdly, using outside professionals can be an 

attractive hiring channel. With limited advertisement and selection costs, the organization can 

observe how an individual performs, and then, without the costs and with the extra information, 

decide on a possible job offer. Fourthly, freelancers are more committed to the success of 

assignment than employees are, as success is crucial for their bread and butter. Fifthly, but 

certainly not least, by working with outside professionals, the resource set of the firm expands. 

By adding the outside resources, and combining these with other outside professionals and the 

existing resources of the firm, new strategic value can be created. Here the true value of working 

with outside professionals lies. The internet has minimized search and transaction costs, and it is 

now much easier for an organization to search, find, and hire a professional with very specific 

knowledge for a specific assignment.  

11.3.2 Choosing between independent professionals and professional firms 

Any organization which currently works with corporate professionals and which might outsource 

their services can do this to one or more professional firms, to one or more independent 

professionals or to a combination hereof. This decision will be based on the disadvantages and 

advantages of independent professionals versus professional firms. From our interviews, it 
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became clear that the potential advantages of independent professionals in relation with larger 

professional firms can be found in 5 aspects (Table 102).  

 
Table 102: Hiring the independent professional vs. the professional firm 

Advantages independent professionals Disadvantages independent professionals 

1. More variety in market (knowledge, skills and abilities)  
2. Better cost-to-quality ratio  
3. Powerful position in bilateral negotiations  
4. Direct contact with senior professional who actually 

performs the job 
5. No sales pressure to buy adjacent services 
 

1. Significant continuity risks for hiring organizations 
2. No accepted reputation and brand name recognition 
3. No quality control and assurance (peer review) 
4. Limited access to explicit and tacit knowledge sources 
5. Limited scope of provided services 
6. More administrative costs for organization (i.e. more 

actors) 
7. Sometimes difficult to find the ‗right‘ person for the job 

 

First and foremost, the variety within the overall independent professional market means that 

one can hire the professional with the right skills. Secondly, independent professionals have no 

overhead costs, which makes them comparatively cheap. Thirdly, independent professionals are 

relatively small in relation to the sponsor organization. This gives the sponsor organization more 

power in contracting and working arrangements. Fourthly, the client deals directly with the 

professional without any inference of non-knowledgeable account managers. Moreover, there is a 

senior professional (e.g. a firm partner) who sells the assignment and a junior professional who 

actually performs the job. Fifthly, and last, independent professionals do not need to cross- or 

deep-sell other products. Several independent professionals argued that the quality of 

independent professionals is better than the quality of firm professionals, as professional firms 

have difficulty retaining experienced staff, but this cannot be verified.  

 

Independent professionals have also a number of disadvantages versus professional firms. 

Firstly, they are small, and therefore face significant continuity risks. Large firms will not use a 

single individual for some services where continuity is key (e.g. IT infrastructure). But also in 

other services, the fact that the independent professional cannot provide a replacement, for 

instance when he or she becomes ill, is a major drawback. This is important with, for instance, 

nurses who take care of patients. They need to have a back-up when they become ill, as someone 

needs to take care of the patient. Secondly, independent professionals have no accepted 

reputation or brand name, as some professional firms do have (e.g. McKinsey, Baker and 

McKenzie), which signals trust and quality to potential sponsors. Thirdly, independent 

professionals do not have quality control and assurance. By using peer reviews and management 

overview, professional firms provide quality control. One might question in how far this is a 

genuine advantage, given the fact that a true professional should know more about his 

assignment than any outsider. Fourthly, professional firms have more access to explicit 
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knowledge sources than independent professionals (e.g. bought knowledge sources such as 

Gartner or propriety firm knowledge sources). Fifthly, the scope of provided services of 

individual freelancers is low compared to professional firms. In some instances, this is an 

advantage, but in other cases it is a disadvantage, because the professional firm already has 

multiple contacts with the client, thus understanding their challenge. Sixthly, the administrative 

costs of hiring multiple independent contractors are higher than the administrative costs of 

selecting and hiring one or some preferred suppliers of knowledge services. Seventh and last, 

despite the rise of the internet, it is still difficult to search and pick the right person for an 

assignment. 

11.3.3 The meaning of the market 

From our interviews it was clear that the theories of Handy, Lepak and Snell, and Matusik and 

Hill all have practical relevance. The underlying thoughts and arguments are well accepted and 

recognized by the interviewees. Especially the concept of a dual workforce consisting of a stable 

core of permanent employees, and a ring of flexible freelancers was in the minds of many 

interviewees. But also Matusik and Hill‘s arguments about the advantages of innovation and 

flexibility were acknowledged by the interviewees. The theory of Matusik and Hill‘s is especially 

relevant in staffing temporary projects. Here the project sponsors resourcing strategy often aims 

for a combination between permanent employees, and temporary freelancers. Freelancers are 

selected based on their specific expertise and proven ability to work within a certain culture. 

Permanent employees are supposed to act as a bridge between the organization, and the outside 

experts. They are considered essential in bringing in specific knowledge about organizational 

culture, politics, processes and systems. The share of freelancers versus permanent employees 

often depends on the aim, and challenges of the project. If innovation is key and internal 

organizational difficulties are low (e.g. no resistance to change, no complex IT mechanisms), 

more outside experts can be used. But if firm-specific challenges are crucial, a significant share of 

permanent employees is often allotted to a certain project. As far as we have seen there are no 

explicit models that calculate this optimal share of freelancers in projects, but their relative shares 

are always determined by practical arguments and local conditions.  

 

In steady-state line organizations, the theories of Lepak and Snell and Matusik and Hill are also 

recognized by practitioners, although we found no organizations which used proper methods or 

tools to formally assess the most favorable percentage of freelancers in their resourcing strategy. 

In some markets, such as: the television and movie industries, the need for innovation is indeed 

an important reason to use freelancers as a permanent fund of resources. Another important 
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reason is the need for flexibility. Flexibility is for instance very important for advertisement 

agencies and architects. These knowledge-intensive firms are often involved in complex bidding 

procedures to win clients. If they win an assignment, they immediately need skilled resources, and 

if they lose assignments, they are often forced to let resources go.  

 

But the main reasons why organizations hire independent professionals (i.e. more variety in 

market, better cost-to-quality ratio, and a powerful position in bilateral negotiations), suggest that 

the theories of Handy, Lepak and Snell and Matusik and Hill are missing one crucial element: 

The principal reason why organizations hire freelancers is the presence of a mature, and attractive 

market for freelance resources.  

 

Where in thin markets both organizations and individuals tend to prefer long term contracts to 

minimize transaction costs, both organizations and individuals prefer freelance contracts in thick 

markets. Organizations can subsequently profit from the variety of expertise in the market, and 

freelancers can profit from the variety of assignments in the market and thus maximize learning. 

The interests of freelancers and large organizations collide when there is either a strong seller- 

market or a strong buyer-market. In markets where demand is strong, individuals tend to prefer 

freelance contracts, as this maximizes their options and return. In markets with an abundant and 

continuous supply of workers (e.g. journalists, artists, media professionals, and some low-skilled 

professionals), sponsors regard freelancing as an attractive alternative for permanent 

employment.  

 

Figure 30: Freelancers and employees: the practical trade-off 

 

 

Therefore we conclude that, although the theoretical argument of the increased importance of 

innovation and flexibility does influence the trade-off between employees and freelancers 
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somewhat, the labor market characteristics are more important in determining the optimal 

sourcing ratio between freelancers and permanent employees (see Figure 30). Just as we saw in 

Chapter 8, that market factors are the most important driver of freelance revenue, here we see 

that also the decisions of organizations are heavily influenced by market conditions.  

11.4 Managing the new networked organization 

 

In this section the operational challenges of managing an organization with freelancers are 

discussed. As in the other sections, first the organizational literature is shortly discussed before 

the section moves to the insights from the interviews.  

 

The network organization has been a buzzword since the 1990s. In this popular view, hierarchies 

are being flattened to make way for flexible teams, and control is replaced by the market‘s 

invisible hand. Podolny and Page (1998), in a review of studies on network organizations, argue 

that network forms of organization have many advantages: they foster learning, represent a 

mechanism for the attainment of status or legitimacy, provide a variety of economic benefits, 

facilitate the management of resource dependencies, and provide considerable autonomy for 

workers. There are however many different forms of network organizations. Podolny and Page 

define a network form of organization as (page 59): any collection of actors (N ≥ 2) that pursue repeated, 

enduring exchange relations with one another and, at the same time, lack a legitimate organizational authority to 

arbitrate and resolve disputes that may arise during the exchange. This definition includes a wide array of 

organizational forms, such as: joint ventures, strategic alliances, business groups, franchises, 

research consortia, and outsourcing agreements.  

 

Not all network organizations do perform as well as is suggested. For instance, one such a form 

of organization, the strategic alliance, is known to be prone to failure. The current literature on 

networked forms is scattered, and very unclear on exact definitions and specifications. Borgatti 

and Foster (2003) even speak of a linguistic chaos.  

 

Hayes (2004) criticizes the popular management literature, which argues that nimble networks 

will arise to manage the new knowledge worker. Hayes argues that in the 1990s and the beginning 

of the 21st century firms did invest in the dismantling of hierarchies and tearing-up of regulations, 

but that hierarchies, as systems of imperative coordination through vertical responsibility and 

accountability, have remained. The result of the efforts in the 1990s has been not post-

bureaucratic, internal network organizations, but ‗bureaucracy-lite‘: the strength of bureaucratic 



 
 

260 

 

control with only half the hierarchical calories. The research of Hayes indicates that there are 

strong forces against networked organizations, and that networked organizations may have their 

own drawbacks. Hayes predicts (p 65.) that: `if organizations are regarded, [..] as instruments of 

management [..]organic forms of organization are likely to remain, as they always have been, the exception. They 

will be confined either to the small scale [..] or to temporary periods of experimentation by large organizations 

before the visible hand of hierarchy retightens its grip.` One might criticize Hayes research, as it was 

performed in the UK public sector only, hardly a place where one would expect network 

organizations to flourish. 

 

It is very doubtful whether one can characterize a freelancer organization (i.e. an organization 

that has a significant proportion of freelancers) as a network organization. For once, freelancers 

typically operate in projects which have strict governance rules. Moreover, even if there is no 

hierarchy imposed, then there is always the client-supplier relationship, which has its own rules of 

conduct and distribution of power. In some cases, asymmetric market power maybe so immense 

that one can certainly speak of a strong hierarchy.  

11.4.1 Organizational commitment of freelancers 

Although it is clear by now that working with outside professionals might be beneficial to 

organizations, there is still a lot of prejudice against working with outsiders instead of long-term 

employees. One of these biases is that outside professionals would be less committed to the 

organization. But despite the large amount of research dedicated to the loyalty of nonstandard 

workers, much of the existing research shows little or no difference between theirs and the 

commitment of regular employees (Pearce, 1993). Connoly and Gallagher (2004) performed a 

meta-analysis on the relation between various forms of contingent work and various measures of 

behavioral outcomes (e.g. commitment, job satisfaction, trust, violation). They conclude (p. 962): 

“seemingly contradictory findings appear to be fairly common in the realm of contingent work research. This may be 

partly because results, as seen here and elsewhere, may vary depending upon the type of contingent workers being 

examined.”  

 

The literature on contingent work varies from low-skilled temps to high-skilled independent 

professionals. McClurg (1999) argues that high-skilled contingent professionals are as committed 

to their sponsor organizations as ‗core‘-workers are. This finding is supported by various authors, 

such as McKeown (2005). The project based nature of knowledge work means that contingent 

professionals quickly become part of the team and quickly integrate into being good team 

members. McKeown concludes that contingent professionals demonstrate a much greater 
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willingness to exert extra effort to ensure organizational success than co-workers and managers 

thought them capable of. He argues that this willingness to exert extra effort comes from their 

professionalism. The identity of independent professionals is linked with commitment to the 

profession rather than any individual organization. He also mentions that the time-to-contract 

may be an important factor in determining organizational commitment. Freelancers who work 

for only a short time span are less likely to have significant organizational commitment than 

independent professionals working on longer projects.  

 

Mallon and Dubberley (2000) argue that the relationship between organizations and individuals 

are moving beyond the straightforward dichotomy of relational versus transactional contracts 

(Rousseau, 1996). People‘s experience of contracts is increasingly complex and ambiguous. 

People appear to be able to accept a transactional contract (short-term, demarcated, monetisable), 

but also want to have a sense of belonging and mutual trust. This finding is confirmed by Inkson, 

Heissing and Rousseau (2001). They conclude that the experience of independent professionals is 

far from being purely transactional. Although the evidence is overwhelming that the commitment 

of freelancers does not differ from employees, the perceived lack of loyalty among freelancers, 

still is a concern for managers (Ang and Slaughter, 2006).  

 
The presence of freelancers might also worsen the relationship between managers and long-term 

employees, and decrease the loyalty of regular workers (Davis-Blake, Broshak and George, 2003). 

Pearce (1993) discovered that regular employees, who found themselves working with 

freelancers, reported lower trust in their organization. Interestingly, using freelancers is often 

portrayed as an effective way to protect employees from environmental turbulence (Lepak and 

Snell, 1999). There is much debate on how freelancers and regular workers should be integrated 

to create a blended workforce. Some authors advocate that both types should fully integrate, 

working side-by-side in similar jobs, while others contend that the two groups should have no 

communication between them (Kochan, Smith, Wells and Rebitzer, 1994). Whether or not the 

two types are blended appears to depend, to a great extent, on the purposes behind hiring the 

freelancer. Lautsch (2002) argues that the decision to ―blend‖ or ―separate‖ is based on the 

organization‘s objectives they hope to accomplish through using freelancers. When freelancers 

are hired to add to the existing knowledge base or to enhance flexibility, it is more sensible to 

integrate them, than when doing extra work efficiently is the main motivation (Connelly and 

Gallagher, 2004). When freelancers and employees are mixed, the idea of one group being 

inferior to the other disappears (Matusik and Hill, 1998). 
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11.4.2 Managing professionals 

No discussion on managing freelancers can pass without discussing managing professionals. The 

debate on managing professionals has been quite intense in the last decade. The sociological work 

of Reed (1996) points to expert power (May, Korzynsky and Frenkel, 2002). It focuses on the 

strategies knowledge professionals use to establish and guard exclusionary claims to their 

expertise, and to maximize their economic and symbolic rewards. In this view, based on the 

philosophical underpinnings of Foucoult (1991), experts are seen as important sources of power, 

who try to monetize this power through various power strategies, one being monopolization. As 

a counterbalance, organizations and societies have a tendency to control this expert power. Much 

research has been done on the conflicts of interests between professionals and organizations in 

the medical world, where the interests of doctors and hospitals often clash (e.g. Dent, 2003).  

  

In the 1980s and 1990s, the advent of new managerial control systems (e.g. total quality 

management, process mapping, information systems) was associated with attempts to control 

expert power within organizations, by pursuing rationalization and control procedures. Various 

authors have written on this phenomenon (e.g. Evetts, 2003, 2005; Sewell, 2005), observing that 

the conditions of trust, autonomy, and competence, which are necessary for professional practice, 

are challenged, changed, or regulated. 

 

The title of Weggeman‘s (2007) book ―Managing professionals? Don‟t!‖ already shows his doubt 

regarding the possibilities of organizations in managing professionals. He argues that using 

Taylor-style control systems, will lead to no organizational good, as most experts are already 

intrinsically motivated. The bureaucracy associated with these modern control systems is most 

likely to put professionals of, so diminishing their productivity. Professionals should be managed 

by a shared commitment, and by providing a challenging career environment where continuous 

learning is essential. This work is in line with authors, such as: Sthyre and Sundgren (2003), who 

in their research in the pharmaceutical industry argue that ‗management is evil‘ in the sense that 

the totality of management practices, routines, and standard operating procedures, do more harm 

than good.  

 

Robertson and Swan (2003) show that a manager in a knowledge firm needs to balance autonomy 

with control, and uncertainty and flexibility with efficiency. Winroth (2002) argues that expert 

firms, such as: universities and investment firms, are dominated by an occupational logic instead 

of an administrative logic. Mintzberg (1998), in his seminal article on covert leadership, argues 

that professionals require little direction and supervision. What they do require is protection and 
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support. He argues therefore to (page 147) “get past the myth of [..] complete control and you may learn 

what today‟s managing is really about. Not obedience and harmony, but nuances and constraints.”  

 

The theory of Sonnenfeld and Peiperl (1988) on career systems, is one of the few theories that 

shed some light on how to manage relationships with independent professionals. Sonnenfeld and 

Peiperl distinguish career systems based on 2 dimensions: 1) openness of the career system to the 

external labor market at other than entry levels, and 2) whether career is made on the basis of 

individual performance or group contribution. This results in 4 different career systems: 1) 

baseball teams, 2) academies, 3) clubs, and 4) fortresses. Sonnenfeld and Peiperl argue that firms, 

which are open to the external labor market at various levels, and which reward on the basis of 

individual merit, should be managed as baseball teams. Firms with this baseball team-type of 

career system typically operate in industries, such as: advertising, broadcasting or other 

professional networks, and are organizations that thrive on product innovation, and the creation 

of new markets. The theory of Sonnenfeld and Peiperl gives some direction regarding the HRM 

practices of firms employing freelancers, but it does not deal with the daily practical challenges 

that are faced by organizations that rely heavily on freelance contracts.  

11.4.3 Practical considerations when working with freelancers 

Currently, there is, as far as we know, no organizational literature on managing organizations that 

largely rely on freelance resources. This is perhaps not justified, as managing employment 

relationships with independent professionals is perhaps even more challenging than with regular 

employees, partly because a third party (i.e. employment agency) influences the relationship, but 

also because the working relationships become more fluid and flexible. Based on organizational 

models and theoretical considerations 10 organizational areas were identified (see Figure 31, 

where working with freelancers potentially changes the way the organization interacts with their 

workers. As said, a structured interview list was used to discuss these items with our interviewees. 

 

Figure 31: Organizational issues when hiring and managing freelancers 

 

 
The interviews demonstrated that the practical knowledge of managing freelance relationships is 

still scarce. But as more and more organizations use freelancers structurally in their sourcing 

model, the learning curve is bound to kick in. It is also clear from the interviews that firms are 
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increasingly treating freelancers for what they in essence are: independent providers of services. 

Until quite recently, freelancers were still treated as if they were employees, but as the contracting 

procedures become more adapted to hiring outside experts, freelancers are increasingly treated as 

suppliers instead of employees.  

 

Knowledge management  
Knowledge management has 3 specific elements. Firstly, bring in suitable knowledge by selecting 

the proper freelancer who has the sought-after knowledge, which potentially expands the current 

resource frontier of the firm. Secondly, adopt the freelancers‘ knowledge and make optimal use 

of it, and thirdly, make sure that the acquired knowledge is not lost to the organization at the end 

of the assignment. Or, even worse, that valuable organizational knowledge ends up in the hands 

of the main competitors of the firm.  Out of our interviews it was clear that most of the 

interviewed organizations do not have formal knowledge transfer processes at entry and exit. In 

some cases, there are somewhat formal entry procedures, but formal exit procedures were 

constantly missing. Legal protection against freelancers, who sell their acquired knowledge 

towards competitors was not found. 

 
Team dynamics 
Team dynamics is very much related to knowledge management. When team dynamics are well 

managed, the adoption of the freelance knowledge by the organization is facilitated. This includes 

careful procedures, and a clear description of the role of the freelancer versus the roles of 

permanent employees. In our interview several managers argued that independent professionals 

are not as effective in their organization as they could be, because of missing management of 

team dynamics. Often both the freelancer and the employees in the organization are insufficiently 

briefed about their respective roles, and challenges thereof. Freelancers therefore had limited 

knowledge of the culture and the more intangible ways of working of the organization. To be 

fully effective, one needed to know the most important people in the organization more deeply.  

 

Negative reactions towards freelancers are found in circumstances where the turnaround of 

freelancers is very high. In these situations permanent employees sometimes feel that they are 

constantly instructing freelancers on the practical challenges of the organization, and just when 

the freelancers are starting to become productive they leave the organization. Permanent 

employees find this tiresome.   

 
Customer ownership  
Often freelancers are hired by sponsor organizations to perform activities for the customers of 

those organizations. Freelance sales representatives can for instance be hired by an organization 
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to do their sales. Another example is a training organization, who hires freelance trainers to give 

training to their customers.  In these cases a major discussion point, which arise between the 

sponsor organization and freelancer, is who ultimately ‗owns‘ the customers (i.e. the individuals 

to which the activity is directed). This point becomes especially important when a freelancer is 

also employed by another firm delivering the same service (e.g. sales or providing training). When 

the independent professional performs really well, some customers will want to contract directly 

with the independent professional. But if the independent professional does not perform well, 

the hiring organization is ultimately responsible for managing the quality. In all of our interviews, 

agreements were made how to deal with such situations. Most often, the contract stipulates a 

non-compete clause under which the freelancer agrees to not pursue assignments with customers 

of the sponsoring organization.  

 
Intellectual capital 
Intellectual capital is a major issue in all freelance relations. Who owns the product that the 

freelancer creates? In almost all freelance contracts, this is made explicitly clear; the sponsor 

organization is the owner of the intellectual capital. Nevertheless, in some industries, there are 

real struggles around intellectual capital. For instance, freelance journalists have their own 

standardized contracts in order to maintain the rights for publication in a foreign country or on 

the internet. In reality the ownership of intellectual capital depends very much on power 

relations.  

 
Management practices 
Most managers treat freelancers as just another employee, although freelancers tend to be treated 

somewhat harsher, and more directly judged on their immediate added value. If the freelancer 

does not add value to the team, and firm within short notice, he or she gets replaced. But the 

management style (e.g. participative or directive) of the manager does not change in dealing with 

freelancers vis-à-vis employees.  

 
Procurement and administration 
The procurement process is not always properly defined. Sometimes the HR department, 

sometimes procurement, and in other instances line management itself, is responsible for 

searching, finding, and hiring freelancers. The exact process and corresponding responsibilities 

depends partly on the organizational view of outsourcing. When freelancers are used only 

exceptionally, the line manager is often responsible for the freelance contracting process. When 

freelancers are hired as a matter of normal business conduct, the HR and procurement 

department share the burden of the contracting process. Procurement‘s role is often to negotiate 
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the overall framework contract. The administration is often outsourced to a pay-rolling firm or an 

employment agency that deals with all the freelance administration issues. Procurement or HR 

just pay the overall invoice to the employment agencies. As freelancers are typically paid based on 

a time-based fee, it is necessary to monitor the hours worked by the freelancer. This sometimes 

implies keeping an extra administration. 

 

Currently, most large organizations in The Netherlands (including the Dutch government) work 

with preferred suppliers who have the right of first refusal. They receive freelance vacancies that 

they try to fill. They use subcontractor employment agencies to fill these vacancies. If the 

preferred suppliers cannot deliver the right freelancer, the job offer often goes to a second line of 

preferred partners. Eventually it goes to the market. When dealing with large organizations, 

freelancers are forced to work through one of these preferred employment agencies. These 

agencies charge a hefty fee, which lessens the net fee of the freelancer. Independent professionals 

have no real choice but to work with these agents, if they want to perform assignments for larger 

organizations. Large sponsor organizations are using these kinds of procedures to minimize 

transaction costs, to be able to provide some quality control (assessing the quality of the 

freelancer), and to minimize legal risks.  

 
Rewards and incentives 
In our interviews, no freelancers were found who were paid any rewards or received any other 

incentives. In contrasts with regular employees, freelancers do typically not receive bonuses. In 

our interviews we found many projects where regular employees received an incentive from the 

organization, but where freelancers did not. In some instances, this can lead to some tension 

between freelancers and employees, especially if the incentive is paid for project results where 

freelancers had a major contribution.   

 
Conflicts and commitment  
Our interviews confirmed the outcomes of earlier work; there are almost no conflicts between 

employees and freelancers, and the commitment of freelancers to project success is often even 

higher than that of regular employees. The organizational commitment is of course somewhat 

lower for freelancers as they leave the organization after a short period. It is in this area that one 

of the bigger conflicts between freelancers and sponsors arise. It sometimes happens that a 

freelancer leaves an organization because he or she has a better assignment offer from another 

sponsor. This is a potential conflict as the freelancer is no employee, and hence formally cannot 

terminate the employment contract before its end-date.  
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The role of HRM  

The role of HRM may change when the organization uses freelancers extensively. In extremis, a 

large part of the role of HRM disappears if only freelancers work for an organization. The 

responsibility of HRM regarding continuous development, rewarding, reorganizations and 

individual lay-offs is then absent. HRM becomes a casting function responsible for looking in the 

market for available freelancers, who might add value to the resource set of the firm. Here the 

HRM department might use alliance partners to search, find and hire the right freelancers. In this 

extreme case, the positioning and marketing of the organization towards freelancers, becomes a 

key competence. To be known as an organization where freelancers can do interesting projects, 

becomes a key competence. Currently, this is not yet the case in most organizations; HRM, for 

the moment, holds on to its broad spectrum of activities.  
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Conclusions of Chapter 11: 

1. The increased mobility of freelance resources will lead to decreasing profits of firms. The 

relative value of intangible freelance resources will increase versus the relative value of 

capital, machineries and distribution networks. 

2. The increased mobility of freelance resources will have the greatest strategic impact on 

small firms, and so-called knowledge-intensive firms. With the increasing threat of 

freelance networks in some markets, knowledge-intensive firms will have to adapt their 

strategies in order to survive.  

3. Freelancers are becoming an integral part of an organizations resourcing strategy. 

Traditional models, such as: Handy and Lepak and Snell, argue for a dichotomy in firms, 

where strategic human resources become employees (core) and non-strategic human 

resources become freelancers (periphery).  

4. More recent theories, such as: Nesheim and Matusik and Hill, emphasize the importance 

of the dynamics of the environment. They argue that in dynamic and rapidly changing 

environments, firms need to use freelancers in core areas to access knowledge, to bring in 

new ideas and to create an innovative mix with the firm‘s employees. 

5. A critique one may have on these resourcing models, is that their point of view is that of 

the organization, not that of the freelancer. Implicitly, in these models, it is the 

organization which determines the terms of employment. This seems inappropriate in the 

21st century where resources become increasingly scarce and may opt for a freelance 

relationship to maximize learning experiences. 

6. In practice the maturity and attractiveness of the market are the most crucial elements in 

determining the optimal ratio between freelancers and permanent employees. This aspect 

is lacking in the discussed resourcing theories. 

7. When an organization uses freelancers in their sourcing model, they have to adapt their 

policies and procedures to make the best use of them. These organizations need 

strengthening of their knowledge management and team dynamics, measures to protect 

their intellectual capital and customer ownership and a lot of changes in procurement and 

administrative issues. In the extreme case, the role of HRM will change completely to that 

of a casting bureau spotting and selecting talent in the marketplace. 
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12 An overview of  results and implications 
 

The I-Cubed (Information, Intangibles, Innovation)  

knowledge economy runs on talent and creativity. 

www.athenaalliance.org 

 

Self-employment is on the rise in The Netherlands. In 2003 there were 54.000 starting 

entrepreneurs in The Netherlands, in 2007 this number has grown to over 100.000 individuals 

and 2008 promises to top that figure as 57.000 new entrepreneurial firms started in the first 6 

months of 2008. This self-employment growth is largely grounded in the growth of highly skilled 

independent professionals a.k.a. freelancers i.e., knowledge workers who earn a living by selling 

their tacit knowledge by the hour or day to various clients.  

 

In Chapter 2 it was argued that freelance growth is caused by 4 structural factors. Firstly, the 

internet has decreased the transaction costs of searching, finding, and hiring specialist expertise. 

This makes it easier to hire experts for a specific assignment. Secondly, technology developments 

and the outsourcing trend of the last decades have increased process standardization. Where two 

decades ago most processes were firm specific, nowadays almost all firms use standard software 

solutions (Windows, SAP, Oracle, et cetera) and standardized processes (HRM, financial control, 

et cetera). This has enlarged the importance of industry, and professional knowledge over firm-

specific knowledge. Thirdly, the miniaturization of technology solutions has given more power to 

the individual. Many activities can nowadays be performed by a single individual on a laptop, 

where once many men and financial capital was needed. Last, but not least, the advent of the 

knowledge sector has increased the need for innovation and flexibility. The much published rise 

of the creative class (Florida, 2002) cannot be separated from the growth in freelancing. 

Freelancing, with its emphasis on flexible project forms of organization, is irrevocably connected 

to creative production. It is in these projects where dynamic and new combinations of individuals 

result in higher levels of innovation, creativity and flexibility.  

 

Other factors, such as: globalization (i.e. international specialization), government policy (e.g. 

promoting entrepreneurship), sociological (e.g. fostering higher education), cultural factors (e.g. 

the increasing importance of individualism and authenticity), and the age wave all play a 

supporting role in the increasing numbers of independent professionals. Looking at all these 
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factors, it is most likely that the growth in freelancing will continue in the next decades, alongside 

the growth in the creative knowledge economy. 

 

The subject of this study is the career success of freelancers. What are the factors that determine 

whether a freelancer has a successful career? Is it what you know (human capital), who you 

know (social capital) or who you are (personality)? By focusing on the drivers of freelance career 

success, this study seeks to improve our understanding of the challenges and dilemmas that all 

professionals face in the modern knowledge economy. 

 

The importance of this research goes beyond the phenomenon of freelancing. The freelancer of 

today is a model for all job-hopping knowledge workers of tomorrow. In an era where employees 

become more and more responsible for their own career, hop from one job to another and are 

rewarded based on their professional knowledge and entrepreneurial attitude, the difference 

between freelancers and regular employees is quickly disappearing. This study may therefore give 

us a glance of how a typical professional career will look like in, say, 2025.  

12.1 Results of the study 

 

In Chapter 3 an overview was given of the strange freelance world. A world in which individual 

knowledge is central to productivity and which is characterized by a tripartite labor market with 

important employment agents. In which opaque activities, such as: signaling and stretchwork, are 

important for obtaining success. But it was also shown that the freelance world is not a world, 

but rather a galaxy of different planets. Although there are plenty of similarities between the 

various freelance professions, there are also considerable differences between the professions, 

especially regarding market structure and competitive position. Our study on career success will 

reflect these differences between freelance worlds. 

 

12.1.1 The success factors of the freelance career 

In this study, 2 variables were used to measure freelance career success. Revenue was used to 

measure objective freelance career success, and career satisfaction was used to measure subjective 

freelance career success. This distinction was made because many freelancers choose a freelance 

career just because it offers more flexibility and opportunities to balance work-life issues. These 

individuals probably do not judge their career success based on monetary rewards, but assess 

their career based on its contribution to their quality of life. Revenue instead of income was used 

as our objective measure to judge the freelance career. There are 2 reasons for this. Firstly, 
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revenue is much easier to measure than income. Secondly, in the world of independent 

professionals, the cost structure of professionals is quite alike. All freelancers in The Netherlands 

basically need a car, a mobile phone, a laptop and social insurance. The cost structure is more 

determined by personal preferences (e.g. quality of car) and characteristics (e.g. age and health 

determine insurance costs) than by the profession. 

 

Human capital has a strong positive impact on objective freelance career success, but almost no 

impact on freelance career satisfaction. Looking in more detail at the various human capital 

factors, it is clear that education and experience are very important drivers of success. Oddly 

enough, the impact of training days on current freelance revenue is negative. This is partly 

because attending training diminishes billable hours, and partly because freelancers without a 

current assignment are more likely to start training. 

 

A remark on measurement has to be made here. Human capital is very hard to accurately 

measure across different professions. Where one profession requires the knowledge of 

programming languages, another profession requires technical skills or knowledge of the latest 

accounting standards. To facilitate comparison the measurement of human capital in this study 

was fairly general and hence simplistic, such as: general education levels, training effort, and 

experience. With more elaborate human capital measures, one might even see a stronger 

relationship between human capital and freelance career success. 

 

Human capital (i.e. knowledge, skills and abilities) is positively related to objective career success.  

Human capital (i.e. knowledge, skills and abilities) is not related to subjective career success. 

 

Social capital is the only group of success factors which is positively associated with both 

freelance revenue and career satisfaction. Being an active networking person i.e., investing time 

and energy in building and maintaining your network by sending cards, emailing, phoning, 

visiting and, occasionally, bringing gifts to clients is very helpful. Being registered at employment 

agencies and actively visiting them is another variable which contributes significantly to revenue. 

Freelancers who actively use employment agencies have higher utilization rates, but somewhat 

lower professional fees (probably reflecting brokerage fees). But none of the other social capital 

variables, such as network size, membership of a business club (e.g. Rotary), and partner support 

does enhance freelance revenue. 
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Social capital is positively related to objective career success. 

Social capital is positively related to subjective career success.  

 
No relationship is found between personality capital and objective career success. There are 3 

potential reasons why there is no link between personality capital and objective career success. 

Firstly, it may be because the effects of personality are moderated or mediated by other factors. 

Our data for instance shows that social capital and choice of strategy are impacted by personality: 

open and pro-active persons are more inclined to network and to choose an innovative business 

strategy, and less prone to choose a focused business strategy. A mediation study could help us 

understand how personality influences social and strategy capital. Secondly, our measures of 

personality capital are not sufficient. Thirdly, there is no link between personality capital and 

freelance revenue.  

 

All personality capital variables demonstrate a strong impact on career satisfaction. Especially the 

career insight variable is very powerful. But also pro-activeness and openness to new experience 

add to career satisfaction.   

 

Personality capital is not related to objective career success. 

Personality capital is positively related to subjective career success.  

 

Motivational capital is important for revenue. Freelancers who started freelancing because of 

flexibility and/or work-life balance motives have lower revenues, than professionals who started 

freelancing for other reasons. Motivational variables are also imperative for career satisfaction. 

Professionals who freelance because of flexibility and work-life balance reasons and professionals 

who freelance because of autonomy and professionalism have higher career satisfaction levels. 

 

Individuals who are motivated by flexibility and work-life balance have lower objective career success. 

Individuals who are motivated by flexibility and work-life balance have higher subjective career success. 

 
Freelancers who focus on a single industry (or client) and freelancers who focus on a single 

product have higher revenues. Although we did not hypothesize on the relation between career 

satisfaction and strategy capital, business strategy is important for career satisfaction. Especially 

independent professionals who distinguish themselves through a strategy that is innovative and 

different, and independent professionals with a broad product range are more satisfied with their 
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career. It might be that being innovative provides intrinsic benefits to independent professionals, 

which increases career satisfaction.  

 

Strategy capital is related to objective career success. 

Strategy capital is related to subjective career success. 

 
The hypothesis that most conclusively can be answered with a strong yes, is the relationship 

between market factors and objective success. Market factors, above all the profession, determine 

a large part of someone‘s revenue. A weakness of our research is that there is only information 

on the profession a freelancer performs, but no true market information, such as: number of 

freelancers, size of the market, barriers of entry, et cetera. It is nevertheless clear that market 

factors are a very important determinant of objective freelance career success.  

 

Market factors are related to objective career success of independent professionals. 

 
Figure 32: The market is the main driver of freelance revenue 

 

Market factors (Figure 31) explain 45% of the objective career variance in our model, followed by 

human (26%), and social capital (21%). Motivational capital (5%), strategy capital (3%), and 

personality capital (1%) are almost not important in explaining objective career success.  

 

Market factors dominate other factors in explaining objective career success  

 

The story regarding subjective career success is a totally different one (Figure 32). Personality 

variables dominate the explanation of career satisfaction (36%), followed by firm strategy (26%), 
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and social capital (21%). Motivational capital (7%), market factors (6%), and human capital (3%), 

are of limited importance to the career satisfaction of freelancers.    

 

Psychological capital dominate other resources in explaining subjective career success  

 

Figure 33: Personality capital is the main driver of freelance career satisfaction 

 

The freelance career success factors are also estimated for a number of specific freelance 

occupations. These occupations are: interim managers, interim professionals (i.e. finance 

professionals, IT professionals, legal professionals, HRM professionals and management 

consultants), journalists, trainers and coaches, technical professionals, and other free agents (e.g. 

health care, facility professional, artist, translators, et cetera).  

 

For interim managers and contrary to common wisdom, neither social nor personality capital are 

important drivers of interim managers‘ revenue. It is essential human capital that drives interim 

managers‘ revenue. For the revenue of interim professionals are human, social and strategy 

capital all relevant, but personality or motivational capital are not important. For trainers and 

coaches and all other freelancers the same variables drive revenue: human, social and strategy 

capital. The revenue of journalists seems only to be driven by social and strategy capital. The 

finding that human capital is not important for journalists‘ revenue is probably the most 

remarkable finding here. The revenue of technical professionals is hardest to predict. Almost 

none of the success factors are significant. This can be caused by the limited number of 

observations or by the fact that certain success factors for technical professionals are missing in 

our model. These findings point to the fact that the relative importance of the various success 
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drivers (human, social, personality, motivational, and strategy capital) varies from one occupation 

to another. More research is needed why in some occupations human capital is the most 

important driver, and social capital is imperative in other occupations.  

 

Our results point to an important trade-off for freelancers between career satisfaction and 

revenue. Focused business strategies, such as focus: on a single product, single sponsor or single 

industry have a positive effect on freelance revenue. But freelancers who offer a broad range of 

services, and freelancers who develop innovative and different services have a higher level of 

career satisfaction. This trade-off between revenue and satisfaction is related to the largest 

dilemma for professionals: the career progression paradox. Professionals constantly need to 

balance the need for specialization with the need for differentiation. The need for specialization 

comes from the fact that both sponsor organizations and employment agencies prefer 

professionals with similar prior experience and a clear career path. The need for differentiation 

comes from the professional desire for self-development and the risk of skill obsolescence. 

 

The differences between men and women in this study are interesting. On the one hand, there 

are significant differences between men and women. The revenue of men is higher, men work 

more hours, women are somewhat more satisfied with their career, and women and men tend to 

work in different freelance professions. But, on the other hand, the drivers of career success of 

men and women are practically the same.  

 

Many employment agencies and freelancers reported in our interviews that networking and 

knowledge are complementary factors i.e., they strengthen each other. One without the other 

does not help you. The analysis suggests that this is not the case, and that knowledge (human 

capital) and networking (social capital) are independent drivers of career success. That is, you can 

be a successful freelancer if you have one without the other.  

 

Human capital and social capital are independent factors in determining objective freelance career success. 

 

Many employment agencies and freelancers told us that using an employment agency, something 

a freelancers rather does not as they charge hefty fees, is especially helpful for freelancers who 

have no network of their own. For these freelancers an employment agency is a very helpful 

partner. This relationship could not be established across all professions, but from the subgroup 

analysis it became clear that this substitution effect is indeed present for interim professionals (i.e. 
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IT professionals, finance professionals, legal professionals, HRM professionals, and management 

consultants). A similar analysis was done for the possible substitution between employment 

agency and personality traits, but no significant results are found here. 

  

Agency support is a substitute for ones‟ own networking skills for interim professionals but not for other 

professionals. Agency support is no substitute for personality, whatever your profession. 

 

12.1.2 The freelance career and aging  
This study paid special attention to older freelancers for 2 main reasons. Firstly, we live in an 

aging society in which governments look at freelancing as an alternative to stimulate labor 

participation of older individuals. Secondly, earlier studies indicate that it is becomes harder for 

older freelancers to remain productive until high age. This is because freelancers see their networks 

dwindle as valuable contacts retire early, and because older freelancers find it increasingly hard to 

keep up with the latest technology changes. 

 

Contrary to common wisdom, anecdotic evidence, and research on older employees, no direct 

evidence for skill obsolescence for older freelancers is found. There is neither a significant 

relationship between age and training participation, nor between age and networking. However, 

there are strong and significant negative relationships between freelance experience and several 

human, social and personality capital variables. This suggests that skill obsolescence is not related 

to age, but perhaps to freelance experience. A possible explanation for this observation is that an 

independent professional invests much of his/her time and energy in the beginning of his/her 

entrepreneurship in developing skills and network, but when the knowledge professional has 

build-up a stable practice, the efforts invested in maintaining skills and networks are reduced, 

leading to diminishing skills and networks. 

 

There is no direct evidence between age and skill obsolescence of independent professionals.  

 

To test for experience concentration, training in new skills (human capital) and network 

refreshment (social capital) are measured. No relationship is found between training of new skills 

and age or freelance experience, but again a strong negative and significant relationship is found 

between age and network refreshment and between freelance experience and network 

refreshment. This suggests that there is an inclination for ‗old boys networks‘ to emerge when 

freelancers become older. 
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Older and experienced freelancers invest less in network renewal. The aging freelancer‟s network has a tendency to 

concentrate and become „an old boys network‟.  

 

There is an inverse U-shaped relationship between age and freelance revenue. The revenue of 

freelancers first grows with age, and then starts to drop after a certain age. This moment arises 

between the ages of 50 and 55, after which the positive effect of experience is dominated by the 

negative effects of aging. A closer look showed that freelance revenue does not decrease with age 

due to lower fees, but due to lower utilization rates. However, this inverse U-shaped relationship 

between age and utilization rate is not found for all freelancers. It is a male phenomenon and is 

especially strong in some occupations. It is not found for women. Women tend to increase their 

labor participation and entrepreneurial efforts in their 40s and 50s, when children need less care. 

 

For men an inverse U-shaped relationship between age and revenue and age and utilization rate exist 

For women there is no relationship between age and revenue or utilization rate. 

 
The inverse U-shaped relationship between age and utilization rate is especially strong in 

occupations with a high demand on Fluid Intellect, such as: finance and IT professionals. In 

these occupations the constant innovation and renewal makes it harder for older individuals to 

stay in touch with the latest developments. For professions with a relatively low demand on Fluid 

Intellect, such as: interim managers, trainers and coaches, age does not seem to be a very 

important determinant of revenue.  

 

The inverse U-shaped relationship between age and utilization rate is especially strong for occupations with a high 

demand on Fluid Intellect such as finance and IT professionals.  

 

A long history of academic work shows positive relationships between satisfaction measures and 

age. However, in this study the coefficients of the age factor have the supposed signs, but are not 

significant. This is perhaps because some older individuals who cannot find a permanent job are 

forced into a freelance career. 

 

There is no relationship between age and freelance career satisfaction. 
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Older freelancers are in general pretty positive about the consequences of aging. Older 

freelancers are especially self-confident about their professional skills and abilities, and they are 

often financially independent. Nevertheless, stereotyping, dwindling networks, and skill 

obsolescence are still potential problems for older freelancers. But, when these issues arise, most 

freelancers have the opportunity to withdraw from the profession and retire, or to reinvent 

themselves to adapt to the changing environment. In any case, in retro respect the freelancers 

report being happy with their decision. Much of the observed decrease in utilization may 

therefore be voluntary.  

 

12.1.4 Estimating fit  

The findings above are based on our estimates of our simple log-linear model. In Chapter 10 a 

more complex general interaction (GI) model with an emphasis on fit between the various 

success factors was estimated. From this, it became clear that complex matching effects are very 

important for objective career success. These results seem to indicate that more complex 

mechanisms are at work, and that the actual role of personality and social capital might be larger 

than what can be concluded from the simple log-linear model.  

 

The following matches are particularly important: 1) fit between human capital and social capital, 

2) the fit between social capital and strategy capital, 3) fit between personality capital and strategy 

capital, and 4) fit between personality capital and the market. This suggests that knowledge and 

network should be in balance, network should harmonize with firm strategy, and that personality 

has a complex relation with success. Personality per se is not that relevant for freelance revenue, 

but the fit between personality and firm strategy and the fit between a freelancer‘s personality and 

the market on which the freelancer operates is very important to freelance career success. All in it 

is clear that the GI approach is an interesting avenue and theoretically superior approach. More 

research is however needed on the theoretical relationships between the various sources of capital 

of individuals.  

 
12.1.5 Using freelancers within an organization 

In this study we also shortly explored the impact of freelance growth on organizations. This was 

not the main of the study, but in order to understand the world of the freelancer, almost twenty 

interviews were held with various employment agencies and sponsor organization using 

structured interview lists. In Chapter 11 we discussed the existing body of literature and results of 

the interviews.  
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Starting with the strategic impact of freelance growth on firms by discussing the resource-based 

view of the firm, we concluded that this increased mobility of human resources is not positive for 

the profitability of larger firms. Human resources will demand a greater share of revenue versus 

capital and pressure may arise against the profits of shareholders. This increased mobility of labor 

will have the greatest impact on so-called knowledge-intensive firms.  

 

There is a small body of literature discussing resourcing strategies of firms. Traditional models 

(i.e. Atkinson, Handy, and Lepak and Snell) predict that more and more organizations will consist 

out of a small core and a large, flexible shell. In these models the core is often made up of 

strategic, high value employees and freelancers work in the periphery of the organizations. More 

recent models (i.e. Matusik and Hill, Nesheim) argue that freelancers should also be used in the 

core of organizations, as they increase flexibility and innovation. A critique one may have on 

these resourcing models, is that their point of view is that of the organization, not that of the 

freelancer. Implicitly, in these models, it is the organization which determines the terms of 

employment. This seems inappropriate in the 21st century, where resources become increasingly 

scarce in Western economies and may opt for a freelance relationship to maximize learning 

experiences.  

 

Our interviews showed that both traditional (i.e. strategic value of resources), and more modern 

theories (i.e. need for flexibility and innovation) are indeed reflected in practical arguments of 

organizations to hire freelancers. But an even bigger argument has been overlooked by these 

theories. That is the maturity and attractiveness of the freelance market. The latter seems to be 

the most crucial aspect for organizations in determining the optimal ratio between freelancers 

and permanent employees. This suggests that when freelance markets grow and become mature, 

perhaps when some of the main challenges of markets, such as reputation risk are solved, more 

and more organizations will use freelancers as a strategic resource.  

 

The increased power of the individual implies that working within a firm is becoming an option 

of choice instead of a need in certain occupations. This increases the HR standards of 

knowledge-intensive firms. Professionals will only work for firms if they offer something extra, 

such as: interesting assignments, professional development, shared purpose, trust, or monetary 

rewards. To offer such a proposition to employees, knowledge-intensive organizations will have 

to provide a sense of common purpose, focus on their core capabilities, and create a business 
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proposition in areas where markets have disadvantages (e.g. high reputation risk, specific type of 

professionalism). 

12.2 Plusses, minuses, and suggestions for further research 

 

Before we discuss the drawbacks of this study and the suggestions for further research, it is 

perhaps good to stand still and ponder on the 3 major benefits of this study. Firstly, this study is 

one of the earliest large-scale quantitative studies into a fast growing phenomenon: independent 

professionals, i.e. individuals who operate on the frontier of entrepreneurship and employment. 

As such, this study embodies a lot of descriptive statistics that are new and which gives food for 

thought for institutional organizations, academics, practitioners, and their career coaches. It also 

convincingly demonstrates the importance of the market for the livelihood of independent 

professionals, and draws light to the fact that market circumstances and thus career success 

drivers differ greatly differ from one profession to the next.  

 

Secondly, this study used career satisfaction as a success variable. As far as we know, career 

satisfaction is never used as a firm objective. Nevertheless, this has helped us understand that the 

factors which drive the career satisfaction of entrepreneurs are completely different than the 

drivers of revenue. There may even be a trade-off between revenue and satisfaction. This is most 

clear in the area of business strategy, where a focused business strategy leads to more revenue, 

but a differentiating business strategy leads to more career satisfaction.  

 

Thirdly and last, this study points to complex interrelations between personality, business 

strategy, human, and social capital. There is not one entrepreneurial personality that will lead to 

success, but in reality there is a complex interaction between all variables which lead to success. 

How this complex set fits together may vary from one profession to the next. 

 

As any study, this one suffers from some drawbacks, which give room to further study. Firstly, 

this study was based on cross-section, which implies that it does not give information on career 

changes across the lifetime. As the career becomes more fluid, individuals leap increasingly from 

one assignment to another and from freelance contract to traditional employment and back. This 

intertemporal behavior might tell us more on which professionals are more likely to become 

successful freelancers and about the possible selection effects (‗the tickets to the game‖). A 

natural extension of this research is therefore to repeat this study using the same sample in 2010, 

2012, et cetera.  
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Secondly, this study was based on a broad set of independent professionals, who are active in 

different professions. It shows that success factors differ from one profession to another. But it 

is not exactly clear what ultimately causes the relative importance of the various success factors: 

are this human capital characteristics (e.g. tacitness, and decomposability of knowledge), or 

market characteristics (e.g. structure, barriers to entry, competition)? A comparative in depth 

study of 3 or 4 different professions and their markets, can teach us more about the specific 

relation between human capital, the market, and individual career success.  

 

Such a study will need to open the black box relationship between the individual and the 

collective level. In the knowledge economy, the border between the collective and individual level 

is becoming fluid and multifaceted. We therefore warmheartedly agree with Kilduff (2006) and 

Ibarra (2005), who call for a better understanding of organizational, economical and social 

phenomena, by improving our understanding of individual actors and developing ways to 

aggregate and disaggregate between individual and collective levels, or zooming in and zooming out as 

Ibarra calls this. Such a toolbox might help us not only to understand firms and individuals, but 

also to explore the subtle differences between emerging hybrid structures, such as: professional 

networks, communities of practice, partnerships, et cetera. For freelancers this zooming in and 

out is especially relevant as they operate in a tri-partite environment.  

 

A follow-up study should address the high transaction costs and a lack of transparency in a lot of 

freelance markets. It is more than likely that these market characteristics determine freelance 

career success factors, the decision of organizations to hire freelancers, other organizational 

outcomes, such as: innovation and continuous learning decisions, and ultimately economic 

growth. Such a study should also address the potential of hybrid governance models to improve 

market effectiveness.  

 

Thirdly, although this study acknowledged the importance of signaling and stretchwork, no effort 

has been done to study this. A future study might, for instance by studying CVs of freelancers, 

focus on signaling and stretchwork efforts, and determine how these behaviors impact the 

success rate of freelancers.  

 

Fourthly, this study focuses on The Netherlands. A comparative international study of 

freelancers in general or a comparative international study of a number of freelance markets (e.g. 
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IT, media) to see whether our general findings are typically Dutch or are also applicable to other 

Western and non-Western economies. 

 

Fifthly, as said this study was only exploratory regarding the impact of freelance markets on 

organizations. There is plenty of room to do more research into the organizational implications 

of freelance growth. For instance one of the interesting things here is the conflict of interest 

between employment agencies, and knowledge-intensive firms in certain sectors.  

 

Sixthly, our research suggests that freelance personality is quite unimportant for freelance 

revenue. However we also know that 1) there are strong mediating relationships between 

personality and social networking skills and strategy preference, and 2) our fit model suggests that 

the impact of personality on career success is likely to be contingent on other factors. More study 

should be done into this complex relationship between personality and career success. In such a 

study the GI-approach could be instrumental in discovering complex fit factors. 

 

Seventh and last, it would be interesting to study the relationship between freelancing and 

economic growth as freelancing influences economic growth in 2 major ways: 1) by promoting 

entrepreneurship and innovation, and 2) by providing a flexible labor market.  

12.3 Freelancing and economic growth 

 

As explained in Chapter 2, there is still a black-and-white view on the independent professional, 

with liberal views competing with the collectivist perspective. This dichotomy in views is not only 

seen within the sciences, but, much more important, within the institutional and political spheres 

as well. An important research question that is starting to emerge is whether the growth in 

independent professionals is good for the economy. In this section some light is shed on this 

discussion.  

 

Western society seems to be slowly but steadily moving to a knowledge economy. The growth in 

freelancing is a direct consequence of the growth in the number of knowledge professionals. The 

research of Barley and Kunda (2004) gives us an idea about the strength of the relationship 

between knowledge work and freelancing. They show that US employment in managerial, service, 

sales, clerical, professional and technical occupations rose from 47% in 1950 to 72% in 1998. It is 

very interesting to notice that this enormous increase is not caused by the rise in managers (+1.5%), 

sales people (+4.0%) or low-skilled service employment (+4.0%), but by a vast increase in 
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professional and technical employment. Their employment share grew from 8% to 18% of the 

workforce in almost 50 years (about 0.2% market share growth per annum). It is in these 

professional and occupational professions, where the share of freelancing is highest. 

 

The question whether freelancers fuel economic growth is a hard one to answer. Even the 

relationship between entrepreneurship and economic growth is not always convincingly 

established. But research is promising, showing increasingly strong relationships between 

entrepreneurship and growth. At firm level, cross-sectional regressions have revealed that smaller 

and newer enterprises tend to have systematically higher growth rates than the average (Hart and 

Oulton, 1996). At the industry level, there is evidence that industries with higher rates of entry by 

small firms, have above-average rates of productivity growth and innovation (Geroski and 

Pomroy, 1990). At the national level, the question is more difficult to answer, but also here 

research points to a positive relationship between economic growth and entrepreneurship. For 

instance, the economic literature shows that small firms grow faster than large firms (Gersoki, 

1995). This suggests that a larger presence of small firms contributes positively to economic 

performance of a nation. In a meta-analysis of entrepreneurial studies, Van Praag and Versloot 

(2007) conclude that entrepreneurs have a very important and very specific role in the economy. 

They create employment, contribute to productivity growth, produce and commercialize 

innovations and, by doing so, generate positive regional spillovers.  

 

But it is questionable whether this emerging positive relationship between economic growth and 

entrepreneurship can also be found for economic growth and freelancing. The main reason why 

entrepreneurs are believed to be so important for economic performance is that their firms are 

supposed to grow into the multinationals of tomorrow, indeed, the very thing a freelancer will 

(almost) never do. 

 

One of the biggest claims of the positive influence of freelancers on the economy can be found 

in the work of Saxenian (1994). In a comparison of the Boston Route 128 area with Silicon 

Valley, Saxenian argues that the stronger economic vitality of Silicon Valley is based on Silicon 

Valley‘s dynamic networks, where professionals move frequently from one organization to 

another. This implies that industries with dynamic networks, high job mobility and boundary less 

careers are more likely to grow in the knowledge economy than industries based on the old 

employment model with firm-based careers. But Saxenian (1996) also acknowledged that 

increased employee mobility has two opposite effects on organizational performance. One the 
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one hand, increased job mobility may have harmful effects on group functioning and 

organizational performance. On the other hand, a lack of employee mobility might also slow 

down the rate of diffusion of new knowledge across organizational and industry boundaries. 

Another famous study is Florida (2002), claiming that great economic power and growth will be 

brought to cities and countries, which are able to attract and retain the creative class.  

 

Porter, Cornelius and Sachs (2002) argue that economic development implies increasingly 

sophisticated ways of producing and competing, and thus entails the evolution from a resource-

based to a knowledge-based economy. They see 3 stages of development. At the lowest stage, 

factor-based production, creation is based upon the mobilization of primary factors of 

production. Countries may move to the second stage i.e., that of industrialization: then economic 

growth becomes more capital intensive and thus investment-driven. In this stage, countries have 

proper labor and capital markets, and educate their workforce well. Competitiveness is primarily 

based upon high rates of production efficiency in manufacturing. The third stage is that of a 

technology-generating economy (knowledge economy). This stage requires the ability to generate 

and commercialize new knowledge, and implies cooperation between knowledge centers such as 

universities, private businesses and government. Once a critical mass of knowledge, technologies, 

skills and purchasing power has been built up, innovation achieves increasing returns. These will 

fuel a self-perpetuating process of continuing innovation and economic growth. The question 

therefore is not whether freelancing contributes to economic growth per se, but whether 

freelancing contributes to economic growth within the complex knowledge society.  

 

According to Mokyr‘s theory of economic growth (1999, 2002), there are 2 forms of knowledge: 

1) propositional knowledge, and 2) prescriptive knowledge. Propositional or Omega knowledge 

(Ω) refers to generalized principles, such as natural laws, but also extends to engineering and 

socially constructed beliefs. Improvements in Omega knowledge are due to discoveries of facts 

that had always existed, but were previously unknown, providing the epistemic base for 

prescriptive knowledge. Prescriptive or Lambda knowledge (Λ) consists of techniques, 

prescriptions and instructions, which reside in human memory, artifacts or storage devices. Based 

on his detailed observations of Western economies and the process of industrial revolution, 

which might or might not be accurate in the knowledge economy, Mokyr claims that economic 

growth is driven by: 1) expansions in the base of propositional knowledge, and 2) a positive 

feedback mechanism between propositional and prescriptive knowledge. One cannot generate 

growth without the other: for new mappings from Omega to Lambda to occur, the economically 
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active have to converse with the intellectually informed. Today, Mokyr argues, modern 

innovations in communication and information technology decrease the comparative advantage 

of the workplace relative to the household, offering some workers the prospect of a return to 

household production. 

 

There are several theoretical reasons why freelancing might be the most beneficial way of 

contracting in a knowledge society. Firstly, as knowledge specialization becomes increasingly 

important, the market is better equipped than a firm to accommodate and allocate the large variety 

in knowledge. According to Nickerson and Zenger‘s theory, the market is the preferred method 

of allocation and control when problems (and thus knowledge) can be decomposed in smaller 

questions. Secondly, in a competitive and innovative environment, using freelancers can expand the 

resource frontier of organizations, leading to more innovations and economic growth. Thirdly, in 

the knowledge era, projects are increasingly the main vehicle for organizing and learning for 

organizations and individuals (Arthura, DeFillippi and Jones 2001). Indeed, producing creative 

and cultural goods (e.g. theatre plays, movies), works of art (painting, sculpting), real estate 

(construction and architecture), marketing (advertising campaigns), software development (IT), 

academic research, and many other activities imply project management. As project work is per 

definition temporary, it is relatively easy to hire outside experts and terminate the employment 

relationship after the project is completed. In a project organization, there are no succession 

problems. Fourthly, in the knowledge economy almost all costs are variable (i.e. personnel costs). 

The lack of fixed costs of other resources (e.g. distribution, equipment) implies that any change 

in product demand strongly influences profitability. In such a knowledge environment, an 

employer has a large incentive to translate diminishing demand immediately into lay-offs. Long-

term employment is less feasible in a knowledge economy where fixed capital does not act as a 

buffer. The promise of long-term employment cannot be held or convincingly made within the 

knowledge economy. Traditional employment relationships will cause failures of smaller firms, 

which would be viable without them.  

 

There are also arguments suggesting that freelancing is detrimental to economic growth. To begin 

with, it is questionable who will invest in developing new knowledge. In areas where knowledge 

is asset specific or the outcome is unclear, the investments of freelancers might be lower than 

optimal. A second shortcoming has to do with team dynamics. In a freelance economy, some 

time is lost to meet and value each others‘ capabilities. Although this process of storming, norming 

and performing, will be optimized in a freelance economy, transferring jobs will always lead to some 
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friction losses. A third potential drawback of freelancing is the risk of increasing inequality 

between individuals. Some freelancers may be in high demand and others not, resulting in large 

differences in fees and utilization rates. Although freelance professions are not scalable, a set of 

winners and losers will arise. Last, because of the ambiguity of the required skill set of some 

knowledge professions, there is a risk that a sponsor choose freelancers based on their status and 

reputation instead of their real knowledge, which will not advance economic growth.   

 

It should also be noticed that freelancing is not the ideal method of organizing in all sectors of 

the economy. Particularly in organizations with a significant role for firm-specific knowledge, or 

in sectors with shallow markets, long-term employment will always be a significant part of the 

core of the organization. These industries and organizations are collectively a large part of the 

economy. Moreover, there is a strong tendency for sponsor organizations to focus on short-term 

results. They typically hire freelancers with the necessary experience and do not invest in the 

development of new human capital. This means that freelancers themselves have to invest in the 

development of their knowledge, which increases the risk of underinvestment. Last, market 

conditions largely determine the behavior of freelancers and the impact of freelancing on 

economic performance. These market conditions are not always optimal. Some freelance markets 

are characterized by a limited number of sponsor organizations, leading to the potential abuse of 

monopoly powers in these markets. Number of players, size of players, intellectual capital 

protection, transparency of market, importance of reputation risk, and continuing education 

efforts, are all crucial in determining market effectiveness and therefore the impact of freelancing 

on organizations and economies. There is a responsibility for governments and professional 

associations to promote effective market functioning.  

 

Overseeing the evidence, it is not possible to determine whether freelancing will or will not lead 

to extra economic growth, if any. More in-depth analyses on firm, industry and national level are 

needed to determine this. It is, however, likely that freelancing may promote economic growth in 

certain economic sectors. In an environment with a high need of innovation and competitiveness, 

freelancing enables an economy to continually refresh and expand the available resource set.  

 

Compelling evidence on the relationship between economic growth and freelancing might be 

lacking, but there is abundant and compelling evidence that the growth in freelancing may indeed 

increase the well-being in society. Independent professionals are in general much happier with 

their lives than regular employees. This positive relationship is found in all studies on self-
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employment and satisfaction (see Anderson, 2008; Blanchflower and Oswald, 1998; Benz and 

Frey, 2008; Blanchflower, 2004), and career mobility and satisfaction (see Feldman and Ng, 

2007). Benz and Frey (2008) identified the factors that explained higher levels of job satisfaction: 

1) being independent and one‘s own boss, 2) the absence of hierarchy, and 3) control over one‘s 

own working hours and effort.  

 

Comparable outcomes are present in this study. It convincingly shows that high-killed freelancers 

are primarily motivated by pull factors: these professionals want to freelance because of 

motivations of autonomy, professionalism, work-life balance, and flexibility. Less than % desires 

a traditional job. This study does not deny that some freelancers are indeed forced into 

freelancing, but rather argues that these push factors are mainly present in the weaker areas of the 

labor market, such as: older employees, and low-skilled employees. Especially those organizations 

with abundant labor supply are likely to misuse their strong labor market position. But it is clear 

that the great majority of independent professionals are consciously choosing freelancing for 

professional or flexibility reasons. Although this study focused on high-skilled professionals, 

based on interviews we have had with low skilled freelancers it is not unlikely that comparable 

results will be found for low-skilled workers (i.e. construction, transportation, health care, et 

cetera). 

12.4 Implications and recommendations  

 

12.4.1 Implications of this study for professionals 

The implications of this study for professionals are clear. The top three success factors are: 1) the 

market, 2) professional knowledge, skills and abilities, and 3) networking efforts. There is a 

striking difference between these findings and the tips and recommendations to freelancers that 

can be found in the more popular literature. Here titles such as ―Six Figure Freelancing‖, “The Secret 

to Creating and Sustaining a Successful Business” and “Awakening the Entrepreneur Within: How Ordinary 

People Can Create Extraordinary Companies” are common. According to these books, anyone can be 

a successful freelancer or entrepreneur. In line with this there are the popular personality tests on 

the internet. Many websites, such as: forbes.com, entrepreneur.com and bbc.co.uk offer trouble-

free personality tests to see whether one has “what it takes to be an entrepreneur”. Our analysis 

unmistakably shows that an entrepreneurial personality and a clear firm strategy are helpful, but 

are certainly not of crucial importance.  
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When you want to become a successful independent professional, you first need to select a 

profession with favorable market conditions in terms of demand and supply, barriers of entry, 

and competitiveness. It is, for example, very hard to become a successful actor. Although this is 

perhaps obvious, in practice many individuals tend to ignore this important step. Secondly, make 

sure that you are a true professional, and keep your knowledge, skills and abilities up to date 

throughout your career. Knowledge is crucial for freelancers who base their livelihood on it and 

the risk of skill obsolescence is always just around the corner. Personal development is product 

development for freelancers.  

 

Livelong learning and obtaining stretchwork assignments (i.e. assignments which largely fit with 

your previous experience, but introduce a small novel element which extends your skills in a new 

direction) are essential to professional livelihood. Thirdly, make sure you invest in your network. 

Let sponsors, prospects, and employment agencies know what you do. Make sure that you 

refresh your network all the way through your career. This is not always easy and takes some 

courage. Feeling rejected and disappointed is sometimes part of the job. That not all freelancers 

have this essential courage can be seen from the fact that less than half of all freelancers are pro-

actively visiting prospects. But as the slogan of Nike says: ―Just do it‖.  

 
12.4.2 Implications for organizations 

As professionals become more mobile an organization can no longer base its competitive 

position solely on his human capital. This increased mobility will have the greatest strategic 

impact on small firms, and so-called knowledge-intensive firms. The impact of freelance growth 

will be much less on large firms, with a combination of human and non-human resources.  

 

Knowledge-intensive organizations must clearly define which knowledge resources are vital for 

its competitive position. The organization must bond with these vital professionals. These 

professionals will only accept such an offer if they get something extra: an aspect which they 

cannot get as a self-employed person. This can be very interesting complex tasks, professional 

development, a social context, or higher financial rewards (i.e. in the form of shares, options, and 

bonuses).  

 

In the last two decades many organizations focused on managing the process, and disregarded 

the craft. Organizational professionals were harassed with cumbersome forms, reports, and rules 

which were not related to the genuine profession. This has led to a large outflow of professionals 

in organizations. In the future, if an organization wants to hold on to its professionals, the 



 
 

289 

 

organization has to minimize the administrative burden, and give more attention to 

craftsmanship.  

 

In knowledge-intensive firms a larger part of the profit will go to professionals, as they own the 

source of all profit: knowledge. Passive shareholders will see their proceeds fall as shareholder 

value is nice and logical in the industrial era, but is beside the point in the knowledge-based 

economy. 

 

Freelance markets will become an increasingly mighty competitor of knowledge-intensive 

organizations. These organizations are left with 2 possibilities. Firstly, an organization can escape 

from the market by focusing on areas where markets have comparative disadvantages (e.g. in 

areas with high reputation risk or in niches with specific knowledge). Secondly, an organization 

can use the increase of the freelance markets by investing in its capabilities to form and manage 

dynamic teams.  

 

With the growth of freelancing, more and more organizations will use freelancers as a strategic 

resource in their sourcing model. The exact impact on organizational strategy, governance, and 

processes remains difficult to foresee. Organizational understanding on how to work with 

freelancers is still very much developing. But it is obvious that organizations have to adapt their 

policies and procedures to make the best use of these resources. Among other things, a sponsor 

organization needs: 1) strengthening of the knowledge management and team dynamics, 2) 

measures to protect their intellectual capital and customer ownership, and 3) changes in 

procurement and administrative procedures. In some circumstances, the role of HRM transforms 

completely to that of a casting bureau responsible for spotting, and selecting talent in the 

marketplace. 

 

12.4.3 Implications for government, employers associations and worker unions 

Overseeing the evidence, it is clear that there is a role for freelancing in Western society. 

Freelancing is irretrievably connected to the knowledge economy and creative production. As 

research has consistently shown that self-employment makes individuals happier, because it gives 

them more autonomy, more flexibility, and enables them to make better use of their skills, it 

seems only natural that governments should actively promote freelancing. It is an easy and cheap 

way to increase both the happiness of individuals, and the performance of the economy.  
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This however does not mean the freelancing will become the natural norm in the whole 

economy. It is more likely that freelancing will be the norm in certain occupations and industries 

(e.g. knowledge-intensive sectors where professional knowledge is key), but permanent 

employment will remain the standard in other occupations and industries (e.g. complex capital-

intensive industries where specific firm knowledge is key). Currently, there are still thresholds 

which prevent freelance growth. The ineffectiveness of many freelance markets with its high 

transaction costs is one of those thresholds. Another threshold is the lack of social security, 

which prevents many individuals to become freelancers. 

 

Unfortunately, the current European social security systems are still based on notions from the 

industrial era. In The Netherlands, a large part of the social security system is based on the 

difference between employers and employees. But in the Western knowledge economy, with 

individual knowledge as the main production factor, the difference between employers, and 

employees and entrepreneurs and workers is quickly disappearing. It is quite telling that one of 

the two large associations which represent independent professionals in The Netherlands (PZO) 

is associated with the employers association (VNO-NCW), and the other association with the 

trade union (FNV). Independent professionals are both entrepreneurs and employees. These 

professionals are themselves responsible for updating their knowledge and finding productive 

uses for it. Finding new assignments, carrying out their profession and innovation are all part of 

their daily routine. This independent professional will also increasingly shift from freelance 

assignments to traditional jobs and vice versa. These choices depend on professional, commercial 

and social reasons. It will even become much more common for employees to become 

employers, and have shares in firms or networks. Even large firms may operate without 

employees, but with hundreds of freelancers in contracting relationships.  

 

The implications of this for the government are threefold. Firstly, the government should ensure 

that the social security of entrepreneurs, freelancers, and employers become more in line with 

each other. By providing collective benefits to freelancers, the government can decrease the 

current barriers of freelance growth, thereby promoting entrepreneurship. The current premium 

levels of social insurances on the private market are much too high for many individuals. This 

implies that only high-earning independent professionals are able to protect themselves against 

market circumstances, disability, and old age. Moreover, because there always will be a next 

recession, the government should provide some kind of unemployment benefit for freelancers. 
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There is a significant risk that large groups will see their income drop enormously when a next 

recession hits the market, thus increasing the severity of a next recession.    

 

Secondly, establishing a level playing field in freelance markets is becoming an even more 

important task. From our research, it is clear that market factors are by far the most determining 

factor driving both freelance income, and organizational hiring decisions. Of course, a freelancer 

has his/her own responsibility in finding work, but the government should play a more active 

role in ensuring that market excesses are prevented. For instance, some freelance markets are 

characterized by only a couple of hiring organizations and many freelancers. In these markets, 

abuse of monopsony power is just around the corner. Maybe the antitrust authorities should 

actively provide level playing field conditions here. The government may also promote 

productive exchange conditions by improving market transparency and minimizing transaction 

costs. There are various instruments that governments can use here, ranging from giving 

information about freelance markets to setting prices.  

 

Thirdly, the government as a large employer should understand that freelancing is here to stay. As 

more and more occupations are dominated by high-skilled freelancers, it becomes more natural 

for the government to hire freelancers for certain professions (e.g. IT skills). The share of 

freelancers will therefore probably increase in the coming years. A cap on external consultancy 

services seems unreasonable. The government can also benefit if it is able to create a transparent 

market for government assignments. Both government and freelancers will profit of low 

transaction costs. 

 

Employer associations, labor unions and professional associations should also play a role in 

promoting market effectiveness. They can do this by providing internet-based exchanges with 

standardized profiles, but also by mandatory continuous education efforts, by creating a shared 

professionals culture and by promoting reputation mechanisms. Safe and trusted markets are 

necessary for freelancers and organizations to blossom and, considering the enormous economies 

of scale in networks, one wonders whether these activities can be performed effectively by the 

market. Perhaps a more active role of all parties is necessary for markets to blossom.  

 

Some professional associations are already transforming themselves into modern versions of the 

medieval guild. Governments should not be too afraid that these new guilds will immediately lead 

to monopolized markets. New research into the traditional craft guilds finds that traditional 
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assertions of monopoly power have been exaggerated (Richardson, 2004; Erpstein, 2008). A large 

body of literature suggests that the traditional guilds responded to information asymmetries in 

thin markets with high transaction costs, just as their modern counterparts do. Craft guilds 

mediated between members with market power and negotiated with more powerful merchants; 

they supplied members with financial support and cheap credit; they enforced quality standards 

and fixed prices to reduce information asymmetries, particularly on foreign markets; and they 

protected members from exploitation by opportunistic urban elites. And last but not least, they 

sustained systems for the transmission of skills and technical innovation. Perhaps a thoughtful 

revival of the traditional guild may help freelancers, sponsors and the greater society by 

safeguarding and coordinating exchanges.   
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Appendix 1 Dominance analysis 

 

Table A1: Dominance analysis objective career success 

  

Set R
2 Additional MF Additional HC Additional PC Additional Mot Additional SC Additional Strat

- 0.2911 0.0895 0.0368 0 0.0059 0.0465 0.0134

Market Factors (MF) 0.3806 0.0401 0.0015 0.0037 0.0128 0.0064

Human Capital (HC) 0.3279 0.0928 0.0013 0.0067 0.0542 0.0119

Personality Capital (PC) 0.2911 0.091 0.0381 0.0059 0.0493 0.0135

Motivational Capital (Mot) 0.297 0.0873 0.0376 0 0.0455 0.0128

Social Capital (SC) 0.3376 0.0558 0.0445 0.0028 0.0049 0.0105

Strategy Capital (Strat) 0.3045 0.0825 0.0353 1E-04 0.0053 0.0436

MF + HC 0.4207 0.0005 0.0033 0.0198 0.0049

MF + PC 0.3821 0.0391 0.0041 0.0156 0.0079

MF + Mot 0.3843 0.0397 0.0019 0.013 0.0058

MF + SC 0.3934 0.0471 0.0043 0.0039 0.0056

MF + Strat 0.387 0.0386 0.003 0.0031 0.012

HC + PC 0.3292 0.092 0.0063 0.0529 0.0117

HC + Mot 0.3346 0.0894 0.0009 0.0529 0.0112

HC + SC 0.3821 0.0584 0 0.0054 0.0092

HC + Strat 0.3398 0.0858 0.0011 0.006 0.0515

PC + Mot 0.297 0.0892 0.0385 0.0489 0.0129

PC + SC 0.3404 0.0573 0.0417 0.0055 0.0106

PC + Strat 0.3046 0.0854 0.0363 0.0053 0.0464

Mot + SC 0.3425 0.0548 0.045 0.0034 0.01

Mot + Strat 0.3098 0.0803 0.036 1E-04 0.0427

SC + Strat 0.3481 0.0509 0.0432 0.0029 0.0044

MF + HC + PC 0.4212 0.0034 0.0203 0.0051

MF + HC + Mot 0.424 0.0006 0.0199 0.0044

MF + HC + SC 0.4405 0.001 0.0034 0.0072

MF + HC + Strat 0.4256 0.0007 0.0028 0.0183

MF + PC + Mot 0.3862 0.0384 0.0161 0.0072

MF + PC + SC 0.3977 0.0438 0.0046 0.0049

MF + PC + Strat 0.39 0.0363 0.0034 0.0126

MF + Mot + SC 0.3973 0.0462 0.005 0.0053

MF + Mot + Strat 0.3901 0.0383 0.0033 0.0125

MF + SC + Strat 0.399 0.0458 0.005 0.0036

HC + PC + Mot 0.3355 0.0891 0.0522 0.0112

HC + PC + SC 0.3821 0.0594 0.0056 0.0091

HC + PC + Strat 0.3409 0.0854 0.0058 0.0503

HC + Mot + SC 0.3875 0.0564 0.0002 0.0086

HC + Mot + Strat 0.3458 0.0826 0.0009 0.0503

HC + SC + Strat 0.3913 0.0535 -1E-04 0.0048

PC + Mot + SC 0.3459 0.0564 0.0418 0.0098

PC + Mot + Strat 0.3099 0.0835 0.0368 0.0458

PC + SC + Strat 0.351 0.053 0.0402 0.0047

Mot +SC + Strat 0.3525 0.0501 0.0436 0.0032

MF + HC + PC + Mot 0.4246 0.0207 0.0047

MF + HC + PC + SC 0.4415 0.0038 0.0043

MF + HC + PC + Strat 0.4263 0.003 0.0195

MF + HC + Mot + SC 0.4439 0.004 0.004

MF + HC + Mot + Strat 0.4284 0.0009 0.0195

MF + HC + SC + Strat 0.4448 0.001 0.0031

MF + PC + Mot + SC 0.4023 0.043 0.0058

MF + PC + Mot + Strat 0.3934 0.0359 0.0147

MF + PC + SC + Strat 0.404 0.0418 0.0041

MF + Mot + SC + Strat 0.4026 0.0453 0.0055

HC + PC + Mot + SC 0.3877 0.0576 0.0085

HC + PC + Mot + Strat 0.3467 0.0826 0.0495

HC + PC + SC + Strat 0.3912 0.0546 0.005

HC + Mot + SC + Start 0.3961 0.0518 1E-04

PC + Mot + SC + Strat 0.3557 0.0524 0.0405

MF + HC + PC + Mot + SC 0.4453 0.004

MF + HC + PC + Mot + Strat 0.4293 0.02

MF + HC + PC + Strat + SC 0.4458 0.0035

MF + HC + Mot + Strat + SC 0.4479 0.0014

MF + PC + Mot + Strat + SC 0.4081 0.0412

HC + PC + Mot + Strat + SC 0.3962 0.0531

Total R-squared 0.4493

Additional MF Additional HC Additional PC Additional Mot Additional SC Additional Strat

K = 0 0.1921 0.0895 0.0368 0.0000 0.0059 0.0465 0.0134

K = 1 0.1795 0.0819 0.0391 0.0011 0.0053 0.0411 0.0110

K = 2 0.1660 0.0744 0.0405 0.0018 0.0047 0.0356 0.0090

K = 3 0.1514 0.0669 0.0411 0.0020 0.0042 0.0298 0.0073

K = 4 0.1374 0.0598 0.0413 0.0023 0.0038 0.0248 0.0055

K = 5 0.1232 0.0531 0.0412 0.0014 0.0035 0.0200 0.0040

Mean 0.1585 0.0707 0.0405 0.0018 0.0045 0.0328 0.0082

Relative Percentage 1.0000 44.6% 25.6% 1.1% 2.8% 20.7% 5.2%
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Table A2: Dominance analysis subjective career success 

  

Set R
2 Additional MF Additional HC Additional PC Additional Mot Additional SC Additional Strat

- 0.1611 0.007 0.0104 0.072 0.0155 0.041 0.0614

Market Factors (MF) 0.1681 0.0105 0.078 0.0152 0.0442 0.0577

Human Capital (HC) 0.1715 0.0071 0.0659 0.0139 0.0382 0.0577

Personality Capital (PC) 0.2331 0.013 0.0043 0.0099 0.0244 0.0303

Motivational Capital (Mot) 0.1766 0.0067 0.0088 0.0664 0.04 0.0531

Social Capital (SC) 0.2021 0.0102 0.0076 0.0554 0.0145 0.0526

Strategy Capital (Strat) 0.2225 0.0033 0.0067 0.0409 0.0072 0.0322

MF + HC 0.1786 0.0718 0.0142 0.0409 0.0544

MF + PC 0.2461 0.0043 0.0097 0.0231 0.0245

MF + Mot 0.1833 0.0095 0.0725 0.0436 0.0498

MF + SC 0.2123 0.0072 0.0569 0.0146 0.0487

MF + Strat 0.2258 0.0072 0.0448 0.0073 0.0352

HC + PC 0.2374 0.013 0.0091 0.0248 0.0281

HC + Mot 0.1854 0.0074 0.0611 0.0372 0.0503

HC + SC 0.2097 0.0098 0.0525 0.0129 0.0497

HC + Strat 0.2292 0.0038 0.0363 0.0065 0.0302

PC + Mot 0.243 0.0128 0.0035 0.0244 0.0264

PC + SC 0.2575 0.0117 0.0047 0.0099 0.0297

PC + Strat 0.2634 0.0072 0.0021 0.006 0.0238

Mot + SC 0.2166 0.0103 0.006 0.0508 0.0445

Mot + Strat 0.2297 0.0034 0.006 0.0397 0.0314

SC + Strat 0.2547 0.0063 0.0047 0.0325 0.0064

MF + HC + PC 0.2504 0.0091 0.0234 0.0233

MF + HC + Mot 0.1928 0.0667 0.0401 0.0471

MF + HC + SC 0.2195 0.0543 0.0134 -0.0105

MF + HC + Strat 0.233 0.0407 0.0069 -0.0001

MF + PC + Mot 0.2558 0.0037 0.0232 0.021

MF + PC + SC 0.2692 0.0046 0.0098 -0.0014

MF + PC + Strat 0.2706 0.0031 0.0062 -0.0028

MF + Mot + SC 0.2269 -0.0363 0.0521 0.0409

MF + Mot + Strat 0.2331 0.0068 0.0437 0.0347

MF + SC + Strat 0.261 0.0048 0.0337 0.0068

HC + PC + Mot 0.2465 0.013 0.0247 0.0246

HC + PC + SC 0.2622 0.0116 0.009 0.0277

HC + PC + Strat 0.2655 0.0082 0.0056 0.0244

HC + Mot + SC 0.2226 0.0103 0.0486 0.0425

HC + Mot + Strat 0.2357 0.0042 0.0354 0.0294

HC + SC + Strat 0.2594 0.0064 0.0305 0.0057

PC + Mot + SC 0.2674 0.0116 0.0038 0.0252

PC + Mot + Strat 0.2694 0.0074 0.0017 0.0232

PC + SC + Strat 0.2872 0.0075 0.0027 0.0054

Mot +SC + Strat 0.2611 0.0067 0.004 0.0315

MF + HC + PC + Mot 0.2595 0.0234 0.02

MF + HC + PC + SC 0.2738 0.0091 0.0241

MF + HC + PC + Strat 0.2737 0.0058 0.0242

MF + HC + Mot + SC 0.2329 0.0391 0.0391

MF + HC + Mot + Strat 0.2399 0.0396 0.0321

MF + HC + SC + Strat 0.2658 0.0321 0.0062

MF + PC + Mot + SC 0.279 0.0039 0.0213

MF + PC + Mot + Strat 0.2768 0.0027 0.0235

MF + PC + SC + Strat 0.2947 0.0032 0.0056

MF + Mot + SC + Strat 0.2678 0.0042 0.0325

HC + PC + Mot + SC 0.2712 0.0117 0.0236

HC + PC + Mot + Strat 0.2711 0.0084 0.0237

HC + PC + SC + Strat 0.2899 0.008 0.0049

HC + Mot + SC + Start 0.2651 0.0069 0.0297

PC + Mot + SC + Strat 0.2926 0.0077 0.0022

MF + HC + PC + Mot + SC 0.2829 0.0202

MF + HC + PC + Mot + Strat 0.2795 0.0236

MF + HC + PC + Strat + SC 0.2979 0.0052

MF + HC + Mot + Strat + SC 0.272 0.0311

MF + PC + Mot + Strat + SC 0.3003 0.0028

HC + PC + Mot + Strat + SC 0.2948 0.0083

Total R-squared 0.3031

Additional MF Additional HC Additional PC Additional Mot Additional SC Additional Strat

K = 0 0.2073 0.0070 0.0104 0.0720 0.0155 0.0410 0.0614

K = 1 0.1752 0.0081 0.0076 0.0613 0.0121 0.0358 0.0503

K = 2 0.1477 0.0086 0.0055 0.0519 0.0097 0.0315 0.0406

K = 3 0.1062 0.0087 -0.0001 0.0437 0.0078 0.0220 0.0240

K = 4 0.1037 0.0085 0.0032 0.0346 0.0063 0.0254 0.0256

K = 5 0.0912 0.0083 0.0028 0.0311 0.0052 0.0236 0.0202

Mean 0.1322 0.0085 0.0038 0.0481 0.0090 0.0283 0.0346

Relative Percentage 1.0000 6.4% 2.9% 36.4% 6.8% 21.4% 26.2%
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Appendix 2 Subgroup analysis 

 

Table B1: Objective career success interim managers 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 9.326569 1.597236 5.84** 

Age 0.0126518 0.056456 0.22 

Age Squared -0.0001613 0.0005797 -0.28 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.2463819 0.0904019 2.73** 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0596736 0.0514274 1.16 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0113406 0.0730955 0.16 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.4653084 0.1060326 -4.39** 

Interim manager (dummy) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.0773609 0.0827486 0.93 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) 0.4293065 0.1778515 2.41** 

Technical Professional (dummy) -0.1470115 0.1782238 -0.82 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.3011964 0.0812611 -3.71** 

Other Free Agent (dummy) 0.355143 0.2196972 1.62 

University Education (dummy) 0.4732614 0.1356608 3.49** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.1923678 0.1401962 1.37 

Freelance experience (log) 0.1414477 0.0332208 4.26** 

Sum of recent training -0.007463 0.0039019 -1.91† 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0438912 0.0403205 1.09 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.016705 0.0357011 0.47 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0617279 0.0393009 -1.57 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0227348 0.011061 -2.06* 

Open Personality (sum) -0.016768 0.0123678 -1.36 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0017698 0.0181189 -0.1 

Business Club Member (factor) 0.0054631 0.0374176 0.15 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0244833 0.0327693 0.75 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0140857 0.0354051 0.40 

Network activity (sum) 0.0124951 0.0105806 1.18 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0290125 0.0387285 -0.75 

Innovative and different strategy 0.0140376 0.046451 0.30 

Industry specialization strategy 0.0516052 0.0364635 1.42 

Broad product range  -0.0312393 0.0390641 -0.80 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0535894 0.0089403 5.99** 

Log likelihood -488.1741738 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.398033 Observations 433 
† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Table B2: Objective career success interim professionals 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 7.320447 0.9762361 7.50** 

Age 0.0789702 0.0368613 2.14* 

Age Squared -0.0008979 0.0003911 -2.3* 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.4128176 0.0768742 5.37** 

Health (Self Assessment) -0.0022195 0.0396573 -0.06 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.1158341 0.0651682 1.78† 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.5824344 0.0906121 -6.43** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.3360245 0.0693485 4.85** 

Interim professional (dummy) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.3375854 0.177339 -1.90† 

Technical Professional (dummy) -0.0577483 0.1757519 -0.33 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.2531254 0.0701622 -3.61** 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.3801362 0.1876541 -2.03* 

University Education (dummy) 0.3651044 0.1195968 3.05** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.1634982 0.1248394 1.31 

Freelance experience (log) 0.156647 0.0312214 5.02** 

Sum of recent training -0.004224 0.0032021 -1.32 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.034521 0.0328497 1.05 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0094634 0.032529 0.29 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0247955 0.0319967 -0.77 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.001004 0.010689 0.09 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0145883 0.0103358 -1.41 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0205186 0.0126673 -1.62 

Business Club Member (factor) 0.0275577 0.0315572 0.87 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.037884 0.0301089 1.26 

Size of Network (factor) -0.0024349 0.029433 -0.08 

Network activity (sum) 0.0417002 0.0098359 4.24** 

Better service or low cost strategy 0.0013342 0.0315955 0.04 

Innovative and different strategy -0.015106 0.0377136 -0.4 

Industry specialization strategy 0.0408472 0.031074 1.31 

Broad product range  -0.0536168 0.0314691 -1.70† 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0486517 0.0064514 7.54** 

Log likelihood -906.2677547 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.560841 Observations 732 

† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Table B3: Objective career success journalists 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 6.193755 1.326006 4.67** 

Age 0.0956818 0.0523235 1.83† 

Age Squared -0.0011231 0.0005545 -2.03* 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.2274681 0.1233205 1.84† 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0332898 0.0465262 0.72 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.1132034 0.1085347 1.04 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.7187968 0.1441389 -4.99** 

Interim manager (dummy) 1.045835 0.1848172 5.66** 

Interim professional (dummy) -0.0312304 0.1675924 -0.19 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.3446648 0.2539284 1.36 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) 0.0122502 0.1463898 0.08 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.4015068 0.1897739 -2.12* 

University Education (dummy) 0.1466799 0.1487238 0.99 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.0214538 0.1600464 0.13 

Freelance experience (log) 0.048456 0.0485317 1 

Sum of recent training -0.0132623 0.0058103 -2.28* 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0033871 0.0561748 0.06 

Motivated by Challenge and Money -0.0273834 0.0462584 -0.59 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0106073 0.0519204 -0.2 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.021008 0.0132869 -1.58 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0183847 0.0132054 -1.39 

Pro-active Personality (sum) 0.0183716 0.0184085 1 

Business Club Member (factor) 0.0171631 0.0476697 0.36 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.1530509 0.0700882 2.18* 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0547129 0.0439943 1.24 

Network activity (sum) 0.0657099 0.0149373 4.4 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0382316 0.0445669 -0.86 

Innovative and different strategy -0.0337999 0.063279 -0.53 

Industry specialization strategy 0.2242776 0.0601466 3.73** 

Broad product range  -0.0589329 0.0514102 -1.15 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0500567 0.0085791 5.83 

Log likelihood -352.8275506 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.567408 Observations  299 

† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Table B4: Objective career success technical professionals 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 8.964527 2.5296 3.54** 

Age 0.1505606 0.1034095 1.46 

Age Squared -0.0018569 0.0011084 -1.68† 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.5993687 0.3235627 1.85† 

Health (Self Assessment) -0.0578344 0.1224612 -0.47 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) -0.0135675 0.1559014 -0.09 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.3953245 0.2439377 -1.62 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.2219538 0.2034053 1.09 

Interim professional (dummy) -0.0225519 0.2237424 -0.1 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.3962066 0.4043313 -0.98 

Technical Professional (dummy) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) 0.4902571 0.2462412 1.99* 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.1033302 0.3193628 -0.32 

University Education (dummy) 0.1780098 0.2252513 0.79 

HBO Education (dummy) -0.3368639 0.2069962 -1.63 

Freelance experience (log) 0.0361895 0.0754064 0.48 

Sum of recent training -0.0224374 0.010944 -2.05* 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism -0.0909464 0.0896466 -1.01 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0779842 0.0753076 1.04 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.1955004 0.0903251 -2.16* 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0575593 0.0266666 -2.16* 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0043853 0.0256733 -0.17 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0726623 0.0325743 -2.23* 

Business Club Member (factor) 0.2354751 0.123978 1.9† 

Managing the Agent (factor) -0.0813919 0.1123337 -0.72 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0186621 0.1670384 0.11 

Network activity (sum) 0.0824214 0.0222028 3.71** 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0092006 0.0779713 -0.12 

Innovative and different strategy 0.1346963 0.1054189 1.28 

Industry specialization strategy 0.0729761 0.0862866 0.85 

Broad product range  -0.0277374 0.1069952 -0.26 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0260501 0.0138395 1.88† 

Log likelihood -114.1450386 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.81835 Observations  103 

† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Table B5: Objective career success trainers/coaches 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 6.968999 1.215433 5.73** 

Age 0.0245537 0.0469006 0.52 

Age Squared -0.0003053 0.0004862 -0.63 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.3803951 0.0861643 4.41** 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0903169 0.0417662 2.16* 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0589536 0.0740451 0.8 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.6798007 0.0958434 -7.09** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.42194 0.0944892 4.47** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.1682926 0.0806252 2.09* 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.0566134 0.1436609 -0.39 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.3200409 0.1655726 1.93* 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.0599029 0.1363601 -0.44 

University Education (dummy) 0.487119 0.1553022 3.14** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.2757205 0.1575741 1.75† 

Freelance experience (log) 0.2021083 0.0353072 5.72** 

Sum of recent training -0.0032618 0.0034237 -0.95 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0535553 0.0332702 1.61 

Motivated by Challenge and Money -0.0430931 0.0377167 -1.14 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0764021 0.0343571 -2.22* 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0029875 0.0108989 -0.27 

Open Personality (sum) 0.0163735 0.010816 1.51 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0226091 0.0138225 -1.64 

Business Club Member (factor) -0.0111756 0.0371916 -0.3 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0187742 0.0363346 0.52 

Size of Network (factor) -0.0247658 0.0266482 -0.93 

Network activity (sum) 0.0261222 0.0122071 2.14* 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0462686 0.0358722 -1.29 

Innovative and different strategy 0.0554637 0.0417067 1.33 

Industry specialization strategy 0.0130808 0.0344054 0.38 

Broad product range  -0.0632309 0.0377892 -1.67† 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0513396 0.0068124 7.54** 

Log likelihood -713.6267907 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.594518 Observations 574 

† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Table B6: Objective career success other freelancers 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 7.123494 1.348705 5.28** 

Age 0.0589242 0.0550141 1.07 

Age Squared -0.0006383 0.0006036 -1.06 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.2176939 0.1234786 1.76† 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.024577 0.0561641 0.44 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.201831 0.1245436 1.62 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.5410424 0.153572 -3.52** 

Interim manager (dummy) 1.145911 0.26033 4.4** 

Interim professional (dummy) -0.1742915 0.1776267 -0.98 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.2729765 0.1937425 -1.41 

Technical Professional (dummy) 1.064444 0.3439091 3.1** 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) 0.4169415 0.1613623 2.58* 

Other Free Agent (dummy) N.A. N.A. N.A. 

University Education (dummy) 0.5586763 0.1748486 3.2** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.2773675 0.1683059 1.65† 

Freelance experience (log) 0.2060831 0.056404 3.65** 

Sum of recent training -0.0026377 0.0062791 -0.42 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.077779 0.0653374 1.19 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.1499733 0.0543107 2.76** 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility 0.035909 0.0584581 0.61 

Insight in Career (sum) -0.0097967 0.0172122 -0.57 

Open Personality (sum) -0.0354165 0.02131 -1.66† 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0020924 0.0195692 -0.11 

Business Club Member (factor) -0.0044418 0.0645363 -0.07 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0728617 0.053964 1.35 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0568645 0.04729 1.2 

Network activity (sum) 0.0417943 0.0177813 2.35* 

Better service or low cost strategy 0.0134984 0.0646557 0.21 

Innovative and different strategy 0.0124783 0.0754422 0.17 

Industry specialization strategy 0.1572515 0.0654898 2.40* 

Broad product range  0.0925736 0.0666292 1.39 

Subjective Career Success (sum) 0.0410584 0.0092402 4.44** 

Log likelihood -280.6885974 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.698603 Observations 231 

† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Appendix 3 Data reduction using factor analysis 
 
In this appendix the various factor analyses are given as explained in section 8.1. For all analysis, 

Varimax was used and factors were selected based on an eigenvalue larger than one. For human 

capital and personality capital no factors were used in the regressions. For social capital, three 

factors were used (i.e. Size of Network, Managing Agents and Member Business Club) with two 

other variables (Network Activity Score, Partner Support Score) after the first factor analysis 

showed that these were distinct factors. 

 

Table C1: Factor analysis social capital  
   

 1 2 3 4 5 

Network activity: business card 0.503141 0.206624 -0.04542 0.008334 0.267683 

Network activity: thank you note 0.638825 0.074812 0.09225 -0.03685 0.080949 

Network activity: letter/personal card 0.724336 0.103637 0.03616 0.077454 -0.00442 

Network activity: call 0.798708 0.126631 -0.03219 0.125676 -0.00587 

Network activity: lunch 0.687779 0.126337 0.016914 0.147334 0.052493 

Size of Network 0.114548 0.906885 -0.02232 -0.00678 0.0361 

Number of family and friends in network  0.120582 0.611648 0.044972 -0.02694 0.030821 

Number of senior contacts 0.175333 0.828228 -0.02289 0.021267 0.089172 

New network contacts (in last 2 years) 0.145864 0.824751 -0.00314 0.000178 0.1419 

Partner Support: Active 0.086001 0.03176 0.752432 0.052954 0.037776 

Partner Support: Advice 0.049674 0.008235 0.829477 -0.02855 -0.03178 

Partner Support: Listens -0.00522 -0.00824 0.824905 -0.02807 -0.03454 

Partner Support: Praise 0.005729 -0.03116 0.822201 -0.04106 0.056858 

Number of Employment Agencies 0.034605 0.02735 -0.00856 0.872713 0.007573 

Marketing instrument: agency contacts 0.020147 -0.03209 -0.01154 0.858398 0.042106 

Member Business club or network 0.147081 0.132649 0.019635 -0.0157 0.829922 

 

With respect to motivational capital, the variable ―No Choice‖ loaded on various factors and was 

thus removed from our input variables. 

 

Table C2: Factor analysis motivational capital 

 1 2 3 

More flexibility in investing time 0.744977 0.220929 0.170902 

Better balance work and private 0.789609 0.003312 -0.11905 

Better financial rewards 0.220306 0.44833 0.1304 

More challenge -0.111 0.751288 -0.23857 

More variety in my work 0.139009 0.635546 0.216678 

Be my own boss (autonomy) 0.189973 -0.08042 0.735381 

Deliver better quality (professional) -0.17293 0.204349 0.668716 

 

With respect to strategy capital, a variable representing the number of occupations of individuals 

(i.e. JAT score) loaded on various factors and was thus removed from our input variables. 
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Table C3: Factor analysis strategy capital 

 1 2 3 4 

Differentiating Proposition 0.799122 0.146565 -0.013 -0.05443 

Perceived Level of Authority 0.743236 0.031014 0.159661 -0.10953 

New Product Innovation 0.570914 -0.209 -0.25854 0.254647 

Industry Specialization (Yes/No) 0.063342 0.768011 0.158333 0.018533 

Client Intimacy -0.00933 0.77589 -0.21081 -0.07621 

Operational Excellence -0.07469 -0.03602 0.669804 0.079132 

Better service 0.096019 0.008188 0.771316 0.049199 

Product Specialization 0.186445 -0.03081 -0.05137 -0.77146 

Broad Product Range 0.135815 -0.0769 0.08947 0.722473 
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Appendix 4 Interview lists organizations and agencies 

 

The following 18 employment agencies and client organizations have been interviewed for this 

thesis: 

1. ABN AMRO 

2. Rijksoverheid 

3. De Telegraaf 

4. De Zaak 

5. De Baak  

6. YACHT (Randstad) 

7. Ondernemende Juristen 

8. Berenschot 

9. Rekenmeesters (Vedior) 

10. Human Capital Solutions 

11. Payroll Select 

12. Payroll Amsterdam 

13. ZZP Oké 

14. VNU Media 

15. Synetec 

16. MoneyPenny 

17. Legal People 

18. FREEP 
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Appendix 5 Reduced form equations 

 

Table E1: Reduced form Log Revenue 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 7.506765 0.7664203 9.79** 

Age 0.0783393 0.0297249 2.64** 

Age Squared -0.0009302 0.0003178 -2.93** 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.4174096 0.0606011 6.89** 

Health (Self Assessment) 0.0983534 0.0291392 3.38** 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.0873922 0.0500843 1.74† 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -0.6625275 0.0684088 -9.68** 

Interim manager (dummy) 0.3805266 0.0641336 5.93** 

Interim professional (dummy) 0.1197976 0.0621579 1.93† 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -0.3747623 0.0815331 -4.60** 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.133523 0.1122486 1.19 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.2463752 0.0594105 -4.15** 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.5018775 0.0825119 -6.08** 

University Education (dummy) 0.421852 0.0842752 5.01** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.1729272 0.0854326 2.02* 

Freelance experience (log) 0.1758332 0.0232354 7.57** 

Sum of recent training -0.0068124 0.0026166 -2.60** 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.0615005 0.0253767 2.42** 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.0299148 0.0247876 1.21 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility -0.0403335 0.0243362 -1.66† 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.0061971 0.0076467 0.81 

Open Personality (sum) 0.0029515 0.0071491 0.41 

Pro-active Personality (sum) -0.0099473 0.0099473 -1.00 

Business Club Member (factor) 0.0084635 0.0257368 0.33 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.0911047 0.0264424 3.45** 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0362997 0.0289589 1.25 

Network activity (sum) 0.0335532 0.0078165 4.29** 

Partner Support (sum) 0.0080743 0.0059744 1.35 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.0249624 0.0244354 -1.02 

Innovative and different strategy 0.0714205 0.0288278 2.48* 

Industry specialization strategy 0.0613984 0.024239 2.53* 

Broad product range  -0.0301712 0.0260205 -1.16 

Log likelihood -1811.255619 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 2.661741 Observations  1385 

† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Table E2: Reduced form Career satisfaction 

Factor Coefficient Std. Error z-statistic 

Constant 11.92736 4.419319 2.70** 

Age -0.0665725 0.1787416 -0.37 

Age Squared 0.0007929 0.0019302 0.41 

Gender (Male = 1) -0.0608687 0.3581843 -0.17 

Health (Self Assessment) 1.158129 0.1984734 5.84** 

Living In Randstad Area (Randstad = 1) 0.1697059 0.319079 0.53 

Receiving Other Income (e.g. regular job) -1.648763 0.4006513 -4.12** 

Interim manager (dummy) -0.5005138 0.4169035 -1.20 

Interim professional (dummy) -0.5320682 0.3926977 -1.35 

Journalist or Media Professional (dummy) -1.178936 0.524609 -2.25* 

Technical Professional (dummy) 0.6705255 0.6600566 1.02 

Trainer or Coach (dummy) -0.7052117 0.3793314 -1.86† 

Other Free Agent (dummy) -0.9217728 0.5992228 -1.54 

University Education (dummy) 1.500433 0.5002468 3.00** 

HBO Education (dummy) 0.7894961 0.5032465 1.57 

Freelance experience (log) 0.3072162 0.1402553 2.19* 

Sum of recent training 0.0122368 0.0159722 0.77 

Motivated by Autonomy and Professionalism 0.451595 0.1606026 2.81** 

Motivated by Challenge and Money 0.2333822 0.1568285 1.49 

Motivated by Work-life Balance and Flexibility 0.2991802 0.1618303 1.85† 

Insight in Career (sum) 0.2363054 0.0497487 4.75** 

Open Personality (sum) 0.1444925 0.0507531 2.85** 

Pro-active Personality (sum) 0.1124033 0.066067 1.70† 

Business Club Member (factor) -0.1464048 0.1590241 -0.92 

Managing the Agent (factor) 0.1635221 0.1955436 0.84 

Size of Network (factor) 0.0552478 0.1699966 0.32 

Network activity (sum) 0.0962797 0.0532267 1.81† 

Partner Support (sum) 0.1417287 0.0480528 2.95** 

Better service or low cost strategy -0.3364054 0.152168 -2.21* 

Innovative and different strategy 1.057739 0.1951442 5.42** 

Industry specialization strategy 0.1161845 0.1536966 0.76 

Broad product range  0.3771576 0.1697113 2.22* 

Log likelihood -4367.787053 Est. Method ML (robust) 

AIC 6.353483 Observations  1385 

† = significant at 10% level, * = significant at 5% level, ** = significant at 1% level 
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Appendix 6 Online survey 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Algemeen 

 

Deze enquête is ontwikkeld door de Universiteit Antwerpen in samenwerking met de Universiteit Utrecht 

om de inzetbaarheid („employability‟) van freelancers („zzp-ers‟, „interim professionals‟) te meten. Doel van het 

onderzoek is om er achter te komen welke factoren de inzetbaarheid van freelancers bepalen. De opzet 

van de enquête is als volgt: 

I. Persoonlijke achtergrond en demografie (vraag 1-7) 

II. Individuele factoren (8-24) 

III. Ondernemingsfactoren (25-29) 

IV. Carrière management (29-36) 

V. Ondersteuning bureau (37-39) 

VI. Uw Inzetbaarheid (40-49) 

Er is in de wetenschap of in de populaire literatuur zeer weinig bekend over de factoren die de 

inzetbaarheid van freelancers vergroten. Freelancers zijn een vergeten doelgroep tussen werknemers en 

grote ondernemingen. Het onderzoek moet een beter inzicht geven in de factoren die belangrijk zijn voor 

de blijvende inzetbaarheid van freelancers.  

Onze eerste testen tonen aan dat enkele personen de enquête binnen 20 minuten goed en gedegen 

invullen, maar anderen doen er tot wel 45 minuten over. Wees alstublieft geduldig en gedegen bij het 

invullen van de enquête. Gegeven de complexiteit van de analyse is het van groot belang dat u alle vragen 

volledig en juist invult. Wij hebben de vragenlijst zo compact mogelijk gemaakt.  

Als tegenprestatie voor het goed invullen van deze enquête ontvangt u van ons per email een persoonlijk 

rapport waar u uw eigen uitslagen kan vergelijken met de overige respondenten. Zo krijgt u een beeld waar 

u staat en op welke wijze u uw eigen inzetbaarheid kunt verbeteren. Dient u meer te investeren in 

opleiding of in het netwerken? Of dient u meer focus en differentiatie aan te brengen in uw 

dienstverlening?  

Natuurlijk is alles wat u opschrijft vertrouwelijk. De wetenschappelijke studies zullen alleen 

statistieken over groepen van freelancers bevatten. Alleen de wetenschappelijke staf die de data analyse 

uitvoert zal de individuele enquêtes kunnen zien.  
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1. Wat is uw email adres?(voor het sturen van uw persoonlijke rapport) 

 @@@@@ 

2. Wat is uw geboortejaar?  

 …………………. ………. (1920…1990) 

3. Wat is uw geslacht?  

  Man/  Vrouw 

4. Wat is de postcode van uw woonplaats? (alleen de 4 cijfers) 

 ………………….………. (1000…9999) 

5. Hoe zou u uw gezondheid betitelen?  

  Slecht/  Matig/  Redelijk/  Goed/  Uitstekend 

6. Wat is uw vakgebied als freelancer? (meerdere keuzes) 

  Financieel Professional (bv. Accountant/Controller)  

 IT Professional 

 Legal Professional (Jurist) 

 HRM Professional (P&O) 

 Technisch Professional 

 Organisatie Adviseur 

 Coach/Trainer 

 Interim Manager 

 Journalist 

 Media Professional 

 Kunstenaar (Cultuur) 

 Anders, nl….. 

7. Heeft u zich gespecialiseerd in één of meerdere industrieën of branches?  

  Ja, ik ben gespecialiseerd in één of enkele branches/industrieën/  Nee, ik ben niet gespecialiseerd 

in een branche of industrie.  

(Indien Nee, ga door naar vraag 9) 

8. In welke branches/industrieën heeft u zich gespecialiseerd? (maximaal vijf keuzes) 
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  Landbouw, bosbouw en visserij 

 Delfstoffenwinning en verwerking  

 Voeding en verzorgingindustrie (FMCG) 

 Kleding, leer- en textielindustrie 

 Papier en houtindustrie 

 Grafische industrie  

 Chemische industrie 

 Metaal industrie 

 Overige industrie 

 Waterwinning en distributie 

 Bouw 

 Handel (detailhandel en groothandel) 

 Transport  

 Telecommunicatie en post 

 Banken en verzekeraars 

 Vastgoed 

 Horeca 

 Gezondheidszorg 

 Overheid (rijk, gemeenten, et cetera) 

 Media (TV, radio, et cetera) 

 Cultuur, sport en recreatie 

 Overige dienstverlening 

 Anders, nl….. 

9. Wat is uw hoogste opleiding? 

  HAVO 

 VWO  

 MBO 

 HBO 

 Universiteit (WO) 

 Post HBO 

 Post Doctoraal (Dr., Ph.D.) 

 Anders, nl…. 

10. In welk jaar heeft u uw hoogste diploma behaald? 

 ………………….………. (1945…2006) 
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11. Hoe veel jaar werkervaring heeft u in totaal (als freelancer, ondernemer én werknemer)?  

  0-6 Maanden/  7-12 Maanden/  1-2 Jaar/  3-5 Jaar /  6-10 Jaar/  11-15 Jaar 

/ 16-20 Jaar/  20 Jaar of meer 

12. Hoelang bent u al freelancer?  

  0-6 Maanden/  7-12 Maanden/  1-2 Jaar/  3-5 Jaar /  6-10 Jaar/  11-15 Jaar 

/ 16-20 Jaar/  20 Jaar of meer 

13. Heeft u kinderen? 

  Ik heb één of meer kinderen/  Ik heb geen kinderen 

14. Heeft u een langdurige relatie met een levenspartner? 

   Ja, ik heb op dit moment een langdurige relatie /  Nee, ik heb op dit moment geen langdurige 

relatie 

15. Werkt uw partner? 

  Nee, mijn partner werkt niet 

 Ja, mijn partner werkt gemiddeld één dag per week 

 Ja, mijn partner werkt gemiddeld twee dagen per week 

 Ja, mijn partner werkt gemiddeld drie dagen per week 

 Ja, mijn partner werkt gemiddeld vier dagen per week 

 Ja, mijn partner werkt gemiddeld vijf dagen per week 

16. Steun van de partner voor uw carrière. In hoeverre bent u het eens met de volgende stellingen:  

a) Mijn partner speelt een actieve rol in mijn carrière 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

b) Mijn partner luistert naar me als ik praat over werk gerelateerde problemen 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

c) Mijn partner geeft mij advies wanneer ik een werk gerelateerd probleem heb 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 
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d)  Mijn partner prijst mijn werk gerelateerde resultaten 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

17. Heeft u naast het inkomen dat u als freelancer verdient nog andere inkomensbronnen? 

  Nee, het freelancen is mijn enige inkomensbron 

 Ja, een pensioen 

 Ja, een vaste betrekking 

 Ja, een uitkering 

 Ja, anders, nl…. 

18. In hoeverre bent u (en uw gezin) financieel afhankelijk van uw inkomen als freelancer? 

  Niet of nauwelijks van afhankelijk (0-10% van familie inkomen) 

 Beperkt van afhankelijk (10-30% van familie inkomen) 

 Enigszins van afhankelijk (30-50% van familie inkomen) 

 Grotendeels van afhankelijk (50-75% van familie inkomen) 

 Volledig van afhankelijk (75-100% van familie inkomen) 

19. Waarom bent u gaan freelancen? (maximaal drie keuzes) 

  Meer flexibiliteit om eigen tijd in te delen 

 Meer variëteit binnen het werk 

 Meer status 

 Betere balans werk en privé  

 Betere financiële beloning 

 Zocht een nieuwe uitdaging 

 Meer autonomie (eigen baas zijn) 

 Gedwongen na ontslag 

 Meer aandacht voor kwaliteit 

 Ontevreden over de wijze van leidinggeven 

 Anders, nl…. 

20. Wat zijn voor u de belangrijkste nadelen van freelancen? (maximaal drie keuzes) 

  Onzekerheid over toekomstig werk 

 Inkomsten zijn minder voorspelbaar 

 Moeilijker om carrièrepad uit te stippelen 

 Eenzamer beroep / minder sociale contacten  
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 Meer tijd kwijt aan netwerken en acquisitie  

 Meer administratieve rompslomp 

 Beperkte trainingsmogelijkheden 

 Ontbreken secundaire arbeidsvoorwaarden (pensioen, verzekeringen) 

 Moeilijker om vakanties te plannen 

 Er zijn geen nadelen 

 Anders, nl….. 

21. Wat is uw ambitie op termijn? (meerdere antwoorden mogelijk) 

  Ik wil blijven freelancen 

 Ik wil op termijn een vast dienstverband  

 Ik wil een samenwerkingsverband met andere freelancers opzetten 

 Ik wil mijn onderneming verder uitbouwen en eventueel personeel aannemen 

 Anders, nl… 

22. In hoeverre bent u het eens met de volgende stellingen:  

a) Ik geniet van het aangaan van uitdagingen en het nemen van hindernissen  

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

b) Niets is spannender dan mijn ideeën en plannen werkelijkheid te zien worden  

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

c) Ik blink uit in het identificeren en herkennen van nieuwe mogelijkheden 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

d) Ik betwist graag de status quo  

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

e) Ik zie goede mogelijkheden vaak ver voordat anderen die zien  

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 
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23. Zijn de volgende eigenschappen op u van toepassing: 

a) Ik ben spraakzaam 

  Volledig onjuist/  Enigszins onjuist /  Niet juist, niet onjuist/  Enigszins juist/  Volledig 

juist 

b) Ik ben een durfal 

  Volledig onjuist/  Enigszins onjuist /  Niet juist, niet onjuist/  Enigszins juist/  Volledig 

juist 

c) Ik ben extravert 

  Volledig onjuist/  Enigszins onjuist /  Niet juist, niet onjuist/  Enigszins juist/  Volledig 

juist 

d) Ik ben energiek 

  Volledig onjuist/  Enigszins onjuist /  Niet juist, niet onjuist/  Enigszins juist/  Volledig 

juist 

24. Inzicht in de carrière. In hoeverre bent u het eens met de volgende stellingen:  

a) Ik heb duidelijk gedefinieerde doelstellingen t.a.v. mijn carrière/werk 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

b) Ik heb een duidelijk plan om mijn doelstellingen m.b.t. carrière/werk te behalen 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

c) Ik ben mijzelf bewust van mijn sterke en zwakke punten 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

d) Ik vraag regelmatig aan collega‟s en opdrachtgevers feedback op mijn prestaties 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

e) Ik pas mijn carrière doelstellingen aan bij nieuw verkregen informatie 
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  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

f) Ik zoek actief naar opdrachten die goed passen bij mijn carrièredoelstellingen 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

25. In hoeverre bent u het eens met de volgende stellingen:  

a) Ik heb een duidelijke, onderscheidende propositie in vergelijking met mijn concurrenten 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

b) Ik wordt door klanten en collega‟s gezien als autoriteit op mijn vakgebied  

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet eens, niet oneens/  Enigszins mee 

eens/  Volledig mee eens 

26. Hoe onderscheid u zich van uw concurrenten? (meerdere antwoorden mogelijk) 

  Ik onderscheid mij nauwelijks van mijn concurrenten 

 Ik richt mij meer dan mijn concurrenten op één branche/industrie of één (grote) klant  

 Ik richt mij meer dan mijn concurrenten op één specifiek product 

 Ik kom meer dan mijn concurrenten met nieuwe, innovatieve ideeën en producten  

 Ik bied een goede kwaliteit tegen een lagere prijs dan mijn concurrenten 

 Ik bied een betere service dan mijn concurrenten (betrouwbaarheid, nazorg) 

 Ik bied een breder productenpallet aan dan mijn concurrenten  

 Ik investeer meer in marketing en verkoop dan mijn concurrenten  

 Anders, nl…. 

27. Hoe zorgt u voor de zichtbaarheid van u en uw onderneming?(meerdere antwoorden mogelijk) 

  Ik beschik over een eigen website 

 Ik publiceer regelmatig (vakbladen, weblogs en overige media) 

 Ik spreek regelmatig op congressen 

 Ik geef cursussen en trainingen aan andere professionals 

 Ik benader potentiële klanten persoonlijk met een voorstel 

 Ik ben lid van diverse organisaties en business clubs om te netwerken 

 Ik bied mijn diensten actief aan via bemiddelingsbureaus  

 Anders, nl… 
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28. Beschikt u over een financiële buffer waardoor u een langdurige periode zonder opdrachten kunt zonder dat u uw 
uitgavenpatroon hoeft aan te passen?(één antwoord mogelijk) 

  Ik beschik niet of nauwelijks over een financiële buffer 

 Ik zou één tot drie maanden zonder opdrachten kunnen  

 Ik zou drie tot zes maanden zonder opdrachten kunnen  

 Ik zou zes tot twaalf maanden zonder opdrachten kunnen  

 Ik zou minstens één jaar zonder opdrachten kunnen 

29. Hoe veel trainingsdagen heeft u in de laatste 2 jaar besteed aan training en ontwikkelingscursussen om u verder te 
ontwikkelen op uw vakgebied? 

  Geen training/cursussen op mijn vakgebied/  1-2 trainingsdagen/  2-5 trainingsdagen /  6-10 

trainingsdagen / Meer dan 10 trainingsdagen  

30. Hoe veel trainingsdagen heeft u in de laatste 2 jaar besteed aan training en ontwikkelingscursussen om u te ontwikkelen 
op een ander/nieuw vakgebied? 

  Geen training/cursussen op een ander vakgebied/  1-2 trainingsdagen/  2-5 trainingsdagen /  

6-10 trainingsdagen / Meer dan 10 trainingsdagen  

31. Hoe veel trainingsdagen heeft u in de laatste 2 jaar besteed aan training en ontwikkelingscursussen om uw persoonlijke 
effectiviteit en/of ondernemerskwaliteiten verder te verbeteren? 

  Geen training/cursussen /  1-2 trainingsdagen/  2-5 trainingsdagen /  6-10 trainingsdagen 

/ Meer dan 10 trainingsdagen  

32. Hoe veel uren besteedt u gemiddeld per week aan het creëren, behouden en vergroten van uw persoonlijk netwerk? Dat 
wil zeggen het verkrijgen van nieuwe business contacten en het behouden en intensiveren van bestaande banden. 

 0…40 uur per week 

33. Uit hoeveel individuen bestaat (naar uw beste schatting) uw persoonlijke business netwerk?D.w.z. hoeveel mensen kent 
u waarmee u regelmatig (tenminste eenmaal per jaar) uw zakelijke plannen en ideeën bespreekt?  

 0…1000 personen 

a) Hoeveel personen in dit persoonlijke netwerk zijn familieleden of vrienden? 

 0…100 familieleden of vrienden 

b) Hoeveel personen in uw persoonlijke netwerk hebben verantwoordelijkheden op Raad van Bestuur of Directie 
niveau? 

 0…1000 personen 
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c) Hoeveel personen in uw persoonlijke netwerk hebben verantwoordelijkheden op senior managementniveau? 

 0…1000 personen 

d) Hoeveel personen in uw persoonlijke netwerk hebben verantwoordelijkheden op middel of lager 
managementniveau? 

 0…1000 personen 

34. Hoeveel van de personen in uw persoonlijke netwerk heeft u in de afgelopen 2 jaar voor het eerst ontmoet?  

 0…1000 personen in mijn netwerk heb ik in de afgelopen 2 jaar voor het eerst ontmoet 

35. Hoe vaak verricht u de volgende activiteiten: 

a) Uitgeven van visitekaartjes 

  Nooit/  Zelden (1 maal per jaar)/  Soms (1 maal per maand)/  Regelmatig (1 maal per 

week)/ Vaak (diverse malen per week)/ Dagelijks 

b) Sturen van een bedankbriefje of cadeautje naar iemand die u geholpen heeft met uw werk of carrière 

  Nooit/  Zelden (1 maal per jaar)/  Soms (1 maal per maand)/  Regelmatig (1 maal per 

week)/ Vaak (diverse malen per week)/ Dagelijks 

c) Sturen van kaartjes, briefen of e-mails om in contact te blijven 

  Nooit/  Zelden (1 maal per jaar)/  Soms (1 maal per maand)/  Regelmatig (1 maal per 

week)/ Vaak (diverse malen per week)/ Dagelijks 

d) Bellen van zakelijke relaties om in contact te blijven 

  Nooit/  Zelden (1 maal per jaar)/  Soms (1 maal per maand)/  Regelmatig (1 maal per 

week)/ Vaak (diverse malen per week)/ Dagelijks 

e) Lunchen of dineren met zakelijke relaties 

  Nooit/  Zelden (1 maal per jaar)/  Soms (1 maal per maand)/  Regelmatig (1 maal per 

week)/ Vaak (diverse malen per week)/ Dagelijks 

36. Maakt u gebruik van de ondersteuning van een persoonlijke coach bij het ontwikkelen van uw onderneming en carrière? 

  Nee, ik gebruik geen coach voor het ontwikkelen van mijn onderneming en carrière/  Ja, ik 

gebruik een coach voor het ontwikkelen van mijn onderneming en carrière 
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37. Bij hoeveel bemiddeling of detacheringbureaus staat u ingeschreven? (één keuze) 

  Ik sta niet ingeschreven bij een bureau 

 Ik sta ingeschreven bij 1-2 bureaus 

 Ik sta ingeschreven bij 3-5 bureaus 

 Ik sta ingeschreven bij 6-10 bureaus 

 Ik sta ingeschreven bij 11-15 bureaus 

 Ik sta ingeschreven bij meer dan 15 bureaus 

38. Gebruikt u sociale virtuele netwerken op het internet voor het verkrijgen van opdrachten of het vergroten van uw netwerk 
zoals Linked In, Hyves? (verschillende antwoorden mogelijk) 

  Ik gebruik geen sociale netwerken 

 Linked In 

 Xing  

 Hyves 

 FREEP 

 Anders, nl….. 

39. Hoe gebruikt u deze sociale netwerken? 

  Passief (u bent ingeschreven en houdt uw cv bij) 

 Vergroten van het netwerk (u zoekt en vindt nieuwe contacten) 

 Beoordelen van iemands reputatie (u bekijkt en geeft beoordelingen) 

 Het doen van acquisitie (u zoekt en vindt opdrachten) 

 Anders, nl….. 

40. Hoeveel uren besteed u gemiddeld per week aan 

a) Betaalde werkzaamheden voor klanten 

 0…40 uren per week (absoluut getal) 

b) Niet betaalde werkzaamheden voor klanten 

 0…40 uren per week (absoluut getal) 

c) Acquisitie van nieuwe opdrachten 

 0…40 uren per week (absoluut getal) 

d) Administratieve taken 

 0…40 uren per week (absoluut getal) 
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41. Berekent u in de regel een uurtarief of een dagtarief? (één keuze) 

  Uurtarief (ga naar vraag 42)/  Dagtarief (ga naar vraag 44) 

42. Wat is uw gemiddelde uurtarief? (in euro‟s per uur, na aftrek van bemiddelingskosten) 

  minder dan 30 euro per uur 

 31 – 40 euro per uur 

 41 – 50 euro per uur 

 51 – 60 euro per uur 

 61 – 70 euro per uur 

 71 – 80 euro per uur 

 81 – 90 euro per uur 

 91 – 100 euro per uur 

 101 – 125 euro per uur 

 126  – 150 euro per uur 

 151 – 175 euro per uur 

 176 – 200 euro per uur 

 201 – 251 euro per uur 

 meer dan 251 euro per uur 

43. Hoeveel uren factureert uw gemiddeld per jaar (in de laatste twee jaar)? 

  Minder dan 200 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 201 uren en 400 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 401 uren en 600 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 601 uren en 800 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 801 uren en 1000 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 1000 uren en 1200 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 1200 uren en 1400 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 1400 uren en 1600 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 1600 uren en 1800 uren per jaar  

 Tussen de 1800 uren en 2000 uren per jaar  

 Meer dan 2000 uren per jaar  

 Anders, nl …… 

Ga naar vraag 46 

44. Wat is uw gemiddelde dagtarief? (in euro‟s per dag, na aftrek van bemiddelingskosten) 
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  minder dan 200 euro per dag 

 201 – 300 euro per dag 

 301 – 400 euro per dag 

 401 – 500 euro per dag 

 501 – 600 euro per dag 

 601 – 700 euro per dag 

 701 – 800 euro per dag 

 801 – 900 euro per dag 

 901 – 1000 euro per dag 

 1001 – 1250 euro per dag 

 1251 – 1500 euro per dag 

 1501 – 1750 euro per dag 

 1751 – 2000 euro per dag 

 meer dan 2001 euro per dag 

45. Hoeveel werkdagen factureert uw gemiddeld per jaar (in de laatste twee jaar)? 

  Minder dan 25 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 25 werkdagen en 50 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 50 werkdagen en 75 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 75 werkdagen en 100 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 100 werkdagen en 125 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 125 werkdagen en 150 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 150 werkdagen en 175 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 175 werkdagen en 200 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 200 werkdagen en 225 werkdagen per jaar  

 Tussen de 225 werkdagen en 250 werkdagen per jaar  

 Meer dan 250 werkdagen per jaar  

 Anders, nl …… 

46. Is de vraag naar uw diensten veranderd in de afgelopen twee jaar? 

  Er is duidelijk minder vraag naar mijn diensten/  Er is enigszins minder vraag naar mijn diensten 

/  De vraag naar mijn diensten is min of meer constant/  Er is enigszins meer vraag naar mijn 

diensten /  Er is duidelijk meer vraag naar mijn diensten 

47. Hoeveel opdrachten heeft u gehad in de afgelopen twee jaar? (één keuze) 

 0…1000 (absoluut getal) 
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48. Wat is de gemiddelde duur van een opdracht?‟ 

  Minder dan 1 week/  1-4 weken/  1-3 Maanden/  4-6 Maanden/  7-12 Maanden/  1 Jaar 

of meer 

49. De volgende vragen meten in hoeverre uzelf uw carrière geslaagd vindt. In hoeverre bent u het eens met de volgende 
stellingen:  

a) Ik vind dat ik over algemeen gezien een succesvolle carrière heb 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet mee eens, niet mee oneens/  Enigszins 

mee eens/  Volledig mee eens 

b) Ik ben tevreden met het inkomensniveau dat ik heb bereikt 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet mee eens, niet mee oneens/  Enigszins 

mee eens/  Volledig mee eens 

c) Ik ben tevreden met de vooruitgang die ik zie in mijn carrière 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet mee eens, niet mee oneens/  Enigszins 

mee eens/  Volledig mee eens 

d)  Ik ben tevreden met mijn ontwikkeling in kennis en vaardigheden  

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet mee eens, niet mee oneens/  Enigszins 

mee eens/  Volledig mee eens 

e) Ik ben tevreden met de bereikte autonomie in mijn carrière  

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet mee eens, niet mee oneens/  Enigszins 

mee eens/  Volledig mee eens 

f) Ik ben tevreden met de intellectuele prikkels die mijn carrière mij biedt 

  Volledig mee oneens/  Enigszins mee oneens/  Niet mee eens, niet mee oneens/  Enigszins 

mee eens/  Volledig mee eens 
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Appendix 7 Interview questionnaire 

 
 
Sponsor organizations and employment agencies were interviewed using separate structured 

interview lists, but these two questionnaires were very much related. Every interview consisted of 

three parts: a part understanding the environment, strategy and structure of the interviewees‘ 

organization, a second part discussing why they hire freelancers and what they believe are the 

advantages and disadvantages of working with freelancers, and a third part in which the 

management challenges and dilemmas are discussed. Below the questions for sponsor 

organizations are listed (in Dutch).   

 

Part 1: Understanding the organization 

 

 

Part 2: Advantages and disadvantages of working with freelancers 
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Part 3: Challenges and organizational dilemmas while managing freelancers 
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