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Reorganising labour: How unions can work for the self-employed

The last few years have seen a revolution in the world of work. 
Even before the Covid-19 pandemic upended workplace 
norms, the rise in automation, the explosion of the platform 
economy and the move towards flexible working facilitated 
by technology had marked a distinct break from the past. Less 
publicised changes to the way people work over the past 
three decades—but no less defining—has been the rapid 
growth in self-employment and equally as rapid decline in 
union membership.

The pandemic has accelerated these trends. It has shone a 
spotlight on the precarious nature of freelance work, at the 
same time highlighting the vital need for safeguards and 
protections traditionally offered by organised labour. Yet 
barriers to union membership among the self-employed, 
especially younger workers, remain stubbornly entrenched, 
many and diverse, ranging from issues of perception and 
language to the failure of unions to understand and adapt to 
changing employment demographics.

Yet as this report shows, tentative steps are being taken 
to begin to bridge the divide. This is being led in large 
part by grassroots groups in the United States, where the 
crackdown on employment rights and explosion of a casual 
gig-economy-driven workforce has made the country a 
testing ground for new methods of digital mobilisation and 
engagement aiming to fill the void left by declining union 
membership. With some estimates predicting freelancers 
could account for over half the nation’s workforce by the end 
of the decade, the sector is not only more extensive than 
in the UK, it is also more developed, specifically in terms of 
infrastructure, funding models, political representation and 
legislation.

Findings in this report are grouped into five thematic sections, 
supported by case studies drawn from across the US that 
conclude with a set of key takeaways, covering more 
traditional ‘union’ models for freelancers; portable benefits 
platforms; innovation grants and fast funds; data strikes and 
algorithmic management; and new collective ownership 
models. Drawn from these are a series of recommendations 

and solutions to best bridge the union-freelance safety net 
gap, covering factors such as perception and understanding 
(including establishing a clear definition of what constitutes 
self-employed and gig work), a new lexicon around work and 
organising, addressing ‘gateway issues’, changing workplace 
futures, education skills training, tackling the digital divide and 
generational gap, the importance of a holistic ‘Freelancer 360’ 
approach to work and wellbeing, new ownership/funding 
models for labour organisations, and legislative lessons. 

While driven in large part by new technologies, many of these 
strategies—from digital pickets to platform co-operatives—
are drawn directly from the historical labour movement, re-
processed for the digital age. 

They fall within a wider question that dominates the labour 
movement and debate around the new post-pandemic 
‘normal’: What will the world of work look like in five, 10, 20 
years’ time? The pandemic has proved the future is neither 
certain nor foreseeable. Two years ago few would have 
predicted the upending of the centuries-old office model 
and the move towards a super-flexible work environment. 
Perceptions around the role of ‘key workers’, unions and 
alternative ownership models have also changed dramatically, 
while government interventions have opened up debate 
around once off-the-table ideas such as Universal Basic 
Income or a four-day week.

This report concludes by setting out several emerging 
trends that could form part of the future of work landscape 
for freelancers over the next decade. It charts a path from a 
Working from Anywhere approach that is already a reality 
in some sectors, to the growth in employee activism and 
realignment towards a greener more purpose(and worker)-
led capitalism that could manifest itself in an explosion in 
the number of alternatively-owned and run businesses. All 
this within the steady march towards a freelancer-future-
for-all which will be defined by the growing nexus between 
independent workers, the platforms and businesses that 
employ them and the unions and labour organisations that 
seek to represent them.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

Snapshot of the 
self-employed
The last few years have seen a revolution in the world of work. 
Even before the Covid-19 pandemic upended workplace 
norms, the rise in automation, the explosion of the platform 
economy, the move towards flexible working facilitated by 
technology and above all the rapid growth in the number of 
workers classified as self-employed had marked a distinct 
break from the past.

Defining the self-employed
Defining the self-employed, including what constitutes a 
platform or who is a gig worker, is harder than it seems. It also 
goes to the heart of many of the fundamental problems now 
faced by this growing demographic of workers. 

Simply put, self-employed people are defined as those who 
work for themselves, rather than receiving a wage or salary 
from an employer. In the UK, around two-thirds of the roughly 
five million self-employed ‘work for themselves’, around 
20% run their business as a sole trader, with a further 15% 
reporting that they are the sole director of their own limited 
company, the rest are freelance or partners.1 Those who pay 
themselves via their own limited company are not classed as 
self-employed as they receive a salary, even though they are 
technically their own boss. It is possible to be both employed 
and self-employed at the same time, for example if you have a 
part-time job and do some freelancing on the side.2

1 Office for National Statistics, Coronavirus and self-employment in the UK
2 It is important to differentiate between the illegitimately self-employed who are dominating talk in the labour movement at the moment over tax and 
employment rights (national minimum wage entitlements, holiday pay etc), legitimately partially self-employed (‘limb (b) worker’ or ‘dependent contractor’) 
registered as self-employed but providing a service as part of someone else’s business (recently re-classified Uber drivers), and sole traders, legitimately self-
employed in every sense without recourse to the national minimum wage. This final sector is a growing group but also the hardest sector to crack when it comes 
to unionising.
3 The Gig Economy, Jamie Woodcock & Mark Graham, 2020
4 See: Pimlico Plumbers vs Smith & Another (2018) in which Courts agreed with Mr Smith that he was a worker because he was required to use the firm’s 
van when working and was contractually obliged to do a minimum number of hours per week; Addison Lee Limited vs Gascoigne (2018) which ruled drivers 
could not be considered self-employed and were therefore entitled to minimum wage and holiday pay; and the landmark case against Uber (2016) when the 
Employment Appeals Tribunal decided the ride-hailing app exercised sufficient control over their drivers to be considered their employer. However, in November 
2017 a tribunal ruled that Deliveroo ‘riders’ were not workers because they have a right to ask a substitute to perform a job for them, and accordingly had no 
employment rights.

While many use the terms freelance and self-employed 
interchangeably, it is more accurate to classify them as similar 
yet distinct groups. While neither has a permanent employer, 
a self-employed individual will work for themselves, usually 
producing goods or providing services direct to a consumer 
or customer base. Freelancers, on the other hand, usually 
provide pieces of work for other people, who then sell on 
their labour.

Gig work—referring to short-term arrangements typical at 
a musical event—is characterised by independent contract 
work that happens through, via, and on digital platforms. As 
Jamie Woodcock and Mark Graham of the Oxford Internet 
Institute suggest, the tasks that underpin the gig economy 
are “typically short, temporary, precarious and unpredictable, 
and gaining access to them depends on good performance 
and reputation. The kind of work that is offered is contingent: 
casual and non-permanent work. It may have variable hours 
and little job security, involve payment on a piece-work basis, 
and lack any options for career development”.3

The ‘bogus’ self-employed?
The debate over whether someone is classed as an employee, 
worker or self-employed contractor has huge implications for 
both tax and employment rights and has led to a number of 
high-profile cases being brought before employment tribunals 
in recent years.4

In February 2021, the UK Supreme Court ruled unanimously 
that Uber drivers cannot be classed as self-employed due 
the high levels of control imposed upon them by the ride-
hailing company. Supporting a 2016 ruling by the Employment 
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Tribunal, the court ruled Uber drivers should be considered 
workers as soon as they log onto the app and up until they log 
off, rejecting an argument from Uber that it should only apply 
when they were driving passengers. 

James Farrar, the co-lead claimant and the App Drivers & 
Couriers Union General Secretary, said: “This ruling will 
fundamentally re-order the gig economy and bring an end 
to rife exploitation of workers by means of algorithmic and 
contract trickery. Uber drivers are cruelly sold a false dream 
of endless flexibility and entrepreneurial freedom. The reality 
has been illegally low pay, dangerously long hours and intense 
digital surveillance.”

Tax and compensation implications for companies like Uber 
aside, the ruling is likely to have far-reaching consequences for 
the future gig economy—both good and bad for workers—
by forcing platforms to choose between granting workers 
greater freedoms or granting them privileges in accordance 
with their status as contractors, not genuine self-employed 
workers.

Who are the ‘self-employed’?
Self-employed workers now number over five million in the 
UK, contributing a combined £305bn to the UK economy. Put 
in context, the self-employed represent roughly 15% of the 
entire UK workforce—around the same percentage currently 
employed in the public sector. 

The self-employed sector is incredibly diverse, ranging from 
small-scale entrepreneurs and professional practitioners to 
those piecing together various, usually relatively low-wage 
jobs.

Likewise, the gig economy ranges from geographically 
tethered work (using a delivery app or home service) to 
‘cloudwork’ consisting of online freelancing or shorter digital 
work that can be completed remotely, including paid tasks 
found via a third-party website.

According to the Trades Unions Congress (TUC), in the 
five years leading up to the pandemic Britain’s gig economy 
more than doubled in size, with one in 10 working-age adults 
working on gig economy platforms.5 Nearly two-thirds of 
16–34-year-olds were found to work in this way at least once 
a week, with most people using more than one platform to 
earn a living.

5 The report by the TUC and experts at the University of Hertfordshire, based on a poll of 2,235 UK residents aged between 16 and 75, found the number of 
working-age adults who have worked for an online platform at least once a week rose from 4.7% (2.3m workers) in 2017 to 9.6%, (4.7m) in 2020.
6 IPSE Guide to Freelancing: Be Your Own Boss, 2020
7 TUC, Two million self-employed adults earn less than the minimum wage, 2018

Why be self-employed?
Self-employment offers a far greater work/life flexibility than 
those in full employment. It allows workers to set their own 
hours and holiday schedule, although this freedom must be 
counterbalanced by the demands of being your own boss and 
the constant need to seek out new work. 

A survey conducted by IPSE, the Association of Independent 
Professionals and the Self-Employed, showed that the general 
population was more satisfied than the freelance population 
when it came to working hours, time for themselves and time 
with family. However, with risk comes reward. In the same 
survey, freelancers were shown to be happier overall than the 
general population.6

Over the longer-term, the freedoms that 
many self-employed people enjoy need 
to be balanced against the downsides.

Self-employed people do not have the employment rights 
and responsibilities of employees (but as such are not required 
to pay Class 1 National Insurance Contributions (NICs), which 
in some instances can be as high as 12% of an employee’s 
salary). This means forfeiting the right to statutory sick pay, 
maternity, adoption and paternity leave and pay, the right not 
to be unfairly dismissed, the National Minimum Wage, rest 
breaks, paid holiday and limits on night work, and protection 
against unauthorised deductions from pay. They are also 
not entitled to company benefits, such as employer pension 
contributions and redundancy payments.

As well as struggling with an at-times complicated and 
opaque tax system, chasing late invoices and seeking legal 
advice, freelancers are also particularly isolated, and this 
can make them more vulnerable to social and economic 
insecurity. Analysis from IPSE and Tax Research UK over the 
past five years have suggested around 80% of self-employed 
people live in poverty, while separate analysis conducted by 
the TUC in 2018 revealed around half of all UK self-employed 
workers were struck on poverty pay.7

Initially hailed by both Left and Right as a new form of work 
that gave greater freedom to workers while avoiding the costs 
and rigid structures of the traditional employment contract, 
the rise in gig work has coincided with a general increase 
in insecurity across the rest of the employment sector, with 
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over 10 million people in the UK now believed to be in some 
kind of precarious work. It means that “talk of workplace 
‘flexibility’ is increasingly entwined with new forms of intensive 
management – often, in many industries, now conducted 
by algorithms rather than human bosses – and the growing 
surveillance of workers that goes with it,” says journalist and 
author Jack Shenker.8

The widespread use of platforms to hire gig workers and 
self-employed independent contractors “not only creates the 
conditions of low pay and precarious work, but it also creates 
significant barriers to traditional forms of trade unionism” 
argue Woodcock and Graham.9

Despite this, it is important to stress that the majority of those 
in self-employment and gig work choose to work in this way. 

The impact of COVID-19
The economic fallout from the pandemic has had a 
devastating effect on businesses and workers alike, and 
the self-employed, who are more susceptible to income 
shock, the sudden loss of new business and a lack of basic 
protections, have been hit particularly hard. 

Studies conducted over the course of pandemic revealed 
how the precariousness of self-employment has been 
exacerbated by Covid-19. 

A preliminary inquiry into the future of self-employment 
by the union Prospect found 53% of respondents had lost 
between 60-100% of their household income within the 
first three months of the pandemic. Over a third (33%) of 
respondents had lost between 81-100% of their household 
income.10

IPSE found almost half (45%) of self-employed workers 
surveyed said that they were likely to find themselves with no 
money to cover basic living expenses such as rent and bills, 
and 68% said they were at risk of losing all or most of their 
savings.11

As a result of these difficult financial circumstances – fuelled 
by coronavirus and a rise in instances of late payments – a 
quarter of freelancers (27%) were found to have burned 
through most or all of their savings within the first few months 
of the pandemic. Just under a quarter (23%) said they had 
used credit cards to support themselves, while a fifth (20%) 
took money out of their businesses and one in seven (14%) 

8 The Guardian, Strike 2.0: how gig economy workers are using tech to fight back, Jack Shenker, 2019
9 Woodcock & Graham, p.93
10 Prospect, Inquiry into the future of self-employment, 2021
11 IPSE, The Cost of COVID: How the pandemic is affecting the self-employed, 2020
12 The Exeter, ‘Ill Prepared 2020’, survey of 3,000 self-employed individuals, conducted Dec 2020
13 LSE Centre for Economic Performance, Covid and the Self-employed, November 2020

used their overdrafts. One in ten even had to borrow from 
friends and family (11%) or sell items they owned (10%).

The most severe financial crises was among more vulnerable 
groups including younger freelancers and those with lower 
incomes. Pandemic-related cash flow problems also tended to 
affect female freelancers more than men. 

The pandemic is also exacerbating longer-term concerns, 
with fluctuations in both the amount and regularity of income 
affecting how self-employed earners build a pension. With 
research from health and protection insurer The Exeter 
revealing that many self-employed workers are saving less 
than £50 per month, over 50% of self-employed workers 
surveyed feared their retirement income would be insufficient 
to meet their needs. 62% of self-employed respondents had 
no pension savings at all, almost double the percentage (32%) 
of salaried employees with no pension savings.12

While the UK government’s Self-Employed Income Support 
Scheme [SEISS] provided valuable assistance to millions of 
self-employed workers during the pandemic in the form of 
taxable grants, as many as 40% of those who class themselves 
as self-employed (roughly 1.5 million) were unable to claim 
due to a myriad of factors—from being on PAYE and in a 
limited companies to income threshold. This reveals a deep 
and worrying misunderstanding within the government of the 
self-employed sector. 

Official figures from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
show the number of self-employed people in the UK dropped 
substantially during the initial stage of the pandemic, and there 
are signs that the experience of Covid-19, coupled with the 
government’s response, could have a lasting impact on the 
demographic make-up of the UK’s self-employed sector.

A report from the London School of Economics found 
a million people in the UK are planning to give up being 
self-employed after seeing their earnings decimated by the 
pandemic.13 This is further supported by the Prospect inquiry 
in 2021, which found 46% of self-employed respondents said 
they were less likely to continue in self-employment due to 
their experience in the pandemic. While income is starting to 
pick up, it is still well below average pre-pandemic levels for 
self-employed workers.

Stephen Machin, co-author of the report and director of LSE’s 
Centre for Economic Performance (CEP) said: “While the 
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growth in self-employment has been one of the key trends 
in the labour market in the past two decades, there are now 
early signals that this trend could be set to reverse.” 

The most recent LSE impact survey of the self-employed and 
Covid suggests the influx of recently self-employed appear 
to attribute greater value to employment stability and would 
consider its absence as an incentive to leave.14

In this sense, the pandemic also presents an opportunity 
and wake-up call for those organisations seeking to better 
represent freelancers going forward. 

“Covid has shone a spotlight on the precarious nature of 
freelance work,” says Philippa Childs, Head of BECTU which 
represents around 30,000 contract and freelance workers in 
the media and entertainment industries. 

If ever there was a moment to say the trade union 
movement must do more to support the self-employed 
and freelancers then it is now. All of us have a huge 
opportunity and the trade union movement more 
generally needs to start thinking outside the box.
— Philippa Childs

14 LSE, Covid-19 and the self-employed - 18 months into the crisis, 2021
15 Will the gig economy prevail? Colin Crouch, 2019
16 The Economist, Technology may help to revive organised labour
17 Resolution Trust, Inexorable decline or moment of opportunity? 2018

State of the union(s)
If trade unions did not exist, it would be necessary 
to invent them to safeguard workers in the 
digitalised economy.
— Colin Crouch15

Driven by industrialisation and urbanisation that brought 
workers into closer proximity, providing both an opportunity 
and—in negotiating better pay and conditions—a reason 
to organise, median union membership rates in OECD 
countries rose steadily throughout the 19th and first half of 
the 20th Century, peaking at around 50% of the total working 
population in the late 1970s and early 1980s.16 It now stands 
at just 18%, with the UK falling even further behind EU and 
Nordic countries.

Along with the rise of automation and flexible 
working brought on by advances in technology, 
the decline in union membership has been 
one of the defining features affecting the 
world of work over the past three decades.

Since the 1980s, successive governments in both the UK 
and US have launched a relentless political assault on trade 
unions that has restricted their power, specifically to strike 
and collectively bargain. At the same time the vast majority of 
economically developed countries have moved to enshrine 
guaranteed minimum wages and workers’ rights, including 
parental leave and sick pay, in law—resulting in a belief that 
unions have fulfilled and outlived their purpose. 

This view, though widespread, is patently wrong—especially 
when it comes to two groups: the young and the self-
employed. 

Demographic ticking time-bomb
Looking at union membership in the UK today there are stark 
divides between the private and public sector, old and young, 
employees and self-employed. Membership rates are 17 times 
higher for older higher-paid public sector workers than for 
younger low-paid private sector workers.17 Just 6% of young 
people in the private sector, where most economic growth is 
concentrated, are part of a union. By contrast workers over 30 
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are twice as likely to be covered by collective agreement as 
younger workers.

The TUC has identified this growing generational divide in 
membership as one of the biggest existential threats to the 
union movement over the coming decades.

Yet the twin problems of declining youth union membership 
and attracting the never-before unionised self-employed are 
interlinked, says Paul Fleming, General Secretary of Equity, 
whose membership includes nearly 50,000 self-employed 
workers in the performing arts sector.18

“Self-employment is a young peoples’ issue. So the general 
lesson for the union movement is if you are going to deal with 
the demographic crisis within unions you have to deal with 
self-employment” he says.

Barriers to membership
The barriers to membership for younger self-employed are 
many and diverse. They range from confusion around how to 
join a union to the high costs of membership dues to a general 
misunderstanding about what unions do and offer.19 Younger 
self-employed workers are also put off by an aggressive 
culture and overt politicisation within unions. The problem, as 
set out by Fleming, is that “it is the duty of the union to provide 
support (liability, sick pay) but this has to be allied to the 
political purpose of a union. We are not selling an insurance 
scheme, we are selling an ideology, a lifestyle choice, a 
philosophy to people - and trying to strike that balance for 
unions with the genuinely self-employed is really tough”.

The most often cited barrier is simply that there is no union 
presence (legacy) in the organisation, sector or workplace 
where young people work. This is especially true for the self-
employed.

Psychological factors also play a part. Younger workers 
have generally lower expectations of work than their older 
counterparts. They consider themselves fortunate to have 
a job at all, which combined with a lack of trust between 
colleagues in the workplace, breeds an aversion to risk that 
includes collectively organising to seek better protections. 

Further barriers have to do with the nature of freelancing 
itself, which is individualistic and pits one worker directly 
against another. The sense of competitive isolation this breeds 
makes collectively organising to a scale needed to bargain 
effectively with employers and platforms even more difficult. 
Self-employed people and younger workers are far less likely 
to view industrial action as a legitimate means to secure 

18 Unions 21, ‘Can Unions Organise the Self-Employed?’
19 Resolution Trust survey of millennials aged 17-35 in UK
20 Woodcock & Graham, 2020

better conditions. The ageing profile and/or low numbers 
of workplace reps in sectors where the self-employed are 
prevalent is another major obstacle to organising. 

While some of these barriers are easily surmountable, others 
are more deeply ingrained.

Underpinning all of these are macro forces and attitudes that 
have proven particularly hard to shift.

Trade unions have an image problem among younger 
workers, many of whom fail to see their relevance in the 21st 
Century. 

Conversely, traditional trade unions have long been hostile to 
the rise of the gig economy, blaming it for the slow erosion of 
worker’s rights, and an ever-growing self-employed workforce 
who they view with suspicion as ‘wayward workers’ who 
would prefer to be employees rather than self-employed by 
choice. 

Trade unions simply do not have the understanding, resources 
and time to locate and mobilise this geographically dislocated 
group. For Woodcock and Graham, from an organisational 
perspective, this makes sense. “Gig economy workers are far 
less likely than workers in traditional waged employment to 
pay consistent dues to the union, meaning that recruitment 
is not a solution to the ongoing crisis of membership and 
funding that many unions face (or will in the near future).”20

There is a vital role and place for organised labour in the 
freelance sector, but, as Paul Fleming says, this requires 
“shifting our philosophy as unions from an employer-based 
system of bargaining to a worker-based system of bargaining”. 

Freelancer careers are multi-employer, a complex 
portfolio of work, so it comes down to how branches 
are organised, are they organised in workplaces, 
geographically organised or sectionally organised, and 
what does tax and benefit support look like.
— Paul Fleming
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Uk at a glance: Who is 
standing up for the 
self-employed?
Driven by the rise in atypical forms of working, Good 
Work: The Taylor Review of Modern Working Practices, 
published in 2017, was the first major government-
led initiative to look properly at the gig economy 
and changes to self-employment in the UK.21

Centred around three main themes: tackling exploitative 
employment practices; increasing clarity in the law and helping 
people enforce their rights; and aligning the incentives driving 
labour market change with broader national objectives, the 
report contained a wide range of recommendations on issues 
such as agency workers, employment status, the enforcement 
of employment rights, maternity discrimination and zero-
hours contracts. 51 out of 53 of these recommendations 
were incorporated by Theresa May’s government into 
its Good Work Plan (December 2018), which it hailed as 
the largest upgrade to workers’ rights in a generation.22

Yet several years on progress has stalled.23 The Review 
received a mixed response from stakeholders. Business 
groups broadly welcomed its conclusion that flexibility can 
be a strength in the labour market whilst cautioning against 
reforms that could damage job prospects. Trade unions 
welcomed elements, such as the recommendation to abolish 
the ‘Swedish Derogation’ – a rule that exempts some agency 
workers from the right to equal pay with directly hired staff 
– and that a higher rate of minimum wage should be paid for 
working hours not fixed in the contract.24 However, labour 
groups on the whole concluded that the report did not go 
far enough and provided little beyond encouragement for 
stakeholders to change their actions.

Union interventions 
This is not to say there are no innovative ‘start-up’ unions and 
worker-led projects operating in this space in the UK today. 
The following is by no means a comprehensive list but rather 
a selective sample of the work being done around organising 
freelancers and those in the gig economy which highlight 

21 Good work: the Taylor review of modern working practices, 2017
22 HM Government, Good Work Plan, 2018
23 Plans for an Employment Bill, which would give effect to many Good Work Plan recommendations, was put forward in December 2019, but it has yet to be 
published and was notably absent from the 2021 Queen’s Speech. The government has since indicated that the Bill will be forthcoming “when parliamentary time 
allows”. It is anticipated that the Employment Bill will be published at some point in 2022.
24 Commons Library Research Briefing into Taylor Review, 2020
25 RSA, Future of Work Awards
26 See also: Community report ‘Supporting London’s self-employed workers’, 2021

different aspects and approaches, from worker-led actions to 
digital workplace organising to tax and legal advice services.

One group particularly critical of the Taylor Review was 
The Independent Workers Union of Great Britain 
(IWGB), calling it “dead on arrival”. Since forming in 2012 to 
represent migrant workers, this independent trade union 
has expanded to cover the gig economy and government 
regulators, representing under-unionised and under-
represented workforces. The Royal Society of the Arts’ (RSA) 
Future of Work Centre, which does important research in 
this field, has hailed the IWGB for making a real impact in the 
gig economy, where traditional unions have struggled, not 
because of a flashy app but because of its devolved model 
which places decision making power directly with workers.25 
IWGB now boasts over 6,000 members.

IPSE, the Association of Independent Professionals and 
the Self-Employed, presents itself as the voice of the UK’s 
self-employed population. Through its support, policy and 
research arms it offers a number of benefits to members 
that include tax and legal helplines, that help support client 
contract problems and self-assessment. They offer a contract 
review service, as well as insurances for illness and injury, tax 
investigation, and client default.

Prospect provides support, resources and expertise to over 
20,000 self-employed members. Part of a wider community 
that includes Bectu and covers a range of professions, 
including engineers, scientists, managers and civil servants, the 
union works to ensure workplace support and provide advice 
for freelancers on issues such as discrimination and tax.

IndyCube.Community, a collaboration between the trade 
union Community and IndyCube, a Welsh-based co-
operative which provides low-cost desk space that aims to 
support remote workers through community workspaces. 
Their focus is on late payments, one of the most pressing 
issues for freelancers and small businesses, with ambitions to 
eventually offer so-called ‘bread funds’ for holiday and sick pay 
as well as mortgage guarantees.26

The TUC’s WorkSmart, launched in 2019, is an app aimed 
specifically at under-30s which acts as a career coach and 
information platform that helps workers know their rights

Inspired by the Coworker.org model in the US, 
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Introduction

Organise.org.uk provides the tools and support to help start 
specific worker-driven campaigns. Through confidential 
workplace petitions, anonymised surveys and open letters 
their network has exposed harassment at Ted Baker, 
won a pay rise for Superdrug warehouse staff and helped 
hundreds of thousands of people call out bad bosses. In 
2020, Covid-related campaigns included the introduction of 
Emergency Basic Income and financial support for the self-
employed. Its declaration of principles clearly states “Organise 
is not a union, nor are we trying to be one”, yet it does partner 
with unions to create campaigns around member-specific 
issues such as wages, benefits and conditions.

Platform alternatives
In recent years a new generation of online platforms have 
launched offering services that mimic the many functions 
traditionally done by unions. By unbundling and repackaging 
these services they are able to tailor their offering on an 
individual basis—making them more agile to rapid changes in 
the digital economy and better suited and more attractive to 
freelance workers. 

Global crowdsourcing platforms such as Upwork, Fiverr and 
Freelancer allow digital labour to be traded. Others serve 
as one-stop shops or provide specific services, such as 
accountancy website Quickbooks or Trezeo, which provides 
a range of financial services and protections for independent 
workers delivered through a dedicated personal bank account.

27 Co-opLaw.org
28 Freelancers Union & Upwork, Freelancing in America 2019

Looking to America
In 2019, the number of Americans freelancing rose to 57 
million, or 35% of the entire US workforce. Income from 
freelancing neared $1 trillion (5% of US GDP), contributing 
more to the economy than industries such as construction 
and transportation and on par with the information sector. 

With some estimates it could account for over half the 
nation’s workforce by the end of the decade, the freelance 
sector is not only more extensive than in the UK it is also more 
developed, specifically in terms of infrastructure.27

Nowhere is this more evident than in the development and 
use of new technologies to assist, engage and inform this 
growing freelance and platform-based workforce. From 
the use of social media in place of shopfloor organising to 
digital tools that allow labour groups to collect information, 
coordinate workers, publicise campaigns and promote 
services—where the US leads the world follows. 

There has also been a conscious process of un-learning the 
bad habits of recent decades when it comes to organising 
freelancers. This offers a distinctive American take on labour-
led projects that do not shy away from contentious models 
such as for-profit benefit services. 

I feel the US is further ahead in terms of the infrastructure 
around freelancing compared to Europe.
— Caitlin Pearce, former CEO of Freelancers Union 

There is also a greater understanding of the sector as a whole. 
The annual nationwide Freelancing in America (FIA) survey 
by Upwork and the Freelancers Union, conducted in 2019 
before the pandemic, broke down the rise of freelancing by 
generations.28 It showed 29% of Baby Boom workers (ages 
55+) freelanced, compared to 31% of Gen X workers (ages 
39–54), 40% of Millennial workers (ages 23–38). 53% of Gen 
Z workers (ages 18–22) freelanced, 73% of whom said it was a 
lifestyle preference rather than out of financial necessity.

For the first time, more freelancers said they view this way of 
working as a long-term career choice rather than a temporary 
way to make money.

There are obvious differences in the problems faced by 
freelancers in the US and UK, most notably around health 
insurance. Yet there are also strong parallels that make 
comparative study and the transfer of ideas valuable. 

Like in the UK, skilled services are the most common type of 
freelance work, with 45% of freelancers providing services 
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such as programming, marketing, IT and business consulting. 
At the same time there is a growing precarious workforce 
operating in the dark waters of the gig economy.

Freelancers in the US and UK share much of the 
same motivations—flexibility and autonomy—
but also the same concerns—around economic 
insecurity and precariousness.

The rapid decline in the reach and power of organised labour 
also offers lessons. But while union membership in the US, 
where now less than one in ten American employees are part 
of a union, lags far behind other nations, the crackdown on 
employment rights and explosion of a casual gig-economy-
driven workforce has made the country a testing ground for 
new methods of digital mobilisation and engagement.

The past five years have ushered in a new era of ‘employee 
activism’, specifically among workers from traditionally non-
unionised sectors. These range from campaigns to secure 
better pay and conditions for retail and service employees 
at Starbucks and Walmart, to walkouts at tech giants such as 
Google, Facebook and Amazon.

This has coincided with increased support for the role of 
unions in American life, peaking during the pandemic when a 
September 2020 Gallup poll put Americans’ approval of labour 
unions at 65%—its highest level in nearly two decades.29

This even led famed anti-union lobbyist Rick Berman to 
write in a memo to business leaders in 2020 that he believed 
organising is about to rise in individual companies and across 
industries. “This is the first time since the early 1980s where I 
sense significant interest by employees in ‘collective action’ 
and ‘third party representation’,” he wrote.30

The following findings are drawn from across the US but 
have been broken down into five distinct sections that reflect 
the wide range and scope of innovation being done in the 
freelance sector.

29 Gallup, 2020
30 Cited Quartz, Charting the new rise of employee activism, Lila MacLellan, 2020
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Findings

The emergence of organised trade unions in 
the early 19th century first won then expanded 
protections for workers. Collective bargaining 
and mass mobilisation saw the new working 
class emerge as a constitutive body with 
the power to win elected representation 
and force legislative changes. The loosely 
termed ‘freelance’ sector faces such a crunch 
moment as it looks to collectively build 
economic and political power and explore 
new ways to mobilise in the digital age.

Leading the way in the US is the Freelancers Union. Founded 
in 1995 to provide coverage for independent workers, 
it partnered with insurance companies to offer dental, 
life, disability and pension plans at a greatly discounted 
rate. Now with over half a million members across all 50 
states, Freelancers Union (FU) functions effectively as 
an insurance brokerage, while advocating for city and 
state-wide legislation to protect freelance workers. It 
spearheaded a grassroots coalition of workers groups 
to pass New York City’s landmark Freelance Isn’t Free 
Act in 2017. Now considered a model for the rest of the 
country and abroad, the law provides basic protections 
for freelance work that include mandatory contracts, 30-
day payment terms, payment agreement protections, 
anti-retaliation, legal assistance, and double damages. 

Caitlin Pearce, who served as Executive Director from 
2017 to 2019, described the role of the Freelancers Union 
as “developing a framework to make sure that freelance 
work is supported and protected and [freelancers] have 
access to financial tools and workplace rights”. Their 
work is focused around four main issues identified in the 
annual survey of members: instability of income; access to 
affordable health insurance; not having enough retirement 
savings; unemployment/minimum wage violations. Since 
2020, FU has run the Freelancers Relief Fund, fundraising 
directly from the membership to ensure those members 

who need extra support during the pandemic get it.

The survey also reveals that, despite facing many of the same 
issues, the motivations for freelancing vary widely and many 
freelancers are not, and do not wish to be seen as, a one-
size-fits-all group. As Pearce puts it, not all Uber drivers are 
entrepreneurs who want to be freelance although some FU 
members are entrepreneurs who also drive for Uber. She cites 
a $17 hourly minimum wage for Uber drivers passed in 2019 
by New York City that was hailed by labour groups at the time 
but has proved controversial for potentially changing how 
platforms allocate work and limiting access for some drivers. 
The debate has informed FU’s work with legislators to pass 
a minimum wage for freelancers, given so many work on a 
project-by-project basis.

The debate around the gig economy also masks the fact 
that a large proportion of freelancers in the US, like the 
majority of FU members, are not low-income workers in 
the gig economy or reliant on precarious (or zero hours) 
contracts but rather middle-income skilled professionals 
earning an average of $60k a year. It means while much 
media and legislative attention is focused on gig workers’ 
fight to be classified as employees—a huge issue in the 
labour movement on both sides of the Atlantic at the 
moment—this often leads to unintended consequences 
for the majority of those who wish to remain freelance.

“There has to be a broader movement and cultural shift 
that recognises this change in work. I think there has to be 
much better data and a deeper understanding of who is 
participating in this economy and why”, says Pearce, noting 
that the way freelancers are recorded in official figures 
is often antiquated and fails to take into account seismic 
and rapid changes in the economy and world of work.

One of the most successful things FU did was to bring 
freelancers into a group marketplace. By doing that they 
were able to offer health insurance for 40% less than 
what you could otherwise get on your own. The idea 
of organising freelancers into a group marketplace has 
led FU to experiment with different types of business 

Finding 1 Freelancers Union and Hub: 
Solving the problem of space vs place
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models. These included setting up a guild to serve as a 
digital hiring hall for workers. The aim was to start off by 
building a stable of lawyers that could assist freelancers 
with legal problems for a discounted rate and then expand 
to different vertices. This ultimately failed because many 
freelancers have legal issues that are not large enough 
to warrant the time and fee of a lawyer. The kind of scale 
needed to make this service financially viable is hard to do.

Having been at FU for a decade, I think in the last five 
years it has really exploded. I feel like when we first got 
started people had an idea of a freelancer as a guy on 
their laptop. Policy makers didn’t have a good conception 
of it as a constituency. There definitely weren’t 
coworking spaces or other services to connect them or 
give them a sense of identity. That has really changed, 
especially among policymakers, who even though they 
have a misconception of who freelancers are, are now 
much more aware of them as a constituency. Our role 
has been to use policy as a blueprint for the way forward. 
We did this in a powerful way in New York through the 
Freelance Isn’t Free campaign because we were able 

31 Cited Protocol, Non-profit helps tech workers organise, Nora Caplan-Bricker, 2020

to bring together tens of thousands of freelancers from 
all over the city, from all races and backgrounds, and all 
working classifications. These different personal stories 
really transformed the perception of freelancers among 
decision makers at the time as ‘these are actually people 
I want supporting my election and this is a population I 
should be paying attention to’.
- Caitlin Pearce

The question ultimately comes back to building 
a sustainable business model so that support 
structures for freelancers can pay for themselves.

“I think that is the role we should be thinking about now. If you 
look at a spread chart of where VCs (venture capitalists) are 
investing - freelancing is a huge source of capital. Whether 
its job-oriented businesses or serving freelancers from a 
consumer side. I think freelancing is going to continue to 
explode” says Pearce.31

Case Study 
WorkIt and Coworker: using technology to organise the workplace

In 2016 Organisation United for Respect, now renamed United4Respect, launched WorkIT, a chatbot that helps 
advocates engage with employees and provide critical information on employment policies. Originally designed for 
Walmart employees, the smartphone app uses artificial intelligence to answer employee’s questions ranging from paid 
leave, dress code, wage schedules and legal rights, while chat rooms provide space for workers to share stories, exchange 
advice and collaborate. It also served as an organising tool for OUR Walmart, which used the app to pinpoint issues that 
matter most to employees and promote campaign events, such as Facebook Live strategising sessions. 

Having taken on Walmart and won, securing better corporate-wide pay and leave policies, WorkIT is now being expanded 
across a range of other sectors and labour organisations. A version of WorkIt renamed Union Smart for the Australian 
union United Voice, whose 120,000 members include education, hospitality and casino workers, features chat rooms for 
topics such as ‘union rights’, ‘bargaining’ and ‘contract’ that promote member education and participation in activities.

Founded in 2013, Coworker.org helps workers condense their demands in a petition and spread them on social media. 
According to its co-founder Michelle Miller, its purpose is to serve as “the welcome mat on the internet to the labour 
movement”. Its goal is to make organising expertise available to anyone attempting to shift power at work, regardless of 
whether they are in a position to unionise.31

It has helped Starbucks employees launch several successful campaigns to improve conditions and pay and help change 
the narrative around gig work by using online polls to confirm that Uber had again cut fares across the country, thus 
also reducing drivers’ pay. Initially conceived as an online petition tool similar to Change.org or 38 Degrees, its changing 
relationship with white-collar tech workers who are increasingly looking to unionse has seen it expand and evolve its 
remit. This includes researching the legal intricacies of a freestanding ‘worker’s trust’—similar to union solidarity funds that 
help workers who suffer retaliation at the hands of employers. [See Organise.org.uk]

13

https://www.protocol.com/nonprofit-helps-tech-workers-organize
https://www.workitapp.org/
https://apps.apple.com/au/app/workit-for-united-voice/id1272207436
https://home.coworker.org/


Findings

Space vs place—tackling the twin problems 
of isolation and dislocation
The rise of trade unionism was made possible by in-work 
community organisers. The TUC and other UK unions have 
identified the fall in the number of workplace representatives 
(reps) as a major factor in declining membership among 
younger workers.

Similarly, the rise (and very public fall) of co-working spaces 
such as WeWork mask a continuing conflict between 
space and place faced by freelancers. Even before Covid-19 
upended a century of office orthodoxy and ushered in a new 
era of working-from-home, the twin problems of isolation 
and dislocation were both a cause and effect of the problems 
facing the self-employed.

Stephanie Alvadaro, Director of Programs at Freelancers 
Hub, a dedicated coworking space in Brooklyn that runs a 
workforce development program to help freelancers grow 
their careers, says isolation is by far the biggest problem 
facing freelancers today. Opened in 2018 in partnership with 
the Freelancers Union with funding from the New York City 
Mayor’s Office, the Hub now has over 10,000 members.

Set up with the aim of building “a new in-person 
community”, the majority of members are aged 25-34 
and most have been freelancing for less than three years. 
Many come from the creative industries (journalists, 
editors, writers, graphic designers, digital media makers, 
workers from film and TV, photographers) but there are 
also service industry jobs such as nail technicians, barbers, 
and consultants. Working with community partners and 
different local public and private organisations, the Hub 
delivers around 10 programmes a month. These take the 
form of in-person training and legal workshops that address 
issues such as social media branding, non-payment, late 

invoicing, understanding contracts, and how to manage 
unpredictable income. As freelancers do not have access to 
a traditional in-work HR department to report harassment, 
discrimination and retaliation, the Hub also advises people 
on how to speak out without getting blacklisted.

The most popular workshops are on tax, but there are 
also quarterly legal clinics, with around 20 freelancers 
each session getting to meet one-on-one with specialist 
attorneys to discuss specific issues. Members are also 
cultivated to act as instructors. There is an open call 
to submit a topic to teach which is then voted on 
by members. Instructors are compensated $250 for 
their time which forms a way of not only growing the 
community but showing faith and investing in members. 

Like the Freelancers Union, there is also a focus on introducing 
ideas around alternative economies and looking at wider 
structural changes to the economy. These include the popular 
beer and barter nights, where members swap skills, and 
practical lectures about how to create worker co-operatives 
[see Finding 5, page 22].

Prioritising the Hub more as a community education space 
rather than just a physical space where people gather, “the 
question is how do we approach programming in a more 
holistic way where we think about freelancers as a whole 
person not just what it is that they do” says Alvadaro.

Plans to expand the hub to another location in New York 
and eventually other cities in the US have been put on hold 
because of Covid-19. However, the pandemic has prompted 
a re-alignment towards digital community building, with 
chapters of organised freelancer Hubs (SPARK) now operating 
in 25 major cities across the US. Self-organised and worker-
led, these meet on the first Wednesday of the month to 
debate a specific topic. Depending on the size of the group 
they get small budgets ranging from $50–$100.

Finding 1: Takeaways

 — Regular and reliable research is needed to reveal the true scale, scope and needs of freelancers.

 — In-person space is vital to building a freelancer collective identity.

 — There is a need to see freelancers as more than just workers and build support structures around the 
idea of a holistic ‘freelance 360’ life approach to wellbeing.

 — Education and training on basic issues such as law and tax must be a priority.

 — Speaking with a united ‘freelancer voice’ and building a coalition of diverse grassroots groups is the key 
to passing meaningful legislation—but beware unintended consequences.
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The union model, and with it union membership, 
thrived in an era of mass industrial expansion. 
Yet unions have failed to keep up with changes 
in the economy and the way in which people 
work. Where once someone would spend their 
entire career at a single company, now people 
increasingly move jobs every two or three 
years or even transition to completely different 
sectors that did not exist a decade ago. This 
is especially true for younger self-employed 
workers. Where previous generations sought 
(and were guaranteed) jobs for life (security), 
now they seek greater freedom over how and 
when they work (flexibility). Work has become 
a balancing act between these two forces: 
with one of the key characteristics of self-
employed work being so-called ‘flexicurity’.

The Taylor Review into modern working practices described 
this hyper-flexible labour market as one of the UK’s distinctive 
economic strengths and almost certainly responsible for the 
high levels of job creation the country enjoyed before the 
pandemic. “Yet as that review pointed out, the flexibility it 
provides is often one-way – workers in the gig economy, for 
example, must trade that flexibility for diminished economic 
insecurity” concludes the RSA’s 2020 report ‘A Blueprint for 
Good Work: eight ideas for a new social contract’.32

Whether to do with the rise in freelancing, the expansion 
of the gig economy, or the growing need for workers who 
operate in the shadows of the economy, an ever-growing 
number of people, piecing together a living from more than 
one source of income, are finding themselves outside the 
structures that were designed to provide benefits and support 
them.

These days, you are most likely to be a union member 
in Britain if you are a public sector professional with a 
degree, a fairly good salary and a permanent full-time job. 
That does not fit the description of most young people 
or most new jobs. Employment in the public sector is 
steadily shrinking. The private sector, self-employment, 
part-time and temporary work are all on the rise. These 
fizzing bits of the labour market are tricky to unionise. 

32 RSA, A Blueprint for Good Work: eight ideas for a new social contract, 2020
33 Cited Financial Times, It takes more than Twitter for the young to join a union, Sarah O’Connor
34 RSA, A Blueprint for Good Work

It is hard to reach cleaners who only work at night, 
domiciliary care workers who drive alone from one client 
to the next or virtual workers who log in from home.
— Sarah O’Connor, Financial Times33 

In the past few years, many have seized on the idea of 
“portable benefits”: transferable entitlements enjoyed by 
employees (pension contributions, maternity/sick pay etc.) 
not bound to a single employer, as a means of tackling this 
growing vacuum. 

These would be particularly beneficial for those working 
simultaneously across multiple sectors and different platforms. 

Those with a multi-employer, portfolio 
career require a flexible portable benefits 
menu that can be tailored to the specific 
needs of each individual freelancer.

“Even outside of the gig economy, portable benefits could 
help really strengthen worker power and enable a more 
dynamic labour market as workers would not need to stick 
around with their employer in order to enjoy all of the benefits 
they have accrued,” concludes the RSA Blueprint for Good 
Work report.34

With its specific emphasis on healthcare insurance products, 
the US has led the way in developing innovative portable 
benefit programmes.

The future of organised labour is for-profit
Sara Horowitz, who served as the first CEO of Freelancers 
Union for two decades before founding for-profit portable 
benefits platform Trupo, says a common flaw in thinking about 
the freelance market is fixating on individual workers over the 
community as a whole. 

Workers are social creatures, not solitary actors on an 
economic playing field. The challenges facing the new 
workforce will be addressed through the strength of 
community. This is the idea behind Trupo. It’s insurance 
built on the principle that many people combining their 
resources are more powerful and resilient than everyone 
going at it alone.
— Sara Horowitz

Finding 2 Portable benefits: Is a future safety net for-profit?

15

https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/reports/2020/a-new-blueprint-for-good-work.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/562f7ede-c119-11e6-81c2-f57d90f6741a


Findings

Case Study 
ALIA: piloting portable benefits for domestic workers

Developed by NDWA Labs, the innovation arm of the National Domestic Workers Alliance, Alia acts as an 
intermediary between the worker, the client and partner insurance providers—making it easy for people 
who hire house cleaners to contribute to the cleaners’ paid time off and group insurance benefits. 

Clients pay a nominal $5 contribution (though there is no set limit) per clean into a dedicated account, which can be 
used by the cleaner to purchase benefits (paid time off, disability insurance, accident insurance, critical illness insurance, 
life insurance). Each cleaner receives an average stipend of $150 per month, enough to fund around seven days off per 
year, and one or two insurance products of their choosing. The main focus, for now, is on paid time off, which NDWA has 
identified as the most urgent demand among the roughly 2.5 million women in the US currently employed as domestic 
workers. The platform is available in both English and Spanish to help bridge language barriers that exist for many cleaners.

At present, insurance options are only available to workers in California and New York, but there are plans to expand this 
into more states in the near future. By keeping the benefits payments from employers in a specific fund dedicated to 
benefits products on Alia, workers can easily track and manage their benefits funding separate from their other income.

Part of what makes Alia work is that many people who employ cleaners are aware of the systemic 
inequities they face and want to help. While existing benefits solutions are predominantly targeted 
at companies with multiple employees, Alia is specifically designed for workers with multiple clients. 
This means that beyond domestic workers, such a tool could be used by any worker who receives 
income from multiple sources and does not have a primary employer that offers benefits.

This effectively brings the idea of collective bargaining into 
the capital marketplace—where previously atomised workers 
can as a group secure better rates, be it in health insurance or 
income protection. 

Profit is often seen as anathema to organised 
labour. It shouldn’t be. It could in some 
cases provide the necessary sustainable 
business model needed to scale portable 
benefits programmes that foundation 
funding and union dues simply cannot. 

In this re-imagining of a mutualist society, platforms like 
Trupo can act as the intermediary between freelance support 
structures (unions, co-ops) and capital markets (healthcare 
providers, financial institutions), to serve, says Horowitz, as a 
form of “civic infrastructure - the tech stack that we deliver 
through these important civil society organisations and figure 

35 See: Mutualism: when mutual aid groups, unions, co-ops and faith-based groups self-organise to fill the gaps left by government and the private sector. 
These are networks of organisations with a long-term social purpose vision but are also able to pay for themselves (though services, subscriptions etc) and, unlike 
charity, are not reliant on donation or philanthropy.

out ways to generate revenue back to them”.35

A safety net for middle income freelancers
Freelancers are screwed all over the world because they 
don’t fit into the old safety net and we haven’t yet built 
the next one.
— Sara Horowitz

In the US, as in the UK, much of the recent focus for the labour 
movement has been on low waged, precarious proletariat 
(“precariat”). Innovating unions such the NWDA or Culinary 
Workers Nevada have been able to build entire care/benefit 
ecosystems off the back of foundations (in NWDA’s case 
partly through Google.org) willing to fund innovative worker-
led initiatives targeting some of the country’s poorest workers. 
This leaves little public oxygen or financial support for pilot 
programmes focusing on skilled freelance professionals 
earning above minimum wage. This does not reflect the 
current composition of the freelance market.

A September 2020 Upwork report into the state of US 
freelancing during Covid-19 found half (50%) of freelance 
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work typically entails providing ‘skilled services’, compared 
to just over a third (37%) providing ‘unskilled services’ (Uber 
drivers, domestic cleaners etc).36

The lack of any serious institutional and foundation support for 
middle income freelancers is problematic yet also

36 Upwork, Freelance Forward, 2020

necessitates a shift away from a funding model reliant on 
donations and philanthropy to one based on members 
(through selling services, subscriptions) like those developed 
by Trupo.

Case Study 
Trupo: bringing collective bargaining into the capital marketplace 

Brooklyn-based Trupo aims to even the playing field between freelance and full-time work by selling expert curated 
personalised benefits packages at hugely discounted rates. After conducting focus groups with freelancers, co-founder 
Sara Horowitz decided to launch a short-term disability insurance product that covered up to half of an independent 
worker’s typical income in the event of a serious injury or illness. Trupo offers disability insurance on a sliding scale — the 
more you pay, from $20 to $50 a month, the better coverage you get. The contracts are month-to-month, and can be 
ramped up or down as needed. 

The company is completely for-profit, partially owned by the Freelancers Union and backed by the Silicon Valley venture 
capital firm Sequoia Capital.

Having launched to much fanfare and publicity in 2018, Trupo has invested heavily in advertising, including a city-wide 
campaign on the New York subway. Pitching itself as a self-sustaining emergency fund for freelancers, its expansion has 
been impacted by the pandemic but it eventually hopes to provide coverage in all 50 US states.

Finding 2: Takeaways

 — Freelancers multi-employer, portfolio career requires a flexible and transferable portable benefits menu 
that can be tailored to specific needs to move and flex with each freelancer.

 — The classification debate dominating today’s labour movement means focus is on low-wage precarious 
work rather than middle-income freelancers.

 — There should be a move away from a funding model reliant on donations and philanthropy to one based 
on members (selling services, subscriptions etc).

 — There is a space and demand for for-profit investor-backed enterprises that act as intermediaries 
between benefit providers and gig platforms.
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Finding 3 Innovation grants and fast funds

Over the past five years, a number of social 
enterprise organisations offering innovation 
and accelerator grants have emerged 
seeking to fill the funding and R&D void 
between corporates and labour groups.

Since 2014, The Workers Lab, headquartered in Oakland, 
California, has experimented with flexible grants, new forms 
of lending and impact investing to help foster new ideas about 
increasing worker power.

Through its Innovation Fund, which runs three times a year 
and has so far invested over $5 million in nearly 80 projects 
across the US, funds are awarded to entrepreneurs, non-profit 
and public sector leaders to test new ideas and find solutions 
that meet the needs of 21st century workers. Innovators 
that received funding recently included United for Respect’s 
WorkIt platform.

Design Sprints, which came out of a partnership with Google, 
tailor the accelerator model to a social impact goal to get 
these programmes and products to market quickly. 

Applicants are assessed on three main criteria: power, 
sustainability and scale. Scalability is arguably the most 
important metric to judge the potential success of a project, 
but rather than being based on user numbers or profit, as a 
social impact organisation Workers Lab looks at how each 
idea has the potential to serve as many people as possible—
opening the way for public sector intervention and/or 
co-partnership.

While field experimentation is a key vertical, learning is also 
paramount; assessing what works and what doesn’t and then 
informing peer/partner organisations and leaders in the public 
and private sectors that are making new sets of choices that 
impact workers and the future of work.  

A major lesson from the most recent round of Design Sprints 
is the need to incentivise private companies to engage better 
with workers and workers organisations. “While it is not 
necessarily a popular view,” says Workers Lab CEO Adrian 
Haro, “businesses are increasingly wanting to be involved in 
the movement towards better workers’ lives”, citing the tens 
of thousands of dollars contributed by platform partners to the 
design sprint programme.

37 US Federal Reserve, Economic Well-Being of US Households, 2018

Like Trupo, Workers Lab also acts as a facilitator-bridge 
between corporates and unions.

“Where we see our role in relation to labour unions is as an 
experiment partner. We are beginning to broker partnerships 
with labour unions to function as an independent vehicle for 
R&D that they might not otherwise have in house, that they 
might find valuable. Labour unions are so important but we as 
a Lab are more agile and able to take on more risk,” says Haro.

We believe there is a common misconception that 
innovation is only about solving new threats to working 
people... in gig work, in digital, in tech. But we must 
remember that innovation is also a tool to make sure 
the policy gains of the 20th century are universal for all 
workers. So what we do has to be aimed at solving both.
—Adrian Haro

Fast funds 
In response to a 2018 Federal Reserve report which found that 
nearly two-thirds of workers did not have enough savings to 
cover a $1,000 emergency, the Workers Lab (sponsored by 
Google.org, the Rockefeller Foundation, Prudential Financial, 
and Commonwealth, a 501 aimed at helping struggling 
Americans become financially secure), launched the Workers 
Strength Fund, a pilot in which gig workers could receive one 
or more grants, totalling $1,000, over the course of 2019.37

Analysis of the effects of the one-time no strings attached 
$1000 grant found that of the 350 workers who received 
money, 75% were able to get back to work quicker after an 
emergency, while 96% reported feeling less stressed. Others 
got on track toward new financial goals, like saving to be able 
to cover future emergency expenses.

Building on this experience, in the first few months of 
the pandemic Workers Lab’s launched its Covid-19 Rapid 
Response Fund in partnership with Steady, an app that helps 
gig workers find local jobs. The key to its success has been 
the speed at which it has been able to get emergency funds 
(averaging $800 per worker) to those who need it. In the 
absence of government/state support this has provided a vital 
safety net for freelancers and gig workers who have little to no 
savings. Since April 2020, over $1,500,000 has been given to 
more than 1,900 workers, with 80% saying emergency cash 
went towards rent, food and utilities.
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Finding 3: Takeaways

 — The amount of cash matters: A gap in the amount of cash provided compared with the size of the 
financial emergency can significantly diminish the material impact of assistance.

 — The act of trust matters: Allowing applicants to make their own determination of what constitutes 
an emergency – for example, by not requiring documentation and delivering fast turnaround time – 
exhibits trust in the applicants, which generates even higher positive psychological impact.

 — Fast, streamlined cash distribution from a trustworthy source is important: Assistance provided quickly 
in a trustworthy way, such as through a channel from which recipients already get money, generates 
goodwill and trust, which can affirm shared purpose and build social cohesion.38

Finding 4 Data strikes: Organising for the digital age

Industrial action has long been central to 
the success of organised labour. Yet the 
fundamental idea behind strikes—withdrawing 
labour to achieve a more favourable 
negotiating position with your employer— 
poses major problems for freelancers. 

Already lacking visibility and recognition as a constituent38 
group, the disconnected, individualistic nature of freelancing 
means the ability of gig workers to even communicate 
peer-to-peer, let alone coordinate, is limited. The structures 
of gig work, pitting workers against each other, means even 
if this organising were possible, it would not receive the 
critical mass required in specific sectors to, as Woodcock and 
Graham argue, “build the associational power, symbolic power 
and structural power that would be required to collectively 
withdraw their labour should they need to”. 39

Tie in increasingly restrictive laws introduced over the 
past 30 years in the US and UK governing who can strike, 
when and how and the legal obstacles faced by freelancers 
to implement an effective strike become even more 
pronounced.40

So how can gig workers and freelancers mutate strike action 
into a new digital form? Working Washington (Working WA), 
a worker’s rights organisation originating in Seattle but now 

38 Commonwealth, What the Workers Strength Fund Can Tell Us About Emergency Cash During Covid-19, 2020
39 Woodcock & Graham, 2020
40 In 2017 the number of strikes in the UK was the lowest since records began and the number of total strike days lost numbered just 170,000, compared to 
29.5m in 1979, year of the so-called Winter of Discontent.

operating across the US, campaigns on behalf of those left out 
of basic protections, namely gig workers but also restaurant 
workers, food workers, domestic workers. In 2021 Working 
WA launched its Strippers Are Workers campaign, calling for 
worker-led policies and protections for freelance dancers. 

Prompted by reports of cuts to gig workers’ pay and the 
stealing of tips by grocery delivery app Instacart, Working WA’s 
#PayUp campaign aimed to raise pay and set standards for 
workers across the whole sector. Designed around three basic 
demands drawn from surveyed gig members: a pay floor of $15 
an hour plus expenses; protections to make sure tips are on 
top of pay; and basic pay transparency, they built up a cohort 
of 12,000 workers across the country on gig apps and begun 
a series of digital strike actions [see case study on page 20] 
combined with a programme to win those protections in law.

“We are clear and transparent about our three main 
objectives but pretty agnostic about how we achieve them” 
says Working WA’s Director of Campaigns Sage Wilson. 
“Generally people’s first moments of agitation are directed 
at the company level which often results in an immediate 
but temporary success which can be reversed - such as tip 
stealing policies. In essence, short-term winability. Many of 
these companies are also slippery in the changes they make 
to give themselves more wiggle room. So pretty quickly we 
came to realise change has to be accompanied by outside 
accountability which in most cases means legislative practice 
as the way to keep companies in check.”
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Case Study 
Working Washington-Postmates digital strike: Sage Wilson Q&A

How did it work? 
A worker will get offered a job for a certain amount of money and they either accept or decline that job. If there are 
more jobs getting rejected than accepted the system interprets that as it needs to pay more money—to make the supply 
meet the demand. When workers together are rejecting jobs en masse gig platforms are forced to pay more to get any 
jobs done. By withdrawing your labour together you can get everyone a raise—so there is a real incentive to participate 
because by saying ‘no’ to bad paying jobs you are getting access to the same job paying more. Often the same jobs will 
show up pretty soon after paying more money. 

Did it work? 
In some ways it worked. Postmates went into Blitz mode (surge). In other ways it didn’t because these organisations are 
so opaque it’s hard to know whether they changed. Either they let this tactic work in market X or have a lot of customers 
not get their jobs completed. Our guess was that it was important to let customers get jobs completed but in hindsight it 
might have been about sacrificing customer service briefly for not raising pay that day. 

What was the main takeaway? 
Those involved definitely had the feeling of strength from it—especially concentrated over a single day. It’s about trying 
to get creative because a normal boycott is even harder to achieve on these platforms due to the way they create an 
incentive for strikebreaking. If there was a traditional strike where people don’t work—their surge pay system creates 
an incentive to break the strike because ‘scabs’ are making extra money. So we flipped that on its head so that by 
participating you will make extra money—which is a thing we’ll be trying again because there seems real value in that 
tactic and how you apply collective action to that space.

Data pickets
The position of the app as a picket line represents a new 
way of understanding workplace struggle, re-pitching the 
picket line in more contemporary, digital terms.
— James Woodcock41

Data is the key currency of the digital economy. Like capital 
before it, data is also power and—similar to labour’s struggle 
over the means of production in the 19th century—there is 
a fundamental imbalance between today’s gig workers and 
platforms who use forms of ‘algorithmic management’ to 
control them. That, in many cases, self-employed workers 
cannot join a trade union or organise a legal strike creates a 
further sense of control for platforms. 

Yet gig workers are starting to fight back, using data to game 
the platform’s own algorithm. New apps have emerged that 
allow gig workers and freelancers to compare pay rates, read 
up on their rights and organise their workplace. Jack Shenker 
writes, “the information asymmetry at the core of digital 

41 Woodcock & Graham, 2020
42 The Guardian, Strike 2.0: how gig economy workers are using tech to fight back, Jack Shenker, 2019 
43 In Europe, GDPR can be used by any individual to request data held on them from a website or platform.

platforms such as Uber is gradually being undermined by a 
vibrant network of driver forums with hundreds of thousands 
of members sharing stories, advice, communications 
from Uber received through the app and payment details, 
including screenshots of receipts and monthly income tallies. 
These enable drivers to collectively gain an understanding 
of how the app’s secretive ratings systems and dispatch 
algorithms actually operate. Among other things, this sort 
of crowdsourced information provides drivers with the 
opportunity to game the system, for example by agreeing to 
log off from the app simultaneously, thereby tricking Uber’s 
algorithms into thinking there is a shortage of drivers and 
implementing surge pricing to tempt them back”.42

While forms of data infiltration have had varied levels of 
success securing better pay, gig workers have also used 
existing legislation to collect and pool data gathered 
on them by platforms and websites to gain a better 
picture of how these apps actually work.43 In the case of 
Uber drivers for example, this can be used to fight back 
against unfair deactivations and check surge payments 
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are being passed on to drivers. In New York, the NY Taxi 
and Limousine Commission collected information from 
Uber, Lyft, and Juno which they then used to impose 
a cap on driver registrations, as well as a wage floor 
of over $17 an hour, after finding that 96% of workers 
for those companies made below minimum wage.

Data shaming
Bad publicity is the digital equivalent of the picket line.
— Michelle Miller, co-founder of Coworker.org

Using data to publicly shame platforms (around surge 
pricing or tips malpractice) has also been effective in 
changing user behaviour—in some cases forcing a mass 
boycott of services—which has impacted how platforms 
treat their workers.

California-based Gig Workers Rising has been particularly 
effective at using the media to elevate the conversation 
around a growing gig economy precariat. 

Using WhatsApp as the primary organising tool it has

44 See: Can Blockchain and CryptoNetworks Unite a Fragmented Freelance Economy?, Medium, Marco Torregrossa, 2018

 highlighted the trend of gig workers employed at some of 
Silicon Valley’s most high-profile and profitable companies 
sleeping in their cars. It now covers drivers with Uber or Lyft, 
freelancers who work through TaskRabbit or Handy, care 
workers with SitterCity, Wag or Care.com and those doing 
on-demand deliveries with DoorDash, Instacart or GrubHub. 
(Like Working Washington, it received early grant funding 
from The Workers Lab.)

Yet despite some success the overall mood is one of 
frustration for groups like Worker Washington and Gig 
Workers Rising. The trend for platform companies to pay 
workers a lot in the beginning when building their market 
then slowly dialling down continues. This despite a shift in 
how people view the gig economy and the companies that 
service it. 

“Campaign narratives matter a lot - what people think about 
when they think about the gig economy,” says Wilson. “But in 
the end what really matters is how much money people are 
making and that is a dial we haven’t turned yet.”44

Finding 4: Takeaways

 — Data strikes can be effective in improving the pay of workers but they need to be well publicised and 
supported by legislation.

 — Successful campaigns combine online and in-person activities.

 — Gig workers still struggle to coordinate despite the emergence of new apps.

 — Third party organisations, platforms or even Blockchain could maintain a register of ‘portable ratings’ 
for gig workers.44

 — Legislation should ensure gig workers own their data and have the right to transfer their data 
across platforms.
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Simply put, a co-operative is a business owned 
and managed by the people who work in it. 
There is often a misconception that co-ops 
are non-profits. This isn’t true. Like traditional 
companies, co-ops are profit-seeking private 
enterprises that act in the interest of their 
shareholders. The primary distinction is that 
the shareholders in co-ops are its workers or 
customers—not its investors and founders. 
This means that the company’s profits are 
distributed back to its members, instead of 
to a singular owner or group of executives.

A business that is collectively owned and democratically 
controlled should play well in an era of stakeholder 
capitalism, yet co-operatives in the 21st century suffer 
from a fundamental misconception, fostered by a 
combination of ignorance and lazy historical comparison.

The relationship between trade unions and co-
operatives is as long as the history of trade unions. 
In fact, it is fair to say that the first associations of 
workers that emerged in Europe looked more 
like co-operatives than trade unions.45

— International Labour Organisation

Perception vs proposition 
A major problem surrounding shared-ownership is the 
divide between perception (what people think of when 
they hear the word ‘co-operative’) and proposition. Widely 
associated in the US with quasi-socialist experiments, the 
worker co-operative movement has in fact been hugely 
successful in creating wealth and ownership among middle 
class workers squeezed by decades of stagnating wages. 

Surveys repeatedly find that people either cannot properly 
define what a co-op is or are negative towards it, but 
overwhelmingly support the idea of co-op-owned business 
when it is explained to them.46 There is also a generational 
divide. A Co-operatives UK-YouGov poll conducted in 
December 2020 showed that young people could name more 
co-operatives and understood them better than their parents.47

45 See: ILO, Trade unions and worker co-operatives: Where are we at?
46 A survey by Start.co-op found that 78% of people would rather buy from a co-op-owned business, yet 89% of people can’t define what the word co-op is.
47 See: Interview with Co-operatives UK leader Rose Marley, 2021

“There is this halo effect around the word co-op,” says Greg 
Brodsky, co-founder of Start.co-op, a Boston-based accelerator 
that aims to help businesses focused on shared ownership scale.

In the tech start-up world people talk about friction 
points. The word ‘co-op’ is a friction point.
— Greg Brodsky

What this requires is a new lexicon to describe 
co-operatives in the 21st Century, especially when 
targeting younger workers as member-investors.

“Shared ownership’’ or a “disruptive ownership model”, while 
not new, comes with little of the baggage associated with “co-
operatives”. Just as wording is key, there is a need to restructure 
the entire user experience to prioritise service/product 
delivery before pivoting to how the ownership model benefits 
both worker and customer. The argument needs to be made 
that the service offering is as good if not better because the 
business is owned and run by those doing the work. “By walking 
backwards it makes more sense. I don’t use language like 
co-ops until I’ve laid out those particular points about trusted 
relationships - and the terms we ended up with were ‘reliable’ 
/ ‘consistent’ / ‘quality services’ - which don’t sound unique 
but the reasoning behind it, the structure that make it possible 
are unique,” says tech-co-op advocate Danny Spitzberg.

Since launching in 2019, Start.co-op has sought to address 
misconceptions around co-ops, along with a lack of business-
know-how and financing to help scale up co-op businesses 
through its bi-annual Accelerator programme. Broken up 
into four main elements: curriculum; mentorship; financing; 
recommended services provider, each course cohort pays 
nothing up front. Instead in return for a cash injection and 
mentoring, each business allocates a small percentage of 
revenue (usually 2–4% depending on its model) back to 
the accelerator to fund future teams in a Pay it Forward 
model. It is important to note that as well as being a start-up, 
Start.co-op is also a co-op in its own right, with graduates 
becoming owners along with investors and staff. Among 
the co-ops Start.co-op has fostered through its Incubator 
programme is Ampled, a co-op for independent musicians 
that is 100% owned by its artists, workers, and community.

Finding 5 Digital co-operatives: Shared ownership 
in the platform economy
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Case Study 
#BuyTwitter: shared-ownership meets digital action

Based on the idea of Twitter as an important public utility, the #BuyTwitter campaign emerged in 2016 promoting the twin 
goals of “shared ownership and accountability”.

What started out as a publicity stunt quickly turned into an international viral advocacy campaign aimed at changing the 
financial and legal ownership of Twitter through users and stakeholder coalition. In May the following year a proposal 
to turn Twitter into a public co-op was voted on at the AGM and while it received little support (4.6%) it sparked a 
widespread debate about the power of platforms, who controls them and alternative forms of ownership in the gig 
economy.

The idea of disrupting a multi-billion dollar platform by user-infiltration attracted support from both the left and the 
right—who saw in the campaign the future of online collective ownership and governance, corporate accountability 
and digital libertarianism.

The key, says Danny Spitzberg who led the campaign, is that never was the word ‘co-op’ used, only appearing hidden 
in the shareholder resolution which was written by 50 people out of a network of 5000. “The language we used was 
that Twitter should study the feasibility of a sale that would allow broad based ownership and accountability. I didn’t 
realise it would be so effective but that language is endemic to co-ops but we tucked the actual word way into the back 
so the central message felt extremely compelling to a lot of people. It is impossible to argue against transparency and 
accountability—especially in a moment of crisis when you need options.”

Case Study 
Ampled: a co-op for creatives

Founded in 2019 by a group of designers, software engineers and musicians, Ampled helps artists gain sustainable 
and predictable income in today’s streaming economy through a commitment to radical transparency, democratic 
governance and broad-based user ownership. It effectively serves as a crowdsourcing co-op, allowing artists to gain direct 
financial support from fans who pay money to see exclusive content. 

Overseen by three key stakeholder groups (artist-owners, worker-owners, and community members), who each elect 
three board representatives, it partnered with CUNY Law School to draw up term sheets for revenue-based financing, 
which returns a percentage of top-line revenue to investors in place of partial ownership over the company. Their terms 
also allow investors to recall their loans if Ampled does not deliver on its stated social mission. This means that investors 
are buying into the community as well as the business, and that co-op members have an incentive to stay committed to 
Ampled’s collective ethos.

Eschewing equity financing, Ampled receives money through community membership but also structures collective 
labour input as an investment through a time bank system. This allows the platform to be primarily resourced with people, 
not money. Each week, contributors get an email that allows them to self report hours, which updates the Ampled time 
bank. 10% of revenues are then set aside in order to repurchase the value of labour through ‘time buybacks’. As Ampled 
co-founder Austin Robey says “this allows us to record, recognise and reward sweat equity – while keeping all workers on 
equal standing. No worker has more ownership or control than any other worker”.

Key to Ampled’s mission is also spreading the word about alternative ownership models, including building an online 
toolkit to help artists build their own digital co-operative.
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Another Start.co-op success story is the Drivers Co-operative 
in New York. Operating its own rideshare app, Co-op Ride, each 
driver is also a member who owns one share of the company, 
with one vote toward leadership and business decisions and 
profits shared among all driver-owners. Drivers earn 8–10% 
more on each trip than Uber and Lyft rides and all profits go back 
to the drivers in the form of annual dividends, based on how 
much labour they contributed. The ownership model also helps 
drivers refinance their cars on significantly lower monthly rates.

Platform Co-operativism
Shared ownership in the digital platform economy centred 
around gig workers and the self-employed is still a relatively 
small sector but one that is growing rapidly and has generated 
a lot of excitement.

With the belief that the once utopian promise of platform 
capitalism (through the gig economy) has in fact broken the 
social contract between workers and businesses, exacerbated 
existing social inequalities and ushered in an era of surveillance 
capitalism, Platform Co-operativism has emerged as radical 
alternative based on the age-old model of shared ownership. 

Rooted in democratic ownership; co-op members combine 
with technologists, unionists and freelancers to create “a 
concrete near-future alternative to the extractive sharing 
economy,” says Sam Conniff, author of Be More Pirate.48

Trebor Scholz from the New School in New York, along with 
journalist and lecturer Nathan Schneider, were amongst 
the first to codify Platform Co-operatives as a distinct and 
emerging sector of the digital economy based on four key 
principles: broad-based ownership, democratic governance, 
co-design of the platform, a commitment to open source 
development.

Given the lack of shareholder accountability, the inability 
of legislation to keep pace with changes to technology, 
traditional unions unwillingness to adapt to the new economy, 
and long-term utopianism of initiatives such as Universal 
Basic Income (UBI) and Baby Bonds, Scholz says the answer 
to transforming gig work in the here and now lies in a unions 
worker co-op model.

Just for one moment imagine that the algorithmic heart 
of any of the citadels of anti-unionism could be cloned 
and brought back to life under a different ownership 
model, with fair working conditions as a humane 
alternative to the free market.

— Trebor Scholz

48 Be More Pirate, Sam Conniff, 2018
49 Own This! A Portfolio of Platform Co-operativism, in Progress

Operating as mediators between owner-
workers and customers, platform co-ops have 
been shown to offer gig workers better job 
quality and security, based on an inclusive 
design that respects their needs, workers’ formal 
inclusion in governance, and value creation not 
just for individuals but for the community.

Platform co-ops also exhibit greater productivity among 
workers, demonstrate greater resiliency in unsteady markets, 
and encourage workers to organise not just in the workplace, 
but in their communities and around larger political issues.49

The Platform Co-operative Consortium index now lists over 
500 platform co-ops operating around the world. Ranging 
from producer platform co-ops like Stocksy, and Resonate; 
worker platform co-ops like Green Taxi, Co-Rise, and Up & 
Go [See the case study on page 25]; data platform co-ops like 
MIDATA, and Social.co-op; and mutual risk co-ops like SMart 
these vary widely in sector, geographical area and scale.
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Co-op accelerator: funding and scale
Rather than working directly with specific individual co-ops, 
through its Platform Co-op Development Kit (PCKP), a $1 
million project supported by Google in conjunction with 
the Inclusive Design Research Centre at OCAD University 
in Toronto, the PCC instead tries to identify systemic needs 
within the ecosystem in order to address those. These vary 
from the basics of how to start and incorporate a co-op and 
write by-laws all the way through to securing funding. It has 
been translated into nine languages.

Where co-ops in general, but platform co-
ops in particular, struggle is the traditional 
link between funding and scale.

“When investors today talk about “scale,” they mean 
Facebook-style exponential growth. On a graph, this looks 
like a “hockey stick”—a flat period of investment and 
development followed by an almost instantaneous spike,” says 
journalist Mattathias Schwartz.50

“More than a way of doing business; [scale] is a lens 
for viewing the world,” he argues. Yet this consensus 
does often not apply to platform co-operatives. Many 
in the PCC index, such as Up & Go, exist in just one 
city. They can replicate but are not set up with the 
express objective of worldwide domination. 

50 Cited Rest of World, The trouble with scale, why not all growth is good, Mattathias Schwartz, 2020
51 Woodcock & Graham, 2020

Platform co-op as public utility
Yet there is nothing intrinsic about the Platform Co-op model 
that means achieving the scale of an Uber is impossible. The 
problem is lack of capital investment, with VCs reluctant to 
pump millions of dollars into worker-led and owned platforms. 
In some cases scale is achievable with the direct support of 
the local municipality. In Kerala province, India, the socialist 
state government is part-funding a new digital taxi co-op that 
it hopes will eventually serve 500,000 drivers. Local chapters 
of drivers operating under new legislation have effectively 
eradicated the Uber model of ride-hailing and replaced it with 
a state-wide state co-operative. 

In the long-term this could see platforms redefined and re-
designated as publicly owned and run utilities. Instead of being 
run by a multinational company looking to increase its share 
price, this would allow a platform organisation to have local 
priorities baked into its DNA while, as it is backed with public 
resources, workers are not under added pressure to deliver a 
viable service straight away.51

“It’s based on market failure of utilities,” says Scholz. “In the 
same way there is a clear market failure of today’s utilities, 
which would be Google, Apple and Amazon - in a similar way 
co-ops can offer alternatives. So I don’t think it is an either/or: 
either it scales to the size of Amazon or it’s useless. That is not 
how you should think about it. Co-ops have not historically 
taken over large corporations but have coexisted with them 
and filled in wherever these other models have failed and 
continue to fail.” 

Up & Go: the platform co-op poster-child

Launched in 2017 as a grassroots rival to Handy, Up & Go is a collectively-owned home cleaning app. Comprised mainly of 
independent Latin American migrant female workers, it has become the poster-child for how platform co-ops can cut out 
the corporate middle-man (platform) and benefit workers directly.

When customers hire a cleaner on Up & Go, only 5% goes to the app (for transaction and business costs), compared to 
20% for most other platforms. Cleaners make an average $22.25 per hour, about $5 more than the area average. There’s 
no venture capitalist demanding hockey-stick growth or profits, instead workers can build equity as owners, They set their 
own wages and, crucially, own the brand and code. Early on a collective decision was made against including individual 
worker profiles on the app, something Project Manager Sylvia Morse says emphasises that Up & Go is “selling our services, 
not ourselves”.

The key to Up & Go’s success, however, is that the app emerged out of existing worker-run co-operatives of immigrant 
cleaners working in New York. “Up & Go works because its model is not the platform, the model is relational organising 
amongst women immigrants to own and control their business” says Danny Spitzberg.
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Some want to take this idea further. British policy 
entrepreneur Wingham Rowan, who has advised national, 
state, and local governments around the world, has 
called for a single publicly owned gig-work market 
offering different kinds of work in one place. This would 
allow someone to have a mix of jobs that could add up 
to the equivalent of a full-time job, with benefits.52

Having already accelerated existing trends 
towards purpose-led business, the post-pandemic 
landscape offers a space for co-ops to position 
themselves as the alternative business ownership 
model of choice for people who care about 
wealth inequality.

52 The New Yorker, Should gig work be government run? Nick Romeo, 2021

“In the US there is a huge debate about whether we stick 
with unrestricted free-market winner-takes-all capitalism or 
if the solution is that the government needs to step in and 
redistribute wealth” says Brodsky. 

“A lot of us in the movement see shared ownership as a 
third path to more efficiently create businesses that share 
wealth. There are a huge array of options between those 
two extremes but rather than corporates getting rich or the 
government redistributing everything - what if we could just 
create more corporations in the first place that actually shared 
wealth by design.”

Finding 5: Takeaways

 — Co-ops need to bridge the perception-proposition gap (including developing a new lexicon to sell to 
public, members, lawmakers).

 — Scalability does not have to be the primary objective of platform co-ops.

 — Long-term, platform co-ops could operate as public utilities.

 — Data as new currency means there is the need to develop a strong co-op internet structure, such as a 
holochain co-op cloud [See United Diversity Co-op in UK offering a co-op equivalent to Slack, Google 
Cloud].

 — Adopting a ‘local solutions to global problems’ approach could see a network of progressive 
municipalities and states develop a global toolkit to bring about change.

 — There is a need to explore innovative funding models such as community share model, crowd equity, 
platform co-op investment fund, ESOP.
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Conclusions

Perception
Perception problems around unions and the self-employed 
cut many ways. Freelancers from all age groups but especially 
the young see unions as outdated: models of organising 
not suited to either the individualistic, varied and often 
dislocated nature of freelance work, or the realities of modern 
platformed ‘gig work’ in the 21st Century. This has led to the 
idea that freelancers and younger workers do not want to 
organise. This is far from the truth.

Driven by the often misguided view of why people choose to 
be freelance, established unions and labour groups have 
been slow to rise to the challenges presented by this 
revolution in how people work and the needs of this 
rapidly growing market of potential members. With a 
dwindling membership limiting money available for outreach 
campaigns and pilot programmes targeting new types of 
workers, established unions have retreated to catering to their 
base—a move which further entrenches the view that they 
cannot adapt to the new realities of work. This is compounded 
by a failure to collaborate across different sectors and 
embrace new forms of online and digital organising.

The language used by and about unions and their overtly 
political culture are further turn offs for younger and 
self-employed workers.

At its root is a latent hostility to the rise of the gig economy and 
the self-employed, which unions blame for the slow erosion 
of workers’ rights, and the fact that far too many unions and 
union leaders still see freelancers as would-be employees who 
would always prefer the security of permanent employment 
over the precarity of self-employment.

This is a view mirrored by lawmakers on both sides of the 
Atlantic who have also been slow to realise and tap into the 
potential economic and political power of freelancers.

Understanding
Part of the perception problem stems from a lack of 
understanding within the labour movement and government 
about the self-employed sector. 

Better and more regular data—based on a clearer 
worker-led definition of what constitutes a freelancer, 
a gig worker and platform work—is required to help 
unions and policymakers better tailor their response and 
offering.

Key to this is the lack of clarity around current employment 
status in the UK, exemplified by the 2021 Supreme Court 
ruling that classed Uber drivers as ‘workers’ rather than 
‘contractors’. While entitling them to minimum wage 
and holiday pay, this has left drivers stuck in a kind of 
limbo category between fully protected employees and 
unprotected self-employed people. 

A better understanding of the demographic make up and 
diversity within the freelance sector is also crucial. That 
freelancers comprise the full spectrum of age groups across 
many different industries means they cannot nor should not 
be seen as a single homogenous group—but more accurate 
data and understanding will better identify common trends, 
motivations and problem areas that can help foster collective 
identity and better tailor benefits to a far greater number of 
people. 

The Freelancer’s Union annual study has proved vital in helping 
shape the debate around freelancers and their needs in the 
US. There is currently no comparable equivalent in the UK.

There is also the need to better understand the barriers to 
union membership among freelancers and what is currently 
on offer for them to identify where there is crossover and 
where there are gaps/opportunities. 

Gateway issues
While concerns around instability of income, an inadequate 
safety net (for example around sick pay) and tax dominate 
the debate around freelancers, certain ‘gateway issues’ can 
have a huge impact on the ability of the self-employed 
to work and live—and open the door to a host of other 
problems that can quickly spiral out of control.

The most publicised of these is late payment/invoicing. 
Research from IPSE, the association for the self-employed, 
shows that freelancers spend an average of 20 days a year 
chasing late payments, with 43% writing off at least one 
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unpaid piece of work.53 For a sole trader the path from late 
payment to mortgage/rent arrears to unsustainable debt is an 
easy one. Assessing the impact of the coronavirus pandemic, 
IPSE found almost a quarter of freelancers who had been 
paid late (23%) said they used up most or all of their savings 
as a result, while a fifth (22%) had to resort to credit cards 
or overdrafts to get by.54 Worryingly, 17% of freelancers said 
late payment left them without enough money to cover 
work expenses and one in six (15%) said they did not have 
enough to cover living costs. Women, younger and lower paid 
freelancers were more likely to be in both of these situations. 
Late payment also has a significant impact on mental health. 
Half (48%) of freelancers who were paid late said they were 
left feeling stressed or anxious and a third (31%) said they lost 
sleep over it.

This is an issue that also impacts the wider economy. It is 
estimated that before the pandemic freelancers and small 
businesses in the UK had at any one time outstanding bills 
totalling £26bn. The Federation of Small Business estimates 
50,000 firms go out of business every year as a result of 
late payments at a cost of £2.5bn to the economy while R3, 
the insolvency body, estimates that a quarter of all annual 
pre-pandemic bankruptcies were caused by late payments. 
This has seen the emergence of factoring services, which 
guarantee every invoice is paid on time. As seen by New 
York’s Freelance Isn’t Free law which sets a 30 day legal limit 
for the paying of invoices, this is also an area where legislation 
can have a major impact. 

The roll-out of SEISS during the pandemic has also revealed 
gaps in government thinking. Despite income instability and 
a lack of savings to fall back on in case of emergency among 
the biggest concerns reported by the self-employed, the 
scheme still paid out its grants during or at the end of the 
three month period. The huge percentage of freelancers who 
were ineligible for the scheme aside, the payment lag meant 
many of those who were covered were still forced to take out 
short-term loans to see them through. 

Another common problem is a lack of knowledge about the 
law and the rights and responsibilities afforded freelancers.55 

53 Financial Times, Freelancers and the curse of late payments, Iona Bain, 2020
54 IPSE, The Cost of Covid: How the pandemic is affecting the self-employed, 2020
55 In the UK, freelancers are entitled to charge late payers compensation and penalty interest on commercial debts. For amounts owing up to £999, the penalty 
is £40, rising to £70 for debts up to £9,999 and £100 above that.
56 A poll of 5000 HR bosses by London-based firm People Collective in July 2020 found 70% cited social and mental health issues, including feelings of 
loneliness, as the biggest reasons their teams had shared for wanting to go back to the office.
57 ONS, Homeworking in the UK labour market, 2019
58 ONS, June 2020
59 FlexJobs, Remote Work Statistics: Navigating the New Normal, 2020
60 FlexJobs survey, Productivity, Work-Life Balance Improves During Pandemic
61 The Economist Leader Article, 09/12/20

As the Freelancers Hub has shown, access to even 
minimal legal, education, training and tax services can 
have a huge impact on a freelancers’ wellbeing. It also 
demonstrates the benefit of adopting a holistic ‘Freelancer 
360’ approach.

Workplace futures
Isolation is a major problem facing freelancers, making 
them more vulnerable to social and economic insecurity 
whilst serving as a barrier to organising effectively. 
The dramatic change in workplace practices brought on by 
coronavirus has both exacerbated existing trends towards 
home/hybrid working and highlighted major problems. The 
most serious of these is the impact on mental health working 
from home/isolation can have.56

The proportion of the UK workforce who worked “mainly” at 
home went from 4% to 5% in the UK between 2015 and 2019, 
according to the Office for National Statistics.57 This rose 
to 49% by summer 2020.58 A FlexJobs study found a similar 
pattern in the US, with the percentage of Americans who 
worked remotely rising from roughly 3.4% of the population 
in February 2020 (4.7 million people) to 42% as the pandemic 
forced offices to close.59 Now the genie is out of the bottle 
few expect things to return to anywhere near pre-pandemic 
levels of office-based working. A survey conducted by 
academics at Cardiff University and the University of 
Southampton found that 88% of employees who worked at 
home during lockdown want to continue to do so in some 
capacity. For almost half, that meant often or all of the time. 
Similarly, a FlexJobs survey of 4,000 people who worked 
remotely found 65% want to continue to work remotely 
full-time after the pandemic, while 31% would prefer a hybrid 
work arrangement.60

The Economist says the move to working from home will 
have “wide-ranging implications for public policy, although 
many of the problems it has highlighted are ones freelancers 
have faced for years”.61 There are concerns working from 
home will challenge privacy and rights, making it harder for 
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employees to ask for pay rises or improve their conditions or 
make it harder to monitor workplace abuse.

Co-working spaces, though much maligned, offer at least part 
of the solution. The Freelancers Hub provides a template for 
how union/community-led spaces can best serve freelancers, 
providing them the physical space to work whilst helping 
them foster a greater sense of collective identity through in-
person connections. 

Even before the pandemic, the move in the for-profit 
coworking sector towards flexible subscriptions and regional 
membership, hot desking booking sites and apps, hybrid 
coworking spaces and partnerships indicated a need to move 
away from the rigid models of the past as epitomised by the 
likes of WeWork.

Post-pandemic there will be a desire for greater 
flexibility, mobility and community in the world of 
work. This will manifest itself physically in new types 
of co-working spaces. Caro Lundin, the architect and 
founder of ARC Club coworking space in East London, says 
with concerns around globalisation outlasting the pandemic 
“the move towards localisation will be met with smaller 
spaces, plugged into the vacant commercial space available 
on every street corner”.62 These could be supplemented by 
virtual chapters (hubs), similar to the Freelancer’s Hub SPARK 
network, offering online training and workshops and digital 
networking opportunities.

A report by the City of London Corporation, which looks 
at ways to revive central London after the pandemic, has 
proposed setting up “cheap accessible social spaces” for 
freelancers to serve as a critical networking provision for 
freelancers and those without existing networks” and a 
brokerage scheme connecting landlords with empty buildings 
and start-ups that need space.63

Ireland appears to be leading the way, in 2021 becoming 
the first European country to announce plans to establish a 
network of 400 remote working hubs as part of a five-year 
rural development policy. Local authorities will be given 
funding to turn vacant buildings in rural towns into remote 
working hubs and examine whether pubs could be used as 
workspaces during quiet afternoons.

This follows US initiatives such as Tulsa Remote, which started 
in 2018 with the aim of rejuvenating Oklahoma city by offering 
remote workers grants of up to $10,000 to re-locate there, 
along with guaranteed co-working space downtown as part 

62 The Spaces, Coworking 2.0: what does the future hold for coworking spaces? 2021
63 City of London Corporation, Culture and Commerce: Fuelling Creative Renewal, 2021
64 Resolution Trust, Inexorable decline or moment of opportunity? 2018

of a community building programme with other freelancers.

Union work is people work and the importance of place 
cannot be understated. Organising is most effective when 
done in person and putting community at the heart of the co-
working space will help foster vital new forms of engagement 
and organising in an increasingly digitally disconnected age 
The emergence of a new large constituency of remote 
workers will also incentivise policy makers to offer them new 
support in the form of expanded broadband coverage and 
even changes to tax and employment laws.

Bridging the digital divide
It is tempting to dismiss tech-driven methods of organising as 
stop-gap solutions to a much greater problem but bridging 
the digital divide is one of the most pressing issues 
facing unions today. 

“For a £1bn sector facing a ‘burning platform’, the R&D 
commitment looks staggeringly low” says the Resolution 
Trust.64 Arguing for a step change in action by using tech to 
build membership in hard to reach workplaces and sectors 
along with efforts to harden the use of Big Data, the think 
tank says “overall, this means a willingness to take risks, be 
agile, back new models and take them to scale even when 
they upset existing union ‘way of doing things’ - which they 
inevitably should”. This is especially true for younger self-
employed workers who are digitally literate and for whom 
technology is an essential and integral part of their daily 
working routine. 

The big question when it comes to the self-employed and 
gig workers is how do you build that identity and collectivism 
around people who operate in isolation? How can you 
bring people together who do not congregate in the same 
workplace? 

Investing and developing tools, apps and other tech-
based infrastructure is crucial to making it easier and 
economically viable to engage and organise dispersed 
and hard to reach workers. Yet the key takeaway from 
the US, from the use of engagement apps (WorkIT) to 
data-driven actions (Worker Washington-Postmates 
strikes) is that online/digital organising works best in 
tandem with in-person activities, led by the workers 
themselves, well publicised and backed up by legislation.
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A new ownership/funding 
model
Central to a union’s ability to organise its members and scale 
is funding. Yet the traditional model based on union dues 
is broken. It creates a cycle of financial dependency that 
limits the organisation from reaching out beyond its core 
membership. So while sectors where union membership has 
been and remains strong (such as in the public sector) it is hard 
to infiltrate and open up new areas and demographics.

If there is an expectation of a quick return on investment 
through union dues, organising in the gig economy does 
not make immediate sense - an outcome that leads many 
to argue that gig workers are unorganised.
— Woodcock & Graham65

Even if union membership was an option, many freelancers 
feel the costs are prohibitive and must be weighed against 
potential benefits.

Labour-tech projects in the US have shown there is a place for 
innovation grants and accelerator programmes (The Worker’s 
Lab, Start.Coop). Yet many of the fledgling businesses they 
support lack a sustainable funding model beyond donations 
(insufficient and unsustainable), VC investment (rare) or 
crowdsourcing campaigns (unreliable)66. Likewise, philanthropic 
and foundation funding has predominantly focused on those 
vulnerable groups in precarious work (e.g. domestic workers) 
leaving a huge gap for in the market. This leaves three viable 
funding options going forward:

1. Flexible subscription service (Freelancers Union, Worker 
Washington)

2. For-profit portable/transferable benefit platform 
(Trupo, Alia)

3. Shared ownership (platform co-ops such as Up & Go, 
Ampled) 

For-profit platforms—selling services such as health insurance 
or income protection at a discounted rate—are looked down 

65 Woodcock & Graham, 2020
66 The Independent Workers Union of Great Britain has resorted to crowdfunding its legal actions against Deliveroo which it accuses of having denied 
employment rights to its riders.
67 The Slow Demise of Loconomics, Danny Spitzberg, 2021
68 Through ESOPs there are about 14 million employees at 7,000 firms in the United States co-owned by part or all their workers. In comparison, there are only 
a few hundred worker cooperatives, the older major form of broad-based employee ownership.
See: The Nation, Fighting Capitalism with Capitalism, Nathan Schneider, 2019: “Beginning in 1974, Congress has recognized the ESOP as a tax-advantaged 
retirement plan, like a pension program or a 401(k). This means that in addition to investing employees’ savings in the broader stock market, the ESOP could 
invest in their company, even to the point of owning the whole thing. In the process, companies can issue shares to employees with money borrowed from the 
seller of the company or a bank and pay it back with employer retirement contributions and any dividends that the shares earn. If their company does well, rank-
and-file employees can end up reaping gains far beyond their wages, to the point of low-wage workers retiring as millionaires.”

on by many within the labour movement, yet they offer a viable 
long term funding model—one which would also specifically 
appeal to the politics of younger self-employed workers.

A more radical solution lies in shared-ownership. Freelance-
owned cooperatives can serve as platforms to help freelancers 
harness their collective power, find clients, create economies 
of scale, provide insurance and income protections, and 
advocate for policies that stabilise the freelancer economy. 
The US Federation of Worker’s Cooperatives is looking to build 
Freelancer Co-op Initiative, designed around the Smart model. 
Now operating in eight countries across western Europe, Smart 
functions as a freelance cooperative network that, for a small 
percentage (6.5%) of a members invoiced amount plus a 30 
euro a year social share fee, offers multiple services such as 
information, trainings, legal advice, online invoicing, a social 
professional network, co-working spaces. 

Another example is San Francisco based freelancer 
cooperative, Loconomics, a member-owner platform that 
pools clients and refers them to other members without a 
middle man—all the while emphasising the local. It came to 
end in 2020 but received widespread attention in the coop 
community by allowing members to manage tasks, clients and 
offerings all in one place for a fraction of the cost and time it 
would take as a sole trader. Learning the lessons from its rise 
and ultimate failure, especially related to marketing, engaging 
new workers and financing, is vital.67

In the UK, UnFound, a collaboration between Stir to Action 
and the Cooperative bank, provides business support to 
platform co-op founders through specific programmes, 
such as the UnFound Accelerator launched in 2018, and the 
Platform Co-ops Now online course. For those looking to 
expand existing programmes, a form of employee ownership 
already widely used in the US is the employee stock ownership 
plan (ESOP)—an employee benefit plan that gives workers 
ownership interest in the company.68 

Government/local authority co-funding could provide another 
fertile ground for collaboration and business sustainability in the 
future, ushering in a new municipalism post-pandemic. 

In 2014, New York City launched its Worker Cooperative 
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Business Development Initiative, seeded with $1.2 million in 
city funds. It has proved remarkably successful with the city’s 
allocated spending for the 2020 fiscal year topped 
$3.6 million.69 Many in the labour movement see the role of 
government/local authorities beyond that of mere funder 
and instead as public incubators, accelerators and owners in 
their own right. The idea of platform coops as public utilities 
may be years off—but it could well be where we end up if the 
political will is there.

Legislation: Success in 
numbers but beware 
classification missteps
Legislating technological changes and its impact on an already 
fluid and flexible freelance sector is hard. Yet examples such as 
New York City’s Freelance Isn’t Free law proves it is possible. 
The campaign to pass the bill, though led by the Freelancers 
Union with support from city councillors, was driven by a wide 
variety of labour groups from across the city. Their success 
demonstrates the power freelancers can have when they band 
together with a common goal—and become too large for 
lawmakers to ignore. With the freelance sector only set to 
grow there is an opportunity to become a genuine electoral 
coalition with real political clout.

Yet there are other lessons to be learned from the US, where 
other examples of legislating the gig economy have proved 
less successful. California’s controversial Assembly Bill 5 
(AB5) law brought in in 2019 reclassified contract workers 
as salaried workers, having huge consequences for how gig 
platforms operated. In November 2020, following a $200m 
campaign funded by some of Silicon Valley’s most powerful 
tech companies, including Uber, Lyft, Instacart and DoorDash, 
voters in California passed Proposition 22, which carves out 
an exemption from AB5 for some driving and delivery apps. 
It means workers will continue to be classified as contractors, 
without access to employee rights such as minimum wage, 

69 See Non Profit Quarterly, Building a Worker Co-op Ecosystem: Lessons from the Big Apple, 2020
70 See City Journal, For Hire Backfire, Phillip Sprincin, 2019
71 See White House taskforce on worker organising and empowerment
72 In March 2020, as New York City was gripped by the covid-19 outbreak, Andrew Yang’s non-profit, Humanity Forward, announced that it planned to give 
one-time grants of a thousand dollars each to a thousand residents in the Bronx, New York’s poorest borough. The median income of Humanity Forward’s grant 
recipients was around eighteen thousand dollars a year. Fifty-nine per cent of them had seen their family earnings fall or disappear entirely during the pandemic.
73 Tribune, A Universal Credit Uplift Is Not Enough – We Need a Living Income, 2021

unemployment benefits, and health insurance. 

Yet criticism of AB5 also came from many freelancers and 
workers groups, who argued the legislation lumped all 
so-called gig workers together, limiting how and when 
they can work and effectively undoing and undermining 
the basis of the entire gig/freelance economy.70 

It remains to be seen whether the February 2021 Supreme 
Court ruling classifying Uber drivers as workers will have a 
similar effect. Beyond classification cases relating to gig work, 
in the UK the policy debate around the self-employed has been 
mainly limited to tax, specifically IR35, and tweaking legislation 
regulating late payment. But in the wake of changes to working 
practices brought on by the pandemic, Britain’s departure from 
the EU, and greater willingness and desire among the public 
and policymakers to prioritise the worker—there is a unique 
opportunity to rewrite a vast corpus of employment law.

As has been seen in the US under President 
Biden where the administration has sought to put 
strengthening unions and workers’ rights at the heart of 
its economic recovery plan, laws governing the power of 
organised labour and the right to strike do not have to follow 
the one-way trends of the past three decades.71 One solution 
is to change legislation to facilitate easier union recognition. 
Currently, employers grant unions recognition and if denied, 
unions must seek arbitration. For self-employed workers this is 
even more difficult. 

Nothing should be off the table. Some such as the RSA’s Future 
of Work Centre have called for legislation around benefits 
portability, while evidence the positive effect one-off no-strings 
fast cash payments can have on the financial and physiological 
well-being of freelancers means worker-led Universal Basic 
Income pilots should be explored in greater depth.72 From a UK-
style ESOP to Minimum Income Guarantee—a weekly payment 
available to anyone who needs it, equal to the amount people 
actually need—to a National Minimum Wage/Living Wage 
for the self-employed, the aim should be legislating for the 
economy as it exists now and will in the future—not continuing 
to build on the assumptions of the past.73 

SEE: Clean Slate for Worker Power, a project of Harvard Law School’s Labor and Worklife Program. 
The project sought to answer the question: what would labour law look like if, starting from a clean slate, it was designed to 
empower working people to build a truly equitable American democracy and a genuinely equitable American economy?
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Recommendations

1 How younger and self-employed workers perceive unions (as outdated) versus 
how they in turn are perceived by many in the labour movement (as would-
be employees responsible for erosion of workers rights) needs to change.

Evolving the lexicon of labour organising (e.g. from co-op to shared-ownership) is 
central to engaging new sectors and demographics of non-unionised workers.

2 Better data on a consistent basis (see annual Freelancers Union/Upwork survey)—
based on a clearer worker-led definition of what constitutes a freelancer, a gig 
worker and platform work—is needed to help unions and policymakers understand 
the barriers to union membership and better tailor their response and offering.

3 ‘Gateway issues’ such as late invoicing can open the door to a host of other problems 
(from mortgage/rent arrears to mental health issues) that can quickly spiral out of control.

Freelancers Hub has shown access to even minimal legal, education, training 
and tax services can have a huge impact on a freelancers’ wellbeing—
and the benefit of adopting a holistic ‘Freelancer 360’ approach.

4 In-person space is vital to building a collective freelancer identity—and 
should be a major component of any ‘Freelancer 360’ offering.

This includes greater flexibility, mobility and community needed to 
tackle workplace issues related to isolation—a major problem area for 
freelancers in both how they work and as a barrier to organising.

Co-working spaces must embrace the post-pandemic move towards localisation, partnering 
with corporates and local authorities to better use vacant spaces, supplemented by 
virtual chapters (hubs) offering online training and digital networking opportunities.
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5 Bridging the digital divide is one of the most pressing issues facing unions today.

Investing and developing tools, apps and tech-based infrastructure 
is crucial to making it easier and economically viable to engage and 
organise dispersed and hard to reach freelance workers.

But, online/digital organising works best in tandem with in-person action 
(WorkIt, Worker Washington), well publicised and backed up by legislation.

6 A funding model based on union dues has limited potential to grow and 
expand membership and is a turn off for younger self-employed workers.

Worker-led projects should instead be driven by sustainable funding options: 
flexible subscriptions (Freelancers Union, Worker Washington), sliding 
membership fees based on a percentage of income/turnover, for-profit 
benefits service (Trupo, Alia), shared ownership ( Up & Go, Ampled).

7 Freelance Isn’t Free law in New York shows legislative change is 
possible when independent workers coordinate with a wide variety 
of labour groups to speak with one collective voice.

Laws around reclassifying contract workers as salaried workers (AB5) 
shows the dangers of over-legislating the freelance sector.

But opportunities post-pandemic and post-Brexit to rewrite employment law should 
embrace radical ideas such as UK-style ESOP, Universal Basic Income, Minimum Income 
Guarantee, and a National Minimum Wage/Living Wage for the self-employed.
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Future of Freelancing

The post-pandemic 
landscape
Covid-19 has proved the future is neither certain nor 
foreseeable. Two years ago few would have predicted 
the upending of the centuries-old office model and the 
move towards a more flexible work environment. The 
furlough and government support scheme for freelancers 
(SEISS), though flawed, has opened up debate around 
once off-the-table ideas such as UBI or a four day week.

The pandemic has also softened wider perceptions of 
freelancing, unions and alternative ownership models.

A Freelancers Union/Upwork survey conducted in 2020 
found 71% of freelancers believed the perceptions of 
freelancing as a career are becoming more positive.74 Support 
for unions and organised labour in general in the US is 
higher than any time in nearly two decades.75 While a survey 
conducted in December 2020 by Cooperatives UK showed 
that 59% of consumers now trusted coops, compared with 
just 35% for standard businesses, and nearly half of shoppers 
said they were likely to choose a co-operative business over 
a conventional one when shopping for goods or services.

Yet the coronavirus has also highlighted fundamental flaws 
in the self-employed sector and the existing systems of 
support on offer. 

The inquiry into the future of self-employment after 
Covid conducted by Prospect union found nearly half of 
respondents (46%) said they were less likely to continue 
in self-employment due to their experience in the 
pandemic. 88% said the level of pandemic support for 
the self-employed was not a fair reflection of their tax 
contribution while 51% would support paying more out 
of their wages in exchange for a stronger safety net.76 

Historically self-employed people have been the drivers of 
the economy in hard times and the post-Covid recovery 
looks to be no exception. Yet the experience of many 
freelancers during the pandemic has exposed both the 

74 Upwork, Freelance Forward, 2020
75 Gallup, September 2020 put support for unions in the US at 65%.
76 Prospect, Inquiry into the future of self-employment, 2021

financial insecurity and lack of safeguards on offer.

Combined with the continued disruption caused by 
Brexit, rising inflation, IR35, tax increases and a cost of 
living crisis, no wonder many are asking if the benefits 
of self-employment still outweigh the negatives. 

For others, the threat posed by the pandemic is an existential 
one. Some sectors previously dominated by self-employed 
and freelance workers, such as the entertainment and 
performing arts industries, may not sufficiently rebound at 
all—leaving millions facing an uncertain career future.

In response, a report by the City of London looking at 
the capital’s cultural and creative sector post-Covid 
prioritised the need to develop a dedicated network-
forum giving freelancers a voice in planning for the 
future of the creative industries, sharing their needs 
(informing a long-term Compact between employers and 
employees that creates a better working environment for 
creative freelancers), connecting with targeted support 
and establishing a resource which can be tapped into 
by those seeking to employ creative freelancers. 

If successful this could provide the model 
for other self-employed sectors.

What will the world of 
work look like in 2040 
for the worker?
What is clear is that “putting the genie back in the bottle” 
or a “return to normal” is neither possible nor desirable. 

But what will the world of work look like in 5, 10, 20 years’ 
time? This is a question that comes up again and again in 
discussions with those in the labour movement as well as 
government and business—and one that dominates debate 
about what a new post-pandemic ‘normal’ should look like.
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A freelance-for-all future
Despite concerns related to the post-pandemic economy—
most experts still predict freelancers will make up over half 
the workforce in the US by 2030—as moves towards remote 
cloudwork and platform working accelerate. A common 
refrain is that “in the future everyone will be freelance”.

While that may be an exaggeration, what the pandemic has 
shown is that workers increasingly value things the freelance 
lifestyle has to offer, from flexible hours and hybrid working to 
a better work/life balance as long as these are accompanied 
by the protections and greater security to match. 

The struggle to marry these two, at times, competing 
desires, will define the shape, size and make up of the 
freelance sector in years to come. A concern is that 
unless lessons are learned, the self-employed could 
continue to stratify into high-income self-employed (by 
choice) vs low-income freelancers (by necessity).

This split already exists but to avoid it becoming a 
chasm—with regular employees making up the middle—a 
complete re-think around employment rights, classification 
status, and a safety net that works is needed.

Yet to be successful, this cannot be piecemeal. It requires 
taking a holistic ‘Freelance 360’ approach to freelancing 
that looks at all aspects of a freelancers life, tackling 
the problems of wellbeing as well as work—in effect, a 
personalised HR department for the self-employed. 

Working from anywhere vs 
nowhere office
Perhaps the pandemic’s most obvious and immediate effect 
has been hastening the demise of the traditional office. 
Companies such as Dropbox, Spotify and Salesforce have 
already announced plans to replace enforced Working 
from Home (WFH) during the pandemic to a permanent 
Working from Anywhere (WFA) policy in the future.

These hybrid home-office-coworking space models are just 
the first step towards a customised digital workspace for 
each employee—”a virtual cloud-based office that connects 
the desktops, where employees will go to work, whether 
they’re present in the physical office or working remotely”.77

77 See The New Yorker, Has the pandemic transformed the office forever? John Seabrook, 2021
78 Quartz, Charting the new rise of employee activism, Lila MacLellan, 2020

Employee activism 
Beyond the future where and how of work, the biggest 
change over the next few years will be the growth 
of employee activism. Aided by technology, workers 
will redefine the employer-employee social contract, 
demanding more say on how companies are run while 
promoting more ethical corporate practices.

This will increasingly “take hold outside of unionised 
workplaces, and in industries where workers were once 
unlikely to see themselves as labourers united by a common 
opponent. It’s focused largely on mobilisation efforts and it’s 
extremely agile” writes Quartz reporter Lila MacLellan.78

This could see conventional unions team up with labour 
start-ups, becoming, as Ayad Al-Ani of the Alexander von 
Humboldt Institute for Internet and Society has suggested, 
effectively service providers for self-organising groups, 
helping them with things such as legal advice and lobbying. 

Owning the future
The realignment towards a greener, more purpose (and 
worker)-led capitalism could manifest itself in an explosion 
in the number of alternatively-owned and run businesses.

Jessica Mason, CFO of Start.coop, even suggests there is the 
opportunity to shift the ecosystem in such a way that 20% of 
all start-ups in the US in five to ten years choose to be coops. 

Growing questions around the actions, accountability 
and transparency of platforms such as Facebook 
and Uber will mean the debate around them as 
essential public utilities will continue to grow. 

Whether there is the public appetite for a full-throated 
worker takeover of the platform economy is up for 
debate, but the call for and implications of this growing 
nexus between independent workers, the platforms 
and business that employee them, the unions/labour 
organisations that seek to represent them and the state 
will define the future of work over the coming years.
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