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[] PurPOSE

The global workforce is in the

middle of a structural shif

C

The global workforce is in the middle of a structural shift, and this report
maps where it's heading. As nearly 47% of workers worldwide now
operate independently, the line between "employee" and "freelancer” is
blurring fast.

The Freelance Economy Report 2026 offers a data-driven guide for
enterprises, policymakers, and independent professionals navigating a
market rewriting its own rules in real time.

At Ruul, we sit at the center of this shift, processing over $1.18 billion in
transactions across 190 countries, working with more than 240,000
independent professionals, and building the infrastructure that makes
global freelancing actually work.

This report isn't written from the outside looking in. It's written from
within the movement by a team that monitors the data, talks to
freelancers, and builds the tools that close the gap between what
independent work promises and what it delivers. What follows is what
we're seeing.

$1.18bn 190

TRANSACTIONS COUNTRIES SERVED
PROCESSED
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240,000
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[] KEYFINDINGS

Key Findings

The freelance economy in 2026 defies its own narrative.
The market most people associate with side income and
precarity has quietly become a primary career path for
record numbers of high earners, a strategic workforce
layer for Fortune 500 companies, and the fastest Al-
adopting segment of the global workforce.

What this report consistently finds is
that the story most people tell about
freelancing is five years behind reality.

The Macro View
I For Freelancers

1 For Enterprises
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KEY FINDINGS —

The Macro View

Nearly half the world's workforce now operates independently in some
form.In the U.S. alone, 72.9 million people earn income independently,
roughly 1in 5 working Americans. The market is growing and
restructuring simultaneously.

THE HEADLINE NUMBERS

16.7/M 374AM

Full-time independents hit an all-time high of Occasional independents, those who earn

16.77 million in 2025 money periodically rather than as a primary
career, surged to 37.4 million, now the largest
and fastest-growing segment

5.6M 40%

Arecord 5.6 million U.S. independents earned Al-enabled freelancers command a 40%
over $100,000 in 2025, nearly double the 2020 hourly premium over those who don't use it
figure

The dividing line running through every one of these
numbers is the same: the ability to offer judgment,
not just output.
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KEY FINDINGS — I

For Freelancers

The most counterintuitive finding: satisfaction is high,
yet the infrastructure supporting it remains broken.

WHAT THE WORK FEELS LIKE WHAT THE INFRASTRUCTURE DELIVERS

8 5% have invoices paid late
0 . .
86 /O .sa;/theyjregapplerworkmg
independen
P Y 50% experienced client ghosting in
2025

0 would choose it again
85 /0 g 5 O% are unsure whether freelancing is

a sustainable long-term career

These aren't contradictions. They describe a workforce that loves what
it does and is consistently let down by the systems surrounding it.

THREE THINGS THE DATA SAYS FREELANCERS NEED TO ACT ON NOW

01 Integrate Al or fall behind.

The earnings premium for Al-enabled freelancers is real and widening. By 2027,
operating in digital services without Al integrated into your workflow is predicted to
be a meaningful competitive disadvantage.

02  Visibility is the new barrier.

Platform adoption is at an all-time high, yet 45.8% of freelancers still report difficulty
finding work. More platforms haven't meant more visibility. Reputation,
specialization, and demonstrated capability are now the primary differentiators.

03  Build payment predictability into your engagements.

Late payments are an infrastructure problem rather than a client behavior problem.
Freelancers can increasingly solve it on their own terms through subscription
invoicing, automatic reminders, and purpose-built platforms.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 KEY FINDINGS 6



KEY FINDINGS — Il

For Enterprises

The most counterintuitive finding: cost-cutting ranks

last among the reasons companies turn to freel

THE REAL DRIVERS

Agility, the ability to scale rapidly in volatile conditions

ancers.

Access to niche skills unavailable in-house

Execution speed

Cost-cutting

Companies that still think of freelancers as a cheaper alternative to

permanent hires are misreading the market and missing the talent.

THREE THINGS THE DATA SAYS ENTERPRISES NEED TO ACT ON NOW

78%

72%

68%

RANKED LAST - NO SHARE PUBLISHED

01 The compliance gap is now a strategic risk.

49% of companies still manage freelancer relationships on spreadsheets. 18% have
already faced misclassification issues. The era of informal freelance engagement is
ending, and companies that haven't built the legal and operational infrastructure to

replace it are accumulating liability at scale.

02  The Liquid Workforce requires Liquid Infrastructure.

Flash Teams can assemble in days. Payment and compliance systems built for
permanent employees can't support them. Agent-of-Record and Contractor-of-

Record platforms exist precisely to close this gap.

03  The six-figure gap.

66% of firms report Al efficiency gains, but only 20% have turned them into revenue
growth. Fractional executives, CTOs, and Chief Al Officers are being brought in to close

that gap. At its most sophisticated, freelancing is now a leadership strategy.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026
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[[] MESSAGE FROM RUUL

A skilled freelancer and
a company that needed
them shouldn't be
separated by paperwork

We started Ruul because a skilled freelancer and a company that
needed them shouldn't be separated by paperwork. No registered
company, no local bank account, no way to invoice. The talent was

there, the opportunity was there, and the infrastructure wasn't.

We've made that specific problem solvable for 240,000 independent
professionals across 190 countries. But the bigger picture tells us the
work is far from done.

85% of freelancers still receive invoices late. A half-experienced client
ghosted last year. 49% of companies are still managing global talent
relationships on spreadsheets. The freelance market has grown faster
than the systems built to support it. The gap between what
independent work promises and what the infrastructure delivers
remains the defining opportunity in the future of work.

This report is our honest read of where things stand in 2026. What we
found is a market that is more educated, more Al-literate, and more
economically significant than most people realize, and still underserved
at the infrastructure layer.

We built this report for freelancers navigating this market, enterprises
learning to compete in it, and policymakers beginning to shape it. We
hope it's useful.

Mert Bulut

CO-FOUNDER AT RUUL
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B rPARTH

Understanding the
Freelancing World

The market most people associate with side income and precarity has
quietly become a primary career path for record numbers of high earners, a
strategic workforce layer for Fortune 500 companies, and the fastest Al-
adopting segment of the global workforce.

46.4% 72.9M 74%

OF THE WORLD'S U.S. WORKERS EARNING OF INDEPENDENT WORKERS
WORKFORCE IS SELF- INCOME INDEPENDENTLY USING GENERATIVE Al
EMPLOYED

PART ONE

653

ACTIVE DIGITAL LABOUR
PLATFORMS, DOWN FROM
777



D SECTION 01 PART1 — UNDERSTANDING THE FREELANCING WORLD

Market Size
& Demographics

Global market size

Measuring the freelance market is harder than it sounds.

Definitions vary widely: some reports count subsistence farmers and
street traders as freelancers; others restrict the category to digital
service providers like developers, designers, and marketers.

Frequency matters too. Occasional side-giggers and full-time
independents behave very differently in the market.

Because the resources don't agree on a definition, ours matters. For the
purposes of this report, we use Ruul's definition: a freelanceris a
knowledge worker who independently brings expertise, creativity, or
technical skill to the market.

They might be a developer, designer, digital marketer, writer, or
consultant. They work with a handful of clients, deliver their work

remotely, and manage their own time and boundaries, typically charging

on a retainer, fixed-fee, or usage-based model. Freelancers whose work
requires in-person delivery, a formal professional license, or the sale of
physical goods fall outside this definition. Where the data sources we
cite use a broader definition, we note it.

Despite the measurement challenges, the direction of travel
is straightforward:

DEFINITION

A freelanceris a
knowledge worker
who independently
brings expertise,
creativity, or
technical skill to the
market.

RUUL, 2026

m Global scale: 46.4% of the world's workforce is self-employed, per World Bank data. This

figure includes the 1.57 billion workers the ILO classifies as self-employed.

m Thedigital freelance core: The online gig workforce, a more relevant measure for

knowledge-based freelancing, is estimated at 154 to 435 million people, still the most

reliable range available.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026
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FIG. 01 PART 1 — MARKET SIZE

Two definitions of one market, an order of magnitude apart

Workers counted as self-employed worldwide, against the online gig workforce the report treats as the
digital freelance core. The core is a published range, not a point estimate.

1.57bn

self-employed worldwide, 46.4% of the workforce

435M
high estimate

154M
low estimate

154-435M

digital freelance core — hatched = published range

0 400M 800M 1200M 1.57bn

The wider count includes subsistence farming, informal trade and micro-entrepreneurship. The report applies Ruul's narrower
definition: a knowledge worker delivering expertise remotely.

Sources: World Bank Group, Self-employed, total (modelled ILO estimate), 2025; World Bank Open Knowledge Repository, Working Without Borders, 2023.

FREELANCING IN THE UNITED STATES

Zooming in from the global picture to the U.S. specifically, the scale is
significant, and the trajectory is clear.

The "total independent workforce," which includes all U.S. O
workers who earn income independently, whether full-time, part- 1 ll I 5
time, or occasionally, in 2025, reached 72.9 million, roughly 1in 5

WORKING AMERICANS EARN INCOME
working Americans. INDEPENDENTLY

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - MARKET SIZE & DEMOGRAPHICS 1
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Within that broader count, the composition tells a more nuanced story:

m Full-time independents, those for whom independent work is their primary source of income,
reached an all-time high of16.77 million in 2025, up from 16.74 million in 2024.

m Part-time independents fell for the third consecutive year, to 7.9 million, down 29% from 111

million in 2022, as a strong payroll job market drew workers back to traditional employment.

m Occasional independents, those who earn money periodically and irregularly through
independent work, surged to 374 million, the fastest-growing and now largest segment of the

U.S.independent workforce.

FIG. 02 PART 1 — MARKET SIZE

The U.S.independent workforce is recomposing, not just growing

72.9 million U.S. workers earned income independently in 2025. The largest segment is now the most
irregular one.

Occasional 37.4M

Fastest-growing and now largest segment
Full-time 16.77M

All-time high, up from 16.74M in 2024
Part-time 7. 9M

Third consecutive annual decline, down 29% since 2022

1AM in 2022

The three segments come from different sources and are not additive with the 72.9 million total: full-time is cited to the SBE
Council, part-time and occasional to MBO Partners. The report's poly-employment passage uses a separate workforce-
composition dataset and is not plotted here.

Sources: SBE Council, Full-time self-employment reaches highest level on record in 2025; MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence. United States, 2025.

The U.S. picture, in other words, is one of structural
recomposition: fewer part-time independents, a plateauing
full-time core, and an explosion of occasional work that is
reshaping what "being a freelancer” actually means in practice.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - MARKET SIZE & DEMOGRAPHICS 12
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Generational Dynamics

THE GEN Z SURGE
22-25

o . the age band in high-Al-exposure roles
want flexibility and don't trust the alternatives. with the steepest employment declines

of any cohort

Gen Z is entering freelancing faster than any other cohort because they

A deeper skepticism toward traditional corporate loyalty is reshaping
how this generation thinks about career security. That skepticism is
being validated by data: younger workers aged 22-25 in high-Al-
exposure roles have seen steeper employment declines than any other

cohort. For many, the pivot to independent work is just rational.

THE EXPERIENCE PREMIUM

At the other end of the age spectrum, something equally significant is
happening. 45% of employers report an increase in freelancers aged
55+, and 43% explicitly prefer older freelancers, citing professionalism
and reliability as qualities they struggle to find elsewhere.

FIG. 03 PART 1 — DEMOGRAPHICS

Employers are actively seeking the oldest freelancers in the market

Share of employers reporting each position on freelancers aged 55 and over.

o)
Report an increase in freelancers aged 55+ 45 /O

Explicitly prefer older freelancers 43%

Employers citing professionalism and reliability as the qualities they struggle to find elsewhere. The two figures are separate survey
questions and are not two parts of one share.

Source: Remote, State of Freelance Work 2025.

In a market flooded with new entrants and Al-generated output, proven
judgment has become a scarce commodity.
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THE PARADOX

The freelance market in 2026 is rewarding the
youngest workers for their adaptability and the
oldest for their experience, while the middle of the
workforce navigates the most uncertain ground.

We see three simultaneous stories, each pointing in a

different direction.

GEN Z

Gen Zis entering the
workforce fastest, driven by
skepticism toward traditional
employment and further
pushed by Al-driven job
displacement.

AGED 55+

Workers aged 55+ are being
actively sought for their
reliability and judgmentin a
market flooded with
unverified new entrants.

MILLENNIALS

Millennials are caught
between the two. They face
the most complex position of

all: old enough to have built

careers inside structures that
are now being dismantled,

young enough to still have
decades of working life ahead
of them.

But the Millennial story has an unexpected second act. The same
generation navigating the most structural uncertainty is also the one
currently entering its peak earning years and choosing, in significant
numbers, to do so independently rather than return to employment.
That choice is showing up in the data: Millennials are one of the two
primary forces driving the record 5.6 million U.S. independents now
earning six figures annually. (See: The Six-Figure Surge below)

The paradox, in other words, cuts both ways. Millennials are the
generation most disrupted by the shift to independent work and
increasingly, the one setting its economic direction. The uncertainty
they navigated on the way in is now becoming the expertise that
defines their market position.

In independent work, differentiation has always
mattered. What 2026 is revealing is that timing
does, too.
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Freelancing Platforms: Fewer
Players, More Economic Weight

The platform gold rush is over.

What remains is a leaner, more mature ecosystem. We see fewer players
on the field, but significantly more economic weight behind each one.

Platforms are no longer just connecting supply to demand. Increasingly,
they are setting the terms.

SURVIVAL OF THE SCALED

The number of active digital labor platforms fell from 777 in 2021 to 653
in 2025, not because demand dried up, but because the market
consolidated around the players with the scale to survive.

Among the 777 platforms, the web-based category has the highest
number, at 204. 204

o web-based platforms, the largest category
Within the 204 platforms, there are among the 777 counted in 2021

m freelancing platforms (136),
m Mmicrotask platforms (42), and

m competitive programming platforms (25).

FREELANCING - 136 MICROTASK - 42 25

Composition of the 204 web-based platforms. Competitive programming platforms, 25.

A smaller share of the microtask segment can signal a shift in the
market from low-value, high-volume work toward skilled, knowledge-

based services that command real rates.

VALUE OUTLASTS VOLUME

Fewer platforms don't mean less value. It means more value
concentrated in fewer hands. The market is projected to grow from
$8.35B in 2025 to $9.91B in 2026, a CAGR 0f 18.6%, fueled by

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - MARKET SIZE & DEMOGRAPHICS 15
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m Rising internet penetration,
m The globalization of digital services, and

m Mainstreaming of flexible work.

FIG. 04 PART 1 — PLATFORMS

Fewer platforms, more money moving through them

Active digital labour platforms against the projected value of the freelance platform market.

ACTIVE DIGITAL LABOUR PLATFORMS FREELANCE PLATFORM MARKET

777 653 $8.35B $9.91B

2021 2025 2025 2026
124 fewer platforms since 2021 +$1.56B in one year

The report states a CAGR 0f18.6% for this market. Between the two years shown, 18.6% is a single-year growth rate, not a
compound average over several years.

Sources: International Labour Organization, Digital labour platforms, 2025; Grand View Research, Freelance Platforms Market 2026-2033.

For freelancers, that growth creates opportunity, but it
also raises the stakes of platform dependency. When fewer
platforms hold more power, the ability to build reputation,
visibility, and client relationships outside any single
platform becomes a competitive advantage in itself.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - MARKET SIZE & DEMOGRAPHICS 16



The Gender Gap: Participation vs. Pay Equity

On global online platforms, the participation gap has effectively closed:
approximately 52.3% female and 47.7% male. By headcount, freelancing
appears to be one of the most gender-balanced professional markets in
the world.

But participation and pay are two different conversations.

PARTICIPATION ON GLOBAL ONLINE PLATFORMS

52.3% women 47.7% men

PARITY ON PAPER

The side gig segment tells a different story beneath the surface 8 2%
balance. 82% of side hustlers are Gen Z or Millennial men. We can say

of side hustlers are Gen Z or

that the financial flexibility and risk tolerance required to take on T
Millennial men

supplemental independent work remain unevenly distributed.

Equal access to platforms hasn't yet translated into equal access to the

conditions that make independent work viable.

By headcount, freelancing appears to be one of
the most gender-balanced professional markets
in the world. Pay is a different conversation.

NARROWING, BUT NOT CLOSED

Women freelancers earn an average of €95/hour versus €102 for men: a
7% gap, down from 8% in 2024. Zooming out, women earn roughly 84%
of what their male counterparts earn overall.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - MARKET SIZE & DEMOGRAPHICS
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FIG. 05 PART 1 — GENDER

Participation is level. Pay is not

Reported average hourly rates for women and men freelancers, in euros.

Women €95

Men €102
-]

a 7% gap, narrowed from 8% in 2024

A separate study puts women's overall earnings at about 84% of men's. It uses a different sample and a different measure, so itis
not plotted on this axis.

Sources: SQ Magazine, Freelance Economy Statistics 2026 (hourly rates); Freelancermap, Freelancer Market Study 2025 (overall earnings ratio).

The most significant data point in this picture is the one that gets the
least attention: the gap narrows noticeably in specialized Al roles. In the
verticals where the market is growing fastest and paying the most,
gender-based pay differences are smaller.

It suggests that in emerging skill areas, where reputation and
demonstrated capability matter more than legacy networks and
negotiating history, the structural disadvantages women face in more
established fields have less grip. The implication for women entering
this market is that the skills that are most valuable right now are also the
most equitable.

Progress is real. It is also too slow. But the direction is clear, and the Al
economy may be accelerating it faster than traditional labor market
forces ever did.
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D SECTION 02 PART1— UNDERSTANDING THE FREELANCING WORLD

Top Skills and Earnings:
The Market's New
Value Hierarchy

The Foundation: Who is Doing This Work

The stereotype of the freelancer as a generalist filling in gaps has been
replaced by something quite different: a highly educated specialist.

80% of freelancers today hold a university degree,

meaning the independent workforce is, by educational
attainment, more qualified than many of the corporate
teams it serves.

These aren't people taking on overflow work. They are engineers,
consultants, and senior creatives doing the kind of high-value, strategic
work that was once considered too important to outsource.

This matters because it reframes what the freelance market actually is.
Itis a knowledge economy, one where the premium goes to depth of

expertise, not availability of hours.

THE SHRINKING GAP BETWEEN EDUCATION AND PRACTICE

The pipeline from education into freelancing is accelerating.

Universities are increasingly building University-Industry Collaboration
(UIC) models that co-design curricula with industry partners, giving
graduates immediately applicable, billable skills. The traditional ramp-
up phase, where new entrants spent months building practical skills
their degrees didn’t cover, is being compressed.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - TOP SKILLS AND EARNINGS 19
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The result is a market that is simultaneously getting younger at the
entry point and more sophisticated at the top. We see a combination
that raises the bar for everyone in between.

The skills these graduates are entering with and the ones established
freelancers are building map almost exactly to where market demand
is concentrated.

If there is a single economic story defining the
freelance market in 2026, it is this: the gap
between high-value and low-value work is
widening, and Al is the dividing line.

The skills commanding the highest demand and rates are precisely

those that Al cannot replicate:

m Strategic oversight,
m Creative judgment, and

m ability to integrate new tools into complex workflows.

The Skills That Survived

The three most in-demand skill verticals are Al Integration,
Engineering/IT, and Content Strategy.

What they share is resistance to automation. They require

m contextual thinking,
m clientrelationships, and

m thekind of nuanced decision-making that current Al models
consistently struggle with.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - TOP SKILLS AND EARNINGS



Demand for these skills is rising because of Al: as
automated tools handle more of the execution
layer, the market's appetite for human expertise
at the strategy layer intensifies.

The broader vertical breakdown confirms the pattern.

FIG. 06 PART 1 — SKILLS

Demand is concentrated where Al cannot finish the job alone

Share of employers reporting demand by vertical.

Engineering & IT 37%

Creative 3 4%

Customer Support 32%

Engineering & IT — driven by digital transformation and Al integration.
Creative — brands shift toward modular, always-on content production that requires ongoing human direction.

Customer Support — the most telling number of the three. It remains a large and active segment precisely because Al-augmented
workflows are reshaping it faster than any other vertical, creating demand for freelancers who can manage, quality-check, and
humanize automated customer interactions rather than simply deliver them.

Source: Remote, State of Freelance Work 2025.

The common thread across all three: the market is not replacing
human expertise. It is relocating it from execution to oversight, from
production to judgment.
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The Surface Numbers

The headline data on freelance earnings requires careful reading. The

figures circulating in the market come from different methodologies 42 X
and different worker populations. Comparing them directly, as many North American rates against South and
reports dO, produces a misleading picture. Southeast Asian rates for the same work, up

from 3.8xin 2020

Start with the regional comparison. When measured on a comparable
basis, U.S. rates lead, as expected. North American freelancers

— 0
average approximately $44/hour, while Western European freelancers 75 80 /O

average around $38.50/h0ur, consistent with the U.S. cost of living and lower rates for equivalent services in South and

market dynamics.

The higher European figure that appears in some surveys, including
Freelancermap's €100/hour for 2025, up from €90/hour in 2021, reflects
a self-selected sample of senior IT, SAP, and consulting professionals
concentrated in high-cost markets like Germany and Switzerland.

Itis not a representative average of the European freelance workforce.
When the U.S. median of $47.71/hour appears lower than that European
figure, the explanation is methodological: the U.S. number is drawn from
a broader platform population that includes all skill levels and
industries, not only senior knowledge workers.

Global averages tell a third, even wider story. The $21-$28/hour range
cited across global studies reflects the inclusion of freelancers from
South and Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Africa, markets where
rates for equivalent services are 75-80% lower than in North America.

North American rates now average 4.2 times South and Southeast Asian
rates for the same work, up from 3.8 times in 2020. The difference
between global averages and regional ones isn't a market anomaly.

What all three figures share is this: they are averages of
populations with very different profiles, skill levels, and
market access. Treating them as a single comparable
dataset obscures more than it reveals and sets up the more
important story, which is not about geography at all.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART 1 - TOP SKILLS AND EARNINGS
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FIG. 07 PART 1 — EARNINGS

The headline hourly rates disagree because they measure
different people

Published freelance hourly rates, plotted on one axis only where the currency and the population allow it.

Global platform averages $21 2 8
all skill levels, including South and Southeast Asia, Latin America, Africa

Western Europe $38 50
reported average °

North America $44
reported average

United States $ 47 71
platform median, all skill levels °

Freelancermap panel

self-selected senior IT, SAP and consulting professionals, Germany and Switzerland — -'€ 1 O O
not converted to dollars and not plotted above: different currency, different

population in 2025, from €90 in 2021

The report also states that North American rates now average 4.2 times South and Southeast Asian rates for equivalent work, up from
3.8 times in 2020.

Sources: Jobbers.io, Freelancing Statistics 2026 (regional averages, U.S. median); Freelancermap, Freelancer Market Study 2025 (euro panel).
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Two Markets Wearing One Number

STRATEGIC COLLABORATORS TASK-TAKERS

Freelancers operating as strategic Meanwhile, task-takers handling content
collaborators, offering specialized oversight, Al production, basic coding, or routine research
workflow design, or senior advisory functions, are facing downward pressure as clients

are holding or increasing their rates. Demand increasingly treat these services as

fortheir work is high; supply is limited. commoditized by Al.

The market is growing and also polarizing around a single dividing line:
the ability to offer judgment, not just output. And freelancers appear to
know which side they want to be on. 76% say they turn down projects
when the offered rate falls below their threshold,

m astriking act of collective confidence in a market that could easily
push toward undercutting and

m asignal that the professional identity of the independent workforce
is hardening around expertise, not availability.

O say they turn down projects when the offered rate falls below their
O threshold

The Six-Figure Surge

At the top end, the numbers are historically significant.

In 2025, a record 5.6 million U.S. independents earned more than
$100,000 annually. This is up 19% from the 4.7 million in 2024, and nearly
double the 2020 figure.
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When MBO Partners began tracking this in 2011, only 1.9 million

independents reached six figures.
Two structural forces are driving the acceleration:

m Millennials are entering their peak earning years while choosing to
stay independent rather than return to employment.

m Pandemic-era freelancers who entered the market during the 2020-
2021 boom are now reaching income maturity. Their client bases
established, their rates proven, their positioning defined.

FIG. 08 PART 1 — EARNINGS

Six-figure independents: a record, reached in steps the data does not fill in

U.S.independents earning more than $100,000 a year. Only the years the report publishes are plotted.

47M 5.6M

1.OM

20M 2025

first year MBO Partners tracked this 2aze +19% in a single year

Columns are not joined: the report publishes no values for the intervening years. It states only that 2025 is nearly double the 2020
figure.

Source: MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence. United States.

The average monthly income from freelance work among surveyed

professionals stands at €7,498, well above the typical U.S. employee €7,498

salary of approximately $66,000 annually. Please note that they average monthly income from freelance work
surveyed 6,474 residents of the U.S. (aged 18 and older, including 2,402 among surveyed professionals

independents. Thus, the results reflect the demographics of the U.S.
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The Satisfaction Gap

Record six-figure earners and rising rates tell only one side
of the market. Income satisfaction reveals the other.

O And yet: only 66% of freelancers report being satisfied with
O their earnings.

That number sits in deliberate tension with everything above it. Record
six-figure earners. Rising average rates. A workforce confident enough
to turn down low-paying work. And still, one in three freelancers doesn't
feel good about what they're making.

The most likely explanation is the polarization described above: the
averages and milestones at the top of the market are real, but they
belong to a specific segment. For the majority still navigating income
volatility, late payments, and downward rate pressure on commoditized
work, the headline numbers describe a market they're adjacent to, not
one they're fully inside.

66% 34%

satisfied with their earnings not satisfied

The report publishes the 66% share only; the remainder is shown as its complement — roughly one freelancer in three, the proportion named
above.
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D SECTION 03 PART1 — UNDERSTANDING THE FREELANCING WORLD

The Forces Reshaping
the Market

The Al Impact: From Task-
Takers to Strategic Collaborators

The conversation around Al and freelancing has changed. In 2025
and into 2026, the dominant question is no longer "will Al replace
freelancers?" but rather "how fast can freelancers integrate Al to
stay ahead?"

The answer, for most, is: quickly.

THE ADOPTION SURGE AND THE Al PREMIUM

By 2025, 74% of independent workers were using generative Al,
up from 65% in 2024 and ahead of the 69% adoption rate among
traditional employees.

The economic case is unambiguous: Al-enabled freelancers command

an average 40% hourly premium over those who don't use it.

65% — 74%

generative Al use among independent workers,
2024 t0 2025

AT hasn't just changed how freelancers work. It
has changed who wins.
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FIG. 09 PART 1 — Al

Independents adopted generative Al faster than employees, and are
paid more forit

Share using generative Al, and the hourly premium reported for those who apply it.

GENERATIVE Al USE, INDEPENDENT WORKERS

65% 74%

+40%

hourly premium

commanded by Al-enabled freelancers over those
who do not use it

69% of traditional employees, 2025

Adoption and premium come from different studies and are not two measures of the same population. The report states the premium

as an average, without a distribution.

Sources: MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence (adoption); Jobbers.io, Freelancing Statistics 2026 (premium).

Primary use cases are

m content creation (80%),

m coding (48%),

m client communication (38%),
m image generation (34%), and

m project management (31%).
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FIG. 10

Al is used most where output is easiest to standardise

Primary generative-Al use cases reported by freelancers. Respondents could name more than one, so shares do

not total 100%.

Content creation

PART 1 — Al

80%

Coding

Client communication

Image generation

Project management

Source: Freelancermap, Freelancer Market Study 2025.

THE BASELINE HAS MOVED

Employers and platform algorithms alike are now treating Al literacy as a
baseline requirement, not a competitive advantage. Platforms are
actively rewarding freelancers who can integrate Al tools to increase
output quality and speed, and quietly deprioritizing those who can't.

The implication is straightforward: Al proficiency
no longer gets you ahead. Its absence puts
you behind.
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How do freelancers feel about AI?

TABLE 01 PART 1 — Al

Sentiment and Skill Development (2026)

SENTIMENT PERCENTAGE INTERPRETATION

X
Hopeful/Excited 73 (0) High optimism regarding Al's role as a

"colleague.”

Worried 2 3 /0 Significant minority remains concerned

about displacement.

Skill Improvement 66 /C) Combined total of those who have trained

or plan to train in Al.

Risk Perception 5 /() Very few "strongly agree" their work is at risk
in the next 3 years.

Source: Freelance Economy Report 2026, Sentiment and Skill Development (2026).

THE EFFICIENCY PARADOX

Al saves the average freelancer 9 hours per week. Those hours
have not translated into greater satisfaction.
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High Al exposure has been linked to longer total work hours and lower

well-being: time saved gets filled with more work, not less.

Meanwhile, the obsession with volume has produced a quality problem.
80% of business leaders worry Al is used to simulate productivity rather
than create value.

The market has a name for the resulting
output: "workslop."

As Al compresses routine tasks, hourly rates for low-complexity work
are falling. Freelancers holding their margins have pivoted to value-

based pricing, billing for outcomes rather than hours.

The shift requires reframing the offer: a project fee tied to a deliverable
and its expected business impact, rather than an hourly rate. That
demands understanding what the work is worth to the client — itself

expertise Al cannot replicate.

There is also a positioning effect: in a market polarizing around

judgment versus output, how you price is part of how you are perceived.

PRICE BY OUTCOME PRICE BY THE HOUR

Freelancers who price by Those who price by the hour
outcome signal seniority and signal availability.

confidence.

Judgment Availability
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THE COST CURVE IS NOT FIXED

There is a structural risk freelancers have largely priced as zero: the

assumption that Al will keep getting cheaper. That is not guaranteed.

Two forces pull in the opposite direction.

01 Market consolidation

The first is market consolidation. As smaller Al providers are acquired or priced out, the
competitive pressure that kept costs low and usage generous starts to ease. A market
with fewer providers has historically meant more pricing power concentrated at the
top, and the Al sector is consolidating quickly, with governments largely treating that
consolidation as strategically desirable rather than something to restrict.

The pattern is familiar: aggressive growth-phase pricing, then tightening usage limits
and rising costs once market position is secured.

02 Physical constraint, not strategy

The second is physical, not strategic. The energy, hardware and cooling infrastructure
required to run Al at scale has not kept pace with demand. Providers have begun
introducing more granular usage limits, tiered access, and cost-optimization
mechanisms, including approaches like prompt caching, designed explicitly to reduce
the computing cost of repeated queries.

These adjustments emerge specifically when infrastructure capacity is the binding
constraint, not user growth.

THE PRACTICAL IMPLICATION

The practical implication for freelancers is this: the tools currently delivering a 40%
hourly premium and saving 9 hours a week are not a fixed cost in a stable market. They
are a variable cost in a market still finding its equilibrium. Freelancers who have
restructured their pricing and capacity entirely around current Al economics

carry a quiet exposure that the headline productivity numbers don't capture, and

that exposure compounds into a real source of psychological strain. (See: The
Isolation Problem)
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THE COMPETITIVE LANDSCAPE: A FIVE FORCES PICTURE

The Al shift has changed individual workflows.

But that's not all.

It has also restructured the competitive dynamics of the entire

freelance market. Understanding those dynamics is increasingly

the difference between a sustainable independent careerand a

precarious one.

Threat of New
Entrants

RISING

Bargaining Power of
Buyers (Clients)

INCREASING

Bargaining Power of
Suppliers
(Freelancers)

BIFURCATING

It has never been easier to enter the freelance market.

Al tools have enabled a new wave of entrants to offer writing, design, and basic

coding at lower prices and higher volume than was previously possible.

The 21% decline in job postings for these roles is partly due to a shiftin

demand, but it's also due to a supply glut. More people can do the work now, so

the work commands less.

Client bargaining power is rising at the commodity end.

As routine output becomes easier to source directly from Al or from the
growing pool of Al-assisted freelancers, clients have more alternatives and
greater leverage on price. The downward rate pressure on task-takers is this
force in action.

At the top of the market, the dynamic reverses.

Strategic collaborators, those offering specialized oversight, Al workflow
architecture, or senior advisory functions, face lower competitive rivalry,

higher client switching costs, and genuine bargaining power.

The 76% who turn down low-rate projects are exercising supplier power; the
ones who don't are losing it. Their expertise is scarce, their judgment is not
replicable by current Al models, and the clients who need them know it.
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Threat of Substitutes

HIGH AND ACCELERATING

Competitive Rivalry

INTENSIFYING AT THE BOTTOM

The 21% decline in job postings is substitution in action.

The threat of substitution is real and accelerating for anyone whose primary
value is execution.

The freelancers who have made themselves a complement to Al, who are
managing it, auditing it, and directing it, have effectively removed themselves
from the risk of substitution.

Those who haven't are competing against a tool that doesn't sleep, doesn't
negotiate, and gets cheaper every year.

Intensifying at the bottom, concentrating at the top.

More entrants, more Al-generated output, more platforms competing for the
same clients at the commodity end. At the strategic end, rivalry is lower
because the talent pool is smaller and reputation creates natural moats.

The practical implication: the freelancers with durable competitive

positions in 2026 are those who have moved up all five

forces simultaneously:

m reducing substitutability,

m increasing buyer switching costs,

m limiting competitive rivalry through specialization, and

m raising their own bargaining power through the scarcity of expertise.
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NEW ROLES EMERGING: THE RISE OF THE CYBERNETIC TEAMMATE

As basic writing, translation, and simple coding see a 21% reduction
in job postings, three high-growth titles are emerging to fill the
strategic gap:

m Allntegration Specialists (demand up 178%), who help SMEs build Al-enabled workflows;

m Agentic Workflow Architects, who design chains of Al-executed tasks requiring only a single
human review point; and

m Ethical Auditors, hired specifically to catch hallucinations, copyright issues, and brand
inconsistencies in Al-generated content.

These roles share a common thread: they don't
compete with Al. They govern it.

FIG. 11 PART 1 — Al

The same technology is pulling demand in two directions

Change in demand for the work Al governs, against the work Al absorbs.

+178%

—21%
e

Al Integration Specialists Basic writing, translation, simple coding

demand growth decline in job postings

The two figures are not the same measure: one is growth in demand for a role, the other a fall in job postings for a group of tasks. They
are shown together because the report reads them as one movement, not because they share a denominator.

Sources: Freelance Economy Report 2026 (Al Integration Specialists); Segundo et al., Mapping success profiles for digital freelancers, 2025 (job postings).
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TABLE 02

The Evolution of the Human Role

Where the work moved when Al absorbed the execution layer.

OLD ROLE: "EXECUTOR"

NEW ROLE: "ORCHESTRATOR"

PART 1 — Al

STRATEGIC VALUE

Writing basic copy

Performing data entry

Coding simple scripts

Manual translation

Al Content Editing &
Auditing

Managing "Imperfect"
Datasets

Agentic Workflow
Architecture

Cultural & Contextual
Verification

Ensuring brand voice and copyright
safety.

Converting messy real-world data into
insights.

Designing autonomous chains of
execution.

Removing socio-technical biases from Al
output.

Source: Freelance Economy Report 2026, The Evolution of the Human Role.

The market is not replacing human expertise. It is
relocating it from execution to oversight.

Across each role, the pattern is the same: routine execution is moving

toward Al, while human value shifts to judgment, verification,

orchestration, and context. The premium is moving from doing the task

to directing, checking, and improving the systems that do it.
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The Creator Economy: From
Side Project to Strategic Asset

Ten years ago, "content creator" wasn't a career. Today, it's one of the

fastest-growing categories in the independent workforce and one

of the most structurally interesting because it has done something IO.IM
most freelance verticals haven't: turned an audience into a durable

independent creators in 2025, up 13% on 2024
business asset. and 25% above 2023

A MARKET THAT HAS FOUND ITS FOOTING

In 2025, the number of independent creators reached 10.1 million, a 13%
increase from 2024 and 25% above 2023. The segment skews young
(71% are under 40) and slightly male (53%).

But the most revealing split is between

m the 64% who create part-time, layering platform revenue on top of employment or other
freelance work, and

m the 36% for whom platforms like TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram have become the
primary business.

FIG. 12 PART 1 — CREATOR ECONOMY

Athird of independent creators have made platforms the primary business

Split of the 10.1 million independent creators counted in 2025.

64% 36%

create part-time platforms are the primary business

The 36% share represents over 3.6 million people. The segment skews young, with 71% under 40, and slightly male at 53%.

Source: MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence.
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That 36% figure deserves attention. It represents over 3.6 million people
who have built sustainable primary incomes from content without a
company, a fixed employer, and, in most cases, the credentials or
infrastructure that traditional careers require. The creator economy
hasn't just grown. It has proven to be a model.

But the line between "creator" and "freelancer" is blurring in a more
practical direction, too.

An increasing number of independent professionals are using content.
LinkedIn posts, YouTube tutorials, newsletter issues, and short-form
videos are not revenue streams in themselves but rather client
acquisition channels.

A consultant who publishes a weekly breakdown of industry trends is
demonstrating expertise to the exact people who might hire them.

In a market where 45.8% of freelancers report difficulty finding work,
building visibility through content is becoming one of the most
effective alternatives to cold outreach: one that compounds over time

rather than resetting with every new project.

Side Hustle Trends: The End
of the Single-Income Model

The headline number appears to be a decline.

Only 27% of U.S. adults now have a side hustle, down from 36% last year
and the lowest percentage since 2017.

But reading this as a retreat misses the point. The 2024 spike was
almost certainly inflated by post-pandemic financial anxiety. What 2026
shows is normalization, rather than contraction. And 27%, roughly 68

million Americans, is still historically high.

68M

Americans with a side hustle — 27% of adults,
the lowest share since 2017 and still historically
high
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A side hustler is someone who earns supplemental income outside their
primary job, not by building an audience like a creator, and not by going
fully independent like a freelancer, but by monetizing a skill, service, or
asset in the gaps around existing employment.

It might be

m asoftware engineertaking on weekend consulting work,
m ateacherselling online courses, or

m amarketer running social media for local businesses after hours.

What defines the side hustle is its relationship to a primary income: it
supplements rather than replaces, and it operates on the freelancer's
terms without requiring a full commitment to independence.

WHO IS SIDE HUSTLING

Gen Z leads at 34%, ahead of Millennials (31%), Gen X (23%), and
Boomers (22%).

The gap between generations is narrower than the narrative around
"Gen Z hustle culture" suggests. This is not a youth phenomenon that
older workers are watching from the sidelines.

Side hustling has spread across age groups in a way that wasn't true five
years ago, and the motivations driving it are more varied and more
deliberate than the desperation framing implies.

FIG. 13 PART 1 — SIDE HUSTLES

The generational gap is narrower than the hustle-culture narrative implies

Share of each generation with a side hustle, United States.

U.S.avg 27%

34%

GenZ
ages 18-28

Millennials
ages 29-44

31%

Gen X
ages 45-60

23%

Boomers 9)
ages 61-79

2%

Source: Bankrate, Side Hustles Survey (Lessing, 2025). U.S. adults overall: 27%, the lowest share since 2017.
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WHAT IT ACTUALLY PAYS

The economics are striking and underreported.

Side hustlers earn an average of $104 per hour, 181% above the U.S.
national average wage of $37.02. This is not pocket money. For many, it
represents a parallel income stream that outperforms their primary
employment on an hourly basis.

FIG. 14 PART 1 — SIDE HUSTLES

The side hustle pays better per hour than the job it sits beside

Average side-hustle hourly earnings against the U.S. national average wage.

Side hustle $104
average hourly earnings

U.S. national average wage $37 02
allemployment °

181% above the national average wage

27% of U.S. adults report a side hustle, down from 36% a year earlier and the lowest share since 2017 — roughly 68 million people. Only
35% use the income for regular living expenses.

Sources: QuickBooks by Intuit, State of Side Hustles, 2025 (earnings); Bankrate, Side Hustles Survey (participation).

WHY THEY DO IT

The motivation data is where the real story lives.

Only 35% of side hustlers use the income for regular living expenses,
meaning the majority are not doing this out of financial desperation.
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41% 28% 20% 35%

fund discretionary save it use it to pay down use the income for
purchases debt regular living expenses

For 28%, the income isn't optional and never will be. But for the majority,
this is a choice, not a lifeline.

That distinction matters enormously for how we
interpret the broader trend. The supplemental
economy is being built on preference.

THE BIGGER PICTURE: POLY-EMPLOYMENT IS HERE

What the side hustle data confirms, when read alongside the growth of
occasional independents and the plateau of full-time freelancers, is a
structural shift in how people relate to work and income.

FIG. 15 PART 1 — POLY-EMPLOYMENT

One workforce, three different trajectories

Workforce composition on the dataset the report uses for its poly-employment passage.

FULL-TIME PART-TIME OCCASIONAL

27.6M 79M 374M

from 27.7M in 2024 Down 29% since 2022 Fastest growing segment
Near all-time high 3rd straight year of decline Pandemic boom sustained

These three values belong to this workforce-composition dataset. The report's Market Size & Demographics section cites 16.77 million
full-time independents from a different source and a different definition of full-time self-employment; the two are not interchangeable
and are not plotted together.

Source: Freelance Economy Report 2026, poly-employment workforce composition.
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The single-employer model, which is stable, predictable, and has all your
financial eggs in one basket, is being quietly replaced by something
more deliberate:

m diversified income streams,
m Mmodular work commitments, and

m agrowing refusal to let one organization determine your
financial ceiling.

"Betting everything on one employer" is no longer the
default. For a growing share of the workforce, it doesn't
even sound like security anymore. It sounds like a risk.

|:| SECTION 04 PART1— UNDERSTANDING THE FREELANCING WORLD

The Enterprise Evolution:
From Accidental to
Strategic Freelancing

Earlier, enterprises that hired freelancers reactively filled gaps when
permanent staff couldn't be found.

That model is being retired.

The average Fortune 500 company now engages over 300 freelancers
annually, and more than 99% plan to maintain or increase that level
through 2026. It became a workforce strategy.

300+ 99%

freelancers engaged annually by the average Fortune plan to maintain or increase that level through 2026
500 company
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Why They Really Hire

The most important thing the data reveals about enterprise freelance
adoption is what isn't driving it. Cost-cutting ranks last among the
reasons companies give. What they actually want is agility, the ability to
scale teams rapidly in volatile conditions (78%).

Close behind are

m access to niche skills unavailable in-house (72%),

m execution speed (68%), and
m Variable-headcount models that reduce fixed costs without
reducing capability (65%).
FIG. 16 PART 1 — ENTERPRISE

Cost-cutting is the last reason enterprises hire freelancers

Share of companies naming each reason for engaging independent professionals.

Agility and rapid scaling 78%

Access to niche skills 72%

Execution speed 68%

Variable headcount 65%

Cost—cutting RANKED LAST - NO SHARE PUBLISHED

The report ranks cost-cutting last without publishing a share for it, so it is shown by rank rather than given a value it does not have.

Source: Jobbers.io, Freelancing Statistics 2026.
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This matters for how freelancers position themselves. Enterprises that
are increasing their independent workforce are looking for faster access
to specific expertise they can't hire permanently, and they're willing to
pay forit.

The freelancers winning in this market are the ones who make that

expertise legible, credible, and immediately deployable.

Build Fast, Disband Faster

The 2023-2024 tech layoff wave accelerated the structural shift,
with 69% of employers turning to freelancers immediately after
staff reductions.

But the change runs deeper than backfilling headcount. Enterprises are
redesigning job boundaries, clustering Al-suitable tasks into new role
definitions, and replacing static org charts with what Stanford HAI calls
"Flash Teams," globally distributed groups of specialists who assemble
on platforms like Upwork to solve a defined problem, then disband once
the objective is met.

O of employers turned to freelancers immediately after
O staff reductions

The org chart is becoming a temporary
document. The talent relationship is
becoming a durable one.
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The Compliance Trap

As enterprise freelance engagement has scaled, it has attracted exactly

the kind of regulatory attention that comes with scale.

The 2026 U.S. Department of Labor Independent Contractor Rule and
France's 2026 Labor Enforcement Campaign are tightening the legal
definition of independent work, and the consequences of getting it
wrong are real.

18% of companies already report facing misclassification issues,
driving significant adoption of Contractor of Record models as a
structural solution.

18% 77%

of companies already report facing misclassification now factor a vendor's country of origin into sourcing
issues decisions

The compliance challenge extends beyond employment classification.
77% of companies now factor a vendor's country of origin into sourcing
decisions, and freelancers are increasingly expected to demonstrate
that their Al tooling is sanctioned and compliant. They don't rely on
"shadow Al"that introduces legal or data risk.

Nowhere is this tightening more visible than in the
EU, where misclassification risk has moved from
theoretical to enforceable across multiple
jurisdictions simultaneously, all converging toward a
single deadline.
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TABLE 03

2026 EU Contractor Compliance Roadmap

PART 1 — COMPLIANCE

European measures reclassifying contractors and platform workers, and the date each takes effect.

COUNTRY

REGULATION

MECHANISM

STATUS

Netherlands

Belgium

Spain

Germany

Sweden

Norway

EU-wide

Wet DBA/Vbar

Program Law
(2022)

Rider Law (RD-L
9/2021)

SGB1IV§7/DRV
Status Test

Skatteverket
Classification
Rules

Working
Environment Act

Platform Work
Directive

Contractors below ~€36/hour presumed
employees; burden of proof shifts to
companies

Platform workers presumed employees;
misclassification qualifies as social fraud

Platform workers legally classified as
employees; fines up to €225K per worker

Employment status assessed via DRV
procedure; triggers back payments and
penalties

Updated criteria assess control, dependency,
and economic risk

Expanded employee definition; breaches
trigger turnover-linked penalties

Establishes presumption of employment for
platform workers unless independence is
proven

Enforcement resumes July
1,2026

Active since January1,2023

Active since August 12,2021

Ongoing, tightening
through 2026

Updated guidance effective
June 2026

Amendments in force since
January1,2024

Member state deadline:
December 2,2026

The report also names the 2026 U.S. Department of Labor Independent Contractor Rule and France's 2026 Labor Enforcement
Campaign, neither of which it dates precisely.

Source: Freelance Economy Report 2026, 2026 EU Contractor Compliance Roadmap.
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The era of informal freelance engagement is ending. What is
replacing it is a more structured, more scrutinized, and
ultimately more durable relationship between enterprises
and independent talent, and in the EU specifically, one with
a hard deadline already on the calendar.

The Fractional Revolution in Leadership

The most distinctive and underreported development in enterprise
freelancing is happening at the top of the org chart.

Companies are hiring Fractional CTOs and Chief Al Officers for specific
12-18-month transitions: cloud-native migrations, enterprise Al rollouts,
and digital transformation programs.

Rather than committing to a permanent senior hire for a temporary
strategic challenge, they are renting precisely the leadership they need
for exactly as long as they need it.

FRACTIONAL ENGAGEMENT WINDOW

Permanent senior hire — open-ended Fractional CTO / Chief Al Officer — 12-18 months

The report gives a duration only for the fractional engagement; the permanent comparison is definitional, not measured, and is shown without a
scale.

The demand for this model is being driven by one of the most
significant gaps in the current enterprise landscape: while 66% of firms
report Al efficiency gains, only 20% have converted those gains into
revenue growth.
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FIG. 17 PART 1 — ENTERPRISE

Efficiency gains are not reaching revenue

Firms reporting Al efficiency gains, against firms that converted those gains into revenue growth.

6% 0%

Report Al efficiency gains Converted them into revenue growth

46 points of unconverted efficiency

Share of firms. The report cites these figures to Deloitte via a third-party summary rather than to Deloitte's own publication.

Source: Deloitte, 2026 Global Human Capital Trends, as cited in the report.

Efficiency without growth is a warning sign. It means the organization
has automated its existing processes without redesigning them around
new possibilities. Fractional leaders are being brought in

precisely to close that gap: to translate operational efficiency into
strategic advantage, then hand off a transformed organization to
permanent leadership.

Itis, in a sense, the ultimate expression of the freelance value
proposition. Not filling a gap. Solving a problem that permanent
structures couldn't.
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D SECTION 05 PART1 — UNDERSTANDING THE FREELANCING WORLD

Agent and Contractor
of Record: The
Automation Frontier

The Tools Haven't Kept Up With the Talent

The enterprise freelance relationship has become sophisticated in
every dimension except one: the administrative infrastructure
managing it.

While companies are building global talent networks, assembling Flash
Teams across time zones, and engaging hundreds of independent
specialists annually, 49% are still tracking those relationships primarily
on manual spreadsheets.

The gap between the complexity of modern freelance engagement and
the crudeness of the tools managing it isn't just an operational
inconvenience. It is a direct source of friction that makes independent

work harder than it needs to be for both sides of the relationship.

O of companies are still tracking freelancer relationships
O primarily on manual spreadsheets.

The contract terms that drift inconsistently across departments, the
payments that stall at currency conversion, the compliance exposure
that accumulates invisibly. These are enterprise problems.
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But the consequences fall on freelancers:

8 5 /() 85% who have invoices paid late
8 1 ° 2 /() 81.2% who identify late payments as a direct source of mental stress

5 O A) 50% who experienced client ghosting in 2025

Manual management doesn't just slow down
enterprises. It erodes the trust that makes the freelance
relationship work.

What Manual Management Actually Costs

The operational costs are predictable once you name them.

Contracts managed in spreadsheets drift in version and terms across
departments, creating legal exposure neither party intended. Payments
routed manually through multiple banking systems stall at currency

conversion, sometimes for days, sometimes longer.

And without a unified view of external workforce spend, enterprises
can't manage what they can't see: total contractor cost, compliance

status, or resource allocation in real time.

Fora company engaging 300+ freelancers annually, these aren't minor
inefficiencies. They are structural risks compounding at scale.
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From Paperwork to Strategic Infrastructure

Contractor-of-Record and Agent-of-Record platforms are emerging as

the structural answer.

CONTRACTOR OF RECORD AGENT OF RECORD

A Contractor of Record manages the legal An Agent of Record goes further. It
and administrative relationship between acts as the legal counterparty in the
an enterprise and its freelancers: engagement itself

m handling contracts, contracting directly with the freelancer,

= ensuring local labor law compliance, and issuing the invoice to the client, and

managing payment and compliance end-
to-end.

m processing payments on the
enterprise's behalf.

For freelancers who operate without a registered company, the AoR
model is particularly significant: it removes the single biggest structural
barrier to working with global clients, replacing the need for a legal
entity with a platform that handles that function entirely.

For enterprises, the practical effect is a shift from friction to flow.
Automated contract updates reflect local labor law changes in real time,
including the 2026 U.S. DOL rulings. Unified global payroll eliminates the
currency and banking friction that delays payments across borders.

A centralized digital audit trail means every engagement is
documented, compliant, and ready for scrutiny by tax authorities,
regulators, or freelancers themselves. And critically, all of this scales
without adding HR headcount.

The result is a relationship that works structurally rather than informally:
freelancers get paid faster and with greater predictability, enterprises
gain the visibility and compliance they currently lack, and both sides
operate with the legal clarity that manual systems have never provided.
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The Liquid Workforce vs. Legacy Infrastructure

The broader market is splitting along a fault line that AoR and CoR
automation makes visible. One segment of enterprises remains
tethered to legacy employment infrastructure: slow, manual, locally
constrained, and increasingly mismatched to the global, fluid talent
networks it's trying to manage.

The "Liquid Workforce" model operates through platform-mediated
arrangements that make geography, currency, and compliance
largely invisible.

The direction of travel is not ambiguous. But the destination deserves to
be named clearly, because this section answers the questions that the
entire report has been raising.

Why do 85% of freelancers receive invoices late?

BECAUSE 49% of companies are still managing payments through manual systems that
weren't built for global, multi-currency, multi-contractor relationships.

Why do Flash Teams assemble in days but take weeks
to pay?

BECAUSE the operational infrastructure hasn't kept pace with the talent model it's supposed
to support.

Why do freelancers without a registered company struggle
to work with enterprise clients across borders?

BECAUSE the legal layer that should connect them, acting as counterparty, issuing the
invoice, managing compliance end-to-end, hasn't existed at scale until now.
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[] PART1:CLOSING

AoR and CoR platforms are not productivity tools ora compliance
workaround. They are the missing infrastructure layer between the
sophistication of the modern freelance workforce and the legacy
systems enterprises still use to manage it. Enterprises moving toward

the Liquid Workforce model are

m reducing administrative burden and

m finally building the operational foundation

that makes the promise of strategic, global, confident freelancing
actually deliverable for both sides of the relationship.

The gap was always the
infrastructure. The
infrastructure now exists.
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RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026 PART TWO

B rART2

Understanding
Freelancers:
Motivations, Challenges,
and the Reality of
Independent Work

Freelancers aren't here by accident. The data on why people choose
independent work tells a more consistent story than either the optimistic or
pessimistic narrative about freelancing typically acknowledges: for most,
this is a deliberate decision, made from a position of agency, and sustained
by genuine satisfaction with the result.

The tensions are real, but they rest on a foundation of choice, not on one

of desperation.

41% 86% 85% 19.2%

WENT INDEPENDENT TO BE SAY THEY ARE HAPPIER HAVE INVOICES PAID LATE FEEL LONELY OFTEN OR
THEIR OWN BOSS WORKING ON THEIR OWN AT LEAST SOME OF THE ALWAYS
TIME
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[] SECTION 06 PART 2 — UNDERSTANDING FREELANCERS

The Primary Drivers

The dominant motivation is autonomy.

m 41% of freelancers cite being their own boss as the primary reason
they went independent,

m 31%do so for supplemental income, and

And only 11% cite job loss as the trigger, a figure worth dwelling on,
because it directly contradicts the narrative that freelancing is what
people turn to when nothing else is available. For the overwhelming
majority, the independent path was chosen, not defaulted into.

FIG. 18 PART 2 — MOTIVATIONS

Job loss is the least common reason people go independent

Primary reason freelancers give for going independent.

Being their own boss 41%

Supplemental income 31%

Job loss 11%

Shares of the primary reason given; the report does not publish a full breakdown, so the three values do not total 100%.

Source: Remote, State of Freelance Work 2025.
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What They Actually Value

When asked what they value most about freelancing, flexibility leads at
40%, followed by freedom (20%) and independence (17%).

The fact that these three (flexibility, freedom, independence) occupy
the top three positions and collectively account for 77% of responses

is significant.

FIG. 19 PART 2 — MOTIVATIONS

Three answers, one idea: control over time and decisions

What freelancers say they value most about independent work.

40% 20% 17% All other

responses
Flexibility Freedom Independence

77% of responses

Source: Freelancermap, Freelancer Market Study 2025.

Freelancers are not primarily motivated by money,
variety, or status. They are motivated by control over
their own time and decisions. That's the core of the
value proposition, and it's remarkably stable across
various surveys and years.
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A Deliberate Choice, Consistently Made

In 2025, 63% of U.S. independents described their path as entirely their

own choice, a figure that has held steady for several consecutive years.

63%

Only 12% attributed it to circumstances outside their control. described their path as entirely their own

The stability of that number is as meaningful as the number itself: this
isn't a post-pandemic anomaly or a response to a particular economic
moment. It is a consistent, durable preference.

choice

12%

attributed it to circumstances outside their

O The confidence extends to performance. 80% of freelancers
O believe they are more productive working independently than

they would be as full-time employees.

That's not just satisfaction, it's a conviction that the independent model
produces better work. For clients trying to understand why the best

freelancers command premium rates and turn down low-paying projects
without hesitation, this is the answer.

When Choice Becomes Necessity

control

The picture is not uniform.

30% of new freelance entrants in 2026 said they felt they had "little
other choice," up from prioryears. It's a signal that economic pressure
and Al-driven displacement are pushing people toward independent
work who might not have chosen it otherwise.
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This matters for the market in two ways.

O of new freelance entrants in 2026 said they felt they had "little
O other choice," up from prior years.

First it changes the profile of new entrants: a cohort arriving out of necessity rather
than preference brings different expectations, different resilience, and different
satisfaction levels than those who chose this path deliberately.

Second itis an early indicator of what happens when Al displacement accelerates.
Freelancing becomes not just a career choice but a structural absorber of
workforce disruption. The freelance market has always been both a refuge and a
destination. The balance between those two roles is shifting.

|:| SECTION 07 PART 2 — UNDERSTANDING FREELANCERS

How Do Freelancers
Find Work

The way freelancers find clients has transformed more in the past
decade than in the previous fifty years. Word of mouth, once the
backbone of independent work, relied on by 68% of independents as
their primary channel in 2015, now accounts for just 30% of how
freelancers find work. In its place: digital infrastructure, platforms, and
an increasingly intentional approach to visibility.
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WORD OF MOUTH AS THE PRIMARY CHANNEL

6395 0 309 e

platforms, and an increasingly

intentional approach to visibility.
IN 2015 TODAY

From Word of Mouth to Digital Infrastructure

The shift is not subtle.

In 2012, only 3% of service-providing independents used online
talent marketplaces.

By 2025, 49% did, and 52% plan to in 2026.

Online tools now lead as the primary channel for finding work for 42% of
independents, up from just 14% a decade ago.

75% of platform users now describe them as either a primary or
important source of work, up from 58% in 2020. And the average
platform-active freelancer uses 3.9 platforms, up from 2.8 in 2020,
signaling not just adoption but active diversification of digital presence.

Freelancers are not just going digital. They are
scaling their reach across multiple platforms
simultaneously, treating visibility as a strategic
asset rather than a passive outcome.
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FIG. 20

PART 2 — FINDING WORK

A decade reversed the order of how independent work is sourced

Each measure as the report publishes it, from its earlier year to its latest.

Word of mouth as the primary channel

Used online talent marketplaces

Online tools as the primary channel

Platforms a primary or important source
of work

68%

2015

3%

2012

14%

adecade ago

58%

30%

today

49%

2025 - 52% plan to in 2026

42%

today

75%

2020 today
2 8 ; 3 9 platforms used by the average platform-active freelancer, 2020 to 2025 — active
. ° diversification of digital presence, not just adoption
The four measures come from different questions and different base years; they describe one direction of travel rather than a single
series.
Source: MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence.
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Where Clients Actually Come From

The channel breakdown tells its own story.

Project platforms now lead client acquisition at 33%, ahead of personal
networks (23%), recruitment and staffing agencies (16%), referrals (14%),
social networks (7%), and own websites (4%).

FIG. 21 PART 2 — FINDING WORK

Platforms now lead client acquisition, but most work still arrives unasked

Where freelancers say their clients come from, and how much of that work required active outreach.

Project platforms 33%

Personal networks 23%

Recruitment and staffing agencies 16%

Referrals 14%

Social networks 7% Own websites 4%

HOW THAT WORK ARRIVES

629 passive — repeat clients, referrals, recruiters 3890 active outreach

Shares of client acquisition sum to 97% in the report; the remainder is unattributed.

Source: Freelancermap, Freelancer Market Study 2025.
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Five years ago, that order looked different. Personal networks and
referrals dominated; platforms were supplementary. The inversion of
that hierarchy is one of the most significant structural changes in how

independent work is sourced.

What hasn't changed is the dominance of passive acquisition. 62% of
work still arrives without active outreach through recruiting services,
referrals, and repeat clients. Only 38% comes through deliberate

client-seeking.

For established freelancers with strong reputations and platform
presence, this is an asset. For new entrants, it is a significant barrier: the
passive pipeline takes years to build.

The Visibility Paradox

Here is the tension the data doesn't resolve on its own:
platform adoption is at an all-time high, digital channels
have never been more accessible, and yet 45.8% of
freelancers still report genuine difficulty finding work,
making client acquisition the most consistently cited
challenge across the market.

More platforms have not meant more visibility. It has meant more
competition for the same client attention. The freelancers who are
winning in this environment are not simply the ones who have joined
the most platforms.

They are the ones who have built enough reputation, specialization, and
social proof on those platforms to be found rather than having to
search. Access to the infrastructure is no longer an advantage. Knowing
how to stand out within it is.
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[] SECTION 08 PART 2 — UNDERSTANDING FREELANCERS

Satisfaction and Quality of Life

The satisfaction data on freelancing is unusually consistent
across sources, and consistency across independent surveys
is one of the stronger signals of a genuine finding rather than a
methodological artifact.

FIG. 22 PART 2 — SATISFACTION

Four separate surveys, four supermajorities

Reported experience of independent work.

Say they are happier working on their own 86%

(o)
Say it is better for their health 78%

0
Satisfied or extremely satisfied with independent work 75 /O

0
Optimistic about their career trajectory 73 /0

Each row is a separate survey question and the four shares do not sum. They have held steady across multiple years of data collection.

Sources as cited in the report: MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence; Freelancermap, 2025; Remote, State of Freelance Work.
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These are not marginal majorities. They are supermajorities,
and they have held steady across multiple years of data
collection, through a pandemic, through economic
volatility, through the disruption of AL The satisfaction

is durable.

Why are the numbers this high?

The MBO Partners data offers a direct answer. When independents are
asked what they get out of their work, their responses differ notably
from those of traditional employees.

m 64% saythey can be their authentic self at work, compared to 54%

of traditional workers.

m 57% saytheir work fits who they are as a person, versus 51%

of employees.

They are more likely to lead, more comfortable going against the crowd,
and more likely to identify as risk-takers.

FIG. 23 PART 2 — SATISFACTION

Independents report more alignment between work and self than
employees do

Share agreeing, independent workers against traditional employees, same study.

Can be their authentic self at work

Independents | |

Work fits who they are as a person

Independents

Source: MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence. United States, 2025.
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Itis the alignment between work and identity that explains why the
numbers hold so steady even when external conditions deteriorate.
When 63% of independents describe their path as entirely their own
choice, the satisfaction that follows is built on agency, not
circumstance. You are more likely to be satisfied with a life you chose.

The top life goals independents report also reflect this:

TOP LIFE GOALS REPORTED BY INDEPENDENTS PART 2 — SATISFACTION

60% being happy
60% helping others
59% personal growth
5 8% finding purpose

5 6% being healthy

Reported as: being happy (60%), helping others (60%), finding purpose (68%), personal growth (59%), and being healthy (56%). Source: MBO Partners, 2025
State of Independence.

Financial success appears further down the list. For most
who choose it, independent work is not primarily a financial
decision. It is a values decision, and the satisfaction data
consistently reflect that.
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They Don't Leave

The most compelling evidence of freelancer satisfaction isn't a survey
response. It's a behavioral one.

85% say they would become self-employed again if they had to choose.
Nearly fourin five plan to either continue as independents (59%) or
grow into a larger business (18%). Only 13% say they intend to seek
permanent employment.

WHAT INDEPENDENTS PLAN TO DO NEXT

59% 18%

grow into a larger business

continue as independents

Shares as published; the remainder is unattributed in the report.

That 13% figure is worth reading carefully. Even accounting for
everything documented elsewhere in this report, the income volatility,
the late payments, the isolation, the absence of benefits, only1in 8
freelancers wants out. Satisfaction here is an active, repeated choice
to stay.

Only 1in 8 freelancers wants out.

The Real Shape of a Freelance Week

13%

seek permanent
employment

The average freelancer works 40 hours per week, the same as a
standard full-time employee, spread across 2 to 5 projects annually
(64% of freelancers). They take 26 vacation days per year, meaningfully
more than the average U.S. employee's 11 paid days.

RUUL - FREELANCE ECONOMY REPORT 2026

PART 2 - SATISFACTION AND QUALITY OF LIFE

66



https://www.freelancermap.com/market-study

FIG. 24

Five hours a week that nobody invoices

Afreelance week as the report describes it, and what the unbilled hours add up to over a year.

PART 2 — THE WEEK

40 hours of client work

5 hours unbilled: business development, admin, invoicing,
compliance, continuing education

45 hrs total

2 5 O —I— | I rS the same five hours across a year — roughly six working weeks of invisible labour

TIME OFF, FOR COMPARISON

Freelancers

26 days

e
days

Source: Freelancermap, Freelancer Market Study 2025 (hours, projects, vacation days).

But embedded within that 40-hour week is a cost that rarely gets
counted. Freelancers spend an average of 5 additional hours per week
on work that never appears on a client invoice: business development,
administrative work, invoicing, compliance, and continuing education.
That's over 250 hours per year, roughly six full working weeks,

of invisible labor that sustains the business without generating
directincome.

This is the price of autonomy. For most freelancers, it is a price they
consider worth paying. But it is also a structural inefficiency that the
right tools and infrastructure can reduce significantly, and one that hits

new entrants hardest, who haven't yet built the systems to manage it.
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[] SECTION 09 PART 2 — UNDERSTANDING FREELANCERS

The Challenges That
Freelancers Face

Satisfaction and struggle coexist in this workforce more than the
headline numbers suggest. The challenges freelancers report have
remained remarkably consistent year over year, which is telling in itself.

These are not temporary friction points. They are structural features of
independent work, and they share a common root: the freelance market
has grown faster than the infrastructure designed to supportit.

The Income Problem

The most persistent concerns, ranked by frequency:

FIG. 25 PART 2 — CHALLENGES

The same four concerns, year after year

Most persistent concerns reported by independents, ranked by frequency.

Unpredictable income — unchanged from 2024 45%

Maintaining a steady pipeline 32%

Self-marketing 32%

Job security 27%

Source: MBO Partners, 2025 State of Independence.
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The consistency of these figures across years is not reassuring. It is a
signal that the market has normalized a level of financial instability that
would be considered unacceptable in traditional employment.

The numbers behind those concerns are stark. In 2025 alone:

of freelancers saw theirincome fall

experienced significant periods with no income at all

worry about retirement security

identify insecurity and instability as the biggest downsides
of freelancing

Source: Leapers, Mental Health in Freelancing During 2025: Annual Report.

They describe the median experience of
independent work in its current form.

The Payment Problem

Financial stress doesn't end when the work is delivered.

m 85% of freelancers have invoices paid late at least some of the
time, and

m 81.2%identify late payments directly as a source of mental strain.
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In 2025, 50% experienced client ghosting and 67.5% dealt with late
payments, two professional hazards that existing platforms and
payment infrastructure have not resolved.

FIG. 26 PART 2 — CHALLENGES

Seventeen freelancers in every twenty are paid late

Freelancers whose invoices are paid late at least some of the time, shown as 17 in every 20.

Paid late at least some of the time - 17 of every 20 The other 3

81.2% 67.5%
. O identify late payments directly as a ° O dealt with late payments in 2025

source of mental strain

The 85% and 67.5% figures come from different studies and different questions; they are not two readings of the same measure.

Sources: Remote, State of Freelance Work (paid late); Leapers, Mental Health in Freelancing During 2025.

Late payments are where the enterprise infrastructure problem and the
freelancer experience problem converge most visibly.

The manual systems that 49% of companies still use to manage
freelancer relationships are the same systems producing the payment
delays that freelancers consistently identify as their greatest source of
stress. This is not a coincidence.

Itis a direct causal relationship, and one that better infrastructure on
the enterprise side would resolve on the freelancer side.
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The consequences are measurable. 42% of freelancers name stable
income as their biggest concern, and 50% are unsure whether
freelancing is a sustainable long-term career, not because they dislike
the work, but because the systems supporting it haven't kept pace with
its growth.

THE MEASURABLE CONSEQUENCES

Name stable income as their biggest concern

Unsure whether freelancing is a sustainable long-term career

42%

50%

Two separate survey questions from two studies, not two parts of one share. Sources: Leapers, Mental Health in Freelancing During 2025 (stable income); Remote,

State of Freelance Work (long-term career).

For freelancers who can't wait for enterprise systems to catch up, the
practical response is to stop relying on client behavior and to build
payment predictability into the engagement structure itself.

Automatic payment reminders eliminate the discomfort of personally
chasing clients. Subscription invoicing converts project-based income
into recurring, predictable revenue for ongoing client relationships,
removing the monthly friction of manual invoicing and, with it, much of
the uncertainty that makes income feel precarious even when the client
relationship is stable.

Platforms like Ruul are built specifically to address this problem:
providing freelancers with the payment infrastructure that enterprise
systems have consistently failed to provide.

The infrastructure gap is real. But for
freelancers who build the right systems
around their work, it is increasingly a
solvable one.
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[] SECTION 10 PART 2 — UNDERSTANDING FREELANCERS

The Isolation Problem

The financial strain is compounded by something harder to quantify but
equally consequential. Freelancers are three times more likely to report 3 X
frequent loneliness than traditional employees, with 19.2% saying they

feel Ionely "often or always." more likely to report frequent
loneliness than traditional employees

67% say a sense of belonging with clients is important to them. But only
26% actually feel it. The gap between what freelancers want from

their client relationships and what those relationships deliver is one of
the most consistent and least-discussed findings in the independent
work literature.

FIG. 27 PART 2 — ISOLATION

A sense of belonging with clients matters far more than it is felt

What freelancers say matters, against what they say they experience.

Say itis important to them 67%

Actually feel it 26%

41 points

Source: Leapers, Mental Health in Freelancing During 2025: Annual Report.
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The mental health picture is genuinely mixed. 54% say self-employment
has improved their overall mental health. The autonomy and flexibility
that drove their choice are delivering real psychological benefits.

But 40% reported a decline in 2025, driven by a combination of
economic pressure and the structural isolation that independent work

produces when the financial foundation is unstable.

IMPROVED DECLINED

54% 40%

say self-employment has improved their overall reported a decline in 2025
mental health

A new dimension has emerged in 2026 that compounds both.

Gartner identifies "Al-related psychological injury" as a growing
occupational hazard, burnout triggered not by overwork in the
traditional sense, but by the pressure to match machine-level
output speeds.

In high-Al-exposure roles, workers report higher burnout and lower job
satisfaction than their peers in less automated verticals. The efficiency
gains that Al delivers are real. So is the psychological cost of operating
alongside a tool that never tires, and is getting faster every year.

There is a quieter anxiety building underneath this one. Al doesn't
charge for its time, but it isn't free, and the terms are not fixed. As the Al
market consolidates with smaller providers being absorbed by larger
ones and usage limits tightening as platforms shift from growth mode
to monetization, freelancers who have restructured their workflows
around a specific tool face a new kind of dependency risk: the tool
they've built their pricing and capacity around could become more
expensive, more limited, or less accessible with little warning.
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That uncertainty is its own source of psychological strain, layered on
top of the output-speed pressure already documented above. (See: The
Efficiency Paradox, for the cost and infrastructure dynamics driving
this shift.)

What often goes unsaid is that Al also comes with its own demands:
subscription costs, a learning curve, and the ongoing cognitive load of
prompt crafting, output reviewing, and tool switching. For freelancers,
Al has transformed overhead. The administrative hours saved are partly
offset by the hours now spent managing the tools that saved them.

THREE COMPOUNDING PRESSURES

Financial strain - Isolation - Al-related psychological injury

Each pressure compounds the one before it: the financial strain is compounded by something harder to quantify
but equally consequential, and a new dimension has emerged in 2026 that compounds both.

THE HIDDEN Al OVERHEAD

Al doesn't charge for its time, but it isn't free — and the terms are
not fixed.

COST LEARNING COGNITIVE LOAD

Subscription costs A continuous learning curve Prompt crafting, output
reviewing, and tool switching

For freelancers, Al has transformed
overhead. The administrative hours saved
are partly offset by the hours now spent
managing the tools that saved them.
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[] SECTION 11 PART 2 — UNDERSTANDING FREELANCERS

The Autonomy Gap

Beneath the financial and psychological challenges lies a more
fundamental tension, one that strikes at the core reason most people
chose freelancing in the first place.

87% of freelancers say control over their work is important or very
important to them. Yet only 28% say clients give them meaningful
autonomy, and 12% report being given very little. Only 1in 5 describes
their onboarding experience with a new client as effective.

FIG. 28 PART 2 — AUTONOMY

Control over the work: wanted, granted, withheld

What freelancers say matters, against what they say they experience.

%
Say control over their work is important or very important 8 7 (0)

28%
Say clients give them meaningful autonomy (0)

0
Report being given very little ].2 /0

THE GAP 59 pOintS

Only one in five describes their onboarding experience with a new client as effective.

Source: Worksome, 2025 Freelance Survey Report.
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The gap between the autonomy freelancers sought and the autonomy
they actually experience in client relationships is not usually the result
of bad intent. It is structural.

Clients who lack clear onboarding processes — unclear briefs — misaligned expectations

— the friction Scope creep, revisions, and communication breakdowns make the work harder for both sides.

m 56% of freelancers cite inadequate remote working arrangements
as areason to reject a project.

m 21%cite insufficient information about the project itself.

And when the relationship doesn't meet expectations at the most basic
level, freelancers walk. 76% say they turn down projects when the
offered rate falls below their threshold. That's not stubbornness. It's a
market that has learned, through accumulated experience, that the cost
of undervaluing your work is higher than the cost of declining it.

PART 2 - CLOSING

The income instability, the isolation, the autonomy gap: three different symptoms of
the same underlying condition. The freelance model promises independence. The
infrastructure surrounding it, financial, relational, and organizational, has not yet

been built to deliver it consistently. That gap is what this section is measuring. And

closing it is the most significant opportunity in the independent work market today.
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[] seEcTioN12 OUTLOOK

Looking Ahead:
2027 and Beyond

The freelancers who are most optimistic about the
future are also the most realistic about what it requires.

48% 35%

48% believe freelancing offers the kind of 35% think traditional employment will remain
flexibility that will be essential in the years ahead relevant alongside it rather than being replaced
by it

Neither group is predicting a revolution. Both
are describing a market that is maturing into
something more structurally significant than it
has ever been.

WHAT THIS SECTION LOOKS AT
The Ecological Backlash Against AI The Human Touch Premium
The Platform Will Think For You Freelancer-Owned Al

The Equalizer Argument
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The Ecological Backlash Against Al

One of the least-discussed pressures building against Al adoption is
environmental. Al infrastructure is extraordinarily resource-intensive. Large
model queries consume significant energy and water, and the physical demands

of data centers are increasingly visible in the communities where they operate.

A growing movement of professionals, companies, and policymakers is
beginning to treat Al usage not just as a productivity decision but as an
environmental one.

The "made without AI" signal, dismissed
today as a niche positioning, could become
a genuine market differentiator in certain
sectors within the next two to three years.

The corporate sustainability angle is particularly worth watching. ESG
commitments have been a fixture of enterprise communications for years. Have
you seen "we will reach net-zero emissions by 2040" or "we will source 100%
renewable energy by 2030." kind of promises? Talking about them.

As the energy footprint of Al becomes more measurable and more public, it is
not difficult to imagine companies beginning to position selective Al use as a
marker of environmental responsibility, differentiating themselves from
competitors on the grounds that their outputs involve more human judgment
and less computation.

If that framing gains traction in brand communications, it has a direct
implication for freelancers: human-created work may carry a sustainability
premium that it currently doesn't. The "made without Al" signal, dismissed today
as a niche positioning, could become a genuine market differentiator in certain

sectors within the next two to three years.
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The Human Touch Premium

A parallel trend is already visible in luxury markets. High-end brands have long
used the language of craft, provenance, and human skill as the primary
justification for premium pricing, and that positioning is becoming more

deliberate as Al-generated content floods the lower end of the creative market.

The implicit argument is
straightforward: when everything can
be generated, nothing generated
carries prestige. What carries prestige is
what couldn't be.

This logic is beginning to migrate beyond luxury into broader creative,
consulting, and professional services markets. As Al output becomes the
baseline expectation, the visible investment of human expertise, judgment, and
creative risk becomes the differentiator, and the premium.

For freelancers operating in creative, strategic, and knowledge-intensive
verticals, this is an opportunity to name and price explicitly. The freelancers who
will capture the most value from this trend are those who learn to articulate not
just what they deliver, but why human-made matters for the specific outcome
the client is trying to achieve.

WHAT BECOMES THE DIFFERENTIATOR

Human expertise Judgment Creative risk
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The Platform Will Think For You

The most significant near-term shift is in how talent and opportunity
intersect. Al is rapidly moving freelance platforms from passive job boards,
where freelancers apply, and clients browse, toward active, Al-verified

ecosystems that match capabilities to needs in real time.

The implication is a fundamental change in what "being visible" means for a
freelancer. A reputation built on self-reported credentials will matter less.
Demonstrated, Al-verified skill portfolios will matter more. The freelancers
who invest now in building a body of work that Al systems can read and
evaluate are positioning themselves for a platform environment that will

reward that legibility.

Platforms aren't waiting for 2027 to begin this transition. In April 2026,
Upwork launched an app within ChatGPT that allows businesses to
describe their project needs, discover talent, and draft job posts without
leaving the chat interface, compressing what once took days into a single
conversational flow. Fiverr has moved in parallel, allowing freelancers to
create personal Al models trained on their own work, so clients can pay to
use their style and output on demand. The message from the market is
consistent: platforms are no longer neutral connectors. They are becoming
active participants in determining who gets seen, who gets hired, and what

work looks like.

WILL MATTER LESS WILL MATTER MORE

A reputation built on self- Demonstrated, Al-verified
reported credentials skill portfolios
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Freelancer-Owned Al

A new model is emerging beyond Al-as-tool: Al-as-agent. Freelancer-owned Al
agents that handle initial client negotiations, project scoping, and proposal
generation autonomously are moving from concept to early adoption.

For senior freelancers whose time is the constraint, offloading the front end of
the client acquisition process to an Al agent represents a fundamental change
in the economics of independent work: more client conversations handled,
more selectively converted, less time spent on the work before the work begins.

The Equalizer Argument

The longer structural arc points toward something more consequential than
productivity gains. As Thomas Friedman has argued, freelancing has the
potential to function as a genuine equalizer, allowing talented individuals
anywhere in the world to access clients, projects, and income that geography
once made impossible. (Remote, 2025)

THE NEXT DOUBLING WILL

happen faster reach further include people who couldn't have
accessed this market five years ago

Al accelerates that potential by reducing the administrative and logistical
barriers that have historically made freelancing harder in markets without a
developed professional infrastructure.

The workforce that has already doubled its number of six-figure earners since
2020, from 1.9 million in 2011 to a record 5.6 million in 2025, did so before Al
tools reached their current capability. The next doubling will happen faster,
reach further, and include people who couldn't have accessed this market five

years ago.
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[] concLusioN

The freelance market in
2026 is a structural shift in

i  howwork is organized,
i  how expertise is deployed, and

ii  how careers are built.

The data throughout this report consistently point in one direction: the
independent workforce is becoming more educated, more specialized, more
Al-literate, and more economically significant with each passing year.

The challenges are real: income instability, isolation, infrastructure gaps, and
regulatory complexity. But they are the challenges of a market that has
outgrown its original infrastructure, not one that is fundamentally broken. The
gap between what independent work promises and what the systems
surrounding it currently deliver is the most significant opportunity in the future
of work.

The freelancers, enterprises, platforms, and policymakers who close that
gap will define what the next era of independent work looks like. The ones
who don't will find themselves on the wrong side of a shift that is already
well underway.
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[] mMETHODOLOGY

Methodology

The Freelance Economy Report 2026 is a synthesis of publicly available

research, third-party surveys, academic studies, and platform data

published between 2023 and 2026. It does not present original survey data

collected by Ruul.

The data in this report does not speak for itself. We made it. Every figure
cited here has been selected, contextualized, and interpreted through
Ruul's direct experience operating at the center of the global freelance
market. Our goal was to build a coherent picture of where the market
stands, where it is heading, and what it means for the people and

organizations navigating it.

Where sources use different definitions of "freelancer” or "independent
worker," we note the discrepancy and apply Ruul's own definition,
knowledge workers who deliver expertise remotely on a flexible basis, as
the interpretive frame. Figures drawn from broader self-employment

definitions are flagged accordingly.

All statistics are attributed to their original source. Where data points
appear across multiple sources, we cite the most methodologically
rigorous. Where sources conflict, we note the discrepancy rather than

selecting a single figure.

This report reflects market conditions as of mid-2026. Some figures may

have been updated by source organizations after the time of writing.
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