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Executive Summary

Flexible employment has been put forward as a promising solution to ‘the problem’ of older workers, helping to alleviate the social and business difficulties associated with:

· economic inactivity among the 50 plus age group;

· the loss of skills and expertise to organisations following the early exit of experienced workers; and

· intolerable pension burdens caused by population ageing. 

One type of flexibility – the portfolio career – has been presented as a particularly promising route for experienced professionals wanting or needing to work beyond premature or enforced exit from paid work. The idea has surfaced with increasing regularity in policy documents and self-management career guides in the 1990s. Yet, research that questions such a notion - of older professionals and their portfolio careers - is surprisingly absent. As a result, it has remained an alluring and relatively undamaged vision in the debate over labour market solutions for inactive older workers. 

This research redresses the gap. It examines the myths and realities of portfolio employment for older professionals. It does so by:

· focusing on one industrial sector where such careers are common, albeit under the name of ‘freelancing’; 

· interviewing line managers, industry experts and freelancers with direct knowledge of such flexible working practices; and

· examining a diverse literature, including academic writings, policy documents, campaign reports, media industry profiles and self-help career guides, to gain a wider understanding of the way employers and older freelancers manage their ‘portfolio’ labour. 

The study found that there were benefits to the portfolio or freelance career. The freedom to hire ‘take-away talent’ – professionals already trained in their specialism – represented a cost-effective, fast and an efficient way for employers to cope with short-term labour needs. The freedom to work for multiple clients also permitted a measure of freedom for individual freelancers. Those over the age of 50 were able to work beyond enforced early retirement or redundancy from a main employer, and could attempt their own transition into retirement. 

However, there were long-term penalties involved, for both employers and freelancers. This was a highly insecure, unpredictable and volatile relationship. There was a general lack of trust, mutual investment and security, compounded by dubious employment practices in the way freelance professionals were managed by their employers. 

· Successful freelancers needed to sustain productive, informal networks and to remain ‘in tune’ with an ever-changing succession of (usually) ever-youthful freelance commissioners. 

· Freelance fees rarely matched the breadth of experience and expertise which the oldest professionals brought to their assignments. 

· The oldest freelancers were vulnerable to diminishing rewards, dwindling networks, dated skills and ageist attitudes. Unsurprisingly, they became increasingly disenchanted with, and disenfranchised from, a freelance career in later life.

Policy-makers and campaigners are urged to adopt caution in advocating such flexible careers for older people.  Far from the idealised impression created by advocates such as Charles Handy, freelance consulting was a highly difficult pursuit which became more risky with advancing age.
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The Background

1. Demographic & employment trends

Over the last 25 years, older people have been leaving the labour market at progressively younger ages in the UK. Meanwhile, life expectancy has risen. This paradox - of declining economic activity at a time of population ageing - has led to international concern over the increasing financial burdens faced by Governments. 

It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that the rise in flexible employment in the UK is seen as something of ‘a solution’ to the problem of older workers. From the early 1990s, three reports published by separate Government departments in the UK cited flexible jobs - such as part-time and temporary working, short-term contracts and consultancy - as potentially important for older people. The notion of workplace flexibility, in the context of an ageing labour force, appeared to serve multiple interests. 

1. It could address the difficulties experienced by older people wanting or needing to remain in paid work, by offering a phased transition into retirement or a re-entry point after a period of unemployment; 

2. It could ease skills shortages for employers and allow them to keep hold of experienced workers; 

3. It could extend working careers, increase tax revenue and reduce intolerable welfare burdens.

One type of flexible employment has been seen as particularly attractive for older workers: the portfolio career. Here was a fluid and empowering form of self-employment which, as depicted by its chief advocate Charles Handy, satisfied the needs of employers whilst, simultaneously, fulfilling individuals’ needs for choice and control in later life. Free from the constraints of formal employment regulation on the one hand and official retirement policies on the other, the organisation and the individual were free to negotiate between themselves the most appropriate and satisfying working arrangements. Older workers could escape an organisational ‘master’ by working for a range of clients in varying capacities over differing periods of time.

Despite scepticism over the rhetoric of workplace flexibility and of portfolio-type careers, reference to Handy’s ideas began to appear in a number of policy and research publications about ‘the problem’ of older workers. Authors were cautious, of course, about suggesting this as a complete solution. Nevertheless, it persisted as a favoured career option for consideration in later life. 

Surprisingly, there has been little in the way of research about the feasibility of such flexible forms, or its implications, for older workers. Yet, without authoritative research inquiries, policy-makers and academics could be recommending - or at least perpetuating ideas about - spurious solutions to the growing difficulties experienced by older people in the labour market. 

(a) Population ageing

The need for such research is particularly critical at a time of population ageing in the UK. Over the next 20 years, there will be a marked growth in the numbers and proportions of people aged 50 plus, due to the ageing of the ‘Baby Boom’ generation born in the 1960s and the decline in fertility and mortality rates. The UK population aged 50 and over is projected to rise from 19.6 million people in 2001 to 25.1 million in 2021
 . More importantly, the population of working age (currently defined as 16 to 65 years for men, 16 to 59 for women) will become much older
. Population projections by the Office for National Statistics anticipate little change among the under 30s age group, and a fall among those aged 30 to 44 years. But among people aged 45 to 59, numbers are expected to rise significantly - by nearly one quarter, from 10.8 million in 1998 to 13.3 million in 2021
. 

(b) Early exit
Set against these demographic trends are pronounced shifts in patterns of employment among the 50 plus age group. A number of studies have documented the increasing exodus of older people from the workforce at progressively younger ages in the UK
 and in other industrialised countries
.  

Company restructuring has led to a decline in full-time jobs lasting until statutory retirement age. Average retirement ages have fallen in the UK by nearly five years for men, from 67.2 years in 1950 to 62.7 years in 1995; and by four years for women, from 63.9 to 59.7 over the same period
. Campbell’s secondary analysis of the Labour Force Surveys between 1979 and 1997 found that economic inactivity rates (covering people of working age who are neither officially employed nor registered as unemployed) for UK men aged 55 to 65 had more than doubled during this time, from nearly 17% to 37%
. 

2. Flexible employment for older workers: Government policy

Against this backdrop, the flexible employment of older workers appears an attractive solution. As flexible jobs have risen in the UK economy as a whole
, so they have been seen as increasingly relevant for older people. In 1994, flexible working was a main recommendation of the Advisory Group on Older Workers, a Government committee set up under the Conservative Government to propose measures which would encourage employers to practice age diversity in employment
. The report, introduced by its chair Ann Widdecombe, the Employment Minister at that time, saw flexible job opportunities
 as one of five ways in which employers could make better use of the skills, reliability and experience of older people
. The report said:

“Such flexibility may be suited to older people, many of whom may not want to work full-time – or who are looking for a smoother transition from full-time work to retirement.”

(Employment Department Group, 1994, pp. 27-28)
In a similar vein, a Cabinet report endorsed by the Labour Government in 2000 advocated greater access to flexible working arrangements
 for those older workers who wanted them
. The report, produced by the Performance and Innovation Unit with an introduction by the Prime Minister Tony Blair, listed the need for flexibility in working practices as one of 75 ‘conclusions’ designed to improve employment opportunities for people aged 50 to 65. In particular, the report urged that the Department for Education and Employment promote the benefits of flexible work. These and other recommendations were accepted by the Government and seen as “a challenging blue-print for action”. 

The value of flexible work was also raised by another Government-led initiative: the multidisciplinary Foresight programme, run by the Department of Trade and Industry
. The Ageing Population Panel of Foresight, made up of government, business and research representatives, was charged with devising a strategic plan in response to the projected increase in the proportion of older people. Older workers were seen as forming a potential supply of flexible labour for companies
 and as such represented a clear business opportunity.

3. Flexible employment for older workers: a campaigning issue

The mantle was also taken up by campaigning groups. For instance, The Debate of the Age, a UK-wide forum for discussion, awareness-raising and advocacy, published a report of proceedings in which growing workplace flexibility - in particular more self-employment, part-time jobs and ‘portfolio’ working - was seen as an inevitable and important development with potential for older people
. 

Meanwhile, a report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development on national responses to the decline in the participation of older workers, published five years earlier, suggested that future policies in the UK should promote the notion of ‘portfolio’ jobs
. This would allow older individuals “to organise their working lives more in tune with their capacities (health, financial resources, leisure)” whilst taking advantage of an increasingly flexible labour market
. 

4. Flexible employment for older workers: the business case

Such flexible jobs would allow employers to continue to sever expensive and open-ended commitments to full-time, permanent and tenured workers, whilst still retaining talent, knowledge and ‘institutional’ memory. Organisations have been urged to recognise the benefits of an age-diverse workforce. A succession of charters, codes and campaign documents have been issued since the early 1990s by a variety of institutions, from professional associations
 to public sector advisory bodies
, campaigning groups
 to Government departments
. In addition, there have been the compendiums of best practice case studies and human resources arguments promoting the business benefits of a mixed age workforce
. Portfolio-type jobs represent a flexible solution to the retention of the oldest members of the labour market, whilst allowing organisations to change their labour needs in response to global competition and changing economic conditions. 

5. Flexible employment for older workers: the portfolio-type career

Meanwhile, business and career writers have been describing new, individualised forms of flexible work - such as ‘portfolio careers’, ‘protean careers’ and ‘boundaryless’ careers - which they say are leading to a revolution in the way people manage their working lives
. Older people with the right skills and attitudes are seen as well placed to take advantage of such changes.

Charles Handy has viewed the ‘portfolio career’ as offering a flexible and satisfying alternative to the lifelong, all-consuming corporate career
. Mature people are said to be advantageously positioned to take up the growing opportunities for consultancy work, freelancing and other types of out-sourced jobs. They have the experience, wisdom and skills to manage a different kind of employment relationship. The added advantage is the freedom it gives individuals to tailor-make their own careers. They can take on work as they wish, blend it with whatever other options they choose and design the perfect, balanced lifestyle. This might involve a medley of paid, voluntary and caring assignments, assembled and reviewed over time.

Such writings have been highly influential in shaping the debate over employment solutions for older workers. Their ideas have been taken up by other authors
 and by policy-makers keen to find innovative solutions to relatively intractable difficulties in labour market retention for older workers. Vocational guides to one form of portfolio-type employment - freelancing - saw the inherent lack of fixed retirement thresholds as ideal for those in their 50s and older
. Freelancing meant that discrimination on grounds of age was supposedly far less significant and individuals were judged on what they could do rather than whether their face fitted
.

In summary, then, flexible employment when applied to the ageing UK population is an alluring concept. Although rarely described in such explicit terms, it appears to offer manifold benefits: 

a) For policy makers, flexible work extends careers and so reduces welfare benefits spending, increases revenue from income tax and proves to the nation that the talents of an ageing workforce are being harnessed;

b) For older individuals, flexible jobs promise to inject choice, control and independence into their working lives; 

c) For organisations, managers can continue to shed redundant, older labour whilst retaining a reserve army of reliable, knowledgeable and experienced workers; 

d) For society as a whole, flexible employment promotes the idea of social ‘inclusion’ for marginal groups of older people in the labour market.

The extent to which this is actually a viable proposition is a matter of conjecture. Little is known, firstly, about the concerns, policies and practices of employers who use freelance/portfolio labour, and, secondly, about employers’ views on the attractions and disincentives of older workers fulfilling such roles. This has resulted in a lack of knowledge about the degree to which organisations are prepared or able to harness the skills, experience and institutional memories of older freelancers.

The research study

1. The Research Participants
The research informants who took part in this study were directly involved in the day-to-day practice of freelance consulting. They were line managers, individual freelancers and key informants with personal experience of freelance working conditions. Freelance consulting was defined in this study as a succession of assignments conducted for a range of clients over a limited, and usually specified, period of time. The study was based on qualitative design principles and involved in-depth, face-to-face interviews with 51 individuals involved in knowledge, information and creative project work. 

2. The Location

The media industry was chosen as the location for five main reasons:

(a) Freelancing has been common in parts of the media industry for many decades: self-help advice was available for freelance journalists as early as 1920s
. Flexible employment has grown rapidly since the mid-1980s, as organisations out-sourced services and casualised positions in order, firstly, to offer cost-effective and competitive services and, secondly, to cope with rapid industrial and regulatory change. A tradition of freelance working, coupled with its rapid expansion, meant a diverse pool of participants for the study.

(b) Parts of the media industry were expanding rapidly. The UK Government had noted the strategic and economic value of the creative (including media) industries to the UK economy
. Official mapping exercises, such as those by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport, revealed the diversity of media operations, output, profitability and occupations. This would further enhance the heterogeneity of the study group.

(c) In common with a number of other UK industries, the larger media employers had presided over rapid staff reductions from the 1980s on. The introduction and enhancement of redundancy and early retirement packages had led to a substantial exodus of older workers from permanent, full-time, in-house media employment
. This suggested the existence of a pool of older flexible labour operating in the industry.

(d) A growing number of researchers were undertaking studies of the media industry’s employment practices. Published reports, journal articles and conference papers on the television sector, newspaper, magazine and book publishing and, to a lesser extent, new media provided a valuable over-view of working conditions. In a number of instances, the research was concerned primarily with freelance working. As a whole, this represented a substantial body of material which could inform my study.

(e) The media dealt largely with creative and information services and products. Its organisations appeared to display many of the hallmarks of the ‘network enterprise’
 in their blurred boundaries, global spread and reliance on digital technology. Other futuristic models (such as the knowledge economy, the information society, the wired world and the e-lance economy) saw an expanding role for media enterprises. 

3. The Sample

A sampling strategy was used which maximised the variety of informant backgrounds. The aim was to select participants who would shed light on the process of freelance consulting, rather than those who represented (in a strictly statistical sense) the entire freelance population in the UK. Each participant was seen as ‘a way in’ to the process and as offering a contrasting perspective. 

Interviews were conducted with 9 employers; 13 key informants; and 29 freelancers, aged between 27 and 67 years. Two thirds of the freelancers were in their 40s and 50s and the male/female ratio was roughly equal.
 All of the informants were interviewed in the South East of England. Several individuals lived outside of the region; nevertheless, the study group was overwhelmingly London-based. This was felt justified due to the London and South-East-based nature of the media industry in the UK
. 

‘Employers’ here mean those individuals who were in charge of a particular product, strand, section, unit or service and who had some management responsibility for freelancers. These employers were directors, editors and managers of a broad range of media enterprises, including newspaper and magazine titles, publishing ventures, television strands and multimedia design projects. They had direct or overall responsibility for some aspect of managing freelance labour. They saw freelancers as representing a considerable presence within their department, unit or enterprise. Although this presence varied over time, employers had come to rely on freelance workers to undertake a range of junior and senior tasks.

‘Key informants’ were individuals with an overview of freelance employment in their sub-sector. They included trade union officials with direct responsibility for freelance matters and managing directors of recruitment agencies which handled freelance contracts.

The freelancers interviewed were spread across a number of media sectors and were involved, among other tasks, in writing, editing, designing, illustrating, broadcasting, producing, directing, training and photography.

Findings

Support for the ‘portfolio’ thesis
The research did find some support for the ‘portfolio thesis’ among the oldest freelancers in the study group. Freelancing did allow older people to exert a measure of freedom and control over their paid work in later life. It did seem to permit them to escape organisational constraints, such as restrictive management regimes, inhospitable work cultures and formal retirement policies. Where they had multiple clients, they could refuse an assignment without jeopardising other sources of paid work. They could continue to trade for as long as they chose, unhampered by official rules and sanctions which might have applied had they been members of staff. They could not be sacked from their freelance careers, made redundant or forced to take early or ‘normal’ retirement. In addition, the project-based, time-limited and bounded nature of freelance assignments suggested a range of discrete pieces of work that could be fitted in to suit the individual. 
Weaknesses in ‘the portfolio thesis’
Yet the prevailing experiences of freelance consultants fell short of the idealised impressions created in policy documents, career self-help guides and management literature, especially for older people. Freelance employment was neither controllable nor necessarily lucrative. 

Freelancing was an inherently risky form of employment for all members of the freelance workforce. However, the risks were experienced unequally. Those who were shouldering heavy caring responsibilities, suffering poor health or disabilities, in possession of dated or inappropriate skills and out of touch with those individuals able to offer them work, were especially vulnerable. Unless rapid and intensive action was taken to reverse declines in their portfolios of work, individuals found themselves in a downward employment spiral where contacts, skills and clients diminished, and their ‘portfolio careers’ inevitably came to a halt. 

· An insecure source of employment 

Accounts of freelancing among older, as well as younger, people revealed this to be a relentless, precarious and often unsatisfying form of work. There were many stories of exploitation, mismanagement and unfair treatment. Individuals were vulnerable to sudden unemployment, inadequate pay and poor treatment. Rarely did they receive in-house training or financial help in meeting the costs of skills updates. Yet, they were expected to offer optimum productivity during assignments, and to maintain high levels of energy, enthusiasm, commitment, reliability and competence. 

There was often a lack of advance warning over the ending of an assignment and this made it difficult for freelancers to avoid what could be financially crippling gaps in work. Unless they had cultivated a special relationship with a client - where there was mutual trust and a sharing of confidences - freelancers were vulnerable to rapid, unforeseen and inexplicable changes in demand. This sense of powerlessness was captured by a freelance journalist and training consultant who was on the brink of ending his self-employed career:

“What I think me, and likewise pals, try and do is keep morale up, and one way of doing that is to delude ourselves that everything is more rosy than it is. What we all realise is that, of course, we are merely at the whim of these casual employers who can drop us without even saying anything.”

Freelance journalist & training consultant 

This view was shared by a manager who had been freelancing herself until 11 months previously. At the time of the research interview, senior managers at her weekly magazine were discussing major organisational changes that would affect the type of freelance work she would be commissioning in the future. She recognised that her regular freelancers would neither be consulted over the changes nor given advance warning as to the likely consequences.

 “...having been freelance, I mean, I know... ... you wouldn’t be consulted even if your livelihood depended on it. And nobody would bother to ask you about it. The work would just be there or not be there.”
Features editor, weekly magazine. 

As one of the younger freelancers interviewed said, there was something unattractive about this continued uncertainty in later life:

… I know of freelance journalists who are in their fifties and sixties and they’re still 

wondering where the next commission is coming from. And I think: 'God, you know. I wouldn’t like to be in that situation.'


Freelance feature writer. 
· The importance of networks and reputations

Personal and professional contacts were critical to a viable freelance career, but these could diminish in number or fail to generate sufficient work of the right kind. Freelancers needed to maintain a sound reputation in the marketplace, but this could be hard to sustain for those who were associated with certain ‘unfashionable’ projects, clients or work histories. Without perpetual cultivation, older freelancers were in danger of becoming invisible, isolated and distant from hubs of work. 

Establishing mutual trust and understanding with clients could be difficult, especially where the freelancer was largely home-based. This appeared to be especially problematic in the newspaper, magazine and book publishing sector, where a large proportion of freelancers used their home as their office. Freelancers in this sub-sector reported how hard it was to establish personal relations unless individual commissioning staff were known to them already or they worked from client premises on a regular basis. They appreciated the value of face-to-face contact and its importance in gaining trust and empathy. Yet, even the most informal encounter could be difficult to engineer. 

Freelancers were torn between the need to cultivate good working relations with clients and the need to spend time efficiently, and to be seen to be doing so. They realised that telephone and e-mail links were often sufficient to ensure regular contact with commissioners. They also knew that clients were working under pressure and had little time for leisurely breaks. The result was a distance between home-working freelancers and the organisational epicentre, and a lack of regular opportunity to extend networks or improve relationships.

Due to pressures of time, budgets and competition, employers relied on their own informal networks to recruit freelance talent. This favoured ‘known’ quantities who could deliver the ‘right’ kind of product. Employers were wary of ‘same old, same olds’ or people with dated expectations and intransigent attitudes. 

· Training

Contemporary skills were expensive to acquire for freelancers, but without them, individuals were consigned to a flow of work which would inevitably dwindle. Unless freelancers remained actively engaged in their industry, they were likely to find themselves increasingly pushed to the margins. Such pressures applied to all freelancers, but were felt to be particularly relevant among the oldest members of the freelance labour force.

It was rare for the employer to pay for training or new equipment, unless the freelancer was office-based, or employed on a long-term contract. Training was costly and time-consuming for freelancers, and inherently risky, since a newly-acquired skill could become obsolete or fail to attract sufficient demand to merit the initial investment. Having dated skills, however, was equally damaging, if not more so. It could label the freelancer as out-to-touch and ‘backward’, and lead to a diminishing stream of work.

· Meeting client needs

A slow, calculated withdrawal, orchestrated to fit in with a freelancer’s own wishes, was largely impossible, due to the need to offer flexible, affordable and near-instant services to the paying clients on whom they depended. The owner of a news and photographic agency, interviewed for this research, believed that successful freelance writers and photographers had to be prepared to work excessively long hours in order to maintain a productive portfolio of clients. 

“Basically, you know, it's a treadmill. You know, as soon as you file copy, you need to get onto the next job… … So, either you're prepared to get on that treadmill and make it work or you're not. And when you reach your 50s, are you really prepared to just keep filing and filing and filing and filing, or do you want to find something more rewarding or more (pause) or something that has, you know, more stability to it? But I think that's the big problem: that, er, you just become disenchanted.”
Owner, news and photographic agency.

In the broadcasting sector, certain freelance jobs could be equally arduous.

“… television and film production is typically long hours, not particularly comfortable working and... if you're actually talking about the craft grades, people actually out on location doing work, it's long hours. It's early starts, late finishes. It's six-day working very often. And frankly, I think, if you're 50 and you don't have to do it, you tend to find a way not to do it. I think there's a large element of that. It's quite hard, arduous work.”
Trade association official, broadcasting sector.

Freelancers were expected to deliver the work whatever their own circumstances or needs. It helped to have a robust constitution and accept such intense, unpredictable working with alacrity. There were no special measures or schemes which permitted freelancers a less exhausting or more family-friendly schedule.

· The lack of employment regulations

The lack of formal, enforceable industry-wide standards specifying freelance working conditions, pay scales, recruitment practices or contractual rights meant that freelance individuals were largely unprotected in the labour market. A number of interviewees were members of trade unions and professional societies; others used recruitment agencies, internet job search sites and job-matching services. However, none of these formal or semi-formal support systems could offer guaranteed protection against the vagaries of the labour market. 

Generally, individuals believed that their best defence was to cultivate productive and genial relations with clients, aided by friendship and family networks divorced from the workplace. Enlisting the help of lawyers or trade unions in order to challenge unfair practices was a risky enterprise, since it could alienate clients and sour effective partnerships. This placed individuals in a paradoxical position. They were vulnerable to exploitative practices, yet by protesting publicly they risked undermining their position even further.

Withdrawal of labour was one of the few bargaining tools at a freelancer’s disposal, but using it risked alienating the client and jeopardising a source of employment. It is perhaps unsurprising that stories of intransigence from freelancers over the terms or nature of an assignment were rare among interviewees. There was the recognition that being ‘difficult’ was a hazardous enterprise. Freelancers had to be careful about questioning or challenging employment practices, even if they were patently unfair.

As one employer explained:

“… when I, with my tiny business, look at my payroll each month, it frightens me. But you know, commissions I pay out to freelancers to do stuff for me, I don’t think about for a minute because I don’t have to do the National Insurance for them or the tax for them or the P.A.Y.E. or BUPA or whatever. Or if they’re sick for a month. I couldn’t give a toss, in the nicest possible way, because there’s no relationship there. There’s no financial bond between us. You know, if they get run over by a car tomorrow, I find another freelancer… … I haven’t had to spend any time training them. I’ve made no investment. I’ve made no investment. So it doesn’t really matter whether they come or go. You know, if I’m not happy with an employee, it’s up to me to nurture them as much as possible to get what I want out of them, rather than just say, ‘You’re sacked.’ But if a freelancer pisses me off once, I’ll just get rid of them.”


Owner, news and photographic agency. 

· Freelance rates of pay

Unless a freelancer was a ‘star turn’ such as a celebrity presenter or writer, or had highly-sought after skills, there was a limit to how much they could charge. There was a ready supply of younger, cheaper talent. In broadcasting, newspapers, magazines and book publishing, rates for most freelance work had been declining in real terms. Many individuals had seen a relative drop in pay, as budgets became tighter and capped project fees more common. Yet the pressures had intensified. New organisational regimes, products and services had brought a change in expectations and standards. Freelancing for older workers, then, could represent an increasingly strenuous and compromised endeavour, undertaken for ever-diminishing returns. 

Collective or collaborative working appeared to be rare in the newspaper, magazine and book publishing sub-sector. The majority of freelancers in this sector were one-person businesses, often working in competition with each other. The effect was to isolate them from sources of support. Team working was more common in the broadcasting and new media sectors but this rarely took the form of protective and powerful bargaining units. None of the freelancers in this study were using personal talent agents at the time of the interviews, although it would be interesting to explore the nature and impact of such relationships on employment viability and status.

· The strategic management of freelancers

The position of these self-employed individuals – and especially those with the most experience – was further undermined by the lack of strategic management practices among media employers. In terms of the day-to-day supervision of freelancers, there seemed to be a lack of formal policies, codes of good practice or systematic management tools within organisations. Coupled with the absence of widely-accepted and enforceable industry standards, this led to highly variable practices. 

Interviews with freelancers suggested that these varied not only from one employer to the next, but from one department or individual line manager to another. The ad hoc nature of freelance employment was, to some extent, an important facet for employers: they needed to have maximum flexibility and discretion over the terms and conditions of labour. But this also led to the inadequate, and more usually non-existent, strategic management of such human resources. Where agreed procedures existed, they were often poorly designed and evaluated. 

There were examples from freelancer interviewees of work being allocated to them by junior members of staff who had little understanding or appreciation of their role or expertise. These commissioners often lacked basic management training in how to:

· handle and supervise freelancers;

· offer proper feedback; 

· regulate their work; and 

· offer acceptable remuneration. 

This lack of the most basic skills was keenly felt by freelancers of all ages, but for those with the most experience and longest memories in the industry, this ineptitude was particularly hard to bear. 

Those who commissioned freelance work were operating under formidable pressures and had little time to nurture good relations with their freelancers. Their chief concern was to meet current deadlines and deliver the services expected of them. It was difficult for line managers to think strategically about long-term freelance requirements. Without clear guidance and direction from senior managers, the day-to-day management of freelancers was left to individual know-how. 

As a result, freelancers were frequently at the receiving end of a range of dubious management practices, including:

· unfair recruitment decisions, 

· poorly specified briefs, 

· inaccurate estimates of the amount of work involved,

· inadequate compensation for completed work, and

· insufficient feedback during and at the end of assignments.

There was an overall lack of transparent systems for locating and retaining freelancers or for making employers accountable to their freelance professionals. 

Business & Policy Implications
Freelance working practices destabilised long-term partnerships between organisations and individuals. There were fewer incentives than with permanent employees to build durable relationships built on trust, investment and commitment. Neither managers nor freelancers could be certain that there was a relationship beyond the present contract. Managers might leave, change roles, revamp products and try out new freelancers. Equally, freelancers might find alternative clients, switch to different kinds of work or pursue other interests. This created an unstable, uncertain and tenuous relationship between freelancers and their employers.

The resulting loss to organisations was potentially vast. Freelance labour contained valuable knowledge - of processes, crafts, ideas, contacts, approaches, techniques - which could not be accessed by the employer beyond the agreed time frame of the project or contract. This was especially relevant among the most experienced - and usually oldest - freelancers. As members of staff, their knowledge would have informed and influenced superiors, colleagues and customers. They would have acted as informal mentors, trainers and guides of younger and less experienced workers. As freelancers, these older professionals had far less opportunity to disseminate their extensive knowledge to others who lay beyond their immediate project team. They were free, and often forced in their search for income, to take their skills elsewhere, including to competitors. Given the way experience was devalued by the industry, it is likely that substantial numbers of experienced workers left the industry altogether, resulting in a waste of expertise that had been built up over many decades.

Legislation to outlaw age discrimination in employment - due to be implemented in the UK in 2006 - needs to consider those older workers who are operating outside of organisations, such as the self-employed. Current recruitment and managerial practices for freelance consultants are neither transparent nor necessarily fair. Yet the position of older workers and other vulnerable labour groups is unlikely to be strengthened by legislation designed primarily to address the rights of permanent employees.
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