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Sourcing talent in a gig economy

The business case for a gig workforce is strong and its use is growing. Lower costs and greater flexibility 
would be an advantage in any environment. But in the age of disruption, when business models are 
overturned like rows of dominoes, they become a matter of survival.

The evidence is found in a survey conducted by The Economist Intelligence Unit, sponsored by 
North Highland, of executive decision-makers at 210 US and UK companies with at least 2,000 
employees.

All of the companies surveyed rely to some extent on gig workers, and at over half (58%) they 
account for more than a fifth of the workforce. What respondents are most likely to prize in a gig 
workforce is flexibility and cost:

•	 Flexibility is imperative because almost three-quarters (73%) of respondents are undergoing some 
type of transformation, while about two-thirds say that they’re forced to adapt to a more volatile 
business environment than three years ago.

•	 Controlling costs is imperative because about four-fifths (79%) say they’re under pressure to boost 
productivity and two-thirds (67%) are under pressure to reduce labour expenses.

As a result, more than six in ten respondents (61%) expect the use of contract labour to grow over the 
next five years.

61% of 
respondents 
expect the use of 
contract labour to 
grow over the 
next five years
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Business imperatives drive the use of gig workers
The choice to use gig worker strategies flows from business challenges. These challenges are shown in 
the following chart, ordered by the degree to which the survey respondents agree with each statement.

 A majority of respondents agree with all of the statements, except perhaps the last (“can’t keep pace 
with practices to deliver business value”). The one eliciting the most agreement (79%) is “we are under 
strong pressure to increase workforce productivity”. It was number one in terms of agreement 
regardless of where the respondents lived, who they worked for or what they did.

Increasing workforce productivity is exactly what a gig workforce does. It’s the same idea as the 
cloud, which swaps out the fixed cost of a data centre for the pay-as-you-go arrangement of a cloud 
provider. 

The second most agreed-with statement is “we are undergoing a transformation (operating model, 
digital, cultural, etc)”. This could drive the use of gig workers in two ways:

•	 Self-transformation often requires bringing in people with new capabilities and skills that didn’t exist 
before. Some may be permanently needed, others only during the transition.

•	 At the operational level, gig workers can take on the quotidian tasks while permanent staff divert 
their attention to more transformational efforts.

Reducing workforce costs, the third most agreed-with statement, is the flip side of improving 
productivity. Productivity rises as costs decline, as long as output is growing, stable or declining less 
than input costs. The use of gig workers is one way to reduce workforce costs—others include 
outsourcing and automation.

Strongly agree            Somewhat agree            Neutral            Somewhat disagree            Strongly disagree

Under strong pressure to increase workforce productivity

Undergoing a transformation (operating model, digital, cultural, etc)

Under strong pressure to reduce workforce costs

More volatile business environment than three years ago

Cannot meet strategic objectives without gig workers

Unable to keep pace with practices to deliver business value

Agree—disagree statements on the business environment 
(% of respondents) 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit survey, 2018

 38 41 12 3 5

 31 42 13 8 5

 36 31 19 8 6

 34 31 18 11 5

 32 32 16 12 8

 19 30 15 25 12
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Benefits and drawbacks of gig workers
Across all demographics, a single benefit stands out: flexibility. Otherwise, the other benefits are 
roughly evenly valued (with the exception of reduce risk, cited by only 8%). The drawbacks of gig 
workers stem from the fact that workers aren’t a commodity; each is a unique individual, not easily 
plugged into a job with specific demands. The skill and culture fit may not be right; onboarding takes 
time, and new workers can be unavailable or unreliable. Cost is a particular concern in labour-tight 
sectors such as IT.

More flexibility

Decreased cost

Enhanced capability of a business function or organisation

Relieve stress for full-time employees

Talent discovery

Fast access to talent

Reduced risk

Benefits of gig workers     
(% of respondents)

 46

 30

 26

 25

 25

 23

 15
Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit survey, 2018

Across all 
demographics,  
a single benefit 
stands out: 
flexibility
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Why a gig workforce?
Organisations have a variety of motivations for turning to a gig workforce. The top three, essentially tied 
from a statistical point of view, are lower costs, more agility and the existence of temporary projects:

•	 The cost rationale matches an earlier response indicating that companies are under pressure to 
reduce labour costs;

•	 to achieve agility, with their need to operate in an increasingly volatile business environment; and

•	 the need to staff temporary projects goes with their attestation that their organisations are 
undergoing transformations.

The bottom three rationales all presume that respondent organisations lack the ability to adapt. 
Perhaps organisations have the ability to execute the tasks that they hire gig workers to do, but they 
want to deploy their full-time staff in other ways.

Making it formal
Nearly all respondents surveyed have a formal workplace augmentation strategy or are in the process 
of developing one. The responses include:

•	 One strategy for the entire organisation (53%);

•	 strategies implemented by business units (33%);

•	 in the process of developing a strategy (13%); and

•	 no strategy, no plans to develop one in the near future (1%).

Large organisations (5,000+ employees) are less likely to have an organisation-wide strategy (only 44% 
do, versus 53% for all companies) and are more likely to leave strategies to the business units (41% do, 
compared with 33% for all companies).

Allows for cost savings

Allows for more agility

Our needs are project-specific

Business needs seasonal/vary over time

Lack skills that needed to execute

Rapid growth/inability to scale

We lack the capacity to execute

Why use gig workers?   
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit survey, 2018

 39

 36

 36

 30

 26

 21

 13
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Growth in the use of gig workers
Will the use of gig workers grow over the next five years? Executives say yes. More than six in ten expect 
the use of contract labour to grow over the next five years.

Decrease significantly

Decrease somewhat

Remain the same

Increase somewhat

Increase significantly

Expected five-year change in gig workers   
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit survey, 2018

 3

 6

 30

 33

 28

How gig workers are sourced and managed
There is no dominant sourcing model for gig workers. The most common approach is to hire individuals 
and then assemble them into a team managed by full-time employees (FTEs). That’s the model 
followed by 40-44% of companies regardless of country or size.  

A less common model, but still quite popular, is the traditional consulting approach of hiring a team 
in its entirety, with project managers, at a single stroke. Over the sum of all respondents, this is the most 
common approach at 51%.  It’s slightly more common among medium-sized companies (33%) and in 
the US (32%), less so among large companies (24%) and in the UK (24%). The most senior respondents 
(director-level) cite it more (34%) and respondents below the level of director cite it less (22%). Less 
senior employees may simply have less awareness of the practices of hiring entire teams of consultants.

The least common model is hiring one-off individuals to assist teams of FTEs. The proportion of 
respondents citing this approach was 50%, but it varies from 13% (for less senior managers of medium-
sized UK companies) to 33% (director-level respondents at large companies).
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Finding gig workers
Companies find gig workers in two ways: directly and through intermediaries. Direct hiring appears to 
be more common.

Direct channels include the re-hiring of former contract workers, soliciting references from current 
employees, turning to former employees and maintaining an internal database of outside talent. 
Together, 57% of respondents cited these four channels.

The rest of the respondents cited intermediaries including staffing agencies, contract worker sites 
and consulting firms. A third (34%) of the respondents cited two sources: agencies and contract worker 
sites.

•	 Companies typically say that gig workers cost less (about 57% of respondents) for about the same 
level of productivity (41%) or slightly higher productivity (39%) as FTEs. 

•	 Gig workers can be found quickly. Almost two-thirds (68%) of companies say they can find suitable 
gig workers within a week.

Companies qualify gig workers most often through in-person interviews, interviews outsourced 
through an agency, or third-party credentials or certifications. UK companies are more likely to rely on 
agency interviews.

Onboarding procedures are fairly consistent across demographics. Most companies employ a variety of 
methods.

We interview them ourselves

We verify credentials/third-party certifications

We use an agency and the agency interviews them

We trust the referrer

We use outside interviewers

Vetting gig workers     
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit survey, 2018

 55

 46

 43

 29

 26
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A cautionary note
The use of gig workers has both promise and peril. By a large margin (80%), respondents agree that 
success in managing gig workers requires a different approach; simply transferring existing methods to 
new demands won’t work. 

More importantly, clear majorities (58% and 55% respectively) say that there’s a trade-off between 
the benefits of gig workers on the one hand and the need to devote more management resources and 
accept or mitigate more risk on the other hand. Management needs to accept these challenges to 
realise the benefits of a gig workforce in costs, agility, productivity and ability to scale quickly.

What matters most
80% of companies agree that managing gig workers requires a different approach than managing 
full-time employees. Over half say that the advantages of gig workers are partially offset by their higher 
risk and the need for more management attention. 

Productivity

Reliability

Flexibility

Capability

Cost e
ectiveness

What matters most       
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit survey, 2018

 42

 36

 32

 29

 26

80% of 
respondents  
agree that 
managing gig 
workers requires  
a different 
approach than 
managing FTEs
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Conclusion: The gig economy is 
becoming the norm

All companies of all sizes use gig workers. That’s not new. What is changing is the fact that a sizable, 
semi-permanent gig workforce is becoming the norm. As companies master the art of onboarding and 
integrating gig workers, they are discovering that the greater flexibility and lower costs more than offset 
the increased risk and burden on management. That’s a big reason why more than six in ten 
respondents see their companies making greater use of the gig workforce over the next five years.

The advantages that an on-demand workforce brings, combined with progress in recruiting, 
onboarding and integrating temporary help, ensure that the gig workforce is here to stay.

20% or more

10-19% 

5-9% 

Less than 5%

Percentage of gig (contract) workers?  
(% of respondents)

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit survey, 2018

 58

 25

 11

 6
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Percentages may not 
add to 100% owing 
to rounding or the 
ability of respondents 
to choose multiple 
responses.

Appendix: 
survey results

Not at all responsible

Not very responsible

Somewhat responsible

Very responsible

To what degree are you responsible for talent/sta
 augmentation decision-making within your organisation?  
(% of respondents)

0

0

 35

 65

More than 40% of our workforce

30-39% of our workforce

20-29% of our workforce

10-19% of our workforce

5-9% of our workforce

Less than 5% of our workforce

We do not currently employ gig workers

Gig workers and your business environment 
To what extent does your organisation currently employ gig (contract) workers?  
(% of respondents)

 13

 19

 26

 25

 11

 6

0
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Decrease significantly

Decrease somewhat

Remain the same

Increase somewhat

Increase significantly

Don’t know

In the next five years, how do you expect the proportion of gig workers in your organisation’s 
workforce to change?   
(% of respondents)

 3

 6

 30

 33

 28

0

The current business environment is characterised by more volatility and disruption than it was three years ago 

We are currently undergoing a transformation (operating model, digital, cultural, etc) of some kind

We cannot meet our strategic objectives without gig workers

We are under strong pressure to reduce workforce costs

We are under strong pressure to increase workforce productivity

We are unable to keep pace with changing methods and practices to deliver business value

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements as they relate to your organisation? 
(% of respondents) 

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree       Neutral Somewhat agree Strongly agree Don’t know

 5 11 18 31 34 1

 5 8 13 42 31 1

 8 12 16 32 31 1

 6 8 19 31 36

 5 3 12 41 38

 12 25 15 30 19 1

We have a formal strategy implemented across the organisation

Strategy is implemented by business units

We are in the process of developing a formal strategy

We have no strategy and no plans to develop one in the near future

How we use gig workers
Which of the following best describes your organisation’s overall strategy for augmenting its workforce using gig 
workers?   
(% of respondents)

 53

 33

 13

1
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Allows for cost savings

Our needs are project-specific

Allows for more agility

Our business needs are seasonal or otherwise vary over time

We lack certain skills that we need to execute

We have experienced rapid growth and inability to scale

We lack the capacity to execute

Why does your organisation employ gig workers?   
(% of respondents)

 39

 36

 36

 30

 26

 21

 13

Logistics and delivery

Manufacturing operations (eg, production roles)

Customer experience/engagement

Information technology

Sales and marketing

Product or service development

Finance

Human resources

Compliance

In your understanding, which areas of your organisation most frequently use gig workers?    
(% of respondents)

 50

 45

 39

 39

 34

 31

 22

 22

 19

Individual technical sta�ers with specialised skills (programmers, network administrators, etc)

Low-level, front-line workers only (eg, delivery, manual labour, seasonal operations)

Managers ( including project and operations managers)

Temporary middle management

Temporary managers above middle management

Other 

Don’t know

At what level of seniority does your organisation most often hire gig workers?     
(% of respondents)

 75

 61

 30

 26

 6

1

1
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Individual workers are sourced then assembled on-site into teams, managed by full-time employees (FTEs)

Entire teams are sourced at the same time, including project managers ( ie, traditional consulting model)

Individual workers are hired to assist teams comprised mainly of FTEs

Sourcing gig workers
What sourcing model does your organisation typically follow when hiring gig workers?      
(% of respondents)

 71

 51

 50

They are former FTEs (eg, retirees, alumni)

They are former contract workers

References from current FTEs

References from other contract workers

Temporary employment/sta�ng agencies

Contract worker sites (Upwork, LinkedIn, Guru, NerdCentral, etc)

Consulting firms who supply individuals or entire teams

An internal database of outside talent

Other

How does your organisation most often find gig workers? 
(% of respondents) 

Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3 Not answered

 10 12 12 66

 12 13 14 61

 13 9 10 69

 12 9 10 69

 19 15 13 53

 15 15 18 52

 10 18 12 61

 10 10 11 71

1 99

Instantly (on demand)

Within a day or two

Within a week

Between a week and two weeks

Between two weeks and a month

Between one and two months

Over two months

In general, when your organisation needs well-qualified gig workers with a given skillset, how quickly can they 
typically be found?    
(% of respondents)

 16

 24

 28

 18

 11

 3

 1

0
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We interview them ourselves

We verify credentials/third-party certifications

We use an agency and the agency interviews them

We trust the referrer

We use outside interviewers

How does your organisation qualify this kind of talent?     
(% of respondents)

 55

 46

 43

 29

 26

Individual job/responsibilities description

Introductions to key sta


Security orientation and training

Standardised contracts

Network access and systems permissions

Assignment of mentor

Organisation strategy overview

Use of a Work Intermediation Platform

Onboarding and integrating gig workers
Which of the following characterise your organisation’s onboarding process for gig workers?      
(% of respondents)

 52

 45

 45

 44

 35

 34

 33

 26

They’re fully productive from the moment they start

One day or less

Up to one week

Up to two weeks

More than two weeks

How long does it typically take to onboard gig workers and bring them up to full productivity?       
(% of respondents)

 19

 17

 38

 17

 10
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Successfully managing gig workers requires a di�erent approach than with FTEs

The benefits of using gig workers are o�set by the fact that they require more management resources than FTEs

The benefits of using gig workers are o�set by the fact that they present more risks than FTEs

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
(% of respondents) 

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree       Neutral Somewhat agree Strongly agree Don’t know

 5 5 9 45 35 1

 5 18 19 29 29 1

 7 19 18 31 25 1

Providing written materials on our organisation, culture and/or strategy

Assignment of mentors

Live, in-person briefings

Scheduled meetings at regular intervals

More thorough upfront screening

Hiring from a single sta�ng/consulting firm rather than piecemeal, by individual employees

Study materials with quizzes or evaluations

Other 

In your experience, what are the most e�ective actions organisations can take in order to get gig workers 
onboard and fully productive?    
(% of respondents)

 43

 42

 39

 39

 39

 36

 25

1

More flexibility

Decreased cost

Enhanced capability of a business function or organisation

Talent discovery

Relieve stress for FTEs

Fast access to talent

Reduced risk

Other 

Benefits and drawbacks of gig workers
In your experience, what are the main benefits of employing gig workers?     
(% of respondents)

 46

 30

 26

 25

 25

 23

 15

1
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Much cheaper

Somewhat cheaper

About the same

Somewhat more expensive

Much more expensive

In general, what do you believe is the cost di
erence between gig workers and FTEs at your organisation?      
(% of respondents)

 15

 42

 21

 17

 5

Much less productive

Somewhat less productive

About the same

Somewhat more productive

Much more productive

What do you believe is the productivity di
erence between gig workers and FTEs at your organisation?       
(% of respondents)

 6

 13

 41

 25

 14

Productivity

Reliability

Flexibility

Capability

Cost e
ectiveness

Speed of placement

What matters most to you in your organisation’s recruitment of gig workers?       
(% of respondents)

 42

 36

 32

 29

 26

 22
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Lack of the right skills

Security concerns

Onboarding time

Unreliable

Cost

Lack of culture fit

Legal risk

Lack of availability

None of the above

Other 

What are the biggest drawbacks of employing gig workers for your organisation?        
(% of respondents)

 30

 26

 25

 23

 21

 21

 18

 12

   1

0
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US

UK

In which country are you personally located?  
(% of respondents)

 74

 26

Manufacturing

Retail

Financial services

Technology/IT

Food/Beverages/Consumer packaged goods

Healthcare and life sciences/Pharmaceuticals/Biotechnology

Telecommunications

Energy, utilities, natural resources

Transportation/Warehousing

Government/Public sector

Automotive

Insurance

Travel, tourism and leisure

Chemicals

Media/Entertainment/Publishing

Aerospace/Defence

Agriculture and agribusiness

What is your organisation’s primary industry?  
(% of respondents)

 10

 10

 9

 9

 8

 8

 7

 6

 5

 5

 4

 4

 4

 4

 4

 2

 2

CEO or equivalent

Other C-level executive

Managing director

EVP/SVP/VP

Director

Head of department or business unit

Senior manager

Manager

Which of the following best describes your title?  
(% of respondents)

0

0

0

 24

 38

 14

 24

0

Human resources/talent

Customer service

Finance

Operations

Sales

IT/technology

Production

Marketing

Procurement

General management

Strategy

Risk

Supply-chain management

Legal

What is your main functional role?  
(% of respondents)

 11

 10

 10

 10

 10

 9

 9

 8

 7

 6

 5

 3

 3

 2

Fewer than 500 employees

500 to fewer than 1,000 employees

1,000 to fewer than 2,000 employees

2,000 to fewer than 5,000 employees

5,000 to fewer than 10,000 employees

10,000 employees or more

What is the number of employees at your 
organisation?  
(% of respondents)

0

0

0

 64

 21

 15
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While every effort has been taken to verify the accuracy 
of this information, The Economist Intelligence Unit Ltd. 
cannot accept any responsibility or liability for reliance 
by any person on this report or any of the information, 
opinions or conclusions set out in this report. The findings 
and views expressed in the report do not necessarily reflect 
the views of the sponsor.
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