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Bloomberg Government, in partnership with the 
Direct Selling Association, surveyed 864 independent 
contractors to gain a better understanding of the ways 
Americans work independently. 

From freelance jobs to independent sales to sharing gigs, 
independent work is everywhere, supplementing—and 
sometimes even surpassing—the power of the traditional 
wage-earning labor paradigm. 

The results of our survey reveal a diverse group of 
individuals who have different motivations and expectations 
for the work they do. But they also share a preference for 
flexibility and a willingness to do what it takes to succeed 
on their own terms.

In this ebook, we’re highlighting the answers that indicate 
why independent work is playing an increasingly larger role 
in America’s economy.  

INTRODUCTION

VIEW THE FULL SURVEY REPORT.
Download the complete survey results  
at about.bgov.com/blog/dsa-workforce

http://about.bgov.com/dsa-workforce
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BUT FIRST, HERE’S A LOOK AT WHO 
RESPONDED TO OUR SURVEY:

GenderAge EthnicityEducation Level

Male
65%

Female
35%

Age 21–39
67%

Some college, no degree
15%

Associate 
or technical 
degree
13%

Bachelor’s 
degree
35%

Graduate 
degree/ 
professional
27%

High School/
GED
8%

12th grade 
or less
1%

Age 40–51
14%

Age 52–70
15%

Age 71+
3%

Age 
18–20
2%

White or Caucasian
76%

Other
7%

Black or 
African 
American
9%

Hispanic 
or Latino
12%
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Note: Percentages rounded 
to the nearest whole number.
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The average respondent to the Bloomberg 
Government independent contractor 
survey has spent the past 7.2 years in 
independent work. That’s almost three 
years longer than the average American 
wage-and-salary worker has been with 
his or her current job, according to 2014 
government labor data. 

Granted, a seven-year stretch of 
independent work might include many 
different jobs, assignments, and gigs, 
not just one. (Indeed, most respondents 
said they are working as contractors for 
more than one company, organization 
or agency.) So nobody’s saying that 
independent work inspires greater loyalty 
than traditional work.

But what a seven-year average does do 
is poke holes in the image of independent 
work—and especially the newly named “gig 
economy”—as a stopgap, fly-by-night or 
unsustainable career move.

The fact is, independent workers are 
finding ways to make independence work. 

Nine out of 10 respondents once were—
or still are—part of the traditional wage-
earning workforce as well. Of these, half 
have made the transition to contract work 
only, while the other half are continuing on 
the quintessential “moonlighting” path of 
holding down both types of jobs at once.

Either way, they’re racking up hours even 
as they’re putting down roots. More 
than half of those surveyed work more 
than 30 hours per week as independent 
contractors. And of that hard-working 

group, more than seven out of 10 said they 
are also working more than 30 hours a 
week as a wage-earning employee.

These survey results are “totally consistent 
with what we have seen in terms of driving 
people” to independent work, according 

INDEPENDENT WORK HAS STAYING POWER 

9 OUT OF 10 INDEPENDENT 
CONTRACTORS HAVE WORKED AS A 
WAGE‑EARNING EMPLOYEE.

NUMBER OF COMPANIES  
FOR WHICH CONTRACTORS WORK.

1 2 3
23%

33%

44%

or more
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HIGHLIGHTS

• The industries with the longest average tenure in independent 
work are Retail & Wholesale (8.8 years); Arts, Entertainment 
& Recreation (8.5 years); Real Estate (8.5 years); and 
Manufacturing (8.4 years). The technology industry has the 
shortest average tenure for independent contractors (6.1 years).

• Men are significantly more likely to work more than 30 hours per 
week than females. Women also reported seeing more variance 
in their hours from week to week than men did.  

• Baby Boomers and Silent Generation members (54%) are 
significantly more likely to be associated with only one company/
organization/agency than younger generations (38%-43%).

to Joseph N. Mariano, CEO of the Direct 
Selling Association. Mariano says the 
emergence of the gig economy is only the 
latest manifestation of a much broader 

appreciation of non-traditional career 
choices that he’s seen develop over 
decades. “To me,” he says, “this is not a 
new phenomenon.”
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On a scale of 1 to 10, how satisfied are 
you with your job? It’s an age-old question, 
and one that gives workers the freedom to 
let loose about how they really feel about 
their work situation in the anonymous 
language of cold, hard arithmetic. 

But the survey results for independent 
contractors show a refreshing absence of 
venting, score-settling, or downright hate-
voting. The top answer, by far: 10 out of 10. 

Essentially, one in every three independent 
workers said they could not be more 
satisfied with what they’re doing. More 
than half rated their work a 9 or above, and 
more than three-quarters responded with 
an 8 or above.

Is it all sunshine and rainbows? Far from 
it. But “satisfaction” means many things 
to many people—and to independent 
workers, it can mean the knowledge that 
they themselves—and not their bosses or 
their corporation—will ultimately benefit 
the most from their hard and sometimes 
thankless work.

“When you’re engaged in independent 
work, everything depends on you,” Mariano 
says. “On an individual basis, you sort of 
have to love and value it. If I’m going to  
get up at 6:00 in the morning and go to 
work for myself, that’s satisfying, because  
I know my efforts will pay off for me.

“But,” he adds, “that still means that I’ve  
got to get up at 6:00 in the morning.”

INDEPENDENT WORK HAS BUILT‑IN SATISFACTION

SATISFACTION WITH INDEPENDENT 
CONTRACT WORK

Very  
Satisfied

Not At All 
Satisfied

33%

20%

24%

13%

 5%

 5%

10

9

8

7

6

5-1
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HIGHLIGHTS

• Respondents in the professional services, manufacturing,  
and retail & wholesale industries were the most likely to rate  
their job satisfaction a 10.

• Only 5% of respondents rated their job satisfaction as a  
5 or worse.

• More than half of respondents said technology has had  
a “very positive” impact on their ability to execute their 
independent contract work.
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When asked about their motivations 
for being an independent contractor, 
respondents overwhelmingly selected 
personal reasons over financial reasons.

The top five responses? To be my own 
boss. To have a more flexible schedule.  
To achieve greater work-life balance.  
To pursue my passion for this type of  
work. To spend more time with family. 

What doesn’t appear in the top five list? 
Money. These responses all illustrate that 
independent workers aren’t necessarily 

doing what they do out of financial 
necessity. Meanwhile, reasons that aren’t 
choice-based dominate the bottom half of 
the motivation list.

“Ask anyone, ‘Do you want more money?’ 
and sure, they’ll say yes,” Mariano says. 
“But that’s not necessarily what drives 
them. We all like more money, but we 
choose to engage in things that are more 
important. That’s what drives some people 
into independent work.”

INDEPENDENT WORK HAS REWARDS  
BEYOND INCOME

MOTIVATIONS FOR BEING AN 
INDEPENDENT CONTRACTOR

34%

41%

45%

Better work‑life balance

Flexibility in schedule

To be my own boss

Note: Respondents were able to 
select more than one response. 
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HIGHLIGHTS

• Women are significantly more likely than men to be motivated 
by being their own boss (50% vs. 42%) and having a flexible 
schedule (51% vs. 35%).

• Millennials and Generation Z members are much more likely to 
be saving for a financial goal (24%) or motivated by the ability 
to help the community (22%) than older generations (7% and 
4%, respectively). 

• A flexible schedule is particularly motivating for those in the 
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation (58%), Food & Beverage 
Services (57%), and Retail & Wholesale (57%) industries.
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Independent contractors have a variety 
of career paths before them, and 
respondents to the survey plan to walk 
them in roughly equal measure. 

Striving to keep independent work as 
your primary career? Or, will traditional 
and independent work share the spotlight 
in your future plans? If this is more of a 
temporary arrangement, what’s your exit 
strategy: nabbing a steady job? Or reaching 
a financial goal that you’ve set for yourself?

No matter which way your intentions take 
you, you’re in good company. Respondents 
were almost equally divided among these 
four strategies.

This even split speaks to independent 
work’s adaptability to the individual: 
Success can be defined by what the 
worker wants it to be, not by what 
traditional economic forces dictate.

“The myth about independent work is that 
it’s counter-cyclical,” Mariano says, “that 
it thrives only when there’s an economic 
downturn,” as people are cut off from more 
“stable” working arrangements.

However, Mariano says, the truth belies 
that perception: “When the economy 
improves, we do well. When it weakens? 
We do pretty well too. It’s unrealistic to 
anticipate that independent work insulates 
workers from larger trends, but I would 
say that independent work is somewhat 
recession-proof.”

INDEPENDENT WORK HAS A FLEXIBLE FUTURE

TEMPORARY WORKING SITUATION: 
I will be an independent 
contractor until I reach a 
specific financial goal

TEMPORARY WORKING SITUATION:
I plan to eventually find a position 
as a wage-earning employee of a 
company or organization

PERMANENT WORKING SITUATION: 
I plan to always supplement 
my income with independent 
contract work

PERMANENT WORKING SITUATION:
My chosen career path is to be 
an independent contractor only

Be my own boss

Flexible schedule

Total
45%

Direct Sellers
62%

Female
51%

Male
35%

TEMPO

I plan 
as a w
compa

ATION:
to be 
r only

TEMPORARY 
Specific 
Financial Goal

27%

PERMANENT 
Contracting is 
Chosen Career

30%

PERMANENT  
Supplement 
Income

21%

TEMPORARY 
Eventually Want 
Wage-Earning 
Job

22%

TEMPORARY VS. PERMANENT 
INDEPENDENT CONTRACTORS



MAKING INDEPENDENCE WORK

11

THE WORKFORCE OF THE FUTURE

11

 

 
HIGHLIGHTS

• Most women are likely to see their contracting work  
as permanent (62%), while most men perceive it as  
temporary (54%).

• Technology is the only industry where participants are 
significantly more likely to be independent contractors 
temporarily (59%) than permanently (41%).

• Members of the Millennials and Generation Z are more  
likely to perceive their independent work as temporary  
(58%), especially compared to Generation X (39%)  
and Baby Boomers or Silent Generation members (17%).
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