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The gig economy was born 
in the wake of the Great 
Recession; since then, full-
time freelancing has risen in 
popularity. With many now 
predicting that most of the 
workforce will be full-time 
freelance in the next decade, 
marketers and marketing 
managers alike must plan for 
their future.  

BY HAL CONICK
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I
n 2016, after spending years 

as the head of marketing 

departments, Mike Volkin 

quit his job. He felt liberated 

to be out of the office, 

especially his office chair. 

“Humans weren’t designed 

to just sit in a cubicle for 

eight hours a day and just 

work,” he says, now leaving work once a day 

to play tennis under the California sun. 
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After quitting his traditional job, Volkin started 
working as a freelancer and entrepreneur; he now 
runs his agency, 800lb Marketing, and works as 
a fractional CMO for many small and midsize 
companies. As a fractional CMO—essentially a 
freelance marketing executive and strategist—
Volkin hires freelancers and staffers, holds weekly 
meetings and sets the company’s marketing 
strategy. “I’ll get a department up and running 
and headed in the right direction,” Volkin says. He 
never becomes the CMO of any single company 
and doesn’t want to; he’s able to work with different 
companies on a contract-to-contract basis, paying 
for his own health insurance, setting his own 
schedule and making a good living—he says that he 
makes $10,000 or more most months. 

Though Volkin’s role as a roving CMO is 
unique, he’s part of a growing trend of full-time 
freelancers in the job market. According to the 
2018 Freelancing in America report by Upwork, 
Freelancers Union and Edelman, 28% of full-time 
workers are now freelancers, up from 17% in 
2014. This number will rise, according to multiple 
studies—Robert Half International reports that 
34% of the economy will be freelancers by 2023; 
another report by Upwork goes even further, saying 
that the majority of the workforce will be freelance 
by 2027. 

“I think that’s conservative, actually,” says Volkin, 
who also works as an entrepreneur coach. Volkin 
says that he’s had more inquiries from coaching 
clients about going full-time freelance in the past 
year than in the previous five years combined. He 
estimates that 20% of those inquiries have been 
from marketers.

Thus far, the trend of working and striving for 
full-time freelance trends younger. Prudential’s 
2018 Gig Economy Impact by Generation 
surveyed millennial-aged workers and found that 
62% believe traditional full-time employment 
will disappear in the next three decades, with 
freelancers making up 75% of the job force. 
The report also surveyed older generations—
Generation X and baby boomers—who tend to 
work as full-time freelancers due to circumstance 
rather than by choice like millennials. The younger 
generation, the report finds, possesses a greater 
comfort level with taking career risks and views 
freelance work as a step toward realizing long-term 
goals.

Jeremiah Owyang, founding partner of research 
firm Kaleido Insights and a technology analyst, says 
that the U.S. economy has always had freelancers, 
gig-workers and consultants (the terms are mostly 

interchangeable). But since the Great Recession in 
2008, Owyang says that it’s easier to both become a 
freelancer and hire one. Online freelance platforms 
such as Elance (now Upwork) and Freelancer.
com—in addition to gig giants such as Uber and 
Airbnb—were all founded in 2008 or 2009, giving 
unemployed workers new ways to make money. It 
marked the birth of what’s often referred to as the 
“gig economy.”

In 2014, marketing managers began employing 
more freelancers, Owyang says. According to 
a 2017 report from Upwork, 58% of marketing 
managers use freelancers to help scale projects and 
fill staffing shortages.  

The move to freelancing full time can be scary 
for marketers used to regular paychecks and a 
benefits package, just as hiring an outside creative 
can be frightening for marketing managers who 
want to protect their intellectual property and 
brand voice. But while the relationship between 
marketing and freelance is new and growing, 
curious marketers can learn from those who have 
blazed a trail in the early days of marketing’s gig 
economy.  

Is Freelancing 
for Me?
After a three-year stint in various marketing 
roles at HubSpot, Sarah Goliger left to work at a 
startup. It didn’t work out, but the timing did. “My 
now-husband was also at a startup at the time; 
that didn’t work out either,” Goliger says. “We both 
found ourselves with a blank slate.”

Goliger and her husband traveled to Southeast 
Asia for five weeks, came home and immediately 
started working as full-time freelancers in their 
respective niches. Now, Goliger works as a digital 
marketing consultant and a life coach, often getting 
referrals from her former HubSpot colleagues. 
Freedom has been Goliger’s favorite part of her 
freelance work. “There’s so much opportunity to 
create whatever kind of lifestyle you want,” she says. 
“I think it’s a much faster way to grow, compared to 
a full-time role.” 

For those in their prime working years, feelings 
of freedom and growth are often stated as reasons 
they’re drawn to full-time freelancing. The 2018 
Freelancing in America survey asked full-time 
freelancers and non-freelancers whether their work 
“provides upward mobility”—72% of freelancers 
agreed, compared with 53% of non-freelancers. The 
difference may be the result of freelancers more 
actively educating themselves—70% of full-time 
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freelancers updated their career skills in the past six 
months, the report found, compared with 49% of 
non-freelancers. 

When workers were asked whether their job 
“provides appropriate pay for my skill-level,” 77% 
of freelancers agreed, compared with 62% of non-
freelancers. In addition, the report says that the 
number of high-earning freelancers—those who 
earn $75,000 annually or more—is up 15 points 
since 2014. 

“I think that the millennial generation especially 
is really excited about the opportunity to work 
remotely and to get a lot of travel,” Goliger says. 
The Freelancing in America report echoes this, 
reporting that 42% of people ages 18 to 34 freelance 
full time, compared with 29% of people ages 45 to 
54. “These are becoming really big priorities for 
our generation. I think that the more people realize 
that this is an option and figure out how to make 
freelance work, more people will take advantage.” 

But not everyone likes this kind of self-created 
freedom at work—some people aren’t cut out for 

the constant grind of working for themselves, for 
having an uncertain schedule and not knowing 
when, exactly, their next check will come. Volkin 
says that when he’s coaching entrepreneurs, he’ll 
ask two questions to see if they’re “freelancers at 
heart”:
• “Do you require the structure of knowing 

where your next paycheck is going to come 
from?” Volkin says that freelancers may make 
$10,000 one month and $2,000 the next—some 
people can plan for that, others get freaked out. 
Case in point: The Freelancing in America report 
finds that 63% of freelancers feel anxious because 
of the unpredictable nature of their work. 

• “Do you like to go to an office every day?” If 
someone dislikes going into an office, Volkin 
says that they’d likely have the determination to 
work on their own. 
Working alone is one of the biggest changes 

Goliger experienced when she started freelancing 
full time. She’s not alone: 56% of freelancers say 
their work makes them feel isolated, according 
to the Freelancing in America report. Most of 
Goliger’s jobs have been remote, save for a couple 
of companies that have asked her to come in to 
build a closer relationship, and she only has a 
couple other friends who also work as full-time 
freelancers in marketing. 

“The social aspect is definitely the big one for 
me—not having people to bounce ideas off or grab 
coffee with,” Goliger says. “But I think the flipside 
of that is that you’re able to be as efficient as you 
want. You can say, ‘I work from home, so I have 
all these distractions around me,’ or you can say, 
‘I work for myself and I don’t have team members 
popping by my desk to interrupt with questions.’ 
… It creates a very different workflow where when 
you need to get work done, you do. And when you 
don’t, you don’t.”

A Strong Network 
Makes the 
Transition Easier
A good network makes the often-solitary nature of 
freelance a bit less lonely. Jennifer Perna worked in 
sales for about 25 years; by the end, in her role as 
vice president of sales for Blue Plate, she managed 
32 people and was constantly networking. Now, in 
her second year as principal and owner of Fulton 
Market Consulting—Perna’s consulting business for 
sales and management in the catering, events and 
hospitality industry—she only manages herself, but 
has cultivated and relied on her network to fill gaps 

advantages
Schedule flexibility: “There’s so much opportunity to create 

whatever kind of life and lifestyle you want,” Goliger says. “More 

traveling. If I want to sleep in, or if I want to [leave] in the middle of 

the afternoon, I can. It’s totally flexible.” According to the Freelancing 

in America report, 80% list flexibility as one of the top reasons for 

freelancing full time.

Being your own boss: Most everyone who freelances full time 

says that they enjoy the autonomy and ability to make their own 

schedule, to “be your own boss.” In the Freelancing in America 

report, 81% of freelancers list this as their top reason for freelancing 

full time.

Space to think: Weismann says that an underrated benefit of full-

time freelancing is having the time to let work “come to you a little 

bit more organically and at the right pace.” Perna agrees, referencing 

her inbox that went from 100-plus emails each morning when she 

was managing 32 people to about a dozen messages when she 

started her own consulting business. 

Ownership of the work: “The biggest benefit for me is being able to 

look back on my life and say that I made my own work,” Volkin says, 

adding that he’s happy to be free of office politics. In the Freelancing 

in America report, 75% list choosing their own projects as a top 

reason they freelance full time, while 77% cited independence from 

office dynamics. 
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in her knowledge. Perna has found an accountant, a 
lawyer, business insurance and other skill positions 
through her network. 

“Part of owning your own business is being 
humble, asking questions and not being 
embarrassed,” Perna says. “When people are 
[moving into freelance], I always help them out. I 
say, ‘OK, let me save a year of your life here and tell 
you what I learned in my first two years.’”

Just as competitive lawyers will send referrals 
to one another when they have a full case load, 
Goliger says that she’ll refer work to others when 
she’s too busy. Perna says that she’ll ask for help 
and give help to competition. “I was always a 
considerate professional and a good friend of my 
competitors,” Perna says. “It’s paid off, because you 
never know who in the local market will end up 
being someone you need in the future.”

Zach Weismann turned potential competitors 
into collaborators when he founded a group called 
MAG Impact Collective, a membership agency of 
consultants across the U.S. who work in marketing, 
strategy and design. The group of independent 
consultants will team up on pitches and projects, 
bringing in others from the group when the client 
needs certain specialties. The group, founded in 
2018, has already pitched and won projects with 
brands such as Google, Chobani and Exxon. 

“Work gets lonely,” Weismann says. “I think 
that we need collaboration and we need teaming 
up. We’re looking at things like pooling resources 
where we can invest in a project manager or a 
business development person together or even 
share simple things like accounting software where 
you get five licenses. Why should everybody have 
to pay for that on their own just because they’re 
part of the gig economy?”

Downsides 
to Full-time 
Freelance
Many outsiders look at full-time freelance and 
worry about finding work, but as Matt Umbro 
wrote on MarketingLand in 2017, having too much 
work is often a bigger problem for creatives who 
survive on their reputation. 

“People hire freelancers because they don’t want 
to pay agency prices, but they expect agency-
quality work,” he writes.

Umbro says that this leads to freelancers who 
have fewer hours to complete projects and less time 
to communicate with clients. They sometimes find 
themselves needing to do unpaid work to complete 

projects. “If you choose to do freelance work, 
understand that your personal brand is at stake,” 
Umbro writes. “You don’t have your agency as a 
shield.”

When working as a freelancer, you are your 
own agency, your own business. As Umbro writes, 
each project puts your name and reputation on 
the line—fall short enough and word will spread, 
whether through word-of-mouth or online 
reviews. Every freelancer interviewed for this 

drawbacks
Skepticism from others: Becoming a full-time freelancer still feels 

like a big risk to many people. Goliger says that her parents were 

nervous when she first told them she was becoming a full-time 

freelancer. “They were pretty baffled by it,” she says, adding that 

both parents were used to stable, long-running jobs. Those who 

want to thrive will likely have to ignore some skepticism from others. 

Goliger says that she didn’t allow her parents’ concern to bother her: 

“I was really confident going in.”  

Paychecks and benefits aren’t consistent: People who choose to 

freelance enjoy certain aspects of losing their benefits package—

for example, no longer having to request vacation time—but the 

Freelancing in America report found that 63% of full-time freelancers 

are anxious about managing money, healthcare and other parts of 

a typical company benefits package. Freelancers Union, a nonprofit 

organization, provides 401ks and healthcare options to members, 

but losing company contributions to blunt the price of healthcare 

and bolster retirement savings may make many freelancers realize 

the gravity of healthcare costs and long-term savings. 

Always on: The other side of freedom and being your own boss 

is struggling with the expectation of being “always on” and never 

being able to truly put work out of mind. “If you are on vacation, 

you’re still working and looking at things because you’re your own 

boss,” Perna says. “We don’t have backup. You work a lot more and 

you have to be really disciplined in everything you do.” Those who 

love weekends and vacations without any thought of work may not 

love the grind of full-time freelance. 

What happens if there’s a recession? While people working full-time 

jobs—especially those in at-will employment states—aren’t protected 

from cuts and layoffs during a recession, a freelancer’s market could 

dry up overnight if the economy sours. Owyang says that a recession 

would increase the supply-side of the economy—in this case, the 

number of freelance workers—and drive prices down. “You may see 

that as a way to increase demand from marketers who might want to 

hire freelancers because it’s cheaper, which in turn would cause more 

layoffs,” he says. “You can see all the economic impacts.”
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story mentioned that this means they are, to some 
extent, always thinking about work. Freelancers 
are expected to quickly respond to emails, answer 
calls and turn in great work on each project. Some 
people excel at this, while others wish they could 
return to the security of a cubicle. 

Despite the downsides, those who seem to be 
made for freelancing appreciate the benefits. The 
Freelancing in America report found that 51% of 
freelancers say that no amount of money could get 
them to work a traditional full-time job. As Perna 
put it: “What’s the worst thing that can happen? I 
have to get a job.”

About Hiring 
Freelancers
When Volkin hires freelancers, he’ll test them. 
The test won’t be on any skill, nor will it be 
apparent to the freelancer, but he’ll watch how they 
communicate in the first exchanges—how quickly 
do they respond? Are they open and honest? Can 
they have a good relationship? But Volkin says 
that it’s just as important for marketing managers 
to communicate well—they must know what 
they want from a project from the start and set 
parameters. Doing so early will save time and avoid 
miscommunication.

“SEO, for example, is a task you have to break 
down … because there are many different types,” 

he says. “Also: What’s your timeline? What’s your 
budget? All that stuff has to be clearly outlined 
from the beginning.”

Managers can also look at freelancers’ ratings 
and reviews on platforms such as Upwork, 
Crowdspring and 99designs. If one freelancer has 
a series of critiques on his communication, for 
example, Volkin says that it may be best to avoid 
that freelancer. Outside of these rating systems, 
Owyang says that companies often internally pass 
around names of well-liked freelancers they trust to 
do good work for other parts of the organization. 

But for marketing managers who have yet to 
employ freelancers, Owyang says that it’s best to 
start small. Many creative agencies, for example, 
farm out ideas for a campaign on freelance 
platforms, then hone the ideas in-house before 
bringing the fleshed-out ideas to a client, who likely 
never knew that freelancers were involved. “That 
happens a lot,” he says. “The crowd can provide far 
more variability and more creative offerings. We 
will only see this grow.” 

Volkin says that he often finds these outside 
voices more valuable than perspectives within the 
company. “A lot of the employers within a company 
are too close to their product or service,” he says. 
“People outside the company that are just familiar 
with the basics provide some really good insight 
into how the company is perceived.”

The biggest fear marketing mangers have in 
hiring outsiders is protecting intellectual property, 
Owyang says. “If you have some people working on 
a secret project, there’s always the risk that they’ll 
spill the beans or they’re working for a competitor,” 

‘Consultants 
Aren’t Miracle 
Workers’
Neil Patel, a digital marketing consultant and founder of Neil Patel 

Digital and Crazy Egg, wrote in a post on Quick Sprout that “you 

shouldn’t hire me, or any consultant for that matter, to help you with 

your marketing.” Businesses can’t rely solely on outsiders to fix their 

business problems, he writes. 

“A lot of small and medium businesses hire consultants because they 

are looking for miracles,” Patel writes. “I hate to break it to you, but 

no consultant is going to take a business that is doing very little in 

revenue and quickly turn it around. … [If] you have a bad product, a 

low-converting site, or an offer that just doesn’t make sense, driving 

thousands of visitors to your website won’t fix your business. In 

other words, you need to figure out how to create a sustainable 

business on your own.”
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he says. Owyang says that Lexus worked with an 
agency that only allowed freelancers to work on-
site on a computer not connected to the internet 
when working on a campaign for a new car model. 
“There are secret pictures of the new cars that, if 
those leaked to car blogs, would ruin the launch.”

How to Succeed as 
a Freelancer
When Goliger first started freelancing full time, 
she branded herself as a full-stack marketer. Very 
quickly, she developed a niche in paid advertising, 
similar to her last role at HubSpot. 

“It just so happened that [paid advertising] is a 
really great spot to focus as a freelancer because if 
a company is running [a paid campaign], it means 
that they have a budget, which is a good sign for 
me, and it also means that it’s high risk for them 
because they want to get it right,” she says. “They 
don’t want to be wasting all that budget on ads that 
aren’t working well.”

Freelancers often debate whether they should 
be generalists or specialists, but Goliger says that 
she believes that having the skills of a generalist 
while focusing on a marketing niche is best. “You’re 
able to talk about that channel specifically, your 
experience and the results that you’ve delivered,” 
she says. 

Volkin found his niche as a marketing strategist. 
When he hires freelancers, he doesn’t look for 
generalists, but the niche he needs for a company 
or project. For a marketer to find a niche, Volkin 
says that they must start by defining their goals. 

These goals must go beyond freelance and into 
what they want from life—some may want to make 
six figures, others may just want a bit of money 
but a lot of freedom. Once freelancers find their 
niche, Owyang says that their work must be well-
reviewed, they must start building a portfolio and 
should have repeat customers they can rely on for 
some semblance of consistency. “You should really 
strive for the best customer ratings you can get,” he 
says. “You [should] build up that solid reputation to 
be the one that everybody wants to hire.”

Perna, who stressed the benefits of a strong 
network, says that the most important things for 
any full-time freelancer are focus and discipline. 
“If someone shows interest in wanting my services, 
I follow up with them,” she says. “But that’s what 
I love about it: You’re working for yourself. But 
it’s a different kind of work—it’s a very rewarding 
kind of work because you have to be extremely 
disciplined.”

For those who find their niche, can work well 
alone and don’t mind waiting for the next check, 
Perna says that the rewards of working for yourself 
can be immense. 

“I really did love my previous job; I loved 
every part of it,” she says. “I was there almost 
nine years and I wanted to give my team growth 
opportunities. But I hit a point [where] I wanted 
growth for myself. I wanted to try something 
new and that’s what I did. And I have loved every 
minute of it.” m

What Kind of 
Marketers Can 
Freelance?
Upwork lists its most in-demand marketing professionals as: SEO 

specialist, search engine marketers, social media marketers, email 

marketers, marketing strategists and lead generators. 

But there’s no limit to what kind of marketers can work as full-

time freelancers. Owyang says that it’s best to outsource creative 

functions—graphic design, copywriting, product design—and any 

position that performs a repeatable process that can be trained, 

while retaining in-house cornerstone positions such as strategists, 

directors and relations specialists. Then there are fractional CMOs 

like Volkin and fractional sales consultants like Perna, both of whom 

show that it’s more about finding your niche and selling your service 

than trying to fit into a box. 
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