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A tight labor market and high inflation continue to shift the relationship between companies and workers. 
Contract work is growing and shows no signs of slowing down. Gusto data shows contractor utilization is up 
11% year-on-year and 28% since the start of the pandemic (March 2020). Such a significant increase highlights 
that many companies are benefiting from the availability and accessibility of contractors and they are 
undoubtedly playing a strategic role in shaping today’s business workforce.

To better understand the contractor trend, Gusto, the all-in-one HR platform serving over 200,000 small- and 
medium-sized businesses, surveyed over 2,000 U.S. and international contractors and combined the results 
with platform data to analyze the contracting experience across U.S. companies.

Executive Summary: Contractors are a critical part of the modern 
workforce, and need specific supports to thrive.

● Contract work is growing and accelerated during the pandemic. In the last two years contractor 
payments have risen 23% and the ratio of contractors per employee is now nearly 1-to-5.

● Flexibility is driving independent workers to contract positions, not lack of available full-time 
employment – Among contractors that do not already have full-time traditional employment, 67% say 
they would not prefer a traditional employee arrangement. U.S.-based contractors choose contracting to 
have more flexibility on their location or hours (58%)

● Nearly all U.S. contractors have some form of healthcare coverage – 32% have health insurance 
through an employer, 33% through a private company or healthcare marketplace, 12% receive medicare 
or medicaid and only 10% of US-based contractors don’t have health insurance.

● Internationally, contracting creates opportunity for women – We see that women’s share of 
contractors in each country is generally higher than their share in the overall workforce with the greatest 
differences in Canada, Mexico and the Philippines. 

● U.S. companies are paying international contractors better than workers’ home countries for similar 
work. 69% of international contractors say their pay from contracting is better than pay for similar work 
in their home country and 38% say it is “much better.”

Key Findings
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The pandemic reshaped how we work and one shift 
has been the number of people engaging in contract 
work is increasing. MBO Partners’ report on 
independent workers measures a 34% jump in the 
number of independent contractors in the US last 
year. 

Among companies on the Gusto platform, we’ve seen 
a similar rise in both contractor payments and the 
number of contractors per employee. In the last two 
year contractor payments have risen 23% and the 
ratio of contractors per employee is now nearly 1-to-5.

Contractor work soared during the pandemic, and shows no signs 
of slowing.

Figure 2. Contractor payments increased 23% in two 
years

Figure 1. The ratio of contractors to employees at the 
average company has increased 63% since 2019

https://info.mbopartners.com/rs/mbo/images/MBO_2021_State_of_Independence_Research_Report.pdf
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The majority of contractors engage in consulting work in their area of expertise or creative work such as design 
and content creation. U.S. contractors are 50% more likely to provide consulting services. International contractors 
are two times more likely to provide administrative or routine services and to engage in technical work. 

A growing source of knowledge- and skill-based work.

Figure 3. Most contractors consult or do creative work. International contractors 
are more likely to do “back office” routine or administrative work.

Question: What type of work did you do for [your last US-based] client (select all that apply).



Contractors have 
many different work 
arrangements, 
showing the 
flexibility of 
contracting work. 

In our survey, seventy-four percent (74%) of U.S. 
contractors reported working less than full-time on 
contracting work. Nearly 30% reported working less than 
10 hours per week on contracting work. Six percent of U.S. 
contractors were working full-time for a single client.

Table 1. 74% of U.S. contractors are part-time

Full-time*
Part-time,
no other 

employment

Part-time,
With other 

employment

Single client 6% 8% 13% 

Multiple clients 20% 24% 29%

Full-time* Part-time

Single client 34% 20%

Multiple clients 32% 14% 

In contrast, only 34% of international contractors are 
part-time. International contractors were more likely than 
U.S. contractors to report working full time (66%). 
They are also more likely to work full-time for a single 
employer (34%). 

Nearly three-quarters of international contractors get 
more than half of their income from contracting work, 
compared to 41% of U.S. contractors.

Table 2. 34% of international contractors are part-time

*Full-time contractors work 35+ hours per week as 
contractors. This includes workers who report other 
employment beyond full-time contracting.
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Most international contractors are full-time. And, 
sixty-nine percent (69%) of international contractors 
say their pay from contracting is better than pay for 
similar work in their home country; 38% say it is “much 
better.” This could create economic mobility for 
international contractors working with U.S. companies.

This varies by country. Fifty-seven percent (57%) of 
Brazilians say the pay is much better, but only 5% of 
Canadians do. International contractors doing creative 
work are the most likely to say their contractor pay is 
much better than similar work in their home country. 

Figure 5. Most international contractors say their 
pay contracting for U.S. companies is better

International 
contractors view 
contracting as an 
advantageous career 
path.

Question: How would you rate your pay [in your last job for a U.S. 
company] compared to similar work in your home country? 
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Though most international contractors do not 
solely provide administrative services such 
as record-keeping or data entry, many do 
some of this work as part of their contracts. 
In fact, among full-time international 
contractors - who did many other types of 
work, too - the most common type of work 
was administrative or routine work. Fifty 
percent (50%) of full-time contractors report 
that they did this type of work (as part of their 
contract). 

Based on the survey results, the median 
hourly pay rate for international contractors 
workers doing only administrative work is 
around $10/hour, making them an attractive 
option for companies. 

Half of international contractors do some administrative work for 
clients.

Figure 6. Half of full-time international contractors do 
routine or administrative work for their US clients

Question: What type of work did you do for [your last US-based] client (select 
all that apply).
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For women, the ability to work from 
home can be an important 
advantage of online work in many 
places where they may face 
barriers to employment outside of 
the home. 

US-based and internationally- 
based women are more likely to 
choose contracting for flexibility. 

Of women contractors 41% of U.S. 
based and 46% of international 
contractors selected it as their top 
reason for contracting.

This flexibility has a positive 
association with women’s 
representation in the workforce. 
We see that women’s share of 
contractors in each country is 
generally higher than their share in 
the overall workforce.

Figure 7. In several countries, women are a higher share of 
contractors than the labor market 

Contracting creates opportunity for working women, especially 
outside of the U.S.

* We calculated the share of women in the labor force with advanced education in each country, 
to account for the highly-educated nature of international contractors.



U.S. contractors want 
flexibility, extra 
income, and to build 
new skills.

Independent workers have many different reasons for 
working as contractors. The top reason U.S.-based 
contractors choose contract work is for more flexibility in 
their location or hours (58%). Other main reasons are 
wanting to choose their projects (32%), and earning 
supplemental income (29%). All of this points to contract 
work as a way for independent workers to customize 
their work experience to fit their desired lifestyle. Only 
16% of US-based contractors said that they contract 
because they couldn’t find a full-time employee role.

Figure 4. 58% of U.S. contractors started contracting to 
gain flexibility

Flexibility is the top issue for contractors.

Question: Why did you decide to start offering contracting services? (Select 
any that apply)
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Twenty-seven percent (27%) of U.S. contractors 
have a full-time job in addition to their contracting 
work. Of these, nearly 70% are working less than 10 
hours per week on contract work. Their primary 
reasons for contracting are to supplement income or 
learn new skills. 

Part-time contractors are more likely to report 
“learning new skills” as their primary reason for 
contracting (28% v 20%), though skilling opportunities 
is an important reason for both full- and part-time 
contractors. Contracting can be a pathway for 
workers to upskill themselves, build experience, or 
change career paths.

Though only 5% of contractors said they also run a 
business that isn’t related to their contracting work, 
55% of those said that contracting provides more 
than half of their total income. 

Entrepreneurs in particular may value the flexibility of 
contracting work to support them as they launch 
other business ventures. For entrepreneurs, 
contracting can be a less-risky on-ramp to 
entrepreneurship than completely foregoing regular 
income to invest in a new business venture.

Part-time moonlighting is a path to 
new skills and a way to supplement 
income.

For U.S. contractors, contracting can 
support early entrepreneurship.



Most contractors 
prefer contracting to 
traditional 
employment.

Both U.S. and international contractors prefer contract 
work to traditional employment. Among contractors that 
do not already have full-time traditional employment, 67% 
would not prefer a traditional employee arrangement. 

This sentiment is strongest among international 
contractors. Sixty-nine percent (69%) of international 
contractors say their pay from contracting is better than 
pay for similar work in their home country; 38% say it is 
“much better.” 

For a small percentage of U.S. contractors, contracting is 
not their preferred arrangement. Though only 6% of U.S. 
contractors work full-time for a single client, these 
workers are 2x more likely to say they would prefer a 
traditional employee relationship over their current 
arrangement. For these workers, the top reason for 
offering contracting services was being unable to find a 
full-time employee role (44% compared to 16% for the 
whole sample). 
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A well known differentiator for contractors and full-time employees has been access to company sponsored 
benefits. Yet, U.S. contractors largely report having healthcare and retirement savings.

Nearly one-third report having health insurance through a current or previous employer, and an additional 
one-third have it through a private marketplace. About 10% of U.S. contractors did not have health insurance. 

For retirement savings, the largest portion (37%) of contractors have a personal retirement account, and around 
one-quarter have access through a current or prior employer. Another 26% said they do not have retirement 
savings; this is similar to the U.S. adult population overall.  

U.S. contractors largely have access to healthcare and retirement 
benefits.

Figure 9. Nearly two-thirds of U.S. contractors have 
healthcare through an employer or direct 

marketplace

Figure 10. Most U.S.-based contractors have some 
form of retirement savings

Question: Do you have access to health care? Question: Do you have retirement savings?
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While most international contractors don’t have 
access to unemployment insurance, many have have 
access to retirement and health benefits systems. 
About three-quarters of them have access to public or 
private health insurance. Nearly two-thirds have 
access to a public or private retirement system. 

Figure 11. International contractors are more likely to 
have access to health and retirement safety nets

International contractors don’t 
get unemployment insurance, 
but do get health and 
retirement access.

Contractors are here to stay.

The last decade has seen a sharp rise of gig economy 
work and Gusto data illustrates that trend is now 
growing among many knowledge- and skill-based 
workers who want more flexibility in how, when and 
where they work. While contracting is not without its 
challenges, it also creates opportunity for many 
businesses in the U.S. that are trying to navigate 
changes in the economic landscape. It is important for 
small- and medium-sized businesses to remain agile 
as they grow and contract workers enhance their 
ability to do that.

For more on how businesses can maximize their work 
with contractors, read our business contractor report.
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Platform Data. We used data from Gusto’s platform on contractor payments between February 2019 and 
October 2022 to compare changes in contractor trends over time. 

Survey. Between October 3 - October 8, 2022, Gusto surveyed 1,183 US-based and 821 international 
contractors paid through Gusto’s platform between January 2022 and September 2022. The top source 
countries for international contractors are: the Philippines, Canada, India, Mexico, Brazil, and The United 
Kingdom. The responses are re-weighted by the inverse propensity to use contractors conditional on the 
industry of the employing firm, and again by industry representation in the U.S. economy among 
establishments with between 10-500 employees in order to more closely reflect the general population of 
contractors that provide services to the small and medium businesses Gusto serves. 

Contractor tasks. We asked about several types of tasks that contractors commonly do for clients. We 
sorted each into a larger task grouping based on the nature of the task. 

This analysis is through the lens of data collected through the Gusto platform. Gusto provides payroll, 
benefits, HR, and contractor payments to over 200,000 small and medium businesses in the U.S.

For questions on this research, you can reach out to the Gustonomics team at gustonomics@gusto.com.

Methodology

Technical Non Technical - Creative Non Technical - Administrative 
or Routine Consulting

Data analysis or data science Marketing or social media Data entry or general web research
Consulting on a topic specific to 
your field of expertise

Software or web development or 
engineering

Design services (graphic design, 
product design, architecture, logos, 
etc)

Administrative services 
(record-keeping, time-keeping, 
scheduling, filing paperwork…)

Research (user experience 
research; social or economic 
research, etc)

Content generation/copywriting Market research or lead generation

mailto:gustonomics@gusto.com



