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As the nature of work continues to evolve, more workers are choosing contracting to build skills, earn money, 
or support themselves with a flexible, self-directed career. MBO Partners’ report on independent workers 
indicates a 34% jump in the number of independent contractors in the U.S. last year. Workers’ desire for 
more flexible work and the ease of assigning and monitoring tasks and jobs through digital platforms 
contribute to this trend. 

While more workers are seeking contracting opportunities, businesses are also relying on contractors more 
than ever before, thanks to quickly changing needs in the post-COVID economy. One-third of business 
owners say having access to contractors is critical to their success, as they help them tap into hard-to-find 
skills while quickly responding to agile, project-based needs. 

But there’s one important caveat. To effectively work with contractors, businesses need a deep 
understanding of what they value, and they need to have a strategy to help attract the best possible 
contracting talent. This helps them create a pool of high-quality contracting talent, develop positive work 
experiences for their contractors, and support them in producing their best work. 

Gusto, the all-in-one people 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. This report explores what contractors want from their 
employers, while providing recommendations for businesses seeking to better meet contractors’ needs. 

By providing flexibility and interesting work, companies can expect to build long-term relationships with highly 
skilled, sought-after contractors, which will develop into a pool of available, agile talent for years to come. 

Executive Summary: Businesses now have more opportunities to tap into 
contractors for specialized skills and short-term projects. But to be effective, 
they need to understand what contractors value.

https://info.mbopartners.com/rs/mbo/images/MBO_2021_State_of_Independence_Research_Report.pdf
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● Above all else, contractors value flexibility. The majority of U.S. and international contractors prefer 
contracting work to traditional employment as it provides them with autonomy, money-making, and 
learning opportunities. Among contractors that do not already have full-time traditional employment, 
67% say they would not prefer a traditional employee arrangement. 

● Working with contractors isn’t always about cost. The pay range for contractors widely varies for U.S. 
and international contractors. U.S. contractors seem to get more specialized work requiring greater skills 
and experience, allowing them to command higher rates.

● Businesses most commonly tap contractors for consulting, administrative, and creative work. 
Twenty-seven percent of U.S. contractors and 18% of international contractors do consulting for clients; 
18% of U.S. contractors and 37% of international contractors provide administrative and back-office 
support. Twenty-seven percent of U.S. contractors and 26% of international contractors provide 
businesses with creative work, like social media management, design services, and copywriting.

● Contractors’ main challenges include finding new clients, income reporting and tax compliance, and 
getting accurate payments on time. Forty-five percent of U.S. contractors need help finding new clients 
and jobs. Twenty percent of U.S. contractors and 18% of international contractors need help getting 
accurate payments on time. 

● Contractors are well educated lifelong learners, and they value opportunities to upskill and gain new 
experience. Seventy-three percent of U.S. contractors and 84% of international contractors have a 
university degree or higher. Thirty-nine percent of international contractors who have a university 
degree said they learned the skills for their last job through informal or self-taught means such as online 
courses or publicly accessible resources like YouTube videos. For both U.S. and international 
contractors, more than 90% take advantage when their clients offer any type of skill development or 
training opportunity. 

Key Findings
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Why do contractors choose to pursue contracting work? Flexibility.

Contractors have a variety of different reasons for 
working as contractors. However, the main reason 
U.S. contractors choose contracting is to have 
greater flexibility over their location or hours (58%). 
After that, wanting to choose their projects (32%) 
and earning supplemental income (29%) are the 
main reasons. Just 16% of U.S. contractors said they 
pursue contract work because they couldn’t find a 
full-time employee role. 

Twenty-seven percent 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. 

Figure 1. Top reasons U.S. contractors offer contracting 
services. 

Question: Why did you decide to start offering contracting services? (Select 
any that apply)
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For U.S. contractors, 
contracting can support early 
entrepreneurship.

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, instead of completely foregoing 
regular income to pursue a new business venture. 

The picture that emerges for international contractors 
is slightly different. While nearly three-quarters of U.S. 
contractors are part-time, 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.

International  contractors are 
more likely to work full-time for 
one client.



Both U.S. and 
international 
contractors value 
flexibility.  

As our economic report on the state of contractors has 
found, both U.S. and international contractors prefer 
contracting work to traditional employment. Among 
contractors that do not already have full-time traditional 
employment, 67% say they would not prefer a traditional 
employee arrangement. 

U.S. contractors with multiple clients or other employment 
are continually balancing these responsibilities. This can 
take a toll on their attention and quality of work, or affect 
their ability to make rapid changes. 

For international contractors, flexibility is still important, 
even if this group of contractors tends to work for one 
client. However, they seek flexibility when working across 
multiple time zones. 

One of the big advantages of contracting is the agility and 
flexibility available to both sides. But this comes with a 
drawback - U.S. contractors typically need to meet the 
needs of multiple clients, not just one single employer. 
Almost 3 in 4 (73%) U.S. contractors have more than one 
client and nearly 1 in 3 (30%) have six or more clients. 

What this means for businesses - To ensure 
businesses get high-quality work from 
contractors without overtaxing them, they 
need to be mindful of these realities and 
scope work that is appropriate to the 
amount of time and attention their 
contractors are able to give. This may 
include longer timelines for delivering work, 
more clearly defined scopes, or focusing on 
a single task at a time.  
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How are companies tapping into contractors’ skill sets? Consulting, 
administrative, and creative work are the most prevalent.

Contractors do many tasks for clients, using many 
different skills. Consulting and creative work such as 
design or marketing are the most common tasks for 
U.S. contractors. International contractors are more 
likely to do administrative or routine work, such as 
recordkeeping, data entry, and general web research. 

Consulting is the “classic” contractor task. 27% of 
U.S. contractors and 18% of international contractors 
consult for clients. Consulting brings specialized 
expertise and know-how direct to businesses. 
Businesses benefit from contractors’ expert 
knowledge, and contractors typically earn more 
money by providing their expertise to multiple clients 
rather than just one. 

Administrative or routine tasks include many “back 
office” activities. 18% of U.S. contractors and 37% of 
international contractors provide administrative and 
backoffice support. These tasks are necessary for the 
business to function properly, but do not create 
unique value for the company. 

They tend to require fewer skills and less oversight, 
as businesses can easily assess whether these tasks 
have been performed well. All of these factors make 
administrative work attractive to contract out, so 
employees can focus elsewhere. The cost 
competitiveness of international contractors can 
make them an attractive choice for this type of work. 

Businesses also see gains to contracting out 
creative work. This is the second-most common task 
for both U.S. and international contractors, with 27% 
of U.S. contractors and 26% of international 
contractors doing this kind of work. 

Like administrative work, many creative tasks such as 
social media management, design services, and 
copywriting are relatively easy to measure. This 
makes them easy to give to external workers. Some 
companies contract with other companies to provide 
these services. For smaller businesses, a single 
contractor can be more cost-effective to get the job 
done.
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Most U.S. contractor engagements are short 
term - 80% of contracts are less than one year 
and 50% are less than 6 months. International 
contractors are more likely to have longer 
contracts - 40% are for more than one year and 
66% are more than 6 months. 

In addition, most contractors work remotely. 
Even for contractors in the U.S., 18 to 33% of 
companies use contractors across state lines, 
depending on company size. 

Even though they are often engaged for a short 
time and remotely, most contractors are in 
close contact the the companies they work for. 
57% of U.S. contractors and 87% of international 
contractors said they interacted with people at 
their company at least multiple times per week. 
23% of U.S. contractors and 60% of international 
contractors said they had multiple contacts per 
day with people from their client company.

Contractors don’t work in isolation. Most have close, regular contact 
with the teams they support.

Figure 2. Contractors regularly touch base with employees 
of their clients.

Most contractors work with between two and five people 
at their client company. The team-based, project-based 
nature of work today means it’s important for contractors 
to avoid working in silos, and to invest in building strong 
relationships with the employees of their clients. 

Question: How often were you in contact with someone at the company related to 
your work (via email, messaging app, phone or video call)? 
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Working with contractors can be more cost-effective, but businesses 
shouldn’t always expect to pay less.

Figure 3. Hourly pay rates, by type of task, U.S. 
Contractors.

Figure 4. Hourly pay rates, by type of task, 
International Contractors.

The pay range for contractors widely varies. International contractors are generally paid less than U.S. contractors 
within the same task groups. This held true across all task groups, but was most pronounced among contractors 
performing technical work (e.g. data science, data analysis, software engineering, etc.) and non-technical creative 
work (e.g. marketing, social media, design, copywriting, etc.)

However, it’s important to note the task types are aggregated - meaning the work done by U.S. contractors may not 
be the exact same as the work performed by international contractors. Much of the differential in pay could be due 
to businesses assigning U.S. contractors more specialized or skilled work, therefore allowing U.S. contractors to 
command higher rates. 



Successful utilization 
of contractors 
requires strategic 
planning. 

No matter where contractors are located, businesses 
may want to consider the types of work that are best 
done by contractors versus in-house. For example, 
tapping contractors for creative work can have a lot of 
advantages, including the agility and flexibility to scale 
up and down for projects as needed. 

If businesses need to work closely with contractors and 
have multiple touch points throughout the work day, it’s 
worth considering whether it may be more efficient to 
bring that work in-house. 

For businesses that need contractors to have multiple 
touchpoints with their employees, it’s important to think 
strategically about who their key internal partners 
should be. By clearly designating the key people they 
need to build close relationships with, businesses can 
help ensure contractors understand what’s expected of 
them and how they can deliver the most value.

What this means for businesses - When working 
with international contractors, businesses need to 
consider whether the challenges of coordinating 
work, cultural differences, oversight and training 
needs, or other costs could negate potential 
financial advantages. 

Businesses should consider the support each 
contractor will need to deliver effectively 
against their statement of work. 
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For U.S. contractors, 45% of new work comes 
through requests from current and former clients. 
This is true for 26% of international contractors. 
Contractors of both types benefit from establishing 
long-term relationships with clients as a source of 
future work. For businesses, long-term relationships 
mean that contractors understand the details of 
their business and can provide better service. 

Personal and professional contacts are the best sources of new, 
high-quality contractors.

Figure 5: U.S. contractors – Most new work comes 

from current or former clients. 

Figure 6. International contractors are more likely to 

use multiple strategies to find new work.

Personal and professional networks are the most 
important way contractors find new work. Of the 40% 
of U.S. contractors who said someone at the 
company reached out to them about a new 
opportunity, 71% said it was someone they knew 
personally or professionally. Connections are also 
important for  international contractors - 34% were 
referred by someone they know for their most recent 
job.

Question: Typically, what share of your work comes through each of 
the following channels?

Question: Typically, what share of your work comes through each of 
the following channels? 
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Networking and online reputation-building are critical for 
contractors seeking new opportunities.  

Employees and current contractors are a valuable recruiting resource for connecting with high-quality contractors. 
Most contractors - both U.S. and international - know two to five other contractors personally and could provide 
references or connections when needed.

International contractors especially rely on online reputation-building to find new work. One in five found their last 
job through an online freelancing website. Contractors post examples of their work online or publish content to find 
new clients. About 39% of them had a person reach out to them who had seen examples of their work online. 

Businesses can find new contractors by following and reaching out to experts who post content and advice that 
is relevant to their business needs. Many experts are also contractors. As digital access spreads globally, workers 
who have the skills to build and maintain an online reputation will have a competitive edge in securing work with 
U.S. companies. 
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Figure 7. U.S. and international contractors want help finding work and 
on-time, accurate payments.

Contractors need businesses’ support to thrive - whether that’s 
coordinating across time zones or getting paid on time.

Like any worker, contractors face challenges to thriving in their careers. U.S. contractors are most likely to face 
challenges finding new clients and complying with income reporting and tax requirements. International 
contractors are more likely to face challenges when working across many time zones and overcoming language 
or cultural barriers with U.S. companies. 

Question: Are there major obstacles or challenges working effectively as a contractor? (Select all 
that apply)



Contractors need 
businesses’ support to 
thrive. 

Both U.S. and international contractors could benefit 
from ways to find new clients, differentiate themselves 
from other contractors, and ensure their payments 
from companies are accurate and timely. 

While paying international contractors quickly and in 
their own currencies can be a challenge, Gusto offers 
international contractor payments in more than 100 
countries - ensuring they can get paid quickly and on 
time. What this means for businesses - 

Businesses that can easily onboard and pay 
contractors will have an advantage when 
seeking to hire the most sought-after 
contractors. Gusto makes it fast and easy to 
automate the onboarding process for both 
U.S. and international contractors and get 
them up and running with businesses’ 
teams.



In addition to 
flexibility, contractors 
are lifelong learners 
and value 
opportunities to build 
their experience.

Contracting supports new skill development and learning. 
Twenty-four percent  of all U.S. contractors  and 25% of 
all international contractors reported their primary reason 
for contracting was to learn a new skill. 

As our economic report on the state of contracting found, 
both U.S. and international contractors are well-educated. 
Despite their level of education, self taught methods are 
an important part of learning the skills they need for the 
job for both types of contractors.

Forty-one percent of international contractors who have 
a graduate degree and 39% who have a university 
degree said they learned the skills for their last job 
through informal or self-taught means such as online 
courses or publicly accessible resources like YouTube 
videos. More than 90% take advantage when their 
clients offer any type of skill development or training 
opportunity in the course of their work. 

What this means for businesses - 
Businesses that offer “stretch work” can 
create a valuable experience for contractors 
that keeps them excited about the work they 
do for clients. Depending on the desire of 
the contractor for the skill-building 
opportunity, businesses may even be able to 
negotiate differential prices for some work 
that is outside of a contractor’s wheelhouse, 
but that they are keen to develop.
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As the business environment changes, employees will continue to take on new tasks or skills to get the job 
done. Some of their tasks can or must be automated or tasked to someone else. Work is becoming more 
project-based and skill-oriented, meaning businesses will need more access to specialized skills for current and 
future projects, but the needed skills could change quickly. 

Contractors can be solutions for companies looking to access much-needed skills, or reorganize how work is 
done to achieve greater efficiency. By building a strategy around attracting and supporting contractors, 
businesses can develop dependable, high-quality sources of talent to help them thrive in a fast-paced, constantly 
changing economy. 

The business workforce is being reshaped. Jobs are being reformed 
and reimagined.
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Methodology

Survey. Between October 3 - October 8, 2022, Gusto surveyed 1,183 U.S. 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.

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



