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An industry snapshot:
the face of freelance



We surveyed over 11,000
freelance designers across
147 countries, to gauge
their 2020 experience.
And 1thing became clear:
we are in a world where
freelancers thrive.

AN INDUSTRY SNAPSHOT

With 2020 officially shattering predictability in the workplace,
businesses across the world looked to the way of the
freelancer: adapting to uncertainty by embracing flexible and
remote working models.

1 While many industries experience evolution, freelancers ||

| could soon be seeing their own revolution.

This report not only reflects the challenges faced by creative
professionals, it highlights their shared stories of connection,
personal growth and remarkable resilience during one of the
biggest global crises the world has ever seen.

Amidst the chaos, freelance designers have come out
stronger and more optimistic about the future than we could
have ever predicted.



AN INDUSTRY SNAPSHOT

|dentify as female

Who
free-
lancing

Around 1in 3 freelance designers
[ —

identify as a minority based on o
ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, o

mental or physical impairment.

Y4

2%

|dentify as non-binary

|dentify as male



While designers of all ages and
backgrounds are embracing
the freelance way of working,
Millennials are leading the way.




Age of freelancers Years of industry experience
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AN INDUSTRY SNAPSHOT

How are
designers
freelancing?

There are many ways to make freelancing
work around an individual’'s schedule and
responsibilities.

So it’s not surprising that freelancers report
having extensive professional expertise beyond
the field of design; architects, musicians,
photographers, translators, developers, and even
nurses and doctors are all finding unigue ways to

bring freelance design into their world.
[ e L s

12%

employed in other

field, freelance in
spare time

19%

freelance while
studying or
iInterning

16%

employed in
design, moonlight as
HEEEROEIES

93%

freelance
full-time



With freelancers choosing their hours, yet
again, flexibility and freedom are the key
motivators in 2020.

With only 6% of designers saying they
freelance because they can’t find work
elsewhere, a number that is unchanged from
last year’s data, one thing remains clear:
Freelancing is aspirational.

12%

9%

' UNDER 11
= HOURS

Y - PERCENTAGE

15%

21-30
HOURS

22%

21%

X - HOURS WORKED PER WEEK

21%

50+
HOURS

AN INDUSTRY SNAPSHOT
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The top 3 reasons designers
choose to freelance are:

11
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Now vs. then:
how 2020 ~==h5<w everything



Marked by a global pandemic that upended lives and
transformed societies, 2020 was the year that nobody

R ——

What a difference saw coming. (or womked./veeded./qdced. for...)
a yea r ca n ma ke‘ So what impact has it had on designers compared to

last year?

From significant hardships as a result of the pandemic, to
better pay and improved work-life balance, the challenges
o e e of 2020 also brought about some unexpected rewards.
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Changesto
freelance work

As the world shifted to remote work almost
overnight, 1in 5 designers picked up more freelance
projects than normal during the pandemic. However,
COVIDA19 posed some significant challenges that
Impacted designers in a negative way.




Challenges
designers faced
during the pandemic

27%

Clients have
cut budgets

C
26% 22%

At least one project Ghosted by at

cancelled or put on hold

Difficulty finding steady work

least one client




Around half (48%) of freelance
designers experienced a change
of employment status during
the pandemic. And even though

around a quarter (26%) of
freelancers lost a salaried job in
2020, just 16% received financial
support from their government.




42%
have been actively
looking for employment

14%

lost a full-time job

10%

lost a part-time job

2%

were furloughed

THE
TROUBLES

THE
TRIUMPHS

6%
graduated from
a design program

4%
were hired for a
part-time position

3%
were hired for a
full-time position

2%
were awarded
an internship



gve consiaere aking on

additional work outside of

design as a result of hardships

VID-19

e

of designers have been
asked to take On additiong|

responsibilities at work

have had to relocate
during the pandemic




When designers were asked how
happy they were with their current
situation, we saw a shift towards
dissatisfaction in 2020 compared to
last year—which is understandable
given how challenging the year has
been for the world at large.

Even so, there was a 3% increase in

the number of freelancers who were
very satisfied with their professional
circumstances, which is a promising
sign of the times.

T
SA

NOW VS. THEN
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65%

SATISFIED

Happy but room
for improvement

Professional
satisfaction levels:

2019 vs. 2020

91%

. 2019 UNSATISFIED VERY SATISFIED
- Not really satisfied - Very happy with current
- with current situation - professional situation
I 2020
28%
A L2 goes
o Lowa way
17%
(1)
- VERY UNSATISFIED 16%

- Ready to leave the
. designindustry

2% 3%

B .







Freelancing provides the flexibility
to work incredibly varied schedules
(after all, this is the number one
motivation for designers wanting to
freelance in the first place). Soit’s no
wonder that less than 5% constrain

T R NS A R R
themselves to a typical 9 - 5 day.

23



When we asked designers about
the impact of COVID-19 on their
working hours, the responses
were vast and their reasons were
varied—from fluctuations in work
volume to family responsibilities.




How the pandemic affected
designers’ working hours

~N¢

A\ [) /‘\

44% 23% 33%

said they’re working shorter hours said their hours were unchanged said they’re working longer hours
than they were before the pandemic than they were before the pandemic



While some designers found it difficult to create
boundaries between their personal and professional
lives during the pandemic, 42% actually found that their
work-life balance improved in 2020 compared to 2019.




66

I'd. radher ean less and. spend. less
than ean wore and. spend. two
hours conumuting or be subject to the
corporate ladder. Bean there, done
that, and | am b & moment L my
life where | want to love may work and.
be proud. of it.

2 DESIGNER #8675, MEXICO

27

My incore decreased dightly, bot itwas
v owun choice. 'm spending Less wmoney
and have the opportunity to spend my time
with my one vear old baby boy. So | chose
Yo Loy off some clients and. optimize vy
work process nstead.

DESIGNER #9893, BRAZIL

NOW VS. THEN

Most jobs don't consider that
emPIOyees sPena/ more time at work
than f’hey ever will with their fami/ies.

| would rather work for myself to
maintain a healthy balance.

A DESIGNER #3881, UNITED STATES

b




Creativity through a crisis:
riding the COVID-19 curve




Even though the majgrity of freelance Yet despite the air of anxiety sweeping across the globe,

many designers shared stories of strength, connection

deSIQHerS were already worklng from and personal growth—proof that even through a crisis,
home, as orders cameinto creativity thrives.
effect around the , life became

very different—and fast.

29
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CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

When we asked designers how having other people in their
work space had impacted their creative process, most said it
actually had a positive effect. It just goes to show how valuable
the presence of others can be for creative workers—whether for
Inspiration, as a sounding board, or a welcome distraction, grab
hold of your people and keep ‘em close!

=)

~ /1 n :r’“l l’“

fuels creativity P 21%

IMPACT

As a result of the pandemic, many designers found 43 0/
themselves competing for peace and quiet (and a o
bit of space) as whole households suddenly had to

work and study from home together. T Pos ITIVE

IMPACT o
Yet surprisingly, being on top of each other 3 6 /o
brought creatives out on top!

NO SIGNIFICANT
DIFFERENCE

30




CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

Parenting in
a pandemic

child-rearing
superieroes

This year has been particularly challenging forw

around the world, with 48% of freelance designers

needing to balance extra childcare, distance learning

and homeschooling responsibilities on top of their

normal work. As a result, 24% reported working less

hours because they were taking care of family members.

31



However, when we asked designers how
having their children at home affected their
work lives, the responses were surprisingly
positive.

While many primary carers found juggling
responsibilities exceptionally challenging
during this time, around half felt the experience
had impacted them in a positive way
professionally. (Who'da thought those little
rascals could also be a source of inspiration!)

CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

Professional impact of additional
childcare and homeschooling
responsibilities on primary carers

25%

said there was no difference

27%

reported a negative impact

48%

reported a positive impact

32



Tome with fomdly is life’s
funest luxury. Not haviung to

conuate has gven. we an
exctro. hour or two with way

children every doy.

A DESIGNER #4361, UNITED KINGDOM




CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

motional
impact and
connections

2020 has been an incredibly stressful period, both
collectively and personally, for millions of people around
the world. When we asked freelance designers how the
emotional strain of the pandemic affected their work,
many shared experiences of depression, anxiety and
trouble focusing. Online connections however, proved

to be a light in the darkness.
Ve i ——

34



While 23% of freelancers reported
feeling isolated from their peers,
around a quarter said that they made
new industry contacts during the
pandemic (thanks to online forums,

social media and freelance platforms).

CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS
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Designers
working for
social good

It's been a turbulent year both personally
and professionally, but that hasn’t stopped
LO%ggigners from being generous with their time
and dedicating it towards a good cause.

36

| often design logos
(or ndustvies engcxge&

n Chaity, and. | alwoys
noke Phem (or (ree.

A DESIGNER #1868, INDONESIA
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38% of designers reported
doing creative work for a social

justice organisation or charity in
2020

—and 70% of that work
was done pro bono.

Designers in their twenties were the most generous
with their time, with 44% of under thirties working on a
philanthropic project of some kind in the past 6 months
(compared to 30% of designers in their forties).

37
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| quit my yob ot a toxic agency hao weeks before COVID Wit
The pandemic (orced me 1o doke the fime | needed to recover,
andl qown perspecjr'we about the role of c&es\gn. 1t shoold be
Less about money and more about helping spread. the vight

Messages (elping peo ple, anim ols. and the environment).




With more +han 10 years experience,
1 am sHill H’aing 10 improve m design

skills. Because no one is 100% perfect
in Hhis crective indu&H’%.

a DESIGNER #2361, INDIA




CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

also managed to work on

5 2 o / personal creative projects

of freelancers spent time .
on personal development
during lockdown

Z10)

row @09,
u __ e 2049

An incredible 1° of designers learned a
new professional skill during the pandemic.

The most popular skills being developed
are in 3D animation, Ul design and motion
graphics, with online learning leading
the charge as the most common way for
designers looking to upskill.



CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

How designers
learned new skills

Given the levels of continuous self-development in
the industry, it's not surprising that the majority of
designers (68%) consider themselves self-taught
iINn some capacity—even amongst those with
formal qualifications.

2%

learned new skills
primarily using
You Tube tutorials

Never underestimate the power of video tutorials!

60%

learned new
skills through
experimentation

36%

upskilled using online
courses (e.g. Skillshare
and Coursera)

I M 0 w0
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With oSy aCcess lo tutorials, there are wany
emerging designers. So what counts is the dwersity,

lexibility and the enaagevvneni of Wy work.
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CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

D/

29%

Undergraduate
degree in design

In spite of all this training, it's worth noting that only 1in 5
freelance designers believe that a formal education is
crucial to succeed in the industry; 25% don't think it’s
necessary at all, and over half don't feel strongly either way.

A

23% N

Technical or
certification program ‘

19%

Currently completing an
undergraduate degree

17%

Postgraduate degree in a
design-related discipline

4

L

12%

Apprenticeship

43



66

There is so much to learn beyond a/esign n

Ve telt :d"e pressuve w\ﬂo. out of order to be a successful {reelancer: soft skills

my degam field ot exp evtise. 'm such as how to write a quote, how fo write the

Y9 o add to 4\ Skill list each first response when a potenfial client contacts
and every siggle any. you, how to price your services, how to conduct a

consultation—and how o close the deal.

A DESIGNER #5392, INDIA A DESIGNER #4469, UNITED STATES

)
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Learnings
from lockdown

As businesses around the world embraced remote work out
of necessity, silver linings emerged for those already attuned
to this way of working. Designers across the globe reported
iImprovements in client collaboration and communication
compared to before the pandemic. They also expect to see
a significant increase in opportunities as a result. Now that’s
progress!

45
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CREATIVITY THROUGH A CRISIS

/7% of freelance designers expect

clients to be more willing to hire remote
freelancers as a result of working remotely
themselves during the pandemic.

46




Changesin

client behavior
since the 7 30% & N 14%
pandemic Csclfnbrztr;tiig:t;?,d di:(r)?grzsirzeed

17% 12%
improved are more
their briefs | * impatient

31%

Increased
flexibility

a7
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The pandemic has been e Sirsy real blow Yo Hhe Hadivional
9 +0 5 "be ot Hhe ofSice” men%»alﬂgq which has been outdoted
Cor ot least o decade. 1 believe clients will see Hhat Sreelancers
uoorkin% remo%felb\ often offer much guicker and berter resulys.

2 DESIGNER #9272, ROMANIA

Do\ng Hn\ngs Yemo+eh[ \J\u PVO\I e Jro be Jr\'\e new .\Y\C&L)5+Y Y
tondard., H makes geH'mg clients, 5“%‘“.‘“2\ contracts,
Omc& PQ"/‘M enlr (.0\5+ ex.

A DESIGNER #80992, UNITED STATES




Future focus:
the rise of freelance design




Th e I e g a cy Of th e p an d emi c As remote work promises to improve accessibility and

allow for a more diverse global creative workforce, the

will continue to shape the e e man s ot
design industry for many
years to come.

50



Remote work
democratizing
design

Online platforms have been levelling the
playing field for years, but a global shift
towards remote work has the capacity
to radically change the landscape of the
industry forever.
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FUTURE FOCUS



of freelance designers
live outside of their
countries’ major cities

live in places where
the population
is <100,000

With 41% of designers saying they would consider moving
to a smaller town or regional area if companies embrace
remote work permanently, the idea of a more geographically
distributed workforce is within reach. Given that creative
iIndustries traditionally cluster around capital cities, the
potential for greater accessibility and diversity of talent is
hugely exciting — both for the design industry and regional
communities themselves.



53

Ovevall, as a designer in a post Soviet comtiy, |
nevey thoyaht | could wovk with people om all ovey

the globe and feel so happy and satistied.

2 DESIGNER # 30217, LATVIA

'-F\'eetomc'mg has qiven wy lie new meaning. | con dlo
what | love and work with clients oll over the world

(rom the comfort of my own home.

A DESIGNER #9472, AUSTRALIA




Design
doesn’tdo
travel bans

2020 has seen international and
domestic borders slam shut. But this
hasn't stopped designers collaborating
across time zones, countries and
continents.

o4

of designers plan to hit the
road once COVID-19 travel
restrictions are lifted

85%

of freelance designers

,eurrently work with
Clients outside of their
own time Z0hes

FUTURE FOCUS



66

\JOY\(\Y\R (x om Y em&e Locont\ov\s may \r\e\.P

1 ¥hink 1 need Yo +ravel and visiv clients (ind better options }o maddh their

oHher countries +o develop bovh budget. t also gves Brem wore choices 1o

GS G ereative individual and as a explore how widely creative mindls are 5?req&
huMman being. across the g[o\)e, ond. how s not difficolt

}o buld heost and g& relioble work.

S DESIGNER #7098, INDONESIA S DESIGNER #4956, INDIA

b
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1 became o designer aSer SO and

realized Hhoy Hhis is exac:H% whot 1

a oY wany +o do all my lise. | iSe experience

skarter
Vough

gove me Hne courage Yo ro\dicalla
Q‘nom&e my life and 8Ne me He corde
blanche in a new profession.

2 DESIGNER #2000, RUSSIA
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Lesson #1
Ageisjusta
number after all

While the majority (56%) of new designers are
under 25, there’s a diverse mix of age groups
due to a variety of career changes and pivots.

w
o
<
-
<
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&)
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w
o
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Under 25

X - AGE BRACKET

Age of designers
in the first year
of their career

9%

Over 40




Since g(cxc&ucxhng wn Dec emb ex
| \nave sent out ap Prox'\mcxjrelq

50 resumes dox nQ Phe
Pomc&em'\c and. only gojr one
wterview (rom Prere.

S DESIGNER #5348, CANADA




There were also signs of how changes
in the industry landscape will shape
designers’ careers for years to come.

65% of new designers said that their
5 year plan has changed as a result of
COVID-19, while future career goals
varied for new designers.

19%

17% want to be a salaried

want to be a salaried employee employee at an agency

for an in-house brand

I
I
I
.
59
I

30%

want to run their own
agency or studio

49%

want to freelance full-time,
and 24% want to freelance part-time

URE FOC



FUTURE FOCUS

Freelancers and
shape-shifting
agencies

With 1in 3 designers currently

working with agencies, how will the

rapid changes we are experiencing 30%
impact this segment of the industry?

15%

Working a full-time

salaried role

95%

Y - PERCENTAGE

60 X - HOW AGENCY FREELANCERS ARE WORKING



Even though there are significant challenges
facing agencies, 44% of freelance designers
rank them as their favorite type of client.

When looking at designers who are currently
working with agencies, it’'s a pretty even split
between freelance and salaried contracts, with
many employees moonlighting as freelancers
after hours.

However, like many other industries, agencies

have also been hit with hardships created by
the pandemic.

61

69%

of freelancers say
that their agency
lost clients

FUTURE FOCUS



Freelancers
join forces
for the future

With 75% of designers expecting agencies to
be more open to working with remote talent as
a result of the pandemic, there are opportunities
for significant increases in diversity. Combine this
with the fact that % of freelancers are already
working in a team some of the time, a world of

remote creative agencies formed by freelancers
might not be far out of reach.

62

FUTURE FOCUS




M optimistic that n the neax (otore Hhere vill be a vew
exa of entrepreneorship Wit a (lexible work cycle. There
Wll be an ‘open-chain networking work system—where
(redlancers jom hands to achieve one goal (While each

sl maintoins Hheir (reedom, (lex'\\j\t\jrq, and reliobility).
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The next decade:
the future = freelance



2020 marked the start of

a hew decade, and what a
start it was!

But while there are still significant challenges facing both
designers and the industry at large, there is a sense of
optimism in the air thanks to the huge, global opportunities

e ————————
that will emerge on the other side of the pandemic.

THE NEXT DECADE



We asked freelance designers from around the world to identify
some of the most important challenges facing the industry today
and in the years to come, and the responses were remarkably
consistent regardless of geography, gender and age:

THE NEXT DECADE

« The environmental impacts of design (33%)

« The ethical role of design (38%) :
 Accessible design, usability and inclusion (34%) :\ ce

...............
................
.................

...................
....................
.....................

......................
...............
..............
.....




Diversity within designis also a
considerable challenge facing the
industry in many different forms.

While freelancing does create significant opportunities for many
creatives, 31% of designers who identify as part of a minority
group still said they have experienced discrimation during their
freelance career.
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Even in light of all the
challenges facing the industry
today, freelancers feel the
future is bright on both an
industry and personal level.

Designer
confidence

I nq challenqes veldted
A‘ZMCM(;I CI Vmw\loi'cé and lile as well as

the Juture olr The a/eSI . ma/usfm, I'm

'fwus ic a out my capab ilities
'(‘l«v:'(ra/e?/el day by my ‘{lsee a bright
Mure lov wmysell i desiqn

& DESIGNER #200187, MOROCCO




THE NEXT DECADE

A whopping 98% said they were optimistic about
where the industry is headed in the next ten years

while only 2% of freelancers said they weren't at all.

Freelancers are also confident of how they fit into
this picture. 63% said they are extremely confident
about their own future success, while less than 2%
said they weren't.

Even i{ there are diflicdties after the
an&em'\c, | raven + Jr\'\oug\'\Jr about

c\nom%;mg my profession. The (reelance

ndlostry moy be qu'\Jre c\'\cxuengmg andl
somelimes even a bit &'\SO\P Po'mjr'mg,
bot | have an oplimistic mindset of its
coYyént an (.ujrure state.

A DESIGNER #4376, BULGARIA




Designers ave weative pvoblem Solvers,
<0 a8 ndividuals, we will suwive.

70



Staying true to the theme
of 2020, this year’s survey
revealed a multitude of
unexpected insights about
the lives of freelance
creatives.

Conclusion

At a time when the entire world faced social and economic lockdown,
freelancers found ways to upskill, earn more, and improve their work-
life balance.

Even though freelancers reported feelings of isolation and high levels
of emotional strain during the pandemic, they were able to channel
that energy into helping both themselves and others through pro
bono projects, philanthropic work, and making new professional
connections online.

When they (like most) were forced to juggle family schedules and
responsibilities on top of their work, freelance designers leaned into
the chaos and found that the more company they kept, the more
creative they felt. They also found a new kind of synergy with clients
as the widespread adoption of remote work meant communication
and collaboration improved—making the concept of a more
distributed creative workforce a real possibility in the near future.

Yet the biggest insight revealed by our 2020 designer survey is this:
when the unexpected turns the world upside down, freelancers don't
succumb to feeling trapped and powerless—they adapt and thrive.
In a year of fewer freedoms, the world opened up for freelancers.

e = = - — ——

71



Designer bio

Shwin is a British-born graphic designer based in
Vietnam. A self-taught talent, he joined 99designs early
on in his career to learn new techniques and build on his
skills. While he admits to never winning contests initially,
Shwin has seen significant growth on the 99designs
platform. Now with nine years under his belt as a
professional designer, his career has seen him break into
L ondon working for some of the city’s biggest agencies
and clients. Specialising in branding and illustration,
Shwin believes diversity is key, so he never shies away
from a new challenge.

In taking on this project, Shwin felt it had great potential
for creativity. By combining his flair for beautifully crafted
illustrations with new, experimental brush styles, he
breathed new life into the information. And the end
result? A colorful and edgy expression of technical data
that you can't take your eyes off.
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Methodology

The research for this report was conducted by
99designs between July 20th and August 3rd 2020.
The online survey was distributed via email, social
media and industry-targeted ads on LinkedIn and
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had 11,362 qualified respondents from the following
regions: Asia (6,058), Europe (2,663), North America
(712), South America (728), Africa (618), Australia
(74), Unknown (809). Quotes have been pulled from
Open responses.




