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UNDERSTANDING THE CAREERS OF IT FREELANCERS 
ON DIGITAL LABOR PLATFORMS 

Research Paper 
 

Lisa Gussek, TU Dortmund University, Dortmund, Germany, lisa.gussek@tu-dortmund.de 
Manuel Wiesche, TU Dortmund University, Dortmund, Germany, manuel.wiesche@tu-

dortmund.de 

Abstract  
Online freelancing as an alternative working form increasingly gains prominence in research and 
practice. Here, independent workers offer services on digital labor platforms. While the general 
understanding of this form of work increases, IT work performed in this form is not fully understood. 
Especially the collaborative nature of IT work and the high, rapidly changing skill level required, affects 
the career development of IT freelancers. Therefore, this study aims to understand how the careers of 
IT freelancers evolve. To answer our research question, we conduct an exploratory analysis of twelve 
IT freelancers on a digital labor platform. We develop an IT freelancing career process model. 
Furthermore, we outline advancement and decline mechanisms and different exit options from the 
digital labor platform. We also illustrate the role of IT freelancer teams. Our findings thus contribute 
to the body of knowledge on IT work and alternative work forms on digital labor platforms. 
 
Keywords: IT work, freelancing, digital labor platforms, career. 

1 Introduction 

The online outsourcing industry is growing rapidly. Such work involves outsourcing of tasks to third 
parties via the Internet. The number of projects and tasks on digital labor platforms is increasing, and 
alternative forms of work are becoming increasingly popular (Kässi and Lehdonvirta, 2018; Jabagi et 
al., 2019). In 2020, about 36% of the U.S. labor force (that's 59 million people) worked as freelancers 
(Upwork, 2020). In the last two years, the number of self-employed has reached its highest level in over 
ten years. The platform Upwork in particular has seen an increase in qualified freelancers (e.g. in the 
fields of computer programming and IT) (Upwork, 2021). Fiverr, another digital labor platform reported 
an 82% increase in revenue in Q2 2020 compared to Q2 2019 and an increase of 38% compared to the 
previous quarter (Globes, 2020). This is consistent with what CEOs of other platforms have said. For 
example, TopCoder CEO Mike Morris reported a spike in demand for quality engineers and software 
developers on their platform during the Covid-19 pandemic (Younger, 2020). 

While crowdsourcing has been much researched as one area of this industry, academic research on 
online freelancing is not yet mature (Lacity et al., 2017). Especially the field of IT freelancing is not 
fully understood. Few papers have examined the practices and characteristics of freelancers in online 
software development (Sison and Lavilles, 2018; Watson Manheim and Ahuja, 2019). Focus has mostly 
been on IT crowdsourcing (Taylor and Joshi, 2019; Gol et al., 2018; Stol and Fitzgerald, 2014) or 
knowledge work in general (Wagner and Prester, 2019; Wagner et al., 2021).  

IT specialists are increasingly indispensable in almost all industries due to the rapidly progressing 
digitization and increasing use of technologies in companies (Dinger et al., 2015). This leads to a high 
demand for IT specialists in various fields (Goles et al., 2008), which confronts the chronic shortage of 
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skilled workers and a growing talent problem. For this reason, the demand for IT professionals is higher 
than the supply. In this regard, digital labor platforms offer new opportunities as a new source of skilled 
digital workers for IT jobs (Fuller et al., 2020). 

In terms of careers, globalization, constant and rapid technological change, and economic uncertainties, 
not least due to the Covid-19 pandemic, have led to a restructuring of labor and employment 
relationships that affects the structure of labor markets. As a result, people's career expectations have 
also changed (Padavic, 2005; Sweet and Meiksins, 2013; Guan et al., 2020; Alpar and Osterbrink, 2020). 
In IT, this is also intensified by increasing competition among workers, which is why technology 
companies are providing fewer and fewer lifetime employment opportunities for IT professionals (Ang 
and Slaughter, 2000). As a result, the IT profession is becoming more diverse and shows signs of 
becoming a so-called boundaryless profession. This means that careers involve multiple moves between 
organizations and occupations (Slaughter, 2001). 

IT freelancing is different from other online freelancing, due to two aspects: First, IT work in general is 
a collaborative task, with many social interactions particularly when using modern agile methods  
(Levina, 2005; Kudaravalli et al., 2017; Madsen and Matook, 2010). IT freelancing as well requires 
higher level of coordination and collaboration than other freelancing activities such as simple design 
tasks, translations or image editing. Similarly, IT work is constantly evolving and characterized by high 
skill obsolescence (Zhang et al., 2012; Gussek et al., 2021; Joseph and Ang, 2001; Prommegger et al., 
2020b), which is particularly apparent on mico-task platforms for IT work with many, fast changing 
new offerings. These special characteristics have not been addressed in previous research. However, it 
is important for research practice to understand how the careers of IT freelancers are evolving in order 
to respond accordingly and be successful with this new form of work on both sides.  

Therefore, this research seeks to answer the research question: What are the characteristics of IT 
professionals’ careers as freelancers on digital labor platforms?  

In this paper, we conduct an exploratory analysis of twelve IT freelancer careers to answer this research 
question. Based on semi-structured interviews, we develop a career model with different stages and 
roles, outline advancement and decline mechanisms as well as different exit options from the digital 
labor platform. We also illustrate the role of teams and the particular risk of skill obsolescence for IT 
freelancers. From the diverse information provided by IT freelancers, potentially interesting new 
insights can be gained into the career management of IT professionals on digital labor platforms. 

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. First, the theoretical background and state of the literature 
on IT freelancers and career research are described. Then, the methodology is presented, and the data 
collection, sample, and data analysis are explained. Finally, the results are described, and the main 
findings are discussed as well as concluding remarks are made. 

2 Background 

2.1 IT Freelancing  

The following paragraphs explain the concept of IT freelancing in more detail. Figure 1 provides an 
overview of the composition of the concept of IT freelancing based on the characteristics of both 
associated sides: online freelancing work and IT work.  

 
Figure 1. Implications of the characteristics of IT work and freelancing for IT freelancing. 
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Online freelancing is a widely spread phenomenon in the economy, covering all industries and all types 
of workers (Burke and Cowling, 2015; Ågerfalk and Fitzgerald, 2008). It plays an important role 
especially in skilled professions such as regarding software engineering, digital marketing or writing 
and translating (Blaising et al., 2021). Online freelancers can be classified as independent, self-employed 
contractors. They are not employed in classic "jobs" with permanent employment and a constant 
commitment to a company but work mostly alone as "self-employed" within the framework of flexible 
agreements. They are loosely hired only for a specific task or for a specific period of time. This leads to 
a high level of personal responsibility for their careers due to a lack of a permanent employer (Friedman, 
2014; Ashford et al., 2018). Another characteristic is the coordination and completion of work online 
via digital labor platforms (Popiel, 2017; Agrawal et al., 2015). These platforms provide the digital 
infrastructure for all necessary mechanisms such as payment, communication, feedback, and ranking 
systems, and mediate the interaction between employers and employees (Rai et al., 2019). Last, the 
fulfilment of different tasks requires freelancers to constantly apply their skills and expertise to new 
projects and contexts (Damarin, 2006). 

IT work is critical for most organizations (Guzman et al., 2008; Prommegger et al., 2020b). IT 
professionals are an important part of sociotechnical systems that integrate information, work processes, 
and data processing (Niederman et al., 2016). They develop and manage IT resources such as hardware, 
software, or data. In doing so, IT professionals perform a wide range of IT activities and, therefore, must 
have a high level and variety of skills (Zhang et al., 2012; Ang et al., 2015). Unique IT-related skills 
and technical skills are important, but soft and interpersonal skills such as communication skills are also 
significant (Guzman et al., 2008). In addition, the concept of obsolescence is important in IT. It describes 
the idea that obsolete skills are less valuable and the person in question is less capable than a person 
with newer skills. This can be particularly problematic for IT professionals because the technologies 
they work with, and thus the skills required, change and evolve particularly frequently (Fu, 2011; Lee 
et al., 1995; Joseph and Ang, 2001). In terms of professional skills for IT workers, this means that the 
skills once valued are no longer in demand because they no longer fit the requirements of the job and 
therefore lose value as well as contribute less to their performance (Joseph and Ang, 2001; Blanton et 
al., 1998; Rong and Grover, 2009). Therefore, the constant threat of obsolescence and the natural 
evolution of IT jobs force IT professionals to constantly adapt and develop their skills (Zhang et al., 
2012). Finally, IT work often requires collaborative efforts in designing the architecture and integrating 
components (Levina, 2005; Majchrzak et al., 2005), as well as teamwork (Ang and Slaughter, 2001; 
Kudaravalli et al., 2017). 

IT freelancing consequently results from the aspects described. The described characteristics of both 
sides meet here and result in new open questions about their interaction and the effects of these 
characteristics. Traditionally, outsourcing jobs to geographically distant locations was only possible for 
companies that produced shippable goods (Blinder, 2006). Today, with the development of the internet, 
virtual collaboration technologies, and the emergence of online marketplaces, jobs in non-commodity 
services, such as software development or call centers, can be offshored (Blinder, 2006). In this regard, 
IT services were the first to be outsourced due to the digital nature of the work (Kanat et al., 2018; 
Gheorghe, 2015; Ågerfalk and Fitzgerald, 2008; Susarla, 2012). In particular, information systems 
development, as a knowledge-intensive industry, is one of the fastest growing industries in freelancing 
(McKinsey & Company, 2016; Frenzel-Piasentin et al., 2022). Thus, more and more IT professionals 
are working as freelancers. The current work environment, where developers are involved in multiple, 
simultaneous projects on a variety of digital labor platforms, creates a new, complex, and fragmented 
work environment (Watson Manheim and Ahuja, 2019). The field of IT freelancing should therefore be 
distinguished from typical freelancing (Gussek and Wiesche, 2022). First, because a broad range of 
skills is particularly important for IT freelancers, as IT work itself requires many skills, and these are 
even more important on digital labor platforms where workers need to differentiate themselves from 
competitors (Gandini, 2016; Jarrahi et al., 2020; Sison and Lavilles, 2018). Moreover, as described, IT 
workers often work collaboratively and in teams, which is not common in normal freelancing (Ashford 
et al., 2018; Friedman, 2014).  
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2.2 Nontraditional Careers  

According to Super (1957), a career can be defined as a combination or sequence of occupational 
positions held over a lifetime. The traditional career model assumes that careers are orderly and within 
one occupation and a single organization (Levinson, 1978; Super, 1957). However, research has 
questioned the applicability of this traditional career model when considering a work environment in 
which careers are increasingly shaped by multiple, diverse employers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; 
Sullivan, 1999). In this regard, research refers to nontraditional careers as "boundaryless careers" 
(Arthur, 1994). Boundaryless careers are not limited to a single company or organization but extend 
across a variety of temporary projects across the boundaries of different employers or professions 
(Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Greenhaus et al., 2008). Career paths can further be defined as models or 
prototypes that characterize the career sequences of a group of individuals (Joseph et al., 2012). 

As IT careers have changed, typical career patterns have also changed (Prommegger et al., 2020a). IT 
careers, characterized by frequent turnover within the profession (Joseph et al., 2015), exhibit typical 
characteristics of boundaryless careers (Ituma and Simpson, 2009; Slaughter, 2001). 

2.3 Literature Review 

Recent research has begun examining the careers of workers on digital labor platforms (Ashford et al., 
2018; Seifried et al., 2020; Van den Born and Van Witteloostuijn, 2013). For example, Blaising et al. 
(2021) conducted a study on the career trajectory of online freelancers.  

In IT, Watson Manheim and Ahuja (2019) examine multiple team affiliations in software development 
gig work. Gol et al. (2018) address the motivations of highly skilled workers to participate in 
crowdsourcing platforms, and Stol and Fitzgerald (2014) show that crowdsourcing in IT works better 
for specific software development tasks that are less complex and without dependencies. Furthermore, 
Alpar and Osterbrink (2020) describe the shift from permanent to temporary employment in IT as a 
change due to the Covid-19 pandemic as companies seek more flexibility. In addition, Sultana et al.'s 
(2019) study examines the performance of IT freelancers and applies entrepreneurship theory and the 
social capital perspective to provide a better understanding of this new form of work. The authors 
Frenzel-Piasentin et al. (2022) also explore the importance of enhancing professionals' non-technical 
skills for developing information systems in gig work environments. Lastly, Kanat et al. (2018) examine 
survival in global online labor markets for IT services. Further studies have been conducted on the 
changing careers of employed IT professionals (Joseph et al., 2012; Prommegger et al., 2020a).  

However, research on the careers of IT freelancers is very scarce and limited. Taylor and Joshi (2019) 
only look at the career trajectory of IT professionals in IT crowdsourcing, or Sison and Lavilles (2018) 
examine the practices of freelancers in software development in the Philippines. 

3 Research Method  
The motivation of this study is to better understand the career development of IT freelancers on digital 
labor platforms. To this end, we adopted an exploratory research strategy (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). 
We felt that an exploratory design was appropriate because it allowed us to answer "how" questions and 
collect process data (Langley, 1999). In order to do this, we collected semi-structured interview data in 
twelve cases and used grounded theory techniques to structure and analyze our data (Urquhart, 2013). 
More specifically, we coded the interview data to understand what stages exist in the careers of IT 
freelancers, how IT freelancers move between stages and exit options from the digital labor platform. 
We also wanted to understand how teams form in this context. 
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3.1 Sample and Data Collection 

Our empirical setting is the digital labor platform Upwork. This platform was chosen as the empirical 
context because it is the world’s largest freelancing platform compared to other freelancing platforms 
like Fiverr, Gulp or Freelancer Map (Claussen et al., 2018; Seifried et al., 2020). This allows for a wide 
variety of jobs from the IT context in terms of diversity of tasks, duration of employment, and skill level. 
Therefore, there is a wide range of workers on the platform with varying levels of success, and these 
freelancers are also in different career stages. Furthermore, the platform choice plays a subordinate role 
in this research, because many of the IT freelancers in our sample are also active on other digital labor 
platforms and the analysis therefore indirectly refers to other platforms as well. 

We purposefully sampled 12 IT freelancers for our sample based on career stage, platform success, and 
contextual differences including gender and location. Thus, different perspectives on career 
development are possible and different experiences can be studied. We therefore randomly contacted a 
set of IT freelancers in the IT specific platform categories and then conducted the online interviews 
outside the platform. Table 1 provides an overview of the sample. The interviews lasted an average of 
40 minutes. All data refers to freelance work and comes from the interviews and from the profiles on 
the digital labor platform. In Table 1, "Earnings" include the sum of the freelancer's earned income on 
the platform and “FT” and “PT” respectively means “full-time” and “part-time”. 
 

 # Professional area or task field Experience Gender Country Earnings FT/PT  
1 eLearning/LMS Administrator since 2017, 172 Jobs female Pakistan very high full-time 
2 IT and Services (SAP, ERP) since 2016, 3 Jobs female Croatia medium full-time 
3 Networks/Cyber Security since 2016, 0 Jobs male Kenya low part-time 
4 Data Extraction/DevOps since 2013, 230 Jobs male Germany  very high part-time 
5 Engineer Geologist/Programmer since 2017, 59 Jobs female Hungary high part-time 
6 DevOps/Cloud Engineer since 2014, 10 Jobs male France medium part-time 
7 Software & Web Developer since 2005, 36 Jobs male Philippines high part-time 
8 DevOps Engineer since 2019, 6 Jobs male Pakistan medium part-time 
9 Environment Manager since 2017, 0 Jobs male India low part-time 
10 Data Scientist/Digital Analytics since 2020, 15 Jobs female Germany  high part-time 
11 Network/System Administrator since 2020, 15 Jobs male Pakistan medium full-time 
12 Data Analyst/Data Visualization since 2020, 9 Jobs male India low part-time 

 Table 1. Overview of the sample. 

The interviews were also structured using a basic interview guide. In the interviews, we focused 
primarily on the starting process of the career as an IT freelancer and the career development over time. 
We also focused on the relevant skills and abilities as well as the importance of teams for IT freelancers. 
Finally, we took a closer look at possible career paths outside the platform. We sought to understand the 
dynamics of individual situations to develop rich descriptions of the career process on the digital labor 
platform. 

3.2 Data Analysis 

In our analysis, the overarching goal was to better understand the career development of IT freelancers. 
To do so, as already discussed, we followed the procedures of grounded theory methodology for data 
collection and analysis (Urquhart, 2013). We performed several steps of coding the interview data. In 
doing so, we used comparison with both existing literature on the topics covered and previously 
collected interview data to ensure that we were working with an "open mind" but not an "empty head". 
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While the data collection steps and analysis are described here in a linear order, this process took place 
in jumps between data collection and analysis (Dey, 2008).  

For the data analysis, we applied open, selective, and theoretical coding to develop our career model 
(see Table 2 for an overview of the coding process using illustrative quotes from the transcripts). In open 
coding, interview passages were marked with open codes, i.e., short descriptive statements that 
summarize the key idea of the text passage (Wiesche et al., 2017). We used selective codes to identify 
aggregate dimensions of IT freelancers' careers. This revealed four career stages and associated roles, 
career advancement and decline, the importance of teams and some collaboration between IT 
freelancers, and various exit options away from the digital labor platform. In the theoretical coding, we 
sought to further develop and combine the identified dimensions by comparing them with the existing 
literature on IT freelancing and careers. 
 

Illustrative quotes from the data 2nd Order 
Themes 

Aggregate 
Dimensions 

"It’s only a few weeks [on the platform], and with most of my proposals i've actually not 
gone to the stage of actually getting paid work." (#3) Beginner 

Career Stages 
and Roles 

"The second phase is, you already have your first job. Here it is really important to be a 
real slave. You do everything your customers say because you don't work for money here 
in this phase. You work for the ratings, for those 5 stars and you always have to do more 
than required.... Yes, it is really important to have all your customers satisfied." (#4) 

Slave 

"I don't remember when I earned the top-rated reputation first, [...] in nine months or 
something like this. Then my job success score hasn't gone below I think 98% since 
then." (#5) 

Establisher 

"Then 4th phase is actually you are already more or less famous on [the platform] and 
you have your regular customers [...] and then you already have a wide selection. Every 
day I have two to four interview requests. You can choose it and decide what you want 
to do." (#4) 

Celebrity 

"Being a developer is like being a samurai: It's a path, not a finish line." (#4) 
“I keep one day in my whole week for learning new things." (#8) 

Learning & 
updating skills 

Career 
Advancement 

“As an IT you obviously know skills are something very changing day by day or year by 
year […]. This is a perspective of single ones if they want to be a successful freelancer. 
Then, you will have to adopt new skills, you will have to adapt to the market, how the 
market is going or basically for what of skills, there are lots and lots of jobs.” (#12) 

React to 
market demand 

“I like to build new connections so that they can count on me for new projects and it's 
happening actually. I have done two projects for a single person. Because he was satisfied 
in the first project, then he assigned me the next one, so now he's going to give me the 
third one also.” (#12) 

Build a 
network 

"The kind of work has changed over time. The demand was more on system 
programming. But now it has changed." (#7) 

Skill 
obsolescence 

Career 
Decline 

"I'm expecting my third child and I just wanted to know from [the platform], how can I 
go on maternity leave without losing any reputation. I was a little bit afraid that maybe 
after I can come back I have to not restart again everything but just like starting from a 
lower level." (#10) 

Platform 
absence 

"If you have a project with someone and it doesn't work so well, then you get a bad 
review, and then the rating is bad and you have to explain to all the other clients why it's 
so bad." (#10) 

Negative 
feedback 

"What I'm doing is, I keep my relationship with previous projects, so if we have new 
projects, they will just contact me, without going to [the platform]." (#7) 

Interception 
of clients 

Platform Exit 

“I also had customers before that became my project partners […]. To me basically, that's 
my main goal. I have a lot of project ideas in mind, but I don't have the resources or the 
money to fund the projects. […] There are other ways. You can go to a venture capitalist 
[…]. But I'm never attracted to them. I'm more inclined to work with people that I have 
worked with before. I mean if the trust is good, confidence is good, synergies are good, 
maybe you can work on creating bigger projects like making a new company or doing a 
startup.” (#7) 

Exit with 
clients 

as partners 

“Well I have a company and I run my own business, it's a limited company. So I also 
work outside of [the platform]. I have clients outside of [the platform].” (#4) 

Exit into an 
own business 
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"It's better to transform myself to a client and then try to find the freelancers, a so-called 
team. For example, if I can't do something so well, but my client needs it, then I can just 
find other freelancers as a client." (#4) 

Orchestration 
of freelancers 

(online) 

Teams and 
Collaboration 

“I just gathered some friends and then, if I get more work I supervise the work. I direct 
it to the team and they finish the work. I just check it and then upload it. And I talk to my 
client as well, that I need the team because it's LMS [learning management system] 
migrations, that it took for a team to transfer all the content and if they agree on this, then 
we can work with it on the team.” (#1) 

Orchestration 
of friends 
(offline) 

“And each of them [team member] is good in their field of ERP. One is web development 
and one is technical and server administration and one is pure python programmer. We 
can combine all this and offer a complete set of services.” (#2) 

Expertise 
distribution 
within team 

 Table 2. Illustration of the coding process. 

4 Results – The IT Freelancer Career 

In the following section, the results are presented. We developed an IT freelancing career process model, 
which is displayed in Figure 2. This is divided into three parts (i)-(iii). In addition, different team 
configurations and types of IT freelancer collaboration are explained in the results (iv). 

(i) Four career stages and corresponding roles that IT freelancers move through, represented 
by the staircase in Figure 2 (see section 4.1). 

(ii) The mechanisms of advancement and decline between the career stages, which are divided 
into a professional and a platform-specific dimension and can be identified by the up and 
down arrows in the career process model (see section 4.2). 

(iii) The five different exit strategies from the digital labor platform of different career stages, 
which can be seen in the upper part of Figure 2 in the form of boxes (see section 4.3). 

(iv) Different team configurations or types of collaboration that IT freelancers form and use, 
e.g., to advance their careers through support (see section 4.4). 
 

 
Figure 2. IT freelancing career process model. 
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4.1 Career Stages and Roles 

We found four stages in the career of IT freelancers on digital labor platforms (see the staircase in Figure 
2). The first stage describes the entry into the digital labor platform as a “beginner”. The most important 
thing in this stage is getting the first job. The competition with other freelancers is very high in this 
stage, which is why initial feedback and review are necessary to build a certain trust with the client. 
Only a low salary or price can be set in the beginning, and many job applications are necessary until the 
freelancer gets the first contract. It may also be necessary to take a job from a field that does not 
correspond to the freelancer's main field of activity. A broad skill spectrum is therefore helpful for the 
platform start. 

“I got my first job after three or four months. That was something completely different. So I was 
a beginner Python developer and I wanted to find any jobs related to Python but actually, I had 
no possibility. And because I speak a little bit better in English than in German [...] I could just 
take the copywriting jobs, they are easier. [...] And that was actually my start.” (#4) 

At the second stage, IT freelancers act in the role of a ”slave”. It is necessary to do everything that the 
client asks for. It is necessary to build a certain trust with the clients, and all clients should be satisfied 
in order to expand the job history on the platform profile. At this stage, work is not yet done primarily 
for monetary reasons, but for the (star) rating. In terms of skills, freelancers should educate and train 
themselves, react to market demand and choose a field where the competition may not be too high.  

“I don't very focus on the money involved in the project. I basically focus on If I'm delivering 
something what is expected. […] So I don't take any projects, which is just a high dollar project, 
and I am not able to do that.” (#12) 

Within the third stage, IT freelancers as “establisher” should improve their image and market 
themselves on the platform to stand out even more from the competition. It is important to get markers 
or awards for the profile that prove the freelancer's competence and ability for the clients. The salary or 
the price for the projects can be raised further, and a network of customers is built up. Finally, soft skills 
are becoming increasingly relevant at this stage, such as good communication with customers.  

“I guess the strategy was initially when I started… I started with a very, very low price. And 
then, as I build my skills and I build my profile I started to increase my budget as well.” (#1) 

At the fourth and highest stage, IT freelancers take on the role of a “celebrity” and are more or less 
famous on the platform. There is more freedom and the IT freelancers at this level can select projects 
and customers. In addition, many freelancers no longer have to actively search for projects but are 
requested by (regular) customers. Likewise, it is important to advise customers and act as a specialist in 
his skills. As an expert, the freelancer can now also express his opinion on tasks.  

“I don't really feel the competition anymore, because the clients reach out to me.” (#5) 

4.2 Career Advancement and Decline 

IT freelancers move dynamically between different career stages during their careers. These 
advancement and decline mechanisms have a professional and a platform-sepecific dimension (see up 
and down arrows in Figure 2). The professional dimension means the content perspective of the work 
activity in terms of different skills. The platform-specific dimension refers to all special mechanisms 
within the digital labor platform. 

In professional advancement, freelancers need to learn new skills and update old skills. Since 
obsolescence, as described, particularly affects IT professionals, it is especially important for IT 
freelancers to always be up to date with their skills. For example, this is less relevant for design 
freelancers, as the technologies and tasks are not as complex as in the IT field. It is furthermore important 
for IT freelancers to react to the changing market demand and adapt their skills accordingly. Depending 
on which skills are currently in demand in their fields of activity, appropriate skills should be learned or 
further trained in order to stand out from the competition and become more successful. In this case, the 
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digital labor platform helps IT freelancers by making job offers visible to freelancers, as well as the 
associated skills required in the various areas on the digital labor platform.  

"Being a developer is like being a samurai: "It's a path, not a finish line." So because of that, it 
[be up to date] has nothing to do with freelancing. A freelancer can be a designer, for example, 
and then you don't need anything, just your fantasy. […] As a developer […] one has to check 
every day what new library versions have come out, what security vulnerabilities have been 
figured out. As a developer, you have to evolve every day and read the news and look at those 
feeds all the time, because something happens every hour." (#4) 

When it comes to platform-specific advancement, profile updating and profile maintenance play a 
particularly important role. The information in the profile should be as complete as possible and the 
further development of the job history, as well as the acquisition of profile markers, help with career 
advancement in order to convince customers that the freelancer is better than the competition. For this 
purpose, good accessibility of freelancers is important as well as collecting reviews and feedback 
comments for the job history. To this end, IT freelancers should actively seek feedback and ask clients 
for a review after completing projects. In addition, as described, building a network with clients is 
necessary so that freelancers can work their way up the platform and stand out from the competition. 
Finally, portfolios of work samples provided to the client as well as the documentation of already 
successfully completed projects in the relevant field can have a positive effect on career advancement. 
These described aspects can improve the image of IT freelancers. When IT professionals work as 
freelancers, this is often new to them, as they frequently do not have to compete for jobs due to the 
shortage of skilled workers in traditional IT work.  

“It depends on you, which then means that you really need to take care and create a good profile 
and good portfolio which will help you to get the proposals and get the interviews faster. […] 
If it's [the profile] fully completed, then you will get more invitations.” (#2) 

But a career decline is also possible. On the one hand, a professional decline can occur due to a change 
in market demand on the digital labor platform. As described, skill obsolescence is particularly 
dangerous for IT freelancers. If some skills become obsolete and are no longer in demand on the 
platform, this can have a negative impact on the career. The IT freelancer thus has fewer potential jobs 
and, accordingly, fewer chances to gain new experience and skills in projects.  

“At first, I focused more on system programming, basically it was more on doing back-end 
applications or tools, more on C and C++ and some scripting […] that was for the first maybe 
three years and then I realized that the trend has changed. The main trend that I see is there's 
a spike in security projects, because securities is a big thing, right.” (#7) 

On the other hand, a platform-specific decline to a lower career stage can occur if the IT freelancer is 
not active on the platform for a period of time and thus has no current projects or constant availability 
during this period. An absence can have various reasons, such as parental leave, illness, or vacation. 
Likewise, negative evaluations of projects can lead to a decline in the reputation of the IT freelancer, 
which means that he will receive fewer projects in the future.  

4.3 Platform Exit Strategies 

In different career stages, various exit strategies from the digital labor platform are possible (see the 
upper part of Figure 2). In the course of their careers, IT freelancers become increasingly tied to the 
platform compared to other platforms (platform lock-in). The switching costs to other platforms are 
extremely increased as the IT freelancers build up their profile on one platform more and more over 
time, receive platform-specific markers, and have built their image on the one platform. Thus, a change 
of platform becomes more and more difficult as the career progresses because a new profile on the other 
platform would have to be created and started again from stage 1. In addition, ratings and job history 
are not portable and can therefore not be transferred to the new platform.  
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“On the new platform without any reputation, I should do everything from the beginning, so 
taking jobs at a very low price… I don't really think that I will do that. So I would have definitely 
problems with switching the platform.” (#5) 

For these reasons, the platform should only be switched in the first phases of the career. In the beginning, 
however, it is often even necessary to switch a platform again if it is determined that the competition 
is too strong, the compatibility of the platform is not satisfactory or the job offers do not meet the IT 
freelancer's expectations. Furthermore, after starting a career as an IT freelancer, it may become clear 
after a certain period of time that this type of work does not fit the employee's ideas of a successful 
career. In this case, after a cost-benefit analysis, it may be that the platform or even the type of work is 
abandoned.  

“I didn't get any projects on [platform A] so I just dropped that one. I just joined [platform B]. 
[…] I just forgot everything of my every experience with the [platform A]. I just thought this is 
a new platform I shouldn't be worried about my last one let's just go and try my best and let's 
see what happens.”(#12) 

In later and more advanced career stages, the platform career can be used as a kind of stepping stone 
when a new path for the career has been worked out with the platform. The more successful IT 
freelancers become, the more likely they are to exit the platform. As described in section 4.1, IT 
freelancers build up a network and customer base on the platform over time. By building trust with 
clients and often doing multiple joint projects on the platform, the role of the platform is less important 
than it was early in their career. The protection of the platform as a third party between the client-
freelancer relationship is no longer necessary. To save financial costs (because the platforms receive a 
portion of the project volume), IT freelancers pull clients away from the platform and complete projects 
outside of the platform environment. This interception of clients can therefore be an exit strategy. 

 “We [the client and the freelancer] started [on the platform]. Then, we became friends so the 
trust is there. We can move outside of [the platform]. […] In [the platform] you have a cut from 
your earning. Of course, they provide the environment and protection to freelancers and also 
project owners, so you basically have to pay them and that's right. But as the time goes by, when 
you became comfortable with your customers or the customer is confident with you […]. You 
basically go outside of [the platform] or the freelance environment. For example, me and my 
clients usually deal directly. […] We didn't pay [the platform]. I have these clients, maybe 
around 10 of them now.” (#7) 

Another alternative to leaving the platform at advanced career stages is to start an own business. In 
this case, the skills, experience, and relationships with customers developed during the platform career 
can be used to go into “real” self-employment outside of a digital labor platform and leave the platform 
completely. 

"I could invest the time I spend on [the platform] now in my own business and I think I could 
make more money with it. Now I already have a few websites that I develop for myself as a 
business." (#4) 

The last alternative to leave the platform is the exit with clients as partners. When trust has been 
developed in the client and IT freelancer relationship, another option is for the two parties to collaborate 
outside the platform as partners. With these new contacts, for example, a start-up or a new company can 
be founded. Both parties can support each other financially and implement project ideas together that 
would otherwise not be feasible on their own.  

4.4 Team Configurations and Collaboration 

Another IT-specific aspect is the importance of teams and collaboration on the digital labor platform. 
Different team configurations can help freelancers regarding their careers, because many IT projects 
require a certain level of collaboration and a high skill level, which a lone IT freelancer often does not 
possess on their own. One way is to form social connections with clients or other freelancers. These 
groups or friendships can support IT freelancers in their careers, both in terms of content and 
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interpersonal aspects. Likewise, such social relationships can take place purely online on the digital 
labor platform. In online groups, IT freelancers can exchange ideas, discuss problems and help each 
other with projects. 

"There is only one friend that is from [my home country] and he approached me and he said, 
“Let's meet, it's nice working with you”. And then we met, but most of the clients are from 
abroad, and I chat with them." (#8) 

Teams for joint project management can also be formed on the other side. These teams can be formed 
at different stages of the career and can be created either online (with other freelancers) or offline (with 
people from the personal environment). An IT Freelancer (mostly at more advanced career stages) takes 
on an orchestrator role within these teams and acts as a team leader. Tasks can be distributed in the team 
and thus it is possible to accept more projects and larger contracts. For online teams, an experienced IT 
freelancer books other freelancers on the digital labor platform and becomes a customer on the platform 
in order to secure support for projects. Alternatively, several freelancers join together to form a work 
team. 

“Usually, I just collect projects, I also have three people that work with me. I don't like the word 
“for” me. And we mainly take on larger projects. It doesn't exclude smaller projects, but we 
prefer because, as we are many we like larger-scale projects and we organize our activities 
through Jira and through Confluence.” (#2) 

Concerning offline teams, IT freelancers join with one or more people from their personal environment. 
These can be people from education, a permanent position, the family, or the circle of friends, usually 
from the same industry.  

“We need colleagues or friends when we are upgrading our sales in terms of time and getting 
more and more projects. I am also doing that. I also started to take some of my friends… not in 
professional binding but I just having a conversation like that “I may need you for a project”. 
So that if I get any chance, if I get more projects I can count on them. […] I'm trying to build 
my team. Slowly, slowly.” (#12) 

Finally, another advantage of online or offline teams is the possibility of expertise distribution. The IT 
freelancers can complement each other's skills in the team and take on a wider range of jobs. Since the 
demanded technologies in IT are constantly evolving as described, a complementary team can be helpful 
for the career at this point, especially for IT freelancers. 

5 Discussion 
This study aimed to understand how the careers of IT professionals on digital labor platforms, i.e. IT 
freelancers, evolve. We examined the cases of twelve IT freelancers, developed an IT freelancing career 
process model and defined different team configurations within the career. This study contributes to the 
body of knowledge in the field of IT and platform work by (1) highlighting and structuring an IT 
freelancing career process model and thus important characteristics of IT freelancer careers and (2) 
illustrating and describing the role of the digital labor platform in these careers. Below, we outline the 
implications of our findings for theory and practice and discuss limitations and future research. 

5.1 Theoretical Contributions 

As a result of our explorative analysis, a career process model was developed that shows how the careers 
of IT freelancers evolve (Figure 2). Four stages and corresponding roles with different specifications 
were defined. We also highlighted how a career develops over time with the professional and platform-
specific advancement and decline mechanisms. This resulted in five exit options for leaving the digital 
labor platform at different career stages. Finally, the results show different team configurations that 
additionally influence the IT freelancer career (section 4.4).  

In summary, the results show the complexity of a new platform- and IT-specific career alternative. Thus, 
we complement previous research with detailed information on IT freelancing as a new way of working 
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in the IT field (Ang and Slaughter, 2001). Through these described results, new aspects for the career 
success of IT professionals on digital labor platforms become clear. (Guzman et al., 2008) found that IT 
personnel have established their own professional culture within organizations, characterized by 
different characteristics. We additionally investigated the formation of IT teams beyond the boundaries 
of a fixed organization, whether online via the digital labor platform or offline from the personal 
environment. Furthermore, we show the importance of collaboration and teams, which can give a kind 
of push to the career of IT freelancers and help with advancement. Here, the professional and social 
team dimensions are significant. On the one hand, team members can help each other in terms of content 
by having different expertise. On the other hand, the social component is just as important, for example 
by forming friendships. We thus contribute to research that deals with the mechanisms of cooperation 
and coordination of software development teams (Kudaravalli et al., 2017; Levina, 2005; Majchrzak et 
al., 2005).  

We also describe the necessary response of IT freelancers to skill obsolescence and illustrate the 
importance of concrete measures, such as regularly checking demand on the platform. This phenomenon 
has been widely researched in the IT literature (Fu, 2011; Zhang et al., 2012; Rong and Grover, 2009). 
However, our results show the increased importance of the problem in the context of digital labor 
platforms due to the described high personal responsibility of freelancers. They do not receive support 
from an organization or permanent employer regarding training or updating obsolete skills. Thus, we 
add to the research on platform work the importance of the IT-specific problem of skill obsolescence 
(Sison and Lavilles, 2018; Claussen et al., 2018; Popiel, 2017). 

Furthermore, the special role of the digital platform in IT freelancer careers becomes clear through the 
findings of this study. The digital platform can be a drawback in the career development of IT 
freelancers. The literature has already established that data portability, platform switching costs, and 
lock-in effects exist on platforms (Farrell and Klemperer, 2007; Wohlfarth, 2019; Heimburg and 
Wiesche, 2022). However, little research has addressed the effects of mechanisms on digital labor 
platforms. When digital platforms use reputation mechanisms, freelancers are prevented from 
transferring their reviews to other platforms, leading to lock-in effects and high platform switching costs, 
making them vulnerable to platform exploitation (Ciotti et al., 2021). On the one hand, we contribute to 
this research stream by describing that switching costs and platform lock-in increase with career 
development. The IT freelancers become more and more dependent on the platform because, in the case 
of a platform change, neither the reputation and reviews that have been built up and fought for over time 
nor the designed profile can be transferred to another platform, which would set the IT freelancers back 
in their career in the case of a change.  

On the other hand, we illustrate with the later exit options an attractive alternative to switching platforms 
and, therefore, a kind of solution to the problem described. IT freelancers can exit the platform at higher 
career stages and continue their careers outside of a platform, as the customer network formed with the 
help of the platform and the social contacts and team structures remain in place beyond the platform 
boundaries. Thus, platform-based IT work organization is changing careers in IT in general (Wiesche et 
al., 2020). First, the platform helps IT freelancers in the early career stages to build networks and trust 
with clients through protective mechanisms as a third instance between freelancers and clients. Second, 
the digital global networking and matching of the platform enable the establishment of social contacts 
and team structures, which also remain outside the platform.  

In addition, some other platform mechanisms can help IT professionals to advance their careers. The 
described global networking through the digital platform marketplace can help IT professionals to 
"escape" their less attractive local job market. Especially in less developed countries, where the labor 
supply or wage structures do not meet the expectations of IT professionals, IT freelancing is a new career 
opportunity. Likewise, networking can counteract a possibly existing IT talent shortage, as digital labor 
platforms can serve as a new source of skilled IT professionals (Fuller et al., 2020). Finally, the digital 
labor platform can help IT professionals to overcome the previously described IT-specific problem of 
skill obsolescence, as a comprehensive market overview is possible on the platform and the demand for 
skills and jobs in various professional areas is very transparently visible. This comprehensive view of 
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the market and especially of the competition is often not possible in offline labor markets. But IT 
freelancers can use this knowledge about skills and trends in demand and educate themselves 
accordingly to stand out from the competition and advance in their careers. Moreover, online IT 
freelancing can be seen as a complement to traditional offline labor markets and thus online IT 
freelancers could become part of software development ecosystems as they are accessible without 
technical difficulties through the digital platform (Maruping and Matook, 2020). 

5.2 Practical Contributions 

Some contributions to practice can also be derived from the results of this study. It becomes clear that 
IT freelancers must react to the defined mechanisms and problems within their careers with different 
strategies in order to be successful. For example, they should respond to skill obsolescence or use 
different platform features to advance in their career. Thus, different actions are required at different 
career stages. Furthermore, the developed IT freelancing career process model can provide valuable 
information that IT freelancers should understand for their development. Moreover, the exit options 
identified can be perceived as alternative career paths at different career stages by the IT freelancers. 
Especially in later career stages, they can be perceived as an alternative to platform work. Moreover, the 
results illustrate the potential of different team configurations during the IT freelancer career. Thus, 
platform work can be an attractive alternative to the traditional career for IT professionals.  

The results of our study may also be relevant for the providers of digital labor platforms. In order to 
improve their platforms and, above all, to better adapt them to the careers of IT freelancers, platform 
providers should understand the mechanisms and relationships developed. To increase platform 
attractiveness and thus generate more value, appropriate strategies can be developed to address the 
described IT specific problems of IT freelancers as complementors on the platform. In addition, the 
platform providers can counteract possible exit strategies, if they are aware of them, in order to prevent 
successful IT freelancers from leaving the platform. 

5.3 Limitations and Future Research 

We acknowledge several limitations of this study. Given the exploratory nature of this study (Urquhart, 
2013) and the interest in the careers and mechanisms of IT freelancers' work, this research represents a 
first step toward understanding the careers of IT professionals on digital labor platforms. However, our 
analysis was based on 12 exploratory interviews with IT freelancers, which limits the generalizability 
of our findings. Therefore, for example, a large-scale survey could be conducted in the future to test the 
generalizability of our career process model. Future research should also examine our developed model 
of the IT freelancer career process in other contexts and settings. Although we studied very different IT 
freelancers in terms of experience, career stage, and background, analyzing IT freelancers on other 
platforms may reveal additional mechanisms for how the IT career process unfolds on digital labor 
platforms. Furthermore, we hypothesize that career stages, advancement and decline mechanisms, and 
platform exit opportunities may differ across individuals. Therefore, we call for further empirical 
research on how other aspects might additionally influence the careers of IT freelancers. Finally, future 
studies could investigate whether the team configurations developed shape a career in a fundamentally 
different way. Perhaps different career mechanisms apply at the lone-worker level than at the team level. 
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