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Introduction
The changing nature of the labour market is 
a consistent feature across many countries, 
including the UK, which has long prided itself on 
its flexible labour market. 

In recent years, the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) has identified a pronounced increase 
in the number of the self-employed, from 3.3 

million people (or 12.0% of the labour force) in 
2001 to 4.8 million (or 15.1% of the labour force) 
in 2017. 

Thus, the proportion of the UK workforce that 
is self-employed has increased by 26% since 
2001, while the actual number of self-employed 
workers has risen by 45% in that time[1]. 
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[1]  ONS, Trends in self-employment in the UK, (Office for 
National Statistics, London, February 2018)
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The different faces of flexible working 

It is important to note that the self-employed 
are not a homogenous entity. There are 
marked differences in the experiences of those 
entrepreneurs who run their own business and 
those performing so-called ‘gig’ work, whether 
that be regularly for a single work provider or 
sporadically for several. 

But over the past few years, both groups have 
increased in number in the UK. LinkedIn, 
for instance, has identified that in a single 
year between 2016 and 2017 the number of 
entrepreneurs increased by over 6% [2]. This tallies 
with the trend identified by the Department for 
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), 

which found that the number of SMEs in the UK 
rose between 2000 and 2013, from 3.5m to 
4.9m[3]. By 2017, moreover, there were 5.5m micro-
businesses in the UK, representative of 96% of total 
businesses[4]. 

Likewise, research from the NatCen Panel for 
BEIS found that 4.4% of the population in Great 
Britain had worked in the gig economy in the last 
12 months, which equates to roughly 2.8 million 
people[5]. 

The growth outlook is strong and more and more 
people are set to perform some kind of gig work in 
the years to come.
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[2] LinkedIn, UK small businesses and entrepreneurs on the rise, (LinkedIn, July 2017)

[3] BEIS, Business Population Estimates for UK and the Regions 2013, (London, Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy,  
 London, February 2013)

[4] House of Commons Library, Business Statistics, (London, House of Commons Library, December 2017)

[5] BEIS, The characteristics of those in the gig economy, (London, Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, London, February 2018)

[6] Alan Lockey, Free Radicals, (London, Demos, 2018) 

[7] Brhmie Balaram, Josie Warden and Fabian Wallace-Stephens, Good Gigs: A fairer future for the UK’s gig economy, (London, RSA, April 2017)

*According to polling carried out by Demos

The choice to be self-employed

Despite claims to the contrary, there is evidence 
that the majority of the self-employed choose to 
be so. Polling carried out by Demos for its ‘Free 
Radicals’ report found, for example, that 80% of 
respondents reported that they were happy being 
self-employed, and 70% intended to be self-
employed for the foreseeable future[6]. 

In a similar vein, research by the RSA found that 
63% of gig economy workers agreed that the style 
of work provided more freedom and control[7].

None of this is to say that all facets of self-
employment should be nurtured or celebrated, but 
it does suggest that flexible, independent working 
has become rather popular among certain groups 
in society and is here to stay. All the more so, given 
modern technology’s latest advances.



The role of tech in enabling work and services

The infiltration of tech into our everyday life is no 
longer a new phenomenon but a development 
that has profound implications for how we behave 
and relate to others. It affects the way which work 
is provided and offered, and nowhere is this more 
evident than in a gig economy driven by digital 
platforms emerging from nearly every corner of  
the world. 

In a survey carried out by Regus, over half (54%) of 
global respondents stated that they work outside 
their main office 2.5 days a week or more; in the 
UK the figure was over 45%[8]. The definition and 

conception of the workplace is indeed  
changing fast.

Much in the same way that work is now 
increasingly provided or carried out via technology, 
so too is tech increasingly used to underpin service 
provision, with governments around the world 
working to digitise many of their processes. In 
the UK, for example, HM Revenue & Customs 
has invested considerably in its Making Tax 
Digital programme[9], a new online system to help 
individuals and businesses to keep on top of their 
tax affairs.

 
The quest for support and protections

Does this point to a future in which independent, 
tech-enabled working becomes simply irresistible 
for us all? Not quite, or at least not as long as the 
self-employed and flexible workers remain short-
changed on benefits and protections. Historically, 
the protections and benefits that provide a safety 
net for the UK workforce have been mediated 
through the employer-employee relationship: for 
instance, the employer pays contributions towards 
National Insurance (NI) and pensions; some work 
places offer health programmes; others provide the 
chance to upskill. 

However, this provision is predicated on a formal, 
contractual relationship between the employer and 
employee, usually based on regular hours of work, 
in a time and place stated by the employer. With 
more people opting for gig or independent work, 
fewer people are captured by this structure, and 
are thus missing out on the safety net enjoyed by 
those of worker or employee status. 
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[8] Regus, The workplace revolution: A picture of flexible working 2017, (London, Regus, January 2017) 

[9]  HMRC, Overview of Maxing Tax Digital, (Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs, London, July 2017)
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A stark imbalance between protections  
for employees and the self-employed

The statistics bear this out: 93% of the UK’s self-
employed have no health insurance or critical 
illness cover[10]. 

But while not all employees have health insurance, 
pensions are much more ubiquitous and here we 
can also see a gap: in February 2018, the Office 
for National Statistics revealed that 45% of self-
employed workers aged between 35 and 55 have 
no private pension, compared to 16% of those 
that are employed.

30% of self-employed workers aged over 55 
have no private pension, compared to 14% of 
employees in the same age group[11]. 

Perhaps even more striking than this disparity 
between the self-employed and the employed is 
the ONS’ finding that there has been a drop over 
the last decade in the number of self-employed 
workers saving into a pension: while just 25% are 
contributing now, 40% were doing so in 2008[12]. 

Even if the self-employment model intrinsically 
means that the sorts of protections extended to 
workers and employees are not included in working 
arrangements, there are nonetheless significant 
numbers of people who are simply not protected 
from the vagaries of life. And this is against the 
background of a welfare state that is coming under 
increasing pressure. 

of the UK’s self-
employed have no 
health insurance or 
critical illness cover[10]

93%
of self-employed 
workers aged between 
35 and 55 have no 
private pension[11]

45%

[10] Mark Todd, What health insurance cover should I choose if I’m self-employed?,  
 https://businessadvice.co.uk/insurance/health/what-health-insurance-cover-should-i-choose-if-im-self-employed/ 

[11]  ONS, Trends in self-employment in the UK, (Office for National Statistics, London, February 2018)

[12] ibid
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The potential across the labour market is huge

These same market solutions could even provide 
complementary services for those in employee or 
worker relationships, allowing them to procure 
services over and above those delivered by their 
employer. The individual is in a position to choose. 

What unites many of the companies of all sizes 
that are developing WorkerTech solutions is the 
recognition that the method of provision really 
matters: services and protections delivered directly 
to the individual, via accessible technology. 

vs.

Employed Self-employed and 
independent workers

Bundled benefits package

WorkerTech 
system

WorkerTech: digital 
service offerings that 
harness the power 
and convenience of 
technology to provide 
independent and 
flexible workers with 
personalised benefits 
and greater access 
to protections and 
rights. 

The emergence of WorkerTech

Now that the demand for better access to protections and benefits for the 
self-employed is matched by the technological wherewithal to deliver these to 
individuals, the conditions are right for the emergence of solutions that respond 
to that demand, using technology to do so: WorkerTech. 

Whereas benefits and protections are delivered to employees or workers en 
bloc via the formalised relationship with their employer, the self-employed must 
procure their own protections, on a disaggregated basis. 

Not for them an all-in-one package covering pensions, health and skills training; 
instead, they need a way of securing each benefit or protection, one by one.

The past few years have seen promising signs with the development of 
WorkerTech solutions. Start-ups have taken advantage of the clamour for the 
self-employed to be better protected by developing products that are specifically 
designed to support the self-employed and gig workers. Meanwhile, many 
big companies are cultivating services based on their own expertise that have 
particular application for the self-employed.
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WorkerTech: What, How & Who

WorkerTech encompasses a range of areas from on-demand insurance, to collective voice platforms, to 
portable benefits. Although the companies and organisations that make up the WorkerTech market are 
solving a wide range of problems, and thus employing differing approaches, there are some consistently 
identifiable features that they exhibit:  

1.  Individual-facing, allowing the person to choose to access the service or benefit. 

2.  Use existing and emerging technology to facilitate a different kind of access to benefits and services. 

3.  More dynamic, flexible and responsive in real time, recognising that independent work runs on a 
different timescale, and with a different cash flow to full-time employment. 

4.  Allow those in gig work to access and contribute to benefits regardless of the number of different 
companies that they are working with. 

The following illustrates the issues to which WorkerTech applications offer a solution, and some of the 
initiatives and ideas that are emerging to support independent workers:  

On-demand insurance

•  Companies have been developing insurance models that are often 
time-limited or responsive to real-time activity. 

•  Pay-as-you-go payment models or cheaper policies for shorter 
time periods align better to the cash-flow and working reality of 
independent workers. 

•  Policies cover areas including commercial cover, medical cover, sick 
pay, home-sharing. 

•  Companies are using more detailed data-capture to respond to 
individual-level activity and asset use. 

Collective action platforms

•  There has been a widespread fall in trade union membership, 
especially among young people. 

•  Unions themselves are working to digitise and offer different 
membership models. 

•  In parallel, new types of peer-to-peer platforms have emerged to 
support collective action. These can bring workers together on an 
ad-hoc, needs driven basis to campaign on a single issue. They 
can provide a means for individuals to share experiences and 
knowledge, as well as setting collective action strategies.
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Tax, banking and payments platforms

•  The rise of smart-phone based banking has enabled the growth of 
banking solutions designed specifically for the self-employed. 

•  Independent workers can manage tax, expenses and payments 
through a current account platform.  

•  In the UK, such initiatives could integrate with the Government’s 
Making Tax Digital programme. 

•  Real-time tax estimates allow freelancers to manage their tax 
throughout the year, which is more reflective of the ways in which 
independent work is carried out and paid for than an annual tax bill. 

•  Real-time payments are another feature of this area of WorkerTech 
currently being explored by the likes of Mastercard, to address the 
pervasive challenge of late payments to the self-employed. 

Pensions platforms

•  Matthew Taylor’s government-commissioned review of modern 
working practices encouraged the government to make the most 
of opportunities presented by digital platforms to improve pension 
provision among the self-employed. 

•  Cashless transactions, and flexible contributions will be important 
to the self-employed, given cash flow restraints and varying levels of 
income.  

•  Those exploring ways of incentivising and lowering the barriers to 
paying into a pension should take technology into account, while 
recognising that cash-flow is such for independent workers that a 
fixed rate approach might not work. 
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Portable benefits platforms

•  These are conceptualised as platforms that allow independent 
workers to accrue benefits. They are tied to the individual and can 
thus move with them from job to job. 

•  The Aspen Institute has suggested that portable benefits could 
work as follows: 

 o  Workers own their own benefits – they are not tied to a specific 
job or company, and are thus portable; 

 o  Companies could make contributions at a fixed rate based on 
how much an individual works for them. 

•  In the USA, members of Congress attempted to introduce a bill 
to create a $20 million fund to issue grants to state and local 
governments piloting portable benefits systems. 

•  The EU’s Pillar of Social Rights supports portable benefits as a way 
to build better social protection for gig workers.

Online redress/ reporting mechanisms

•  Independent workers often have no recourse when it comes to 
reporting abuses of any kind, including late payments, removal from a 
platform, or changes to a contract. 

•  The rise in worker-facing platforms, as well as government digitisation 
programmes, could allow new platforms to be developed that offer 
workers a mechanism through which to lodge complaints. 

•  As part of its response to the Taylor Review, the UK Government 
has committed to developing an online tool that allows individuals 
to determine their employment status in the majority of cases.
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Skills training platforms 

•  Platforms such as Coursera and EdX offer university designed and 
affiliated courses for upskilling that can be undertaken at any time and 
in any place. Some courses are accredited by world-leading universities. 

•  The UK government launched the Flexible Learning Fund in 2017, to 
fund projects designing and testing flexible and accessible ways of 
delivering learning to working adults with low or intermediate skills.

Portable ratings/reviews

•  Gig workers and the self-employed often have less recourse to 
traditional recommendation methods, such as CVs or references, 
relying instead on testimonials, ratings and reviews. 

•  These are often tied to the platform through which the job was 
acquired, and individuals do not have ownership over their own 
ratings. They thus cannot serve as a proof point for the individual of 
the quality of their work when seeking work elsewhere. 

•  There is a certain amount of controversy over ratings and reviews: 
some platforms use them as a threshold below which they can remove 
an individual; other platforms have very little transparency about 
their reviews systems, which has led to mistrust from the public and 
undermined their efficacy as a method of rating an individual’s work. 

•  Decentralised or distributed technologies are being touted as an 
effective means by which verifiable reviews from a variety of different 
platforms could be collected. By aggregating reputational measures 
from across platforms, a reputational score could be created for an 
individual that they could ‘carry’ with them. 
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Examples of WorkerTech companies or initiatives

A smart business current account for freelancers and the 
self-employed, which helps to manage tax, stay on top of 
expenses and ensure getting paid on time.

As part of its Inclusive Futures Project, Mastercard has 
committed to partner with digital partners and government 
officials is to develop products and services for gig and on-
demand workers. One of the three strands of project focuses on 
digital solutions to manage finances and speed payments.  

A platform that offers workers the broadest range of ways to 
be paid, at the time most convenient to them.

Tax, banking and 
payments platforms

Portable ratings/reviews

Aggregates data from across sharing economy platforms & 
social network profiles to determine a trustworthiness rating.

Allows users to amalgamate their digital reputation 
across sharing economy platforms.

Provides online courses, taught by various prestigious 
universities and educational institutions. Courses include 
recorded video lectures, assignments and discussion forums.

Provides online courses, taught by various prestigious 
universities and educational institutions. Courses include 
recorded video lectures, assignments and discussion forums.

Skills training platforms 

An online, cloud-based learning management system, which 
has been used by gig economy platforms to deliver training to 
their drivers.

Enables workers to launch or join campaigns to improve their 
jobs and workplaces.

Collates background information about work platforms, reviews 
from their workers, and assessments of their terms of services 
to give comprehensive reviews of the working conditions on 
different platforms.

Encourages campaigns to improve workplaces through sharing 
of experiences, mentoring and provision of tools.

Collective action 
platforms

Provides safety and health programmes for for-hire drivers, 
their passengers and New Yorkers on the road. This includes 
safe driving and first response training; worker compensation 
insurance; and driver death benefit.

Portable benefits 
platforms

Pensions platforms

NEST are part of a collaborative group including Prudential, 
Uber and the CBW Group, proposing an app named Giggle, 
that allows someone working for a number of gig employers 
to channel pension contributions through a single platform. 

Offers insurance to delivery drivers and private hire drivers 
for only the specific time that they are working, linked through 
the work platforms themselves.

On-demand insurance platform that offers insurance in 
chunks, allowing customers to buy insurance only when 
they need it.

On-demand insurance

https://newsroom.mastercard.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/The-Inclusive-Futures-Project-On-the-Front-Line-of-Inclusive-Growth-in-the-U.S.-3.pdf
https://www.simplypaid.com/
https://traity.com/
https://deemly.co/
https://www.mindflash.com/
https://www.coursera.org/
https://www.edx.org/
https://home.coworker.org/
http://faircrowd.work/
https://www.organise.org.uk/about/
http://www.nybcf.org/
https://www.abi.org.uk/news/news-articles/2018/03/creating-savings-prompts-for-the-self-employed-two-day-savingstechsprint-draws-to-a-close/
https://www.zego.com/
https://www.slice.is/
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