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Executive Summary  
 
The workforce is undergoing one of the most significant evolutions in modern business 
history. Organisations are no longer confined to traditional models of permanent 
employment. Instead, they are increasingly leveraging contingent labour, freelancers, 
contractors, gig workers, and agency temps as a core element of their workforce 
strategy. This shift is not incidental. It reflects a broader, more permanent 
transformation in the way businesses respond to economic pressure, technological 
advancement, and talent expectations. 
 
In Australia, up to 30% of the labour force is contingent. In the U.S., that figure rises 
even higher when accounting for the gig economy and freelance professionals. 
Globally, from China to Germany to India, the trend is accelerating. 

This white paper explores how and why this transformation is happening, what it means 
for human resources (HR) executives, and how businesses can position themselves to 
lead through this change. 

No longer a cost-cutting workaround, contingent labour is emerging as a strategic asset 
that allows organisations to stay agile, reduce risk, and access specialised skills in a 
dynamic labour market. HR leaders must now step forward not just as operational 
managers but as architects of a more flexible, responsive, and competitive workforce. 
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Introduction – Why This 
Matters Now  
Today’s business environment is defined by volatility, 
complexity, and the relentless pace of change. 
Permanent headcounts, while foundational, are 
proving insufficient to meet the demands of modern 
operations. Traditional hiring cycles cannot keep pace 
with the speed at which skills become obsolete, 
projects launch and pivot, and markets shift. In 
parallel, workforce expectations have evolved. 
Employees and professionals alike are seeking greater 
autonomy, variety, and control over their careers. 

In this context, contingent labour has moved from the 
margins to the mainstream. Once seen primarily as a 
means to reduce headcount costs, it is now 
recognised as a flexible, scalable resource that 
empowers organisations to respond rapidly to 
changing needs. This evolution requires a rethinking of 
workforce strategy. HR executives are being called 
upon to lead this change, designing models that 
integrate full-time, part-time, and contingent roles into 
a cohesive and effective whole. Those that adapt 
quickly will build a lasting competitive edge; those that 
resist may find themselves outpaced by more agile 
competitors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contingent labour is 
no longer a stopgap, 
it’s a strategic lever. 
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The Scale of the Shift  
The numbers tell a compelling story. In Australia, the 
contingent workforce encompasses more than 2.6 
million casual workers and over 1 million independent 
contractors. This translates to over 30% of the total 
workforce, a figure that has grown steadily over the last 
decade. The global picture is even more dramatic. In 
the United States, data from the Bureau of Labour 
Statistics and independent research firms estimate 
that up to 59 million people, or 36% of the U.S. 
workforce, engage in freelance or contract work. In 
China, more than 200 million people now participate in 
what is termed "flexible employment," including gig 
work, freelance contracts, and temp staffing. This 
represents nearly a third of China’s urban labour force. 

Europe offers a similar story, though filtered through 
stricter labour regulations. In the EU, about 12% of 
workers are on fixed-term contracts, and another 14% 
are self-employed, many operating as independent 
professionals. In Asia-Pacific, countries like Japan, 
India, and Indonesia are seeing explosive growth in gig 
and platform-based workforces, with millions of 
people earning income through app-based services or 
project contracts. This is not a localised phenomenon. 
It is a structural global shift. For HR leaders, 
understanding the scale of this transformation is the 
first step to preparing a workforce strategy that is fit for 
the future. 
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The Forces Driving 
Contingent Labour Growth  

The rise of contingent labour is not the result of a 
single factor but rather the convergence of multiple 
global forces. First, there is the talent shortage. In 
sectors such as technology, engineering, and 
healthcare, demand for skilled professionals has 
outstripped supply. This has led organisations to look 
beyond traditional full-time hiring, tapping into 
freelance and contract pools to access scarce 
expertise. Second, there is economic uncertainty. 
Events such as the COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing 
geopolitical tensions have underscored the 
importance of organisational agility. Contingent labour 
provides a way to scale the workforce up or down 
quickly in response to shifting business conditions. 

Third, and perhaps most critically, there is a 
fundamental shift in worker preferences. Increasingly, 
professionals are choosing freelance and independent 
work not out of necessity but because of the lifestyle 
and autonomy it offers. Surveys show that a growing 
proportion of contingent workers are in these roles by 
choice, not circumstance.  
 
For many, flexibility and freedom outweigh the security 
of traditional employment. Businesses that fail to 
acknowledge this shift risk alienating some of the most 
dynamic and skilled talent available in the market. HR 
must respond by creating pathways for contingent 
engagement that are attractive, ethical, and 
strategically aligned. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2023/03/22/2632378/0/en/The-Global-Contingent-Workforce-Management-
Market-size-is-expected-to-reach-325-7-Trillion-by-2028-rising-at-a-market-growth-of-10-1-CAGR-during-the-forecast-period.html 

 

 

 

 

 

The Global Contingent 
Workforce 
Management Market 
size is expected to 
reach $325.7 Trillion by 
2028, rising at a 
market growth of 
10.1% CAGR during 
the forecast period1 
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Where Contingent Labour is 
Thriving  
The uptake of contingent labour is not evenly 
distributed across sectors. Certain industries are 
leading the charge, and their experiences offer 
valuable lessons for others. In healthcare, the 
contingent model is an operational necessity. Faced 
with persistent staffing shortages, hospitals and aged 
care facilities in Australia have turned to agency 
nurses, locum doctors, and temporary allied health 
professionals to maintain service levels. This is not a 
matter of choice, it is a matter of survival. 

Education is another sector where contingent labour 
plays a crucial role. With a growing emphasis on 
specialised curriculum, institutions are hiring contract 
educators, particularly in high-demand areas like 
STEM. This approach allows schools and universities 
to bring in expert knowledge without committing to 
permanent hires in an environment of fluctuating 
enrolment and policy changes. 
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Technology, perhaps more than any other sector, 
illustrates the strategic value of contingent talent. The 
pace of digital transformation requires access to niche 
skills; cybersecurity, cloud architecture, data science, 
that are often unavailable or prohibitively expensive to 
secure on a permanent basis. By engaging freelancer 
and contract experts, tech firms can plug critical 
capability gaps while maintaining cost flexibility. 

Even in traditional sectors like mining, construction, 
and logistics, contingent labour is deeply embedded. 
Projects with defined timelines benefit from the ability 
to scale manpower up and down without affecting 
long-term workforce commitments.  

In logistics and warehousing, demand spikes driven by 
e-commerce and seasonal factors are met through 
temporary staffing models. For these industries, the 
contingent workforce is not a supplement, it is a core 
operational strategy. 
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Lessons from the Pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic marked a critical turning 
point in the evolution of the global workforce, and its 
effects on contingent labour were both immediate and 
long-lasting. At the onset of the crisis, many 
organisations responded to the economic uncertainty 
by reducing or terminating contracts with contingent 
workers. As these individuals often sit outside the 
formal protections afforded to permanent staff, they 
were the first to be let go. However, this early 
contraction was followed by an equally swift rebound. 

As companies moved into the recovery phase, it 
became clear that agility was essential, not just for 
survival, but for resilience. Organisations that could 
quickly retool their operations, adjust their staffing 
models, and re-engage contingent talent were better 
positioned to meet shifting customer demands and 
capitalise on emerging opportunities. Contingent 
labour proved indispensable for managing short-term 
surges in workload, launching new digital initiatives, 
and filling skills gaps caused by evolving work 
environments. 

The rise of remote work during the pandemic also 
expanded the addressable market for contingent 
talent. With the normalisation of distributed teams and 
the ubiquity of collaboration tools, geographic 
constraints were lifted. A project manager in 
Melbourne could seamlessly work with a data analyst 
in Bangalore and a UI/UX designer in Toronto. This 
global access to talent allowed companies to adopt 
more dynamic hiring practices and build cross-
functional teams tailored to specific business needs. 

The “Great Resignation” added another dimension to 
this transformation. Globally, millions of workers 
voluntarily left their jobs in search of more meaningful, 
flexible, or autonomous work arrangements. Many of 
these professionals transitioned into freelance or 
contract roles. This shift was not just reactive; it 
reflected a re-evaluation of work-life priorities and 
career goals. The contingent workforce became not 
just larger but more diverse, experienced, and willing. 

  

"The pandemic didn’t 
just accelerate flexible 
work; it proved that 
agility is no longer 
optional. Organisations 
that quickly mobilised 
contingent talent 
weathered disruption 
better, learned faster, 
and emerged more 
resilient." 

“ 



   
 

   
 Contingent Workforce | From Cost Cutting to Strategic Advantage 

 
9 

The Compliance Challenge  

As contingent labour takes on a larger role in workforce 
strategies, regulatory frameworks around the world are 
racing to catch up. In Australia, this shift is most visible 
through initiatives like the “Same Job, Same Pay” 
legislation, which mandates that labour hire workers 
must receive equivalent compensation to directly 
employed peers performing similar work. 

Engagement Type Risk Level Complexity 

Employees (FT/PT) Low Low 

Casual Workers Moderate Medium 

Independent Contractors High High 

Gig Workers (via Platform) High Very High 

Labor Hire (via Agency) Moderate Medium 

Simultaneously, Australian lawmakers and regulators 
are examining the classification of gig workers. The Fair 
Work Commission is increasingly being called upon to 
evaluate whether gig economy participants such as 
rideshare drivers and food delivery couriers should be 
reclassified as employees with associated benefits 
and protections. This scrutiny follows international 
precedents: in the UK, a landmark ruling by the 
Supreme Court determined that Uber drivers are 
classified as “workers,” granting them basic 
entitlements like minimum wage and holiday pay. 
Similarly, the European Union recently adopted the 
Platform Work Directive, which sets a default 
presumption that platform workers are employees 
unless proven otherwise by the hiring company. 

In the United States, the classification debate is 
equally fraught. The U.S. Department of Labour has 
issued new guidelines aimed at narrowing the scope 
under which workers can be treated as independent 
contractors. Meanwhile, state-level legislation such as 
California’s AB5 seeks to enforce stricter criteria for 
contractor designation. Although enforcement varies, 
the broader trend is clear: governments are becoming 
more assertive in regulating how companies engage 
contingent talent. 
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Technology, the 
Infrastructure of Flexibility  

Behind every contingent workforce strategy is an 
ecosystem of technology that makes flexible labour 
not only possible but scalable. In today’s digital age, 
the speed, precision, and efficiency with which 
companies can source, onboard, manage, and 
evaluate contingent workers is largely a function of the 
tools they deploy. 

Online freelance marketplaces like Upwork, 
Freelancer.com, and Fiverr have democratised access 
to talent across virtually every professional discipline. 
These platforms allow businesses to search for 
specific skill sets, review candidate portfolios, and 
initiate projects within hours rather than weeks. 
Ratings, escrow systems, and milestone-based 
payment structures create built-in trust mechanisms, 
enabling even risk-averse companies to confidently 
engage freelance workers. 

At the enterprise level, Vendor Management Systems 
(VMS) such as SAP Fieldglass, Beeline, and Workday 
provide the infrastructure for managing contingent 
labour at scale. These platforms enable HR and 
procurement teams to centralise requisitions, track 
assignments, monitor tenure, and control costs across 
hundreds or thousands of external workers. Integration 
with payroll, compliance modules, and performance 
analytics makes VMS platforms indispensable for 
governance and efficiency. 

That said, these platforms can also be challenging to 
integrate and configure meaning many companies 
have avoided a digital-based approach to manage their 
contingent workforce leaving a large gap that will need 
to be filled as the use of contingent workers grows. 

 

 
2 https://www.axios.com/2021/04/14/companies-manage-on-demand-workforces 
3 https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/topics/talent/contingent-workforce-management.html  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

65% of companies 
globally intend to 
increase their use of 
contingent workers 
over the next two 
years, managed via a 
digital platform 
approach.23 
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Compensation and Equity 
Considerations  

As organisations increasingly incorporate contingent 
talent into their workforce models, compensation 
becomes a focal point not just in terms of cost 
management, but also equity, fairness, and strategic 
workforce continuity. Unlike permanent employees, 
contingent workers are typically paid on a per-hour, 
per-day, or per-project basis. On the surface, these 
rates often appear more generous. However, they 
frequently lack access to key benefits such as paid 
leave, superannuation, job security, and increasingly 
important support mechanisms like Employee 
Assistance Programs (EAPs), mental health services, 
and professional development opportunities. 

This duality creates tension. On one hand, high-
demand contingent workers in fields like 
cybersecurity, cloud architecture, and data science 
command premium rates due to skills shortages and 
project criticality. On the other hand, many contingent 
roles, particularly in the gig economy, are poorly paid, 
inconsistent, and offer limited upward mobility or 
access to organisational support services. 

Well-designed compensation and benefits models are 
not only fairer they also improve workforce outcomes.  

Offering equitable pay, optional benefits, and 
wellbeing access increases the likelihood that 
contingent workers will extend their contracts or re-
deploy on future projects. This, in turn, strengthens a 
company’s ability to talent pool, reduce onboarding 
time, and maintain continuity across strategic 
initiatives.  

HR executives must grapple with these dynamics to 
design workforce strategies that are both inclusive and 
sustainable.  
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A Strategic Imperative for 
HR  

Managing a blended workforce is no longer optional, 
it’s a strategic necessity. HR must take a leadership 
role in designing and governing how contingent labour 
is integrated into the enterprise. This requires 
workforce visibility, alignment with business strategy, 
and consistent governance. 

HR departments must collaborate with procurement, 
finance, and legal to unify data and decision-making. 
They must implement processes that ensure 
contingent workers are treated with respect and 
efficiency (from onboarding to offboarding) while 
safeguarding against compliance risks. Most 
importantly, HR must recognise contingent workers as 
part of the broader talent ecosystem, not as a separate 
category. 

The shifting age distribution in the contingent 
workforce presents both strategic challenges and 
opportunities for HR leaders. In Australia, the higher 
representation of mid-career and older professionals 
among contingent workers means HR must prioritise 
knowledge retention, compliance with age-related 
employment protections, and health and safety 
standards tailored to a more experienced workforce. 
Globally, the surge of younger contingent talent 
requires HR to adapt to expectations around flexibility, 
technology-driven engagement, and non-traditional 
career progression. 

For both demographics, HR teams must develop 
inclusive talent strategies that support a multi-
generational contingent workforce. This includes 
integrating contingent workers into company culture, 
ensuring fair treatment, and building systems for 
onboarding, performance management, and exit 
processes that reflect varied career stages and 
preferences. With contingent roles projected to grow, 
HR's role in blended workforce planning, upskilling, 
and managing cross-generational collaboration will 
become increasingly critical to organizational agility 
and resilience. 
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Preparing for What Comes 
Next  

The future of work is hybrid and flexible. 

Organisations must prepare now by building talent 
ecosystems that consider independent contractors, 
gig workers and automation. That means rethinking 
onboarding, performance management, and workforce 
planning. 

It also means preparing for additional regulatory shifts 
and technological innovation. Talent clouds, portable 
benefits, blockchain credentials, and AI-powered 
staffing tools are not distant trends they are rapidly 
approaching reality. HR must be ready to lead this 
transformation. 

The rise of contingent labour is not a side story it’s 
central to the future of work. It presents challenges, 
yes, but more importantly, it presents opportunities. 
To seize them, HR leaders must move from reactive 
management to proactive strategy. 

Contingent labour is a powerful tool for organisations 
ready to lead with flexibility, equity, and innovation.  

Those that embrace it strategically will shape the 
workforce of the future. 
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