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To better understand the trends impacting this global movement, 
we surveyed 7,000+ freelancers from more than 150 countries 
including emerging markets such as Pakistan, the Philippines and 
the Ukraine. Survey respondents comprise a random sample 
of Payoneer’s cross-border payment platform users, providing 
unique insights into how these globally-enabled freelancers 
operate, what makes them successful and what rates they 
command. 

Fueled by demographic changes, technology advances and shifting 
work paradigms, the freelance economy is booming as freelancing 
becomes a preferred lifestyle choice for more workers around 
the world. New technologies make remote working accessible and 
more productive; online marketplaces and social media networks 
provide new venues for freelancers to promote their skills and find 
work; and cross-border payment platforms make it easier for them 
to get paid, regardless of where the client is and what currency they 
use.

Freelancing’s growing popularity is driven by global generational 
shifts. Mostly led by younger workers in pursuit of greater 
independence and fresh business opportunities, 54% of millennials 
in developed countries started or plan to start their own business.1 
And as many as 64% of millennial full-time workers want to have 
“side hustles” to make extra money.2  For older workers, freelancing 
provides an attractive option to extend their career while gaining a 
new measure of freedom and flexibility.

1.	 Deloitte, Millennials and Wealth Management
2.	 Deloitte Insights, The alternative workforce, April 2019
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Key Findings

The worldwide average hourly rate charged by freelancers is $21, 
higher than the $19 average rate two years ago and well above the average 
hourly salary in most of the countries where the survey respondents are 
based.

The freelance scene is young – close to 70% of the freelancers 
surveyed are under the age of 35 and 21% are under the age of 25. 
The youth movement is led by freelancers in Asia, where 82% of the survey 
respondents are under 35, compared to only 47% in North America.

Experience is a major factor in the hourly rates commanded by freelancers. 
More experienced freelancers over the age of 55 earn more than twice 
as much as their 18-24 year-old peers.

While workers at the beginning and end of their careers are more 
likely to be exclusively freelancing, the promise of a stable paycheck and 
the sense of security that comes with it seems to drive more freelancers to 
seek a company job while raising a family and caring for it.

Dedication to freelancing pays off. Those who work exclusively as 
freelancers earn a higher hourly rate and are more satisfied with their 
lifestyle compared to those who split their time working for a company.

The most popular field of work for freelancers is web and graphic 
design, followed by programming and IT. These fields are not necessarily 
the ones that pay the most – as rates may be depressed by a crowded 
market and a high supply of freelancers. 
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Freelancers in higher paying fields are not necessarily those 
experiencing the highest job-to-income satisfaction. Professionals in 
administrative roles exhibit the highest level of income satisfaction while 
earning the lowest average hourly rate. Conversely, freelancers in multimedia 
production have the lowest level of job-to-income satisfaction, despite being 
one of the highest earning fields. 

Having an advanced degree doesn’t always translate into a higher hourly rate 
for freelancers. Freelancers with only a high school level education earn 
more than their peers with a bachelor’s degree, and only slightly less 
than those with postgraduate degrees. When it comes to hiring freelancers 
— as opposed to salaried, full-time employees — clients pay closer attention 
to experience, portfolio and the ratings the freelancer received from other 
clients, while education appears to play a lesser role in the hiring process.

Women’s participation in the freelance workforce has been slowly 
gaining momentum over the last few years, led by those in the 
translation and administrative fields. At the same time, there is still significant 
opportunity for more women to join the freelancing workforce. 

Female freelancers earn on average 84% of men’s earnings across all 
fields. While there is much room for improvement, this gap is substantially 
smaller than the 64% average for all workers reported by the World 
Economic Forum.

The gender pay gap is most pronounced in the finance and project 
management fields, while women earn more than men in marketing and 
web and graphic design.

Social media is currently used by 74% of the freelancers to promote 
their services, up from 65% two years ago. The most significant change is 
the growing popularity of Instagram, now used by 21% of freelancers.

84%84%
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https://www.payoneer.com/downloads/freelancer-income-report-2018.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf


Technology advances and shifting work paradigms are fueling a surge in 

freelancing: Collaborative technologies make it is easier for remote workers to 

communicate and contribute; online marketplaces make it easier for them to find 

work; and cross-border payment platforms make it easier for them to get paid, 

regardless of where the client is.

It should not come as a surprise that young workers are quick to embrace these 

fresh opportunities and lead the freelancer movement. Millennials (those born 

between 1981-1996) and Gen-Z (those born between 1997-2012) represent a 

vast majority of the global freelance workforce. Close to 70% of the freelancers 

surveyed are under the age of 35 and over a fifth are under the age of 25. The 

youth movement is led by freelancers in Asia, where 82% of the workers are under 

the age of 35, compared to only 47% in North America. 

While freelancers start young, experience is rewarded with higher earnings. 

Freelancers over the age of 55, aka Boomers (those born between 1946-1961) are 

earning more than twice as much as their 18-24 year-old peers.

Gen-Z and Millennials Lead the 
Freelancer Movement, but Boomers 
are Ahead in Earnings

Percentage of Freelancers by Age Hourly Rate of Freelancers by Age
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18-24
21%

$16

25-34
48%

$19

35-44
22%

$24

45-54
6%

$27

55-64
3%

$36

65+
1%

$34

FREELANCERS’ AGES & HOURLY RATES



Freelancers Love their Freedom, but 
the Realities of Life can get in the Way

Although for some workers freelancing supplements a company job, most 

freelancers (69%) go “all in” and dedicate themselves to their freelancing way 

of life. Workers in Western Europe are the most committed to their choice of 

lifestyle, with 77% of them working exclusively as freelancers. In contrast, 42% 

of freelancers in Central America and 41% of those in the Middle East split their 

time between working a company job and one or more freelance gigs.

Splitting time between freelancing and a company job is most common among 

workers in finance (52%) and QA (43%), and least common in marketing and 

web & graphic design (26% each). In addition, while workers at the beginning 

and end of their career are more likely to be exclusively freelancing, those 

in the middle of their career may view the security that comes with a stable 

paycheck as a driver to seek a company job during their family raising years. 

Satisfaction from a freelance lifestyle is remarkably high, averaging 4 out of 5 

across all respondents. Those who work exclusively as freelancers earn more 

and are more satisfied compared to those who split their time working for a 

company. 

EXCLUSIVE VS. SUPPLEMENTAL FREELANCING
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18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

24% 19%33% 33% 32%

68%67%67%76% 81%

24%

76%

I split my time between working 
for a company and working for 
myself/my own business 

I work exclusively as a 
freelancer/for my own 
business

Exclusive  
Freelancing

Supplemental 
Freelancing

4.1/5/5

$22
LIFESTYLE SATISFACTIONLIFESTYLE SATISFACTION

HOURLY RATEHOURLY RATE

$19
3.8



Even with the growing proliferation of co-working spaces around the world, most 

freelancers do the majority of their work from their homes (83%).  

The freedom to work from home and flexible working hours are the two most 

prominent reasons freelancers are happy with their lifestyle, while the most 

common complaints are the difficulty of getting enough work and sustaining a 

sufficient income stream. 

83%
FROM HOME

17%
OTHER*

*Includes co-working space, coffee shop, client's office, library and private office.

WHERE FREELANCERS WORK FROM

Where do Freelancers Work From?
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Money Can’t Buy Happiness, but it 
Sure Helps 

While freelancers value their freedom and flexibility, at the end of the day, 

they are still trying to make a living. Not surprisingly, satisfaction is tightly 

correlated to the overall annual income earned.
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INCOME & LIFESTYLE SATISFACTION ACCORDING 
TO ANNUAL INCOME (SCALE 1-5)

<$5k $5-10k $10-15k $15-25k $25-50k >$50k

At the same time, freelancers in higher paying fields are not necessarily 

those with the highest level of job-to-income satisfaction. Professionals 

in administrative roles exhibit the highest level of income satisfaction 

while earning the lowest average hourly rate. Conversely, freelancers in 

multimedia production have the lowest level of satisfaction despite being 

one of the highest-earning fields.

Customer Support

Administrative

Sales

Programming

IT

QA

Finance

Marketing

Project Management

Content Writing

Multimedia Production

Web & Graphic Design

Translation

3.44

3.36

3.19

3.42

3.35

3.1

3.43

3.31

3.04

3.41

3.21

3.29

3.02

Income Satisfaction Lifestyle Satisfaction

INCOME SATISFACTION BY FIELD (SCALE 1-5)
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The Gender Gap is Persistent, 
yet Bright Spots Emerge

Women’s share of the freelance workforce has been inching up slowly 

from what we have seen in previous surveys. This rate is still lagging 

behind women’s overall workforce share in most countries (39% 

worldwide)3, representing a huge untapped opportunity for more women 

to join the freelance workforce. These numbers also highlight how much 

more opportunity there is for women in general to enter the workforce 

(freelance, or otherwise) and how much more work needs to be done to 

balance out the male/female workforce divide.  

Several fields have a higher than average share of female freelancers

Some countries stand out with a higher than average share of female freelancers

 3  The World Bank Data, September 2019 

WOMEN'S SHARE OF THE WORKFORCE

Freelancer Workforce Share (Payoneer Survey)
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22%

2015

23%

2018

24%

2020

Translation

Philippines 

50%

62%

Administrative

United States 

46%

47%

Content Writing 

Serbia

Customer Support

Argentina

43%

30%

Project Management

Ukraine

36%

30%39%

2019

Total Global Workforce Share  
(World Bank Data, 2019)

43%

34%

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.FE.ZS


Could Freelancing be the Great 
Gender Pay Gap Equalizer?

According to a report by the World Economic Forum, globally, women 

earn an average of 64% of what men earn for similar work. 

Our survey shows that the mean hourly rate of female freelancers is 

84% of the mean hourly rate of male freelancers across all fields. This 

gives hope that the freelance workforce has the potential to close the 

overall mean gender pay gap in earnings.

As we take a closer look at different regions, progress in closing the gap 

seems to be uneven. North America, while leading the way in female 

share of freelance workers (44%), also boasts the largest mean hourly 

earnings pay gap – with female freelancers earning just 64% of the 

mean hourly rate of men across all fields. Asia Pacific, however, shows 

a far smaller percentage of female freelancers (17%) and a smaller 

gender pay gap, with women’s mean hourly rates 85% of men – the 

lowest worldwide. 

Men Women
$21.67/Hour $18.15/Hour

North America

Europe

South & Central America

44%

31%

Africa & Middle East

APAC

22%

17%

28%

WOMEN’S WORKFORCE SHARE
WOMEN’S HOURLY PAY AS  

PERCENTAGE OF MEN’S

69%

78%

77%

77%

87%

7



Pay Rates are Equalizing in 
Popular Freelancing Fields

The gap in pay rates is most pronounced in finance and project 

management, where women’s mean hourly rate is only 53% and 56% of 

the mean hourly men’s rate respectively. 

In contrast, women earn more per hour than men in marketing (+17%), 

web and graphic design (+4%), and multimedia production (+0.3%). With 

these three fields making up a large proportion of the female freelancer 

population (41%), here’s to hoping that women’s earning power will 

spread to other fields! 

Project Management

$26
Multimedia Production

Sales

Programming

Finance

Web & Graphic Design

Content Writing

Administrative

IT

Translation

Customer Support

QA

 Marketing

MEAN HOURLY RATE BY FIELD AND GENDER
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$25

$19
$27

$25
$17

$22
$26

$26
$14

$23
$17

$22
$18

$19
$20

$16
$15

$15
$14

$14
$11

$11
$8

$34

Male Female



The most popular field of work for freelancers is web and graphic design, 

followed by programming and IT. 

Design & Tech Pave the Way Globally

Multimedia Production 8%

19%Programming

30%Web & Graphic Design

8%Content Writing

3%Administrative

Project Management 2%

2%Sales

1%Finance

10%IT

7%Translation

2%Customer Support

2%QA

6% Marketing

PRIMARY FIELD OF FREELANCING
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Oversaturation in Certain Fields is 
Driving Down Pay

The most popular fields are not always the ones that pay the most. While 

many freelancers are looking to cash in on the demand for technical skills, 

pay in some of these fields may be depressed due to overcrowding and high 

supply of freelancers. To earn higher rates, freelancers might want to explore 

less crowded fields where demand is high, and competition is less intense. 

MEAN HOURLY RATE BY PRIMARY FIELD

$28

$25

$25

$25

$23

$23

$23

$20

$19

$15

$15

$13

$10

Programming

Multimedia Production

Project Management

Marketing

Translation

Content Writing

Customer Support

Administrative

Sales

Finance

Web & Graphic Design

QA

IT
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Do you need a college degree to work as a freelancer? Not really. While the 

majority of respondents (57%) hold a bachelor’s degree or equivalent, 19% of 

global freelancers have only completed high school. Female freelancers are 

more likely to have an advanced degree than men – 31% of the women have 

a master’s or Ph.D. degree, compared to only 22% of the men.  

Consistent with findings from previous years’ surveys, the impact of 

higher education on earnings is highly questionable. High school graduate 

freelancers earn more than those with a bachelor’s degree and only slightly 

less than those with post graduate degrees. 

If you can get the job done, how you got there seems to be less relevant in 

the freelancing world. When it comes to hiring freelancers — as opposed to 

salaried, full-time employees — clients pay closer attention to experience, 

portfolio and the ratings the freelancer received from other clients, while 

education appears to play a lesser role in the hiring process, if at all. 

“Just Do It”: In the Freelancing World, 
Competence Trumps Education  

57%
BACHELOR'S DEGREE/ 

CERTIFICATE DEGREE

19%
HIGH SCHOOL  

GRADUATE 24%
MASTER'S DEGREE/ 

PH.D.

Graduated 
High School

Graduated 
High School

Bachelor's 
Degree

Bachelor's 
Degree

Postgraduate 
Degree

Postgraduate 
Degree

57%

LEVEL OF EDUCATION

HOURLY RATE BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION

55%

21%

$22

22%

$24

14%

31%

Male Female

$19
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A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words: 
Freelancers Embrace Instagram  

As social media has become an acceptable and highly popular platform 

for businesses to promote themselves and stay in touch with their 

clients, freelancers around the world are upping their social media 

presence to keep up with the growing competition. Social media is 

currently used by 74% of the freelancers, up from 65% two years ago. 

The social networks driving this growth are not just the ones you 

might expect. More than a third of the freelancers (34%) use Facebook 

to promote their work, followed by LinkedIn (28%) – similar to the 

numbers reported in 2018. The most significant change, however, is the 

growing popularity of Instagram, now used by 21% of the freelancers 

compared to just 12% two years ago. As mobile is becoming a 

dominant platform, Instagram has become one of the fastest growing 

social media networks globally, with over 1 billion monthly active users.

26%
28%

12%
21%

13%
12%

9%
10%

4%
4%

2%
4%

2%
1%

26%

34%Facebook

LinkedIn

Instagram

Twitter

Pinterest

Other

None

VK

Tumblr

 YouTube

35%

13%
13%

35%

SOCIAL MEDIA CHANNELS USED FOR PROMOTION*

2020 2018

* Respondents could select more than one option; responses add up to more than 100%.
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TAKEAWAYS FOR FREELANCERS: 
BOUNDLESS OPPORTUNITIES

Our survey shows that freelancing provides attractive earning 
potential that in many cases far exceeds average wages, 
especially in emerging economies. And while we can’t escape 
the reality that the gender gap is still very prominent both in 
terms of work participation and pay, we are encouraged by the 
bright spots and progress being made in certain geographies and 
work fields where women are playing more prominent roles and 
making strides towards a more equal pay.  

The high level of satisfaction from the freelancing lifestyle exhibited in 
the survey results is striking. It demonstrates that freelancing provides 
not only an economic opportunity, but also a pathway to greater job 
satisfaction. For many, freelancing is the key to striking a healthier work-
life balance, where one can set their schedule around their personal 
needs and family obligations. 

With a growing need for help across all fields and skills, there is no 
time like the present to get a piece of the action. While technical 
skills are undoubtedly in high demand, many other fields offer 
even higher earning potential for workers, both with and without 
formal education. Whether you’re making the shift from a full-time 
salaried position or looking to supplement your existing job with 
some extra income, freelancing presents a wealth of opportunities. 

As freelancing becomes more popular, competition is expected to 
increase. Successful freelancers will be the ones who stay attuned 
to shifting needs, adjust their skills to match new and emerging 
requirements, and find innovative ways to promote their services 
and demonstrate value to their clients.  
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About Payoneer

Payoneer is the world’s leading cross-border payment 
platform, designed to empower global freelancers by 
connecting them to businesses, professionals, countries 
and currencies. 

Go with the leader

Accept and make payments in multiple currencies via a simple and 

cost-effective solution

Get paid by the world’s leading freelance marketplaces

Send payment requests to your clients worldwide and get paid online

Quickly access your earnings in your local currency at low rates

Pay your sub-contractors for free

What sets Payoneer apart?

@2005-2020 Payoneer; All Rights Reserved. Terms & Conditions

This publication is for informational purposes only and is not intended to provide any professional or business advice. Although the information provided in the publication is intended to be current and accurate, no warranties whatsoever are 
made in respect to it. Payoneer is not responsible for any errors or omissions in the content of the publication and no entity or person at Payoneer is liable for any losses suffered by any person or entity that relies on this publication.

SIGN UP LEARN MORE

Are you a freelance marketplace or business 
paying global freelancers?

Are you a freelancer looking for a smart and 
easy way to get paid? 
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https://www.payoneer.com/legal/privacy-policy/
https://www.payoneer.com/industries/freelancers/
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