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Abstract

Independent professionals (IPros) are a rapidly growing segment of the
contemporary workforce, providing high-skill, knowledge-intensive services to client
organisations without entering formal employment relationships. Operating through project-
based and contract arrangements, IPros play an important role in organisational performance,
innovation and flexibility. Despite their growing prevalence and importance attracting
scholarly attention, research on IPros remains limited. This is especially in the human
resource management area, which has largely focused on either permanent employees or
lower-skilled forms of non-standard work. Existing frameworks developed for permanent
employees, gig or low-skilled contingent work inadequately capture the complex work
status, identity dynamics, and career development that characterise IPros” work. Thus, there
is limited theoretical and empirical understanding of how IPros experience work, manage
identities, and perceive organisational supports in contemporary labour markets. A deeper
understanding of IPros’ work and career experiences is therefore important for HRM
literature and practices in increasingly flexible labour markets. It enables the development
of more context-sensitive theory frameworks and organisational management approaches
that better reflect the realities of this emerging workforce segment. To address this gap, the
thesis integrates paradox theory, social identity theory and inclusive HRM literature to
explore IPros’ work and career experiences in order to answer the following questions: (1)
What key themes emerge in the literature on IPros’ work and career experiences? (2) How
do IPros’ professional and organisational identities shape their work outcomes? (3) How
does inclusive HRM influence IPros’ sustainable career outcomes?

The aim of this thesis is to investigate [Pros’ work and career experiences. To so do,
this thesis is organized into three logically interconnected studies which address the above

research questions. In particular, Study 1 answers the first question and presents a systematic

1



review of 143 studies published in the past thirty years (1993-2025). Study 1 serves as the
conceptual foundation of this thesis by systematically reviewing existing research on IPros
and identifying the autonomy-precarity mega paradox that characterizes IPros” work and
career experiences. It establishes the overarching theoretical context of this thesis and
highlights critical gaps in existing research. Study 2 and Study 3 are conducted in parallel
and both focus on IPros’ work experiences and career outcomes, but examine these issues
from distinct yet complementary perspectives. Therefore, based on the findings from Study
1, Study 2 focuses on the professional—organisational identity paradox identified in Study 1
and adopts an individual-level perspective to examines how IPros’ dual identity shape their
work outcomes. Therefore, Study 2 explores the [Pros’ identity paradox via a quantitative
time lagged survey (N=280). Study 3 focuses on the same theme as Study 2, but adopts an
organisational-level perspective and deepens our understanding of IPros' work outcomes by
exploring the influence of inclusive HRM practices on IPros’ sustainable career outcomes.
Therefore, Study 3 draws on the inclusive HRM literature and the sustainable career
framework, and conducts a quantitative cross-sectional study (N=681) to test how inclusive
HRM predicts [Pros’ sustainable career outcomes.

Overall, the thesis reveals the reality of IPros’ work and career experience. It
contributes to the HRM literature and IPros research, advances the paradox theory and social
identity theory by offering novel insights on non-traditional work arrangements. This thesis
also provides practical suggestions to client organisations, human resource practitioners,

policymakers and IPros.



Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research Context

The emergence and increasing prevalence of independent professionals (IPros), who
are also referred to as high-skilled freelancers, independent workers or contingent workers,
reveals a significant and complex transformation in the global labour market (Cappelli &
Keller, 2013; McKeown, 2015; Pichault et al., 2020). For example, in North America and
Europe, a growing body of studies and industry reports documents the rapid expansion of
IPros and the increasing appeal of this career path. For example, the State of Independence
in America report notes that the number of full-time independent workers grew from 13.6
million in 2020 to 27.7 million in 2024, with the 2025 edition highlighting a record that the
number of high earners increased by 19% to 5.6 million (MBO Partners, 2025). The United
Kingdom reflects a comparable trend, where the reports showed that there are over four
million self-employed workers in 2023, representing roughly 13% of the workforce and

contributing approximately £331 billion annually to the national economy (IPSE, 2023; ONS

EMP14, 2025).

This global phenomenon is also increasing in the Irish context. The Central Statistics
Office (CSO) of Ireland Labour Force Survey shows that the number of self-employed rose
by 11,000 (+3.2%) to 352,300 in Q4 2024 compared with the same quarter of 2023 (Central
Statistics Office, 2024). On the one hand, Ireland's economic structure is heavily reliant on
large multinational corporations (MNCs) in the technology and life sciences sectors (Annan-
Diab & Filippaios, 2017; Collison et al., 2017). The tax relief policy in Ireland is one of the
main reasons and has attracted a large number of MNCs such as Google and Meta to settle
in (Stewart, 2018). These MNCs created an intense and sustained demand for flexible talent.
On the other hand, hiring IPros can also meet the strategic needs of small and medium

enterprises (SME) to achieve flexible and rapid expansion. The industry report of Ireland’s


https://www.mbopartners.com/state-of-independence/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ipse.co.uk/campaigns/the-self-employed-landscape/self-employed-landscape-2023?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/employeesandselfemployedbyindustryemp14?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/employeesandselfemployedbyindustryemp14?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Project Economy Barometer profiled [Pros, contractors, and solo self-employed workers,
including their demographic characteristics (e.g., age, gender, and sectoral distribution),
occupational roles, skill specializations, income levels, and average contract length. This is
a time lagged survey of high-skill contractors conducted from 2021 to 2025, exploring IPros'
role in delivering time-bounded projects, relatively high qualification levels and their
wellbeing.

IPros are typically distinguished from other forms of gig or temporary workers due
to their high level of expertise and professional autonomy involved (Burke et al., 2020;
Duggan et al., 2020). They are characterized by individuals offering specialised, project-
based or contract-based services to multiple clients without being an employee of any single
organisation (Burke et al., 2022; D’ Amours & Legault, 2013; McKeown, 2016). They often
possess skills in areas such as IT, consulting, engineering or finance, and their relationship
with the client is mostly contractual (Apitzsch et al., 2023; David, 2009). Examples include
IT contractors, management consultants, financial specialists and other self-employed
experts. During the fixed contract period, they have autonomy to the approaches and
methods of their work and deliver a specific outcome on time.

Overall, the evidence presented above indicates that the growth of IPros is not a
temporary labour market development but a sustained structural shift. Globally, the rise of
IPros is driven by several interconnected forces. Technological advancements, particularly
the widespread adoption of digital platforms and communication tools, have made it easier
for highly skilled individuals to connect with clients across geographical boundaries and
manage contract-based work autonomously (Ballas et al., 2024; Kost et al., 2020; Wood et
al., 2018). Simultaneously, businesses are seeking greater flexibility and agility to respond
to dynamic market conditions (Kalleberg, 2001; Teece et al., 2016). These businesses often
choose to access specialised expertise on demand rather than maintaining a fixed internal

labour force (Kalleberg, 2003). The rise of IPros reflects a structural transformation in how
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organisations access expertise and how skilled professionals engage with work. However,
the growth of IPros is challenging traditional employment structures and the research on
IPros' work experience is still limited.

1.2 Research Gaps and Objectives

Despite the fast growth of IPros in the global labour market, academic research on
IPros is still fragmented and limited. Much of the existing literature has focused on macro-
level analyses of labour market change, regulatory frameworks and employment
classification (Cross & Swart, 2021; Leighton, 2015), or on broad examinations of self-
employment and contingent work (McKeown, 2015), neglecting the complex challenges in
IPros’ work and career experience. These studies often explore IPros with other forms of
self-employment or contingent work, thereby overlooking their distinct position as highly
skilled and autonomous professionals (Knapp et al., 2021; Syrett, 2016). While some studies
have explored individual motivations and career trajectories within independent work
(McKeown, 2015), there remains a lack of in-depth understanding of how IPros experience
their work on a day-to-day basis. Particularly, there is still less attention understanding how
these individuals construct their professional and organisational identities, interact and
experience inclusion in client organisations.

Additionally, theoretical frameworks in employment relations and human resource
management (HRM) typically focus on permanent employees where the external
professionals who contribute strategically to organisational performance have been
neglected (Burgess & Connell, 2006; Cross & Swart, 2022). Core HRM models focus on
stable employment relationships, hierarchical control, and long-term organisational
membership, which limits their applicability to workers who operate outside formal
employment boundaries (Leisink & Boxall, 2021; Lepak & Snell, 1999). IPros are often
conceptualised as peripheral labour or outsiders, positioned outside the core HRM system

and excluded from formal HR practices such as career development, performance
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management, and organisational support (Bidwell, 2013; Kunda et al., 2002). It overlooks
the fact that [Pros frequently perform critical skill work, contribute high-value expertise, and
have influence on organisational performance, innovation, and knowledge transfer (Cross &
Swart, 2022; Petriglieri et al., 2019). To address these limitations, emerging perspectives
such as inclusive HRM provide a relevant lens for understanding how organisations can
better engage and support non-traditional workers (Shore et al., 2018; Van Den Groenendaal
et al., 2023). Inclusive HRM emphasises fair treatment, access to resources, and supportive
practices for all workers regardless of employment status, and therefore offers a useful
management approach for shaping IPros’ work experiences and enabling positive career
outcomes (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). However, empirical research examining how
inclusive HRM practices influence IPros remains limited. These limitations leave research
gaps in understanding the work and career experience of IPros in contemporary project-
based economies. The present research aims to address these significant research gaps by
examining how IPros experience their work and career, and how these experiences are
shaped by organisational practices, particularly inclusive HRM, within the Irish context.
Based on the above review, there is relatively limited research on IPros, especially
in the field of HRM. Particularly, with the rapid development of digital platforms, an
increasing number of people are choosing flexible work, which poses challenges to
traditional HRM theory and practices (Gandini, 2019; Pichault & McKeown, 2019;
Sutherland et al., 2020). These limitations leave research gaps in understanding the work and
career experience of IPros in contemporary project-based economies. At present, research
on IPros deserves more scholarly attention. The present research aims to address these
significant research gaps by focusing on how IPros experience their work, construct their
identities, and perceive organisational support through inclusive HRM within the Irish
context. Therefore, in the context of pursuing flexible work arrangements, especially with

the stable and increasing number of IPros. It is essential and urgent to systematically review
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the relevant literature on IPros and rethink HRM practices. Specifically, this research
examines how IPros experience their work, how they construct and manage their identities,
and how inclusive HRM practices shape their work and career outcomes. Particularly, this
research will explore how IPros experience their work, their identities, and perceive
organisational supports via inclusive HRM shape their work and career outcomes. This thesis
consists of three studies on the following research questions:

1) What key themes emerge in the literature on IPros’ work and career experiences?

2) How do IPros’ professional and organisational identities shape their work

outcomes?

3) How does inclusive HRM influence IPros’ sustainable career outcomes?
1.3 Overview of Three Studies

In order to answer the above research questions, this thesis is organized into three
studies. All three studies share the same research focus on the IPros. Each of them has
separate aims and methodologies. In particular, Study 1 aims to systematically review
existing literature on IPros to understand the key themes emerge in the literature on [Pros. It
finds four main research themes of IPros' research and discusses the autonomy-precarity
mega paradox in IPros” work and life. Following the findings of Study 1, Study 2 aims to
explore IPros identity paradox via a quantitative survey method. It draws on social identity
theory to understand how IPros balance their strong professional identity which is based on
autonomy and specialised expertise, and the necessary organisational identity which is
alignment with client goals and project integration. Following the Study 1, Study 3 aims to
explore the relationship between IHRM practices and IPros’ sustainable career outcomes.
Specifically, Study 3 explores how IHRM practices influence IPros’ sustainable career
outcomes, including annual earning, subjective career success and burnout. Table 1.1
provides an outline of the three studies, including research aims, methodology, data

collection and main findings.



1.3.1 Study 1 - Beyond Traditional Employment: A Systematic Review of Independent
Professionals

The rise of IPros who are highly skilled individuals and sell their expertise on a
contract basis rather than through standard employment, has transformed contemporary
labour markets (Barley & Kunda, 2006; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). Organisations across
sectors increasingly adopt project-based and flexible work arrangements. [Pros have
emerged as a significant component of the knowledge economy, offering specialised skills,
agility, and innovation capacity (Burke & Cowling, 2020; McKeown & Pichault, 2021).
However, despite the fast growth of IPros attracting scholars' attention, the interdisciplinary
research on IPros is
still limited and fragmented. Existing studies suggested that [Pros’ work combines a high
degree of autonomy and professional freedom with persistent forms of precarity linked to
income instability, client dependence, and limited access to employment protections
(Leighton, 2015; Leighton & McKeown, 2015; Syrett, 2016). While these dimensions have
been examined separately, there is a lack of integrative work that systematically explores
how IPros experience their work and career in this context. It led to a research gap with a
lack of systematic reviews to advance our understanding and guide future research. In order
to address this issue, Study 1 sets to systematically search and collect the peer-review papers
regarding [Pros in four primary databases in Social Science (Web of Science, EBSCO, Wiley
and Sage). By applying the selection criteria and deleting the duplication and less relevant
papers, 143 studies (including 20 cross-study papers and 2 highly relevant industry reports)
were included in the full-text review.

The included studies that were published over a duration of thirty years (1993-2025).
By identifying and summarizing themes based on these studies, this study reveals four
themes and corresponding paradoxes of IPros research. They are: 1) Work experiences and

challenges: work conditions paradox which highlights the tension between control of work
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and the reality; 2) Work-life balance, wellbeing and health: wellbeing paradox which reveals
how the pursuit of work-life balance and jobless stress; 3) Career development, support and
success: which exposes the inherent contradiction between IPros' self-management
independence and social net interdependence; 4) Identity and management: identity paradox
which reveals the tension between [Pros' professional and organisational identity.

Overall, this research synthesizes and advances the current research of IPros by
providing a systematic review of IPros' research. This research contributes to IPros' research
by exploring and understanding IPros' work and career experiences. This research also
contributes to HRM theory by underscoring the necessity of adapted, multi-level

management approaches for contingent workforces.



Table 1.1 Summary of the Three Studies

Study 1

Study 2

Study 3

Beyond traditional employment: A
systematic review of independent
professionals

Research title

To systematically review literature on
IPros by focusing on [Pros’ work and
career experiences.

Research focus/aim

Methodology Systematic review

143 studies on [Pros across multiple

Data collection ..
disciplines.

This study identifies and elaborates an
autonomy-precarity mega paradox that
characterizes the IPros’ work and career
experiences. It offers an agenda for future
research.

Findings

Being professional or organisational?
Exploring the identity paradox of
independent professionals

To better understand how IPros’ professional
identity and organisational identity shapes
their work outcomes.

Quantitative survey

A web-based self-report survey questionnaire
via email (N=280)

The study finds that both IPros’ job
satisfaction and subjective career success are
higher when professional and organisational

identity converge at high rather than low
levels.

Sustainable careers of independent
professionals: The role of inclusive HRM and
client commitment in career development

To better understanding how inclusive HRM
influences IPros’ sustainable career
outcomes.

Quantitative survey

A web-based self-report survey questionnaire
via email (N=681)

The study finds that inclusive HRM has a
significant impact on IPros’ client
commitment and sustainable career
outcomes. Client commitment has a
significant impact on [Pros’ subjective career
success and burnout. The client commitment
mediates the inclusive HRM and on IPros’
subjective career success and burnout.
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1.3.2 Study 2 - Being Professional or Organisational? Exploring the ldentity Paradox of
Independent Professionals

IPros are highly skilled experts who operate outside traditional employment
relationships but rely on client organisations ( Kunda et al., 2002; McKeown & Pichault,
2021). Their dual identity of professional and organisational generates a tension in their
working lives, which is the identity paradox between being professional and being
organisational. Unlike employees who are socialised into organisational cultures, [Pros need
to continually engage in positioning themselves as both insiders as trusted collaborators and
outsiders as autonomous experts (Anderson & Bidwell, 2019; Bryant & McKeown, 2016).
On one hand, IPros derive their work autonomy and sense of self from their professional
identity, which is grounded in their specialised knowledge and independence (Bryant &
McKeown, 2016; Burke et al., 2020; Kunda et al., 2002). On the other hand, they often
develop organisational identity because of working closely with client teams, adopting
corporate norms, and contributing to organisational goals (Bryant & McKeown, 2016;
Pichault et al., 2020). Despite the fact that it may blur the boundaries between IPros and
regular employees, this paradox raises critical questions about how IPros’ professional and
organisational identities shape their work outcomes.

Current studies suggest that maintaining this balance is essential for credibility and
employability (Hekman et al., 2009; Mao & Shen, 2020). This is because excessive
identification with the client may threaten perceived independence, while excessive
independence can influence trust and integration (Barley & Kunda, 2006; Yunus & Mostafa,
2022). Although exploring identity dynamics is important, most existing studies treat
professional identity and organisational identity as separate constructs rather than
intertwined processes (Brown, 2015; Ostermeier et al., 2023). Therefore, Study 2 aims to
explore the IPros’ organisational-professional identity paradox. It adopts social identity

theory (Tajfel & Turner, 2004; Turner et al., 1979) and explores the impact of their identities
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(organisational and professional identities) on their career outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction
and subjective career success). A quantitative research approach was adopted for this time
lagged study, using polynomial regression and response surface analysis. The results reveal
that both IPros’ job satisfaction and subjective career success are higher when professional
and organisational identity converge at high rather than low levels. This study contributes to
HRM literature and extends social identity theory in non-traditional work arrangements by
showing and expanding how I[Pros’ professional and organisational identities influence their
work outcomes. This study also has practical implications and provides significant future
research directions for the study of IPros. As such, this study answers how IPros' professional
and organisational identities shapes their work outcomes.
1.3.3 Study 3 - Sustainable Careers of Independent Professionals (IPros): The Role of
Inclusive HRM and Client Commitment in Career Development

In traditional employment settings, HRM practices contribute to employees' career
sustainability by providing developmental opportunities, inclusion, and psychological
support (De Vos et al., 2020; Ren et al., 2023). In contrast, [Pros typically fall outside HRM
systems, being treated as external service providers rather than internal employees of the
organisation ( Anderson & Bidwell, 2019; Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). This
exclusion limits their access to training, feedback, and organisational support, which are
critical components of a sustainable career (Barnett & Bradley, 2007; Kraimer et al., 2011).
Recent research on inclusive HRM suggests that organisations can extend inclusive HRM
practices beyond formal employees to encompass diverse employment forms, including
contractors and freelancers (Shore et al., 2018; Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). These
practices such as transparent communication and participatory decision-making can
strengthen IPros’ sense of respect, engagement, and commitment, ultimately enhancing their
performance and career development. However, research on how inclusive HRM influences

IPros’ sustainable career is still limited.
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In order to fill the above gap, Study 3 adopts the perspective of inclusive HRM and
sustainable career framework to explore the impact of inclusive HRM practices on IPros’
sustainable career outcomes (i.e., annual earning, subjective career success and burnout). A
quantitative research method was applied in this cross-sectional study. The results revealed
that inclusive HRM has a significant impact on IPros’ client commitment and sustainable
career outcomes. Client commitment has a significant impact on IPros’ subjective career
success and burnout. Furthermore, the client commitment mediates the inclusive HRM and
on IPros’ subjective career success and burnout. Theoretically, this study extends the HRM
literature to non-traditional work arrangements by exploring the career experiences of IPros
and highlighting the role of inclusive HRM practices in shaping their sustainable career
outcomes. Furthermore, the findings provide valuable insights for IPros, HRM practitioners
and policymakers by emphasising the importance of access to external resources, inclusive
workforce management, and supportive institutional frameworks. As such, this studies

answers how inclusive HRM practices influence [Pros’ sustainable career outcomes ?

1.3.4 Synthesis of Three Studies

Overall, the three studies collectively explore IPros’ work and career experiences.
Study 1 explores the autonomy-precarity mega paradox for IPros based on explaining the
main themes of current research on IPros via a systematic review of 143 studies on IPros
published in the past 30 years (1993-2025). Study 2 follows the findings of study 1 to explore
IPros’ professional and organisational paradox by executing a time lagged study (N=280).
Following the findings of Study 1, Study 3 conducts a cross-section study to explore
whether, how, and why inclusive HRM influences IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. These
two empirical studies address the research question on how do IPros’ professional and
organisational identities shapes their work outcomes and how does inclusive HRM influence

IPros’ sustainable career outcomes.
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The three studies, Study 1 builds a foundation that draws a whole picture of the
existing literature on IPros. It establishes the overarching theoretical context of this thesis
and highlights critical gaps in existing research, specifically identifying the recurring themes,
the autonomy-precarity mega paradox and future research directions. Based on this
foundation, Study 2 and Study 3 are in parallel and both focus on IPros” work experiences
and career outcomes, but examine these issues from distinct yet complementary
perspectives. Study 2 (quantitative time lagged study) adopts an individual-level perspective
and provides an understanding of the IPros professional and organisational identity paradox.
It focuses on Ireland's context to answer how IPros’ professional and organisational
identities shape their work outcomes. Then, Study 3 (quantitative cross-sectional study)
adopts an organisational-level perspective and deepens our understanding by exploring the
influence of inclusive HRM on IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. It presents a management
view to explore the impact of inclusive HRM practices and client commitment on IPros’
sustainable career outcomes. Although they differ in theoretical emphasis and
methodological approach, both studies address a shared thematic concern: understanding
IPros' work and career experience and how these experiences translate into their work and
career outcomes.

1.4 Structure of the Thesis

Chapter One first introduces the research context of the IPros. It then presents the
research gaps, objectives, and questions. Following that, it provides a brief introduction of
each study and then presents the synthesis of the three studies. Finally, the thesis structure is
presented to provide an outline of the following chapters.

Chapter Two firstly presents a review of the literature on contingent workers, gig
workers and freelancers. Next, it introduces the fast growth IPros, including the definition
of IPros and their distinctive characteristics that make them different from contingent

workers, gig workers and freelancers. Thirdly, it reviews the varied models and frameworks
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that are applied to study IPros, including paradox theory, social identity theory and inclusive
HRM literature. Finally, based on the previous review of existing literature, the research
gaps are identified, and the methods of how these gaps are addressed via three studies
individually and collectively are presented.

Chapter Three presents the first study titled “The Autonomy-Precarity Paradox: A
Systematic Review of Independent Professionals”. This study presents a review of the 143
studies published over the past three decades and offers a research agenda for future research
on [Pros. The findings of this study provide the direction for the subsequent two studies.

Chapter Four presents the second study titled “Being Professional or
Organisational? Exploring the Identity Paradox of Independent Professionals”. This study
further investigates the identity paradox of IPros via a time lagged study. Specially, this
study explores impact of [Pros’ identities (organisational and professional identities) on their
career outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction and subjective career success).

Chapter Five presents the third study titled “Sustainable Careers of Independent
Professionals: The Role of Inclusive HRM and Client Commitment in Career Development”.
This study adopts a cross-section study to explores the impact of inclusive HRM practices
and client commitment on [Pros’ career outcomes (i.e., annual earning, subjective career
success and burnout).

Chapter Six discusses the theoretical and practical implications of this thesis. It also
presents the limitations and suggestions for future research on the IPros. Lastly, Chapter
Seven concludes the thesis by briefly summarising the three studies and their collective

contribution.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This chapter will present a review of the literature on contingent workers, gig
workers, freelancers, and IPros to illustrate their differences. It then reviews the theoretical
frameworks commonly applied to study IPros, namely paradox theory, social identity theory,
and inclusive HRM. These perspectives support the understanding of how IPros experience
their work, construct their professional identities, and sustain their careers within hybrid
organisational systems. Finally, based on the review, research gaps are identified, and how
these gaps are addressed via three studies individually and collectively is described.

2.2 Research Context

This research is situated IPros within the broader context of non-standard
employment, which has expanded significantly as organisations increasingly rely on flexible
labour arrangements. Existing research on non-standard work has applied a range of
overlapping terminologies and labels to describe workers operating outside standard
employment relationships. These categories are often used interchangeably, despite
important differences in work arrangements, skill levels, and employment relations.
Prominent among these labels are contingent workers (Cappelli & Keller, 2013; Kalleberg,
2000), gig workers (Duggan et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2018), and freelancers (Burke et al.,
2020; McKeown, 2015).

IPros are distinctive from these forms in many ways. [Pros are typically characterized
by high levels of expertise, strong professional identities, greater autonomy over work
processes, and sustained project-based relationships with organisational clients (Apitzsch et
al., 2023; Pichault et al., 2020). This section presents the review of these terminologies to
provide conceptual clarity for IPros in terms of their overlaps and distinctiveness from other

concepts. This review of related terminologies is important for establishing conceptual
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clarity around IPros by identifying both their overlaps with and distinctions from other non-
standard work categories. Clarifying these conceptual boundaries enables a more precise
empirical investigation of IPros and avoids conflating diverse forms of independent work
that differ significantly in terms of skills, autonomy, and employment relations.

Therefore, this study first introduces the umbrella term, i.e., contingent workers of
which IPros are part. Research on contingent workers provides a foundational framework
for understanding the context of flexible labour arrangements and employment insecurity
associated with non-standard work arrangement (Cappelli & Keller, 2013; Kalleberg, 2000).
Furthermore, the rise of the gig economy represents a significant change which is driven by
digital platforms and characterised by task-based work and new forms of labour coordination
(Duggan et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2018). The discussion of freelancers introduces a group
characterized by greater skill specificity and professional autonomy, while still often being
treated as a homogeneous category within non-standard employment research (Burke et al.,
2020; McKeown, 2015). Finally, the review focuses on IPros, positioning them as a distinct
subgroup of independent workers who combine high levels of expertise, autonomy and
project-based client relationships (Apitzsch et al., 2023; Pichault et al., 2020). Based on this
broader research context on non-standard work arrangement, this thesis provides a clearer
differentiation of non-standard work and clarifies their distinctive characteristics and
significance for empirical investigation.

2.2.1 Research on the Contingent Workers

Research on contingent work has its roots in the broader study of non-standard
employment relationships, defined by their deviation from full-time, permanent contracts
(Connelly & Gallagher, 2004; Kalleberg, 2000). The early research on contingent workers
can be traced back 40 years. Polivka and Nardone (1989) defined contingent work as “any
job in which the individual does not have an explicit or implicit contract for long-term

employment or one in which the minimum hours of work can vary in the non-systematic way”
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(p 11). While such arrangements provide organisations with adaptability and cost efficiency,
they can also generate employment insecurity, limited career progression, and weakened
organisational attachment for workers (Cameron, 2000; Cappelli & Keller, 2013). In the past
few decades, research on contingent workers has generally been associated with
characteristics such as instability ( Rousseau & Libuser, 1997; Wilkin, 2013), temporary job
and low performance (Polivka, 1996), short-term employment (Polivka & Nardone, 1989).

The exploration research on contingent workers has become more extensive due to
the number of “non-standard” workers growing fast in recent years (Johnson & Lake, 2019).
Taking the US as an example, contingent work arrangements already make up 30-40% of
the US labour force and are expected to grow further (PeopleScout, 2018). With the fast
growth of contingent workers, Connelly and Gallagher (2004) proposed that contingent work
includes four forms: temporary agency workers, independent contractors, directly hired
workers, and seasonal workers. Building on this distinction, Johnson and Lake (2019) further
clarified that contingent workers can be classified into independent contractors, on-call
workers, temporary agency workers, and workers provided by contract firms. This
classification aligns with the categories adopted by the U.S. Bureau of labour Statistics (BLS,
2018). Accordingly, this research conceptualise contingent workers as a broad category,
within which IPros constitute a specific and more specialised subset.

Contingent employment reflects both an economic and psychological phenomenon.
From an economic perspective, it reflects the post-industrial shift toward flexible labour
markets driven by globalisation and technological advancement (Beck, 2014).
Psychologically, scholars have highlighted how contingent workers often experience
reduced organisational identification, role ambiguity, and lower access to developmental
resources (De Cuyper & De Witte, 2007). However, much of this research has focused on
low-skill or peripheral contingent work and has underrepresented the experiences of highly

skilled professionals who voluntarily choose independent careers (Beard & Edwards, 1995;
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Kunda et al., 2002). These research limitations provide a conceptual bridge toward the study
of IPros, who operate under contingent arrangements but with distinct motivations and
professional identities.

2.2.2 Research on Gig Workers

In the context of neoliberalism, the development of the gig economy has provided
numerous opportunities for flexible employment and entrepreneurship (Friedman, 2014;
Lehdonvirta, 2018). The development of digital labour platforms has given rise to extensive
research on gig workers, defined as individuals who perform short-term, task-based work
mediated through online platforms such as Uber, Upwork, and Fiverr (Pulignano, Grimshaw,
etal., 2024; Wood et al., 2019). Gig work has proliferated and accounts for a large proportion
of the overall non-standard labour force, with about a quarter of non-standard labour engaged
in gig work ( Gig Economy Data Hub, 2025; Wood et al., 2019). Especially due to the impact
of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, gig work and other non-standard work
arrangements have become important alternatives to traditional permanent employment
(Watson et al., 2021). Specifically, layoffs and flexible work arrangements due to the impact
of the COVID-19 are the main reasons for most workers choosing gig work (Spurk & Straub,
2020; Watson et al., 2021).

The current research on gig workers generally focuses on those low-skilled workers,
such as Uber drivers and Deliveroo riders who work on short-term assignments (Duggan et
al., 2020a). Furthermore, the gig work literature has largely focused on precarity, algorithmic
control, and the erosion of traditional employment protections (Ravenelle, 2019; Vallas &
Schor, 2020). Scholars have debated whether gig work represents empowerment through
flexibility or exploitation through digital surveillance and income instability (Stewart &
Stanford, 2017). Moreover, although both gig workers and IPros are self-employed, their
experiences are different. Gig work is typically characterised by low autonomy and low skill

discretion, with workers constrained by platform algorithms and limited opportunities for
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skill development (Duggan et al., 2023; Wiener et al., 2023). By contrast, [Pros’ work is
about completing well-defined projects for clients, usually running over weeks or months
(Bryant & McKeown, 2016). IPros generally operate in knowledge-intensive sectors such as
consulting, ICT, design, and engineering, where expertise and autonomy are central to value
creation (Leighton, 2015). Consequently, while gig work research provides insights into the
precarity dimension of self-employment, it fails to capture the professional identity,
autonomy, and client relationships that define IPros’ work.
2.2.3 Research on Freelancers

Freelance work is a different form of work from traditional full-time work
arrangements (Burke & Cowling, 2020). Freelancers are self-employed individuals who
provide creative, technical, or professional services to multiple clients, often on a project
basis (Nemkova et al., 2019). Studies on freelancers have traditionally emphasised freedom,
flexibility, and self-realisation as primary motivators for independent work (Burke et al.,
2021; Kitching & Smallbone, 2012). Client organisations typically employ freelancers and
cope with fewer formal rights and more significant job uncertainty (Kitching & Smallbone,
2012; Lo Presti et al., 2018). Compared to traditional full-time employees, freelancers enjoy
higher autonomy, flexibility, and personal choices in their work (Burke & Cowling, 2020;
Burke et al., 2021). Therefore, the freelance work is a short-term transactional nature that
deviates from traditional employee-employer relationships. However, this literature also
recognises the vulnerabilities of freelance careers, including uncertain income, lack of social
protection, and limited access to training or collective representation (Bryant & McKeown,
2016; McKeown, 2015).

Recent research has conceptualised freelancers as boundaryless professionals who
move fluidly across organisational contexts. For example, Kitching and Smallbone (2012)
defined freelancers as “those genuinely in business on their own account, working alone or

with co-owning partners or co-directors, responsible for generating their work and income,
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but who do not employ others” (p. 76). This perspective positions freelancing as a legitimate
and strategic career path rather than a fallback option. Thus, freelancers differ from
employees, own-account workers, and small business owners. Lo Presti et al.'s (2018)
research confirmed this opinion that freelancers is a hybrid position between employees and
entrepreneurs. While freelancers often work closely with client organisations and perform
roles similar to those of employees, they remain contractually independent and outside
formal employment relationships. At the same time, freelancers have entrepreneurial
characteristics in that they are responsible for securing work, managing their own income
and careers, and bearing the financial risks associated with independent work.

Moreover, much of the freelancer literature remains focused on creative industries
and lacks the distinction between artistic freelancers and the IPros who function as
consultants or contractors in corporate and technical environments (Schwartz, 2018). Based
on the current research, freelancers are a broader concept compared with gig workers and
contingent workers, and controversial opinions still exist in the academic field.

2.2.4 Research on IPros

Emerging scholarship on IPros seeks to address this conceptual gap by defining [Pros
as highly skilled, self-employed individuals without employees who provide knowledge-
based services to clients (Burke et al., 2021; Leighton, 2015; McKeown & Pichault, 2021).
IPros are highly educated and skilled who are self-directed professionals and deliver
specialised expertise to engage their clients under a commercial contract (McKeown, 2015).
This group includes project managers (Bidwell, 2009), engineers (Peel & Inkson, 2004), IT
technicians (Bidwell & Briscoe, 2009; St} & Kleiner, 2010), creative workers (Nemkova et
al., 2019) and other experts whose work is project-based and professionalised.

Based on the current research, the features of IPros include operating their own
business (Fragoso & Kleiner, 2005), taking more significant risks (Bryant & McKeown,

2016), having no access to benefits and legal rights provided by the employers (Chadwick
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& Flinchbaugh, 2016), as well as enjoying flexibility and high-level autonomy work
arrangements (Pichault et al., 2020). Therefore, [Pros combine entrepreneurial autonomy
with professional skills and client collaboration, occupying a hybrid space between
employment and entrepreneurship (Barley & Kunda, 2006; McKeown, 2015). So far, there
are still no consistent descriptions and examinations of IPros in different disciplinary fields.
For example, economic scholars discuss [Pros from an individual perspective based on
personal experiences, such as driving factors (Burke & Cowling, 2020). HRM scholars
examine I[Pros at the organisational level, such as employee-employer relationships
(D’Amours & Legault, 2013; Lo Presti et al.,, 2018), and HRM practices (Van Den
Groenendaal et al., 2023).

Furthermore, current research show that while autonomy enables flexibility, self-
expression, and work-life balance, unstable client relationships, income volatility, and
institutional exclusion could lead to career insecurity (Kitching & Smallbone, 2012;
Sutherland et al., 2020). Moreover, scholars also explored how IPros construct professional
identities that reconcile independence with belonging, particularly when working within
client organisations (Barley & Kunda, 2006; Petriglieri et al., 2019). Despite growing
interest, the research on IPros in the HRM field is still limited. The current literature remains
fragmented and lacks integrative theoretical models that explain how IPros manage
paradoxical demands and sustain their careers.

2.2.5 Summary: Conceptual Boundaries and Positioning of IPros

This section reviewed four interconnected terminologies of literature, which are
contingent workers, gig workers, freelancers, and IPros to clarify the differences of these
non-standard work arrangements. A key similarity across these groups is their contractual
independence from employing organisations, which is commonly associated with income
volatility and limited institutional support (Kitching & Smallbone, 2012; Sutherland et al.,

2020). Although these categories all describe forms of work that depart from standard,
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permanent employment relationships, existing research demonstrates essential differences
in work arrangements, skill requirements, autonomy, and employment relations across these
groups (Cappelli & Keller, 2013; Kalleberg, 2000).

Contingent work serves as a broad umbrella concept encompassing a wide range of
non-standard employment forms, including temporary, on-call, agency, and contract-based
work (Connelly & Gallagher, 2004; Polivka & Nardone, 1989). Research on contingent
workers often treat them as a heterogeneous category and mainly focus on low-skilled or
peripheral workers, providing limited insight into the experiences of highly skilled
professionals who voluntarily engage in independent work arrangements (Beard & Edwards,
1995; Kunda et al., 2002). Gig workers are typically mediated by digital platforms and
organised around short-term, task-based assignments (Duggan et al., 2020; Wood et al.,
2018). While both gig workers and IPros have contractual independence and the absence of
traditional employment protections, the gig economy literature primarily emphasises
algorithmic management, precarity, and limited autonomy (Ravenelle, 2019; Vallas &
Schor, 2020). Therefore, gig workers are generally associated with heightened precarity and
constrained opportunities for professional development (Ravenelle, 2019).

Freelancers overlap more closely with IPros, particularly in terms of self-
employment, client-based work, and autonomy (Burke & Cowling, 2020; Burke et al., 2021).
The freelance literature recognises boundaryless careers and hybrid positioning between
employment and entrepreneurship (Bogenhold & Klinglmair, 2016). Freelancers are
commonly described as self-employed individuals who provide services to multiple clients
on a project basis and are often associated with autonomy, flexibility, and boundaryless
careers (Burke et al., 2021; Kitching & Smallbone, 2012). However, the empirical research
on freelancers concentrates heavily on creative industries and underrepresents highly skilled
professionals operating in technical, managerial, or corporate contexts (McKeown, 2015;

Schwartz, 2018). This broad categorisation risks obscuring important distinctions in
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professional identity, market positioning, and client relationships. IPros are distinguished
from these groups by their high levels of expertise, strong professional identities, and
sustained project-based relationships with organisational clients (Apitzsch et al., 2023;
Pichault et al., 2020). IPros typically operate in knowledge-intensive sectors and
strategically pursue independent careers rather than entering non-standard work as a
response to labour market exclusion (Burke et al., 2021; McKeown & Pichault, 2021).

Overall, while these non-standard work categories have common features related to
flexibility and employment insecurity, they differ in terms of autonomy, skill level, and
client relationships. Recognising both the common features and distinctions among
contingent workers, gig workers, freelancers, and IPros is essential for conceptual clarity
and for avoiding the conflation of diverse forms of independent work in empirical research.
2.3 Theoretical Frameworks

This thesis draws on multiple theoretical perspectives to capture the complexity and
distinctiveness of IPros' work and career experiences. IPros generally operate across
organisational boundaries and face to work challenges related to identity, inclusion and
career sustainability. Accordingly, this research adopts a theoretical framework comprising
paradox theory, social identity theory and inclusive HRM. Together, these perspectives
provide a more comprehensive understanding of [Pros' work experience by exploring current
research status of [Pros, identity paradox in their work arrangements, and how they perceive
supports. By integrating these theories, the thesis extends the understanding of non-standard
and independent work, particularly for highly skilled professionals whose careers do not
follow traditional organisational trajectories.
2.3.1 Paradox Theory: Analysing and Exploring IPros’ Autonomy-precarity Mega
Paradox

Paradox theory provides a valuable framework for understanding the contradictory

yet interdependent autonomy and precarity reality shaping IPros’ work experiences. The
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paradox is defined as “the simultaneous existence of competing demands that are persistent
and interrelated” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 382). A paradox exists when two seemingly
opposing elements are both valid, interrelated, and persistent over time (Lewis, 2000; Smith
& Lewis, 2011). Unlike traditional problem-solving approaches that seek to eliminate
tensions, paradox theory emphasises that tensions can coexist and that managing this
coexistence productively is essential for long-term adaptability ( Poole & van de Ven, 1989;
Schad et al., 2016). Paradoxes are therefore not problems that should be resolved, but
tensions that require continuous balancing to develop adaptability and innovation (Smith &
Lewis, 2011). Paradoxes are increasingly prevalent in work because of the growing
complexity, flexibility, and boundary fluidity of modern employment (Lewis, 2000).
Individuals and firms frequently encounter tensions between stability and change, autonomy
and control, or independence and interdependence (Smith & Tracey, 2016; Smith et al.,
2017). For workers outside traditional employment structures such as IPros, these tensions
are particularly intense as their careers are built upon balancing contradictory needs for
autonomy and security.

The systematic literature review conducted in Study 1 uncovered a set of recurring
tensions within IPros’ work and revealed a central and persistent tension between autonomy
and precarity. Based on this empirical synthesis, the study conceptualises the autonomy—
precarity mega paradox as a defining feature of independent professional work. This paradox
captures the central tension of IPros’ work experience (Muehlberger & Bertolini, 2008). On
one hand, autonomy is the primary motivation for I[Pros who enjoy freedom of choice, self-
direction, and control of work (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Autonomy allows IPros to select clients
and projects aligned with their professional interests and sustain a sense of self-
determination that traditional employment generally restricts (Pichault et al., 2020).
However, this autonomy is simultaneously causing precarity which refers to the insecurity,

instability, and lack of institutional protection inherent in independent work (Kalleberg,
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2000). IPros typically face irregular work and unstable income, limited access to social
benefits such as pensions or sick leave, and the absence of organisational support structures
(Kitching & Smallbone, 2012). Furthermore, their professional autonomy often depends on
maintaining good relationships with clients, creating a paradoxical form of dependent-
independence (Barley & Kunda, 2006). Thus, while autonomy provides autonomy and
flexibility, it simultaneously exposes IPros to precarity that threatens their economic and job
security.

Paradox theory conceptualises this coexistence not as a contradiction to be
eliminated, but as an enduring condition of independent professional work. According to
Smith and Lewis (2011), paradoxical tensions persist because they are rooted in complex
systems. For IPros, this tension originates from the non-standard labourers' dual demands
for flexibility and stability. Therefore, applying paradox theory to IPros contributes to a more
holistic understanding of non-standard work. Study 1 establishes the autonomy—precarity
mega paradox and identifies four interrelated sub-paradoxes that structure IPros’ work
experiences. Paradox theory provides the theoretical foundation for Study 1 in this thesis,
which systematically reviews the IPros' work experience and based on the findings identify
the autonomy—precarity mega paradox, alongside four interrelated sub-paradoxes that
collectively capture the key tensions characterising IPros’ work and careers. Based on Study
1, the theory also provides a support to Study 2 explores how IPros navigate paradoxical
identity tensions, particularly between professional and organisational identities.

2.3.2 Social Identity Theory: Exploring and Understanding IPros’ Identity
Construction

Social identity theory developed by Tajfel and Turner (2004), provides a
foundational framework for understanding how individuals define themselves in relation to
social groups and organisational contexts. According to social identity theory, individual

self-concept is composed of personal identity which is the unique attributes and experiences
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that distinguish one individual from another, and social identity which derives from
perceived membership in social groups and categories (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). Individuals
being a group membership by obtaining meaning, self-esteem, and belonging from the
groups to which they belong (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). This process of categorisation and
identification helps individuals make sense of their roles within social and organisational
systems.

In traditional employment relationships, social identity is closely linked to
organisational membership. Employees tend to internalise the values, norms, and goals of
their organisation, leading to a strong sense of organisational identification and loyalty
(Albert & Whetten, 1985; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986). However, in the context of
contemporary non-standard work such as IPros, who operate outside the conventional
boundaries of the organisation and often work with multiple clients. For IPros, they need to
maintain a coherent professional identity grounded in expertise and independence, while
simultaneously engaging in the temporary organisational identities that emerge through
client relationships. This structural independence challenges the assumption that
organisational identity is long-term and stable (Barley & Kunda, 2006; Cloutier & Ravasi,
2020). This tension gives rise to [Pros' professional-organisational identity paradox, which
is a unique psychological and relational feature of their working lives. Their professional
identity is developed by autonomy and specialised expertise, which emphasises
independence from hierarchical control and commitment to professional standards rather
than organisational goals (Evetts, 2011; Hotho, 2008). However, [Pros also develop
organisational identity by performing roles that align with organisational expectations, such
as collaboration, conformity to organisational culture, and commitment to project objectives
(Hatch & Schultz, 2002; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). This dual positioning creates [Pros'

identity paradox .
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Therefore, applying social identity theory to IPros contributes to a better
understanding of non-standard professional work. Traditional identity theories assume
individuals develop a stable identity in an organisation or profession (Ashforth & Mael,
1989). IPros’ experiences reveal that identity is fluid, unstable and relationally constructed
across boundaries (Beech et al., 2016). This insight challenges the traditional identity theory
and suggests that identification in non-standard work may be better understood as a
continuum rather than an absolute state. On one hand, IPros’ professional identity
emphasises autonomy, specialised knowledge, and independence from hierarchical control
(Evetts, 2011). On the other hand, their work requires them to align with organisational
norms, collaborate with teams, and commit to project goals (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). Social
identity theory is well-suited to capturing this dynamic because it conceptualises identity as
multiple, context-dependent, and relational rather than fixed (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel
& Turner, 2004).

2.3.3 Inclusive HRM: Understanding HRM Practices in IPros’ Work Context

The emergence of inclusive HRM challenge the traditional HRM approaches that are
primarily designed for permanent employees within stable organisational boundaries.
Traditional HRM frameworks largely categorize non-standard workers as peripheral labour
and therefore justify limited investment in their development and long-term employability
(Van den Groenendaal et al., 2023). The concept of inclusive HRM was initially developed
within the diversity, equity, and inclusion (EDI) literature, where it focused on addressing
inequality and exclusion related to characteristics such as gender, ethnicity, age, and
disability (Meacham et al., 2011; Triana et al., 2021). Within these research, inclusive HRM
emphasises fairness, participation, recognition, and access to development opportunities for
underrepresented or marginalised groups within organisations. Borghouts-van de Pas and
Freese (2017) conceptualised inclusive HRM as an approach that invests in participation,

development, and sustainable employability not only for core employees but also for workers
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at the margins of organisational boundaries. This perspective aligns closely with sustainable
careers, emphasizing long-term labour market participation rather than short-term
organisational attachment (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017). Inclusive HRM reflects a shift
away from exclusive, employment-status-based HRM towards recognizing the value of
workers who are temporarily or externally engaged with organisations.

In recent research, scholars have extended the concept of inclusive HRM beyond
EDI-focused discussions to encompass non-standard workers, recognising their marginal
position within organisational systems and their inclusion in inclusive HRM practices. These
research has begun to explore what inclusive HRM entails in the context of freelance and
independent work. In this study, inclusive HRM was adopted from Van den Groenendaal et
al. (2023), who provide one of the most comprehensive examinations of inclusive HRM in
freelancers’ employment relationships, highlighting the ambiguous position of freelancers
who are simultaneously core knowledge workers and peripheral flexible labour. Their study
highlights the ambiguous position of freelancers who are simultaneously treated as core
knowledge contributors and peripheral flexible labour. Importantly, although Van den
Groenendaal et al. (2023) use the term freelancers, their empirical sample primarily consists
of highly skilled independent professionals operating in knowledge-intensive roles,
including consultants, senior managers, and chief executive officers. These individuals
typically engage in complex, project-based work, exercise substantial professional
autonomy, and collaborate closely with client organisations over extended periods. This also
reflects a broader conceptual challenge identified earlier, where terms such as freelancers
and independent contractors are often used interchangeably in the literature, despite
encompassing workers with diverse skill levels and work characteristics.

Their findings explain that inclusive HRM for freelancers encompasses a
combination of transactional and relational HRM activities, including role clarity,

onboarding, information sharing, compliance with contractual agreements, autonomy, and
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clarity about future work opportunities. Importantly, the study shows that freelancers’
psychological contracts differ from those of permanent employees and that unmet
expectations may lead to negative attitudes and behaviours, underscoring the relevance of
psychological contracts in inclusive HRM for freelancers. Inclusive HRM practices should
align organisational needs with external workers' psychological contracts and enable both
parties to benefit from the employment relationship. Based on the above review, inclusive
HRM emphasises participation, fairness, and investment in the development and sustainable
employability of workers who are temporarily or externally connected to organisations,
rather than restricting HRM responsibilities to formally employed staff. Therefore, inclusive
HRM expands the scope of HRM responsibility beyond organisational boundaries,
positioning organisations as key actors in providing supports to IPros in flexible labour
markets.

In this thesis, inclusive HRM is adopted as the theoretical framework for Study 3 to
examine how inclusive HRM practices influence IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. Based
on the inclusive HRM literature, Study 3 explores how inclusive HRM practices are
associated with IPros’ career outcomes and explores the mediating role of client
commitment. This study extends inclusive HRM to the context of high-skill independent
professional work and advances understanding of how HRM can operate effectively beyond
traditional employment relationships.

2.4 Research Gaps and Three Studies

Over the past three decades, research on non-standard work and IPros has increased
which reflect their growing importance in the global labour markets. Current research
explored the rise of IPros as part of broader transformations in the nature of work, which is
characterized by project-based collaboration and flexible employment models (Barley &
Kunda, 2006; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). While existing research has made valuable

contributions by exploring various dimensions of [Pros' work, including motivations for
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independence (Barley & Kunda, 2006), autonomy and control (Ravenelle, 2019), identity
and belonging (Bellesia et al., 2019), and institutional contexts of self-employment
(Leighton & McKeown, 2015), research on IPros’ work and career experiences remains
limited and underexplored.

Accordingly, this thesis addresses an overarching gap in understanding IPros' work
and career experiences in contemporary labour markets. To address this gap, the thesis is
structured around three interrelated studies that collectively advance understanding of IPros’
work and career experiences. Overall, the three studies form the thesis in which Study 1
establishes the conceptual foundation, and Studies 2 and 3 provide complementary empirical
examinations of shaping IPros’ work and career experiences. These three separate but
coherence studies enables the thesis integrate fragmented research and insights, contributes
a more systematic and comprehensive understanding of independent professional work in
contemporary labour markets.

2.4.1 Research Gap 1: Lack of a Systematic Investigation of Current Research Status
of IPros

Despite the growing prevalence of IPros in contemporary labour markets, there
remains a lack of systematic investigation into the current research status of this group.
Existing studies on IPros are dispersed across multiple themes and employ a wide range of
terms such as freelancers, independent contractors, self-employed professionals, and
contingent knowledge workers (Cappelli & Keller, 2013; Duggan et al., 2020; McKeown,
2015; Meijerink & Keegan, 2019). Moreover, much of the existing research on IPros focus
specifically on single issues, such as autonomy (Pichault et al., 2020), insecurity (Sutherland
et al., 2020), motivation (McKeown & Pichault, 2021), or performance (Cross & Swart,
2021), thereby overlooking the interconnected and paradoxical nature of these dimensions

in shaping IPros’ work experiences.
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Although these studies examine diverse aspects of IPros’ work and careers across a
wide range of topics and perspectives, they remain fragmented and are rarely integrated into
a coherent understanding of IPros’ work and career experiences. Therefore, Study 1 of this
thesis addresses this gap by conducting a systematic literature review of research on IPros
published over the past three decades. Study 1 of this thesis addresses this gap by conducting
a systematic literature review of research on IPros published over the past three decades.
Applying paradox theory, Study 1 seeks to provide greater clarity on the fragmented
literature by systematically integrating existing research on IPros, through which the
autonomy—precarity mega paradox is developed as a central framework for understanding
their work and career experiences. This study also develops a conceptual framework that
explains the sources and management architecture of this mega paradox. Therefore, Study 1
provides an overall understanding of the current research status of IPros, and further provides
a research foundation for the following two empirical studies.

2.4.2 Research Gap 2: Research Gap on How IPros’ Dual Identity Shapes Their Work
Outcomes

The second gap is the identity paradox faced by IPros who simultaneously operate
as autonomous professionals and as temporary members of client organisations. Social
identity theory emphasises that individuals develop the sense of self from their group
memberships and their identity is continuously construct through social interactions
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 2004). For IPros, although they construct their
identity primarily around professional expertise, they also engage with organisational
cultures and hierarchies within client organisations (Leighton & McKeown, 2015; Van Den
Groenendaal et al., 2023). This creates an identity paradox, reflecting the tension between
maintaining a professional identity to preserve autonomy and aligning with organisational

expectations to enable effective collaboration. Despite growing attentions of this issue,
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empirical evidence on how IPros experience and manage this paradox is still limited.
Particularly within the Irish context where project-based work is expanding rapidly.

Therefore, Study 2 addresses this gap through a quantitative survey investigation of
how IPros’ professional and organisational identities shape their work outcomes. Drawing
on social identity theory, the study explores the impact of their identities on their career
outcomes including job satisfaction and subjective career success. By exploring these
identity processes, the study enrich the social identity theory in the non-standard work
arrangement context and extends theoretical understanding of how professional and
organisational identities coexist in independent work.

2.4.3 Research Gap 3: Research Gap on How Inclusive HRM Influences IPros’
Sustainable Career Outcomes

The third research gap is about the limited exploration of how inclusive HRM
practices affect the IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. Existing HRM literature mainly
focuses on formal employees, neglecting the external professionals who contribute
strategically to organisations but remain outside formal employment systems (Jackson &
Schuler, 1995; Lepak et al., 2006). Little empirical study explores how inclusive HRM
practices influence the experiences and outcomes of IPros, particularly in terms of their
sustainable career experiences.

To fill this research gap, Study 3 adopts inclusive HRM perspective and develops a
research model to explore how inclusive HRM practices influence IPros’ career outcomes
via the mediating role of client commitment. By empirically testing this model within the
IPros context, the study contribute to HRM literature and IPros research, and provides
practical insights into how organisations can build inclusive and mutually beneficial

relationships with external professionals. Figure 2.1 shows the overview of the three thesis.
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Figure 2.1 Overview of the thesis with three studies
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2.5 Summary

This chapter first provided the research context surrounding IPros, highlighting their
rapid growth globally and positioning them within broader discussions of contingent, gig,
and freelance work. It then reviewed the key theoretical frameworks, including paradox
theory, social identity theory, and inclusive HRM. These theories and literature provided a
deeper understanding of autonomy, identity, and organisational support in independent
professional work. The review identified three major research gaps. First, although much
research explores IPros, the literature lacks a systematic and integrative analysis of the
current research status of [IPros. Second, limited research on how IPros’ professional identity
and organisational identity shape their work outcomes. Third, empirical evidence remains
limited on how I[Pros perceive organisational support and how inclusive HRM practices
influence their sustainable career outcomes. These research gaps were discussed, and three
studies were proposed to address these gaps. These three studies will be presented in

subsequent Chapter 3 to 5.
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Chapter 3 Study 1 Beyond Traditional Employment: A
Systematic Review of Independent Professionals

3.1 Abstract

This systematic literature review integrates the extant literature on independent
professionals (IPros), a workforce segment distinct from traditional employees but an
important component of the contemporary labour force. Drawing upon a comprehensive
analysis of diverse disciplinary perspectives, this research summarizes findings from 143
studies to understand the IPros’ work and career experiences. This review separately
identifies and discuss four themes and corresponding paradoxes that characterize the IPros’
autonomy-precarity mega paradox, which include: 1) Work experiences and challenges:
work conditions paradox which highlights the tension between control of work and the
reality; 2) Work-life balance, wellbeing and health: wellbeing paradox which reveals how
the pursuit of work-life balance and jobless stress; 3) Career development, support and
success: career management paradox which exposes the inherent contradiction between
IPros' self-management independence and social net interdependence; 4) Identity and
management: identity paradox which reveals IPros' professional and organisational
identities. This research synthesizes and advances the current research of IPros by providing
a systematic review of IPros research. In particular, this research applies paradox theory and
develops a multi-dimensional autonomy-precarity framework for understanding IPros' work
and career experience. This research also contributes to HRM theory by underscoring the
necessity of adapted, multi-level management approaches for contingent workforces.
3.2 Introduction

The 21st century has witnessed a profound transformation in the global labour
market, characterized by increasing flexibility, technological advancements, and shifting
preferences among both organisations and individuals (Cappelli & Keller, 2013; Kalleberg,
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2009; Sutherland et al., 2020). Within this dynamic environment, the rise of independent
professionals (IPros) has emerged as a significant and growing phenomenon (Burke et al.,
2022; Cross & Swart, 2022; Leighton & McKeown, 2015; Pichault et al., 2020). [Pros, who
are self-employed, also called freelancers, contingent workers, independent contractors, are
highly skilled self-employment and manage own micro-business (Duggan et al., 2020;
McKeown, 2015). McKeown (2015) defined IPros as “Those individuals who do not fit
easily or comfortably into traditional notions of employment are always described as ‘self-
employed,’ ‘sole traders’, ‘own account workers,’ ‘freelancers,’ ‘independent contractors’,
or more accurately, as independent professionals (IPros), they operate essentially as a nano-
business” (p. 103). Examples of [Pros include IT technicians (Apitzsch et al., 2023; Bidwell
& Briscoe, 2009), creative professionals (Nemkova et al., 2019; Osnowitz & Henson, 2016),
and consultants (Donnelly, 2009) among others. They are different from gig workers or
contingent workers in that they engage in knowledge-intensive, project-based work requiring
specialised expertise and exercise greater control over client selection, pricing, and work
processes (Hundley, 2001; Ryan & Deci, 2000). They also tend to build longer-term,
collaborative client relationships rather than performing short-term, standardised tasks often
governed by platform or organisational control (Pichault et al., 2020).

With the growth of a large number of digital platforms (Gandini, 2019; Sutherland
et al., 2020), eager for greater flexibility and autonomy in work (Anwar & Graham, 2021;
Pichault & McKeown, 2019), an increasing number of people choose to engage in contract
work. IPros as a part of blended workforces are particularly growing fast (Leighton &
McKeown, 2015; Pichault et al., 2020). For example, in America, the number of full-time
independent workers (e.g., independent contractors, freelancers) continues to grow,
increasing by a substantial 14% in 2023 compared to 2022 (MBO Partners, 2023). Self-
employment in the UK has grown fast, from a low of just 3.2 million in December 2000 to

4.4 million in March 2025 (Statista). The increasing prominence of IPros has spurred a
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growing body of academic inquiry. This is because scholars intend to explore how the
growth of IPros reshapes the social contract of work and the structure of the labour market
(Garrett et al., 2017; Leighton, 2015).

Current research on this group spans various disciplines across management,
sociology, economics and psychology etc, investigating their motivations, challenges,
performance, and contributions to the economy (e.g., Cross & Swart, 2022; Mallon &
Duberley, 2000). On the one hand, the growth of IPros challenges traditional sociological
and organisational models (Leighton, 2015). The shift away from lifelong employment
within a single organisation fundamentally alters the social contract of work (Ghosh et al.,
2024; Kunda et al., 2002). Researchers therefore invest in understanding how IPros construct
professional identity (Bryant & McKeown, 2016), manage career development (Horton et
al., 2014), and navigate the social and psychological demands of independent work (Annink,
2017; McKeown & Cochrane, 2017). On the other hand, IPros is a key component of the
changing labour market whose rapid growth has contributed to the rise of the project
economy (Burke, 2012). Economists and management scholars investigate the efficiency
and productivity implications of employing IPros, particularly whether they enhance
organisational performance (Burke & Cowling, 2020; Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023).
Additionally, the rise of IPros presents significant challenges for public policy and legal
frameworks (Leighton, 2015). The lack of a clear employer-employee relationship raises
complex questions such as worker protections and legal classification (D’ Amours & Legault,
2013; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). This drives research in law and public policy to
understand the implications for tax systems, social security, and labour rights (Leighton,
2015; McKeown & Pichault, 2021).

Despite this increasing interest, the understanding of how IPros experience their
work and career within such work models is still limited. Specifically, the decision to embark

on an independent professional career is often driven by the eagerness for work autonomy
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and control and the pursuit of a more personalized work-life balance (Evans et al., 2004;
Ryan & Deci, 2000). Generally, IPros operate independently, are not affiliated with any
organisation or institution, and enjoy great work autonomy and flexibility (Bidwell &
Briscoe, 2009; Hoque & Kirkpatrick, 2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000). However, such non-
standard employment relations lead to the marginalization of IPros in the organisation, such
as unequal pay, lack of training and career opportunities (Hoque & Kirkpatrick, 2003) and
being regarded as outsiders (Bryant & McKeown, 2016). [Pros generally cope with more
significant risks and uncertainty compared with standard employees (D’ Amours & Legault,
2013; Lo Presti et al., 2018), such as fewer benefits from the government and organisations
(Kunda et al., 2002), pressure to find the next client (Leighton & McKeown, 2015), and
exclusion from the employee-employment relationship (D’Amours & Legault, 2013; Lo
Presti et al., 2018). Based on these observations, this study employs a systematic literature
review to explore existing research on IPros’ work and career experiences. Through this
process, four research themes and a recurring tension between autonomy and precarity is
identified from which the autonomy-—precarity mega paradox emerges as a central
framework for understanding IPros’ work and career. Drawing on paradox theory, the study
further develops a conceptual framework that explains the sources and management
architecture of this mega paradox.

Paradox theory is a framework in organisational and management studies that helps
to understand the inherent, enduring contradictions present in individuals, groups, and
organisations (Poole & van de Ven, 1989; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Unlike dilemmas which
can be resolved through choice or dialectics, paradoxes are enduring and dynamic tensions
where two seemingly contradictory yet interdependent elements exist simultaneously
(Lewis, 2000; Waldman et al., 2019). Paradox theory provides a framework for analysing
the IPros’ context. In the area of independent professional work, the central paradox emerges

from the inherent friction between the strong desire for self-control, flexibility, and freedom,
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a core driver for individuals choosing this path, and the natural characteristics of independent
work arrangements, which often entail exclusivity, instability, and a lack of traditional
safeguards (Spreitzer et al., 2017). This inherent tension, i.e. the simultaneous experience of
newfound freedom and heightened insecurity, forms the central paradox of independent
professional work (Florin & Pichault, 2020; Spreitzer et al., 2017). While individual studies
have touched upon aspects of this duality (e.g., Saloniemi & Zeytinoglu, 2007), the academic
literature lacks an overall review.

This study not only distinguishes IPros from other non-standard employment forms
but also provides an understanding of how IPros experience their work and career. Much of
the existing research on IPros focus specific single issues, such as autonomy (Pichault et al.,
2020), insecurity (Sutherland et al., 2020), motivation (McKeown & Pichault, 2021), or
performance (Cross & Swart, 2021). Although these studies examine diverse aspects of
IPros’ work and careers across a wide range of topics and perspectives, they remain
fragmented and rarely integrated into a coherent understanding of how IPros experience their
work and career. Therefore, this systematic review is necessary to consolidate fragmented
knowledge and provide a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and opportunities
inherent in this distinctive work model. Thus, based on the identified gaps and the critical
need for a refined understanding, this systematic review sets three specific research aims: 1)
To distinguish IPros from other forms of non-standard employment by synthesizing their
unique characteristics and operational models as presented in the academic literature; 2) To
identify and synthesise the key themes emerging from the literature on IPros, with particular
emphasis on their work and career experiences; 3) To develop and create a conceptual
framework that explains the autonomy—precarity tension emerging from the literature as a
central feature of IPros’ work and career experiences.

To achieve these aims, this study systematically searched existing peer-reviewed

papers published up to 2025 through four primary databases in the social sciences, including
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Web of Science, EBSCO, Wiley and Sage. The selection criteria required that the articles be
peer-reviewed in the English language academical journal and limited to the social science
field. To avoid the risk of missing influential and academically grounded studies of IPros,
there are 20 relevant studies and 2 highly relevant to IPros industry reports have been added
for review. Totally 143 studies were included in this review. Ultimately, this review will
present three key findings: first, a detailed descriptive analysis of the existing research
landscape on IPros, highlighting patterns in inconsistent concepts, key characteristics and
motivations; second, a comprehensive summary of four themes and corresponding
paradoxes that discourse on independent professional work, ranging from work experience
to identity and management; and finally, the introduction of a novel framework designed to
comprehensively illustrate the dynamic and inherent tension between autonomy and
precarity as experienced by IPros. Therefore, this reviews intends to make significant
contributions. It strengthens the understanding of IPros, providing clarity on their unique
position within the labour market. More importantly, this study proposes a novel framework
that bridges the often-dichotomous concepts of autonomy and precarity, leading to a new
theoretical framework that capture the complexities of this specific work form.

This study is structured to systematically address the outlined research aims and
questions. Due to the current scattered and inconsistent research on IPros, adopting
systematic review can help us gain a more comprehensive understanding of the current
research status of [Pros in all disciplinary fields. Section 2 details the research methodology
used for this study, encompassing the search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and
the approach to data extraction. Due to the current scattered and inconsistent research on
IPros, adopting a systematic review can help us gain a more comprehensive understanding
of the current research status of IPros in all disciplinary fields. Section 3 presents the key
findings of the review, starting with a descriptive analysis of the IPros research landscape,

followed by a summary of the main thematic areas emerging from the literature (such as
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work-life balance and work experiences). Section 4 offers a discussion of these findings,
acknowledging the limitations of this review, and proposing concrete directions for future
research. Importantly, this section detailed the novel framework specifically developed to
advance our understanding of the inherent tension between autonomy and precarity as
experienced by IPros. Finally, Section 5 concludes the paper by summarizing the main
contributions and offering a concise, final perspective on the complex and evolving reality
of independent professional work.
3.3 Methodology

Due to the current scattered and inconsistent research on IPros, which spans multiple
disciplines and often focuses on specific aspects such as autonomy, identity, or performance,
adopting systematic literature review can help us gain a more comprehensive understanding
of IPros’ work and career experiences in all disciplinary fields (Busch, 2024; Joseph et al.,
2025). This is because systematic review can synthesize findings from disparate disciplinary,
thereby promoting a more holistic and integrated comprehension of the phenomenon under
investigation (Kunisch et al., 2023; Post et al., 2020). This will involve the integration of
insights collected from a multitude of disciplinary and theoretical traditions (Narayanan et
al., 2011; Post et al., 2020). Therefore, based on above consideration, a systematic literature
review was used to explore [Pros’ work and career experience.
3.3.1 Data Collection

The systematic search was used to collect and screening existing literature on IPros.
Figure 3.1 present the process of identification, screening, and inclusion of systematic search
process.
3.3.1.1 Article search and inclusion criteria

This study searched for and included articles that were relevant to IPros. Firstly,
based on the current research on IPros, they are also called self-employed, freelancers,

independent contractors, contingent worker, gig workers et al (McKeown, 2016, 2015b;
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Sutherland et al., 2020). Therefore, the following keywords were used to identify and select
articles for inclusion: “independent contractor*” OR “independent professional*” OR
“contingent worker*” OR “gig worker*” OR “platform worker*” OR “freelancer*” OR
“high skilled freelancer*” OR “highly skill freelancer*” OR “independent professional
contractor*” OR “IPros” OR “contingency worker*” OR “self-employed worker*” OR
“contract worker*” OR “contracted employee*” OR “self-employment”. The “*” can work

as any letter and any group of letters in search engines.

Figure 3.1 Literature Search, Screening and Selection

Identification Records identified through database
research (n=353,007)
- Exclusion criteria
Eligibility Further assessed for eligibility (irrelevance to IPros, publication type,
(n=115,904)
and language)
Check for duplicates Records after duplicates removed Check articles with Covidence and
P (n=109,947) Mendeley to remove duplicates
Screen Screen titles & abstracts of the rest Check the relevance by screening titles
articles (n=791) and abstracts
. Finally identify the key studies by full- Check the relevance by full-text review
Inclusion X R
text review (n=143) (include 22 cross references)

Secondly, because of the inconsistent definitions of IPros, some articles also
categorize [Pros into professionals (Gascoigne & Kelliher, 2018; Yang et al., 2023), highly
skilled contractors (Bryant & McKeown, 2016; Grey & Healy, 2004), and temporary
workers (Augustsson, 2016). Thus, the group of keywords chosen to present the IPros
include “high skilled contractor*” OR “high skilled professional*” OR “highly skill
contractor®” OR “highly skill professional*” OR “high skilled worker*” OR “highly skill
worker*” OR “temporary worker*” OR “temporary employment”. Thirdly, due to the
characteristics of IPros, e.g. delivering their services or skills for on-demand organisations
on a fix-term contract, they are different from standard full-time workers (Burke et al., 2020;

Yang et al., 2023). In order to comprehensively screen articles related to IPros, the following
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keywords also included: ‘“seasonal worker*” OR “nonstandard employment” OR
“nonstandard employee*” OR “alternative employment” OR “fixed-term work” OR “fixed-
term contractor*” OR “fixed-term employee*” OR “non-standard employment” OR “non-
standard employee*” OR “gig economy” OR “project economy”.

In addition, this study focus on academic English journal articles for this review
study. The journal articles were screened using three selection and inclusion criteria. First,
following the common practice in systematic review type studies, research team only include
published peer-reviewed journal articles. Second, these articles must be published in
academic journals only. In this study, research team excluded the books, magazine articles,
newspaper articles, and reports that addressed [Pros. Third, research team only adopt articles
in the English language. Research team excluded the non-English articles as well.

In order to collect comprehensive information over the past decades, this study has
not limited the publication time. The study systematically searched existing peer-reviewed
papers published up to 2025 through four primary databases in the Social Sciences which
were commonly used by social scientists. They included the Web of Science, EBSCO, Wiley
and Sage. Research team searched articles by typing the previous mentioned keywords into
search engine in those primary databases. During this process, research team limited to
“English” as language choice, “articles” as publication type and “peer-reviewed” as paper
type if these databases have the options for users.
3.3.1.2 Screening and selection

To avoid miss out of research on IPros, we adopted many keyworks for initial
searching in database. Thus, the initial literature search yielding 353,007 articles. The
selection criteria required that the articles need to be peer-reviewed in the English language
academical journal and limited to the social science field. Then research team deleted
237,103 articles and got 115,904 articles. And next step was to check for duplicates.

Research team used Mendeley and Covidence to remove the duplicated articles which led to
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the removal of 5,957 articles in this step. Next, research team applied the inclusion criteria
for screening article titles and abstracts: focusing on the IPros. Research team found that
around 90% percent papers are irrelevant to IPros, which mentioned self-employed or
freelancers but not the IPros. While these groups may share some similarities with IPros,
they often encompass a wider range of skill levels and work arrangements, and were
therefore excluded to maintain conceptual clarity and consistency in the review. This step
led to the removal of 109,156 articles. The next step was to screen full articles. During this
step, research team reviewed the full papers and prioritised the papers that were directly and
explicitly related to the research focus on IPros. Research team deleted those articles which
are not focussing on IPros. In this step, research team removed 670 articles and include 121
articles for the review. To avoid the risk of missing influential and academical grounded
studies of IPros, Google Scholar was used to conduct a further search to identify research on
IPros but not yet included in our sample. Simultaneously, research team also added relevant
research (20 articles) research team did not find in the search but based on the authors’
knowledge. Furthermore, based on the research context in Ireland, the research team decided
to include two highly relevant industry reports on IPros following team discussion.
Ultimately, the team included 143 studies for the review.
3.3.2 Data Coding and Analysis

Given the purpose of this review was to explore the phenomenon and research status
of existing literature regarding IPros, research team conducted a three-step coding process
for data analysis in the systematic review (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018; Williams & Moser,
2019). Coding data is an effective method for managing and organizing the collected data
(Williams & Moser, 2019). Such a method enabled us to summarize studies that address
similar themes and allowed us to better understand and explore the current research focuses

of IPros.
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Firstly, each article underwent a thorough examination and was summarized across
twelve specific categories within an Excel spreadsheet. These categories included key
information such as the study's title, publication year, research questions, methodologies,
and findings. Secondly, the research team engaged in first-level coding by identifying the
primary research questions, findings, and potential sub-themes. To begin, all 143 studies
were read to familiarise and acquire a high-level understanding of these studies. The
research team openly coded the data to explore potential themes related to [Pros' work and
career experiences. Through multiple team meetings, the team reached an agreement on the
codes to be generated that were most appropriate for the underlying different aspects of the
IPros work experience. Then the research team generated initial codes based on keywords,
research questions, and findings related to the autonomy and precarity experiences of IPros.
The process then advanced to second-level coding process, where similar or identical first-
level codes were integrated to form preliminary research topics. At this stage, the analysis
moved beyond descriptive coding toward identifying patterns and relationships between
codes, particularly those reflecting recurring tensions in IPros’ experiences. To refine the
coding scheme and generate new codes, multiple team meetings were held to define the
codes more precisely.

Finally, the third-level codes were established by further organizing and merging the
second-level codes to form the final research themes. These themes were then systematically
examined to identify underlying contradictions and interdependencies, which led to the
inductive development of four core paradoxes. Specifically, the paradoxes emerged from
observing that certain themes consistently coexisted in tension rather than as independent or
opposing outcomes. At this stage the identified themes were reinterpreted through a paradox
lens to explain the persistent and interrelated tensions shaping IPros’ work and career
experiences. Table 3.1 below presents the data structure illustrating how first-order concepts

were aggregated into second-order themes and ultimately into four higher-order thematic
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dimensions. During the coding process, the research team focused on the key content of the
selected articles and ensured their relevance to IPros. This entire process was iterative and
flexible, with multiple group meetings ensuring the final themes of IPros' research through
continuous refinement of the coding plan.

3.4 Findings

Through the three-step coding process of theme extraction, theme coding, and theme
integration, the review first provided the descriptive findings and identified main themes
emerging within the IPros' literature. The findings reveal that research on IPros has grown
over the past three decades, reflecting increasing academic and practical interest in this
expanding workforce segment. By reviewing the literature, this study also finds that the
terminology and definitions used to describe IPros are still inconsistent. Despite these
definitional differences, this study summarized several core characteristics of IPros, such as
high levels of skill, being highly educated, and autonomy.

Beyond the descriptive analysis, the review identified four overarching research
themes that collectively capture the multifaceted nature of IPros’ work and career
experiences. These themes relate to: (1) work experiences and challenges, (2) work-life
balance, wellbeing and health, (3) career development, support and success, and (4) identity
and management. Importantly, the analysis revealed that each theme is characterized by a
persistent paradoxical tension between autonomy and precarity. Specifically, the findings
highlight four paradoxes: flexibility versus insecurity, balance versus job stress,
independence versus interdependence, and professional versus organisational identity. These
findings reveal that the benefits associated with independent professional work are closely
related to vulnerabilities and uncertainties. Overall, the findings provide an overview of the
IPros' work and career experience while also providing an understanding of the complex and
interrelated tensions shaping independent professional work.

3.4.1 Descriptive Analysis of IPros Research
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3.4.1.1 Increasing attention on IPros

In terms of journal distribution, the articles identified through the literature search
present 96 distinct academic journals, indicating that current research on IPros has received
attention from journals and scholars. Table 3.2 below lists 5 journals with the greatest
frequency of articles that research team identified. To avoid missing research about IPros,
this review did not limit the ranking of the journal and summarized it to ensure the quality
of the selected articles (see Table 3.3). In terms of the year of publication, the earliest articles
on IPros can be traced back to 1993. Between 1993 and 2025, the number of articles
published on IPros presented a linear upward trend. It indicates that the IPros research has
attracted increasing attention from scholars. Figure 3.2 below outlines the increase of IPros

research from 1993 to 2025 which shows steady growing research on IPros.
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Table 3.1 Data Structure of Coding and Thematic Aggregation

First-order concepts

Second-order themes

Aggregate dimensions

Flexible schedules
Job control
Job autonomy

Project-based work

Independent work arrangements

Income instability
Employment risk

Work precarity

Lack of organisational protection

Work challenges
Uncertainty

Work autonomy and flexibility

Work challenges and adaptation

Work experiences and challenges
(Flexibility vs. insecurity - work condition paradox)

Work-life balance
Work-life boundaries

Personal freedom

Job stress
Burnout

Pressure to find clients
Irregular workload

Mental wellbeing
Quality of life
Health

Work-life balance

Wellbeing outcomes

Work - life balance, wellbeing and health
(Work-life balance vs. job stress - wellbeing paradox)

Career autonomy
Self-directed career decisions

Employability

Career independence

Career mobility and employability

Career development, support and success
(Independence vs. interdependence - career management paradox)
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Mobility

Career support
Social support

Skill development
Professional growth

Career success
Earnings

Career success outcomes

Professional identity
Occupational belonging

Organisational identification
Client relationships

Identity negotiation
Self-positioning

Psychological contract
Commitment

Employment differentiation

Professional identity formation

Identity differentiation

Identity and management
(Professional vs. organisational identity - identity paradox)
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Table 3.2 Top 5 Journals with the Selected

Journal title No. of articles
New Technology, Work and Employment 8
Personnel Review 8
Small Business Economics 5
Human Resource Management Journal 5
European Management Journal 4

Table 3.3 ABS Ranking Journals

ABS ranking No. of articles
ABS 4/4* 26
ABS 3 30
ABS 2 38
ABS 1 14

Figure 3.2 IPros articles published by year

Year of Publication
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In relation to the industries covered, research team found that existing research
covered diverse industries, including IT and technology, medicine and health care, insurance

and creative jobs see Table 3.4). The percentage of IT and technology industries is over 50%,
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accounting for the majority of the entire industry distribution. Other industries, such as
medicine (38%), creative industries (37%), and engineering (36%), are mostly focused on
knowledge-intensive work. All of these research results demonstrate that existing research
on IPros and the occupational scope of [Pros distribution are concentrated in industries with
high skills and knowledge needs.
3.4.1.2 Inconsistent definitions and key features of 1Pros

Despite the popularity of research on IPros in recent years, scholars and professionals
have not yet provided a unified definition of IPros. In this review, research team also found
that scholars have used different terms to describe IPros, freelancers (21% in total) being the
most frequently used (19% in total), followed by independent contractors (19%) and self-

employed (15%). Table 3.4 below summarized the items used in the selected articles.

Table 3.4 Industry Distribution

Industry Percentage of articles
IT and technology 57
Medicine/health care 38
Creative jobs (e.g., designer, writer) 37
Engineering 36
Law 35
Accounting 34
Other (e.g., talent agencies, scientists) 47

Although these scholars have used different terms to describe the same group of
IPros, these explanations can be seen as further interpretations of the concept. These
descriptions highlight key characteristics of IPros, such as being highly skilled and operating
independently. Research team therefore suggest that, when using alternative terms such as
freelancers or self-employed workers, scholars and practitioners should adopt a cautious and
rigorous approach. While these terms are frequently employed in existing research to denote

individuals who align with the IPros profile (McKeown, 2015; McKeown & Lindorff, 2011),
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they often encompass a broader range of workers with varying skill levels and work
arrangements, which may lead to conceptual ambiguity. However, a meticulous analysis
reveals their inherent limitations in fully capturing this highly skilled and professionally
oriented segment of the contemporary workforce (Barley & Kunda, 2006). This necessitates
a more precise academic discourse to avoid conceptual conflation and to accurately map the
nuances of independent professional work.

Overall, it is evident that there are several inconsistencies between how scholars
view, label and define IPros. Together, however, they agree on several key characteristics to
help better explain what IPros is. In this review, research team are not eager to provide a
clear and consistent definition of IPros. However, research team attempt to summarize and
explain the key features that IPros possess (see Table 3.5). Therefore, based on the above
research findings, research team summarize the following seven key features of IPros: 1)
highly educated or skilled; 2) highly paid; 3) hired for a fixed-term duration by project or
contract-based relationship; 4) having more right to control their own work, such as work
location or time; 5) independent business with no employees; 6) contracting with one or

many firms; and 7) receiving less formal support.

Table 3.5 Items Used in the Selected Articles

Percentage of

Items ;
articles

Freelancers 21%
Independent contractors (ICs) 19%
Independent professionals (IPros) 15%
Self-employed 15%
Gig workers 7%
Contingent workers 6%
Other (e.g., independent workers, contractor

17%

workers)

Total 100%
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3.4.2 Main Themes and Paradoxes

After multiple coding processes and team meetings, research team identified four
themes and corresponding paradoxes in the IPros research. They were: 1) Work experiences
and challenges: flexibility versus insecurity (work condition paradox); 2) Work-life balance,
wellbeing and health: balance versus jobless stress (wellbeing paradox); 3) Career
development, support and success: independence versus interdependence (career
management paradox); 4) Identity and management: professional versus organisational
identity (identity paradox). The research team firstly conducted a systematic synthesis of the
reviewed studies by extracting and analysing key dimensions, including research questions,
methods, findings, and theoretical contributions. This stage revealed recurring issues and
tensions that emerging in IPros' work and career experience. Based on these descriptive
patterns, research team grouped these similar tensions and findings, and progressively
summarized into themes. Through iterative comparison and team discussion, these patterns
were refined into four overarching themes and paradoxes. These themes reflect the
multifaceted nature of independent professional work, ranging from individual motivations
and work experiences to broader organisational and institutional contexts. As our research
focuses on the current research status and future research tendency of IPros, this study

present a detailed analysis of these four themes and paradoxes.
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Table 3.6 Overview of Key Terms, Definitions and Features

Terms

Definitions

Key features

Study

Independent professionals
(IPros)

Independent professionals
(IPros)

Independent professionals
(IPros)

Independent professionals
(IPros)

Independent contractors
(ICs)

Independent contractors
(ICs)

Freelancers

Skilled workers with various statuses (self-employed, employee, contractor,
etc.), associated with innovation, economic growth and future prosperity.

Someone who earns his or her income through the commercial or civil
contract and not the employment contract. They cannot easily be subsumed
under the headings of small business or even entrepreneur, as they rarely
employ others — but they just as clearly, are not employees either. They are
variously described as ‘self-employed’, ‘sole traders’, ‘own account workers’,
‘freelancers’ and ‘independent contractors’— or more accurately, as
independent professionals (IPros).

A more precise term and captures individuals engaged in providing
professional, scientific, and technical services, who specialise in particular
areas and sell their expertise and knowledge. A distinct subset within
freelancing and contracting: They are professionals who operate as
independent contractors.

Operate their own business and who contract to perform services for others
without having the legal status of an employee, that is, they are engaged by a
client under a commercial contract, rather than an employee under an
employment contract.

Those individuals hired on a job-by-job basis, and who are not afforded the
employment benefits and rights allotted to core workers.

Refer to those individuals who work as independent business owner-operators
and consultants.

Who is self-employed and not committed to a particular employer long-term

Highly skilled
Independently

Contracting with one or many
clients

Highly skilled

Services or skills seller

Highly skilled
Independently
Services or skills seller

Highly skilled
Independently
Commercial contract
Services or skills seller

Commercial contract
Less benefits

Independently

Independently
Fixed-term or project-based

Pichault, Diochon,
and Nizet (2020)

McKeown (2016)

McKeown & Pichault
(2021)

McKeown (2015)

Lemmon, Wilson,
Posig, & Glibkowski
(2016)

Bush (2009)

Sultana, Im, & Im
(2019)
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Freelancers

Freelancers

Skilled contingent workers
(SCWs)

Independent workers

Highly skilled contractors

Highly skilled professionals

Refers to a type of employment that is carried out independently and without
any other employees

People who perform in a personal, autonomous, and irrespective of the
profession intellectually ideal way for their employer. The employer can be a
company as well as other individuals.

Viewed as independent contractors or contract firm workers, who “differ from
regular employees because they do not have explicit (i.e. formal, clearly
defined, and communicated agreements) or implicit (i.e. an understanding
between employees and employers but not formalized through a written
agreement) contracts to stay with an organisation for an indefinite period of
time”.

Definition of IWs incorporates solo self-employed, freelancers, and
independent contractors whose work relationships are governed by a market-
based arrangement under contract rather than employment law. They are not
employees and do not employ others in their provision of labour, skills, and
knowledge.

Self-directed professionals who add value to client organisations.

Who work on projects that bring together short-lived teams rather than
provide their services as part of a continuous-flow model.

Independently
Services or skills seller
Fixed-term or project-based

Highly skilled
Independently

Independently
Fixed-term or project-based

Independently
Fixed-term or project-based

Highly skilled
Independently

Services or skills seller
Fixed-term or project-based
Less benefits

Well paid

Siil & Becker (2013)

Siil & Kleiner (2010)

Sulbout & Pichault
(2022)

Cross & Swart (2022)

Bryant & McKeown
(2016)

D’Amours & Legault
(2013)
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3.4.2.1 Work experience and challenges: Flexibility versus insecurity (work condition
paradox)

Among the selected articles, a key theme emerged as discussing [Pros' work
experience and challenges. This theme reveals the IPro's general professional life, which is
a dynamic, demanding, and often solitary entrepreneurial journey. IPros, they are not only
contract workers also seen as archetypal entrepreneurs or micro-business owners who
actively and strategically manage their own professional ventures (Burke et al., 2020;
Bogenhold et al., 2014). Research in this area extensively examines the distinct
entrepreneurial characteristics and behaviors exhibited by IPros. Highlighting their
proactivity in identifying nascent market opportunities and their calculated propensity for
both financial and career-related risk-taking (McKeown, 2015; Petriglieri et al., 2019).
Unlike traditional employees, IPros are mostly engaged in building and sustaining a
“personal firm” (Burke & Cowling, 2020). This entrepreneurial drive extends to active
networking, reputation management, and continuous market analysis, which are critical for
securing and diversifying their client base (Syrett, 2016; Wood & Lehdonvirta, 2023). It is
because of the unique nature of IPros, the contemporary legal landscape struggles to
adequately categorize IPros, leaving a significant regulatory gap that fails to fully
acknowledge their unique work arrangements and vulnerabilities (Gussek et al., 2023;
McKeown, 2016). The core of this legal ambiguity lies in the pervasive worker classification
debate that [Pros are truly independent contractors, or belong to regular employees (Parker,
2010; Wolfe, 1996). Legal systems are hard and can’t give precise criteria, leading to IPros
always having less law protection and facing ongoing challenges (Gussek et al., 2023;
Leighton, 2015).

This entrepreneurial work experience is associated with a series of challenges that
consistently emerge in the literature. Market-related challenges include the pervasive income

volatility and uncertainty, forcing IPros into continuous cycles of client acquisition and often
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leading to unpredictable "feast or famine" cycles (Auer et al., 2014; Evans et al., 2004).
Operationally, IPros frequently contend with substantial and uncompensated overhead,
including administrative tasks, invoicing, legal compliance, and business development that
are not directly billable (Gold & Fraser, 2002; Schwartz, 2018). Scope creep on projects
further exacerbates this uncompensated labour burden, necessitating robust contractual
clarity and negotiation skills to mitigate (Pulignano et al., 2024). Additionally, IPros always
face less protection compared to traditional employees. This manifest precarity extends
across multiple critical domains. For example, they are frequently excluded from
fundamental labour rights such as minimum wage provisions, overtime pay and safeguards
against unfair dismissal (Apitzsch et al., 2023; Parker, 2010). Moreover, IPros often lack
access to essential social security and employer-sponsored benefits, such as the absence of
unemployment insurance, paid sick leave, parental leave, comprehensive health insurance,
and retirement schemes (Gerdenitsch et al., 2016; Sulbout et al., 2022). The entirety of
business risk, including income volatility, periods of no work, and the cost of professional
development and equipment, is entirely borne by the IPros (Borghi et al., 2016; Vincent,
2016).

Based on the above explanations of IPros” work experience and challenges, the
inherent work condition paradox emerges. The work condition paradox reveals that the [Pros
enjoy greater flexibility in their work, but simultaneously face job uncertainty and insecurity.
For example, the autonomy in client selection is often counterbalanced by income volatility
and client dependence (Gopalakrishnan & Zhang, 2019). This tension centres on the IPros
to choose clients and projects being destabilized by the unpredictable nature of market
demand which influenced the stable income of IPros (Choi & Shepherd, 2004; Mowery &
Rosenberg, 1979). Despite the choice of clients, IPros are susceptible to unpredictable
revenue streams and the significant clients’ choices due to the absence of a stable employer

(Kinnie et al., 2008; Peel & Inkson, 2004). This makes their financial precarious, as their
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livelihood hinges on a continuous, often uncertain, flow of projects, requiring constant self-
marketing and negotiation (Retkowsky et al., 2023; Vallas & Christin, 2018). Furthermore,
this paradox also emphasises a tension that direct control over pricing and income streams
is linked to the full personal control of all market risks and the absence of a comprehensive
social safety net (Borghi et al., 2016; Bouncken & Reuschl, 2018; Wolfe, 1996). The core
tension is the substantial burden of individual risk-taking. IPros personally bear all market
risks, are solely responsible for taxes, insurance, retirement planning, and lack access to
standard employer-sponsored benefits like health coverage or paid leave (Burke et al., 2021;
Florin & Pichault, 2020; Haapakorpi, 2020). Therefore, the absence of institutional
protection and inherent income unpredictability creates long-term financial vulnerability,
underscoring the precarious underside of financial independence.

Overall, the central paradox of IPros' work experience and challenges is the inherent
tension between flexibility and insecurity. While the pursuit of greater work flexibility is a
primary motivator for many individuals transitioning to independent professional work, this
flexibility is linked to career insecurity (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2021, 2023). This
paradox is not a temporary dilemma to be resolved, but rather a persistent and defining
feature of the IPros' work condition.
3.4.2.2 Work-life balance, wellbeing and health: Balance versus jobless stress (wellbeing
paradox)

Based on the selected articles, this theme critically examines the psychological
implications inherent in the experience of independent professional work. This study
summarized the relevant themes related to [Pros' wellbeing mainly including research on
their job satisfaction, work-life balance, and work-related stress. For many people, the
decision to embark on an independent professional career is fundamentally driven by
enhanced work-life balance and a greater sense of wellbeing, stemming directly from the

promise of greater autonomy and flexibility (Hundley, 2001; Sayah, 2013). For example,
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according to Hundley (2001), self-employed professionals are more satisfied with their jobs
because of their greater job autonomy, task variety, more flexible work schedules, and are
more likely to fully utilize their skills. The positive aspects of this model include: IPros
frequently report a significant increase in control over their work rhythm (Hessels et al.,
2017), the ability to choose projects that align with their interests and expertise (Flatoy,
2025), and enjoy locational flexibility that allows for a more personalized integration of
professional and personal life (Van Der Zwan et al., 2020). This intrinsic control over work
processes often cultivates a deeper sense of psychological empowerment and self-efficacy,
leading to higher levels of intrinsic motivation and job satisfaction (Al Harbi et al., 2019; Li
et al., 2015). These freedom choices and work style contribute positively to IPros’ overall
psychological wellbeing and sense of professional identity (Bryant & McKeown, 2016;
Ghosh, McDonnell, et al., 2024).

Despite these factors that promise the benefits simultaneously create the conflict
between [Pros' work-life balance and job stress. For example, [Pros enjoy the freedom to set
their own hours and deadlines, frequently transmutes into the pressure of unbounded work
hours and increasingly blurred work-life boundaries (Anderson & Bidwell, 2019; Osnowitz
& Henson, 2016). What begins as freedom over IPros' schedule can quickly devolve into
perpetual availability and self-exploitation, blurring the lines between work and personal life
(Mackenzie & McKinlay, 2021). It means the flexibility to work anytime becomes a pressure
to work all the time, leading to the erosion of clear boundaries between professional and
personal life (Bloom, 2014). The perceived control over time becomes a source of imbalance
as [Pros feel compelled to work incessantly to secure future projects or meet client demands
(Tremblay & Genin, 2010). These results leading to personal time occupied, the inability to
"switch off" from work and transforming desired freedom into an omnipresent demand,
impacting overall wellbeing (Kinowska & Sienkiewicz, 2023; Peeters et al.,, 2022).

Therefore, Sayah (2013) proposed that in order to avoid the coming influences of calls or
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emails on anytime and anywhere, [Pros should use different boundary work tactics to avoid
these influences and thus shape their work-life boundaries.

Furthermore, psychosocial pressure is a significant challenge for IPros. Despite the
freedom to work from any location and for multiple clients, which contributes significantly
to IPros' job satisfaction and wellbeing, it frequently leads to the precarity of social isolation
(Auer et al., 2014; D’Oliveira & Persico, 2023; Vassiley et al., 2025). This is because many
IPros experience social isolation and loneliness due to the absence of a traditional workplace
community and formal peer support structures (Marshall et al., 2007). This can contribute to
a significant psychological burden, stress, and burnout, compounded by the sole
responsibility for their business's survival and growth (D’Oliveira & Persico, 2023; Mann &
Holdsworth, 2003). The central tension here leads to IPros' job stress and impacts their
mental health. The absence of a traditional workplace community can result in loneliness,
lack of informal support networks, and reduced opportunities for social interaction (Cui et
al., 2018; Maanen & Barley, 1983). This social disconnection can have tangible negative
effects on an IPros' psychological wellbeing, transforming spatial freedom into relational
deprivation (McKeown & Pichault, 2021).

Overall, the autonomy initially pursued was intended to enjoy a more balanced and
less stressful existence (Thompson & Prottas, 2006). However, it practically creates an
"always-on" culture, where the boundary between professional obligations and personal life
becomes indistinct (Barber et al., 2023). This blurring effect significantly influences IPros'
work-life balance and wellbeing (Kinowska & Sienkiewicz, 2023). It is because the required
for sustained independent operation leave minimal space for personal life and leisure. Thus,
the positive aspects of pursuing greater wellbeing transform a desired improvement in work-
life balance into a source of significant personal strain. These interwoven pressures

culminate in significant negative impacts on IPros' wellbeing.
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3.4.2.3 Career development, support and success: Independence versus interdependence
(career management paradox)

This theme intricately explores the non-linear and highly individualized trajectories
that define the professional growth of IPros. It emphasise how IPros proactively forge their
careers, the critical forms of support they leverage, and how professional success is achieved
within this independent context. Unlike the structured and hierarchical pathways found
within traditional organisations, career development for IPros is a highly proactive, self-
directed, and continuous process (Borghi et al., 2016; Horton et al., 2014). It is characterized
by the imperative for perpetual skill acquisition, strategic upskilling, and continuous learning
to maintain market relevance and avoid the rapid obsolescence of expertise in dynamic
markets (van den Born & van Witteloostuijn, 2013). The cultivation of a strong personal
brand, professional network, and excellent reputation are their primary career capital to
attract new clients and secure a sustainable of future work (Panteli & Urquhart, 2022;
Sutherland et al., 2020). Generally, compared to traditional full-time employees, [Pros lack
institutional support and protection but experience more career uncertainty and risks
(D’ Amours & Legault, 2013; Lo Presti et al., 2018).

Research within this theme also address the importance of various critical forms of
support that enable IPros' development and significantly mitigate their precarity. This
includes digital platforms, which are emerging as significant providers of support and
offering features such as training modules, reputation management tools, and virtual
community forums that facilitate learning and connection (Schwartz, 2018; Toth et al.,
2020). Formal professional associations and industry bodies also play a vital role, such as
offering specialised resources, advocacy for IPros' rights, and structured networking
opportunities (Sulbout & Pichault, 2023; Sulbout et al., 2022). Furthermore, career success
for IPros are not only purely financial metrics, bust also reflect on a broader pursuit of self-

fulfilment (Nemkova et al., 2019; Wilkens & Nermerich, 2011). While financial viability is
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undoubtedly a prerequisite, [Pros frequently define success by their ability to realize a high
degree of autonomy, achieve a meaningful integration of work and life or build a lasting,
respected professional reputation (Dowie, 2001; Grey & Healy, 2004).

The modern career trajectory for IPros presents a unique paradox, challenging
traditional models of professional development and advancement. While the discourse
surrounding IPros often centres on themes of autonomy and self-determination (Fraser &
Gold, 2001; Retkowsky et al., 2023). A closer examination reveals that this apparent
independence is fundamentally reliant on a complex web of social and professional
interdependence (Burke & Cowling, 2020; Granger et al., 2022). This career management
paradox stemming from the inherent contradiction between the IPros' imperative for self-
management and interdependence (Horton et al., 2014; King, 2004). The IPros' self-
management needs to include developing all aspects of their professional trajectory, which
conflicts with the linear career path characteristic of traditional organisational structures
(Borghi et al., 2016; van den Born & van Witteloostuijn, 2013).

In traditional employment, career progression is often scaffolded by established
organisational hierarchies, formal training programs, structured mentorship plans, and clear
promotion ladders (Katz, 1995; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). The absence of a formal
organisational structure support means IPros should totally take responsibility on their career
development and management, highlighting the independent nature of their professional
journey. For IPros, career development is an entirely self-directed (McKeown & Pichault,
2021). While this grants them great autonomy to layout their professional trajectory, it
simultaneously imposes the substantial burden of entirely self-directing their professional
evolution (Pichault & McKeown, 2019). For example, the autonomy in client selection,
while desirable, is often counterbalanced by income volatility and client dependence
(Gopalakrishnan & Zhang, 2019; Su et al., 2014). This tension canters on the [Pros to choose

clients and projects being destabilized by the unpredictable nature of market demand which
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influenced the independently nature of IPros (Choi & Shepherd, 2004; Mowery &
Rosenberg, 1979). Despite the choice of clients, IPros are susceptible to unpredictable
revenue streams and the significant clients’ choices due to the absence of a stable employer
(Kinnie et al., 2008; Peel & Inkson, 2004). This makes their independence precarious, as
their livelihood hinges on a continuous, often uncertain, flow of projects, requiring constant
self-marketing and negotiation.

The paradox of IPro career management, therefore, lies in the essential tension
between these two forces. The pursuit of career independence simultaneously requires
clients and social net interdependence. To achieve autonomy, the [Pro must paradoxically
spend a significant amount of time and energy on interdependent activities that build and
maintain their clients relationship (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023; Sydow et al., 2009).
The act of managing their own career and free from the confines of a single employer places
the professional in a constant state of relational obligation (Schérrer & Sender, 2023; Té6th
et al., 2022). This forces the IPros to simultaneously act as an independent operator and also
continually develop a broader professional network.
3.4.2.4 Identity management: Professional versus organisational identity (ldentity
paradox)

Among the selected articles, a key theme emerges as [Pros’ identity management.
This theme explored complex interplay between IPros sense of self, their approaches to self-
management, and the strategies employed by organisations to engage with and manage this
distinct segment of the workforce. According to Stets and Burke (2000) explanation, identity
refers to the meanings and understandings that individuals attach to themselves within a
social structure. It is both personal and social, emerging from how people categorize
themselves, adopt roles, and recognize their membership in groups (Stets & Burke, 2000;
Stryker & Burke, 2000). IPros’ identity is multifaceted and critically shapes their

professional existence (Knapp et al., 2021). Unlike traditional employees whose identities
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are often strongly tethered to organisational roles and structures, IPros navigate a more fluid
and individually constructed sense of self (Brown, 2015; Brown & Humphreys, 2006). Their
professional identity is frequently a dynamic composite which drawing from their
specialised skills, personal values, and the intrinsic motivations that led them to independent
work (Hekman et al., 2009; Slay & Smith, 2011). Mostly, the motivations for becoming an
IPros or for organisations to use them are deeply linked to their professional identity
(Flinchbaugh et al., 2020; McKeown & Pichault, 2021). On the one hand, the literature
consistently highlights the importance of individual motivation in the decision to pursue and
sustain the career, making it the most frequently addressed topic (Lent & Brown, 2020).
Research in this area delves into the complex interplay of "pull" factors, such as the intrinsic
desire for autonomy, flexibility, and challenging work that aligns with personal values
(Davis-Blake & Uzzi, 1993; McKeown & Pichault, 2021). The "push" factors, which include
dissatisfaction with traditional organisational structures, perceived lack of career
progression, or even necessity due to limited employment opportunities (Anderson &
Bidwell, 2019; Grey & Healy, 2004).

Additionally, from the individual perspectives, eagerness for work-life balance, and
pursuit of higher salaries are also the driving factors for them to become IPros (Anwar &
Graham, 2021; Tremblay & Genin, 2010). Peel and Inkson (2004) summarized that there are
five key factors will influence a worker is consider whether contracting or employment,
which are autonomy, income and security, personal development, change, and involvement.
Based on more research on this arear, other factors could also include skill level and sense
of family responsibility (Bidwell & Briscoe, 2009). On the other hand, from the
organisational perspectives, (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023) proposed that there are five
reasons for organisations hiring freelancer, which include numerical flexibility, freelancers'

rich experience, entrepreneurial attitude, external labor market and saving cost. Therefore,
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whether from the perspective of IPros or the organisation, the professional skills possessed
by professional identity are crucial for the career development of IPros.

Furthermore, in recent decades years, research on managing [Pros and performance
evaluation has continued. According to Cross and Swart (2021), the rapid increase of [Pros
poses challenges to organisational management, especially to HRM. This is because the
current research is still based on traditional HRM theories and practices, but it does not apply
to managing IPros (Cross & Swart, 2022; Signoretti et al., 2022). Additionally, scholars also
examine the nature of IPros' commitment, which often diverges from the traditional
organisational commitment found in standard employment (McKeown & Pichault, 2021).
This commitment tends to be professional (loyalty to one's skills or industry), lifestyle-
oriented (commitment to the independent way of life), or project-specific, rather than solely
to a single client or organisation (Blatt, 2008; Bryant & McKeown, 2016; Gallagher & Parks,
2001).

A critical sub-theme involves the psychological contracts between IPros and their
clients, which are often implicit and relational rather than purely transactional (Scharrer &
Sender, 2023; Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). The "psychology contract" for IPros is
different and special, they often negotiate with multiple clients and are different from the
implied long-term reciprocal obligations typically found in traditional employment
(Gallagher & Parks, 2001; McKeown & Pichault, 2021). This unique psychology contract
profoundly influences their commitment which is related to their craft, reputation, and
personal brand, thereby reinforcing a distinct professional identity (Syrett, 2016; Wood &
Lehdonvirta, 2023). Studies also explore how the perceived fulfilment or violation of these
unwritten agreements impacts IPros' trust, engagement, and willingness to continue working
with specific clients, influencing both their professional satisfaction and their perception of
precarity (Lo Presti et al., 2018; Rousseau, 1995). This theme frequently emphasises the

IPros' active role in managing their own performance and navigating relational dynamics
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without formal HR support (McKeown & Cochrane, 2017; McKeown & Pichault, 2021).
And also emphasise that it is necessary to adjust HRM practices to achieve better personnel
management due to IPros are outside the scope of traditional HRM (Leighton & McKeown,
2015; Lo Presti et al., 2018; McKeown & Cochrane, 2017; Waldkirch et al., 2021).

Based on research related to this theme, it thus exposes the intricate struggle between
the IPros' professional identity and the concept of organisational identity that they frequently
encounter through their client engagements. IPros invest considerable effort in forging and
maintaining their individual professional identity, which is typically rooted in their
specialised expertise, unique skill sets, accumulated experience, and a distinct personal
brand (Syrett, 2016; Wood & Lehdonvirta, 2023). This self-definition extends beyond
professional skills, often including ability of self-reliance, entrepreneurial spirit, and expert
status, which serves as a crucial function in a fluid work environment (Kreiner et al., 2006;
McKeown, 2015). However, while IPros forge and maintain a strong sense of professional
identity, their work inherently involves temporary relationship with multiple client
organisations (Evans et al., 2004). This creates a complex conflict where IPros' autonomy
and self-defined professional identity need to coexist with the distinct cultures, operational
norms, and strategic expectations of diverse client organisations (Ghosh, McDonnell, et al.,
2024; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). The paradox is IPros need to continuous learning
required to maintain their professional identity while simultaneously temporary integrating
into varied organisational contexts. This tension can lead to a sense of liminality which
positions IPros as neither fully "in" nor fully "out" of the organisations they serve and
occupying a professional space that is both connected and detached (Bryant & McKeown,
2016). They are expected to contribute and integrate into the client's objectives, yet
simultaneously retain their external, independent status to keep their engagement and

specialised expertise (Hekman et al., 2009).
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This intricate tension between an individual professional identity and temporary
organisational affiliation highlights a central negotiation skill that [Pros must master. It
demands constant self-awareness, adaptive communication, and boundary management to
ensure that their core professional identity remains intact and resilient amidst diverse
external demands (Greco et al., 2022; Hall et al., 1970). The tension to maintaining personal
independence while integrating into different organisations underscores the deep
psychological complexities of [Pros work arrangement.

3.5 Discussion

In the past three decades, research on IPros has continuously developed and made
significant progress in various academic areas. In order to better understand the research
related to IPros and the potential future of IPros research, this study comprehensively and
critically evaluated peer-reviewed articles focusing on IPros published in professional
academic journals. The systematic review of 143 studies on IPros summarize four main
themes and reveals a tension of this increasing workforce segment: a series of paradoxes
between autonomy and the reality of precarity. This inherent tension operates across work
conditions, wellbeing, career management and identity aspects. These aspects are significant
to understanding the work experience of IPros, and also emphasise the necessity to
reconceptualise the functions of management frameworks to address their complex
implications. While existing research has identified various challenges and benefits
associated with [Pros’ work, paradox theory enables a deeper analytical understanding by
conceptualising these conditions as persistent and interdependent tensions rather than
isolated trade-offs. Specifically, paradox theory highlights that autonomy and precarity are
not mutually exclusive outcomes but are coexisting and mutually reinforcing elements
embedded within the structure of independent work. This perspective shifts the focus from
identifying challenges to understanding how such tensions are sustained and managed over

time.
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The main finding of this study reveals four critical themes delineating the current
research on IPros. Firstly, the theme of work experience, and challenges explained IPros as
proactive micro-entrepreneurs who benefit from flexibility and autonomy but also face
persistent operational and psychological challenges, such as income volatility, limited legal

and organisational protection etc (Burke & Cowling, 2015; McKeown & Pichault, 2021).

Figure 3.3 Paradox-Based framework of IPros’ work and career experiences

Sources for paradox

* The transformation and demand of the labor market
* Individual desire for work control, flexibility and freedom
* The natural of IPros (independent and non-traditional work arrangement)

Work condition Flexibility Job insecurity
. (e.g., work (e.g., less protection
P autonomy) and benefits)
Work-life balance
. (e.g., job Job stress
Wellbeing paradox satisfaction and (e.g., social isolation)
wellbeing)
Career Independ.ence Interdependence
(e.g., self-directed (e.g., market
management d self
aradox and self- demands and
B management) reputation
Professional Organizational
Identity paradox identity identity
(e.g., loyalty to (e.g., temporary
skills or industry) belonging)
Management Architecture
Individual, HRM and social level
Client .
Legal & regulation
Self-management company/HRM protection

system & practices

Secondly, the literature consistently highlights the dual nature of work-life balance,

wellbeing, and health. While autonomy can enhance perceived control and flexibility, it is
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also associated with blurred boundaries, long working hours, stress and social isolation
(Granger et al., 2022; Ray et al., 2017; Sayah, 2013). The third theme introduced the career
development, support, and success for IPros which theme emphasises the largely self-
directed nature of IPros’ careers (Horton et al., 2014; van den Born & van Witteloostuijn,
2013). Finally, the identity and management theme explore the intricate relationship between
IPros’ self-constructed professional identity and their demanding self-management practices
(Beck, 2003; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). These themes provided an understanding of the
current research on IPros, and based on these themes, this study created a framework to
explain the IPros’ work and career experiences (see Figure 3.3). Based on the given
framework, this study explore the paradoxical nature of IPros and examine their origins,
manifestations, and management.
3.5.1 The Paradox-based Framework
3.5.1.1 Sources of the paradox

The paradoxical nature of IPros does not emerge from a single cause but originates
from the dynamic interplay between the evolving labor market, the individual's desire for
autonomy, and the inherent nature of independent work. The transformation and demands of
the labour market are key drivers. The shift from a Fordist industrial economy to a post-
industrial and knowledge-based economy has fundamentally changed the relationship
between organisations and their workforce (Harris, 2001; Vogt, 2016). Companies are no
longer solely focused on building large, stable employee bases. Instead, they require agility
and access to specialised and on-demand expertise to respond to rapid technological change
and fluctuating market conditions (van Oosterhout et al., 2006). This has led to the rise of
the "project economy," where firms combine traditional employees with high-skilled,
independent contractors to drive innovation and growth (Burke & Cowling, 2020; Burke et
al., 2025). The shift towards a knowledge-based economy and the increasing need for

specialised, project-specific skills have led organisations to seek flexible and on-demand
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talent (Burbach & Royle, 2010; Cappelli & Keller, 2013). This macro-level demand for
flexibility and specialised skills creates a compelling opportunity for IPros. However, it
simultaneously places them in a precarious position. While they are highly valued for their
unique human capital, their relationship with the client is fundamentally transactional and
project-based. This creates the tension between being a flexible high-skilled expert and
having a non-permanent, non-employee status. The paradox is that the need for flexibility
and specialised knowledge also leads IPros to face precarity from the lack of stability and
social protections.

Additionally, the individual's desire for work control, flexibility, and freedom is a
powerful motivation. Professionals are increasingly choosing independent work as a
deliberate career choice (McKeown, 2018). Many professionals choose to become
independent to escape the rigid hierarchies and constraints of traditional employment,
seeking greater autonomy over their schedules, projects, and career paths. However, the
desire for freedom and autonomy creates internal tensions. Exercising this autonomy
requires a high degree of self-management, risk and financial management skills that are not
typically required of traditional employees. The paradox is that the autonomy they seek to
lead their freedom is often constrained by client demands, the pressure to constantly network,
and the need to secure the next project. It is also because the nature of IPros as an
independent and non-traditional work arrangement itself is intrinsically paradoxical. Unlike
traditional employees who are integrated into a formal organisational structure with clear
roles and social protections. IPros are engaged by clients, which distinguishes their
relationship as a commercial rather than an employment contract (Knapp et al., 2021;
McKeown, 2015). The paradox is that the structure allows them to be agile and responsive,
but also leads them to be vulnerable. They bear a significant financial and personal risk,

which is a key distinction from the relative stability of traditional employees (Burke &
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Cowling, 2015). Thus, the individual's quest for liberation from corporate control can
inadvertently lead to a series of precarities.

In sum, the sources of the IPros paradox are not isolated but are multiple complex
factors co-constitutive. The macro-level demand for flexible labour, the micro-level desire
for personal autonomy, and the inherent structural vulnerabilities of independent work
converge to create a tension relationship. The desire for freedom and flexibility is constantly
in conflict with the lack of traditional support and the realities of precarity.
3.5.1.2 Four paradoxes of IPros’ work and career experiences

The autonomy-precarity mega paradox of IPros is a dynamic tension shaped by
individual circumstances and the nature of their work. The paradoxes faced by IPros are not
uniform experiences but are deeply influenced by the type of work they perform, their
industry, and personal factors such as age. Therefore, based on current research on IPros,
this study propose that the four core paradoxes manifest differently for various types of IPros
and are influenced by factors like age and the broader labour market.

The work condition paradox captures the tension between enhanced flexibility and
heightened job insecurity in independent professional work. IPros typically enjoy autonomy
over how, when, and where work is performed, including discretion over work methods,
schedules, and project selection (Pichault et al., 2020). This flexibility is often seen as a
primary motivation for pursuing independent professional careers (Barley & Kunda, 2006;
McKeown, 2015). However, this flexibility is accompanied by structural job insecurity, as
IPros operate outside standard employment relationships and therefore lack access to
employment protections, organisational benefits, and collective representation (Kalleberg,
2000; Lo Presti et al., 2018). Job insecurity for IPros is less about the risk of unemployment
but more about income volatility, contract uncertainty, and gaps between projects
(Sutherland et al., 2020). Therefore, work condition paradox emphasises that [Pros benefit

from flexibility over how, when, and where work is performed, yet face heightened job
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insecurity due to limited access to employment protections, social security, and work-related
benefits. From a paradox perspective, flexibility and insecurity should not be understood as
opposing outcomes but as structurally intertwined, where increased autonomy
simultaneously generates conditions of uncertainty.

Wellbeing paradox reflects the coexistence of positive work-life balance and
heightened psychological strain. On the positive side, independent professional work can
provide meaningful and engaging tasks and professional recognition, which contribute to job
satisfaction and intrinsic motivation (Bellesia et al., 2019; Petriglieri et al., 2019). At the
same time, the absence of organisational support structures, combined with irregular
workloads and blurred work—life boundaries, can lead to job stress (Caza et al., 2022;
Kitching & Smallbone, 2012). IPros often bear sole responsibility for managing workload
which can lead to stress, exhaustion, and burnout over time (Sutherland et al., 2020). Paradox
theory suggests that work-life balance and job stress are not contradictory states but
coexisting outcomes of the same structural conditions, where autonomy enables meaningful
work while simultaneously increasing pressures and boundary blurring. Thus, the work-life
balance that enhances wellbeing can also generate job stress, emphasises another paradox of
independent professional work.

Career management paradox highlights the tension between individual career
agency and dependence on clients. IPros are formally responsible for managing their own
careers, including securing work, developing skills, and maintaining employability
(Leighton, 2015; McKeown, 2015). This self-directed career model emphasises
independence and personal responsibility. However, career success is simultaneously shaped
by interdependence with clients, reputation and professional networks (Knapp et al., 2021;
Leighton & McKeown, 2015). Access to future work often depends on client evaluations,
repeat contracts, and informal referrals, limiting the extent to which careers can be managed

independently. Thus, IPros’ careers are closely related to relational networks, emphasising
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the paradox between individual independence and clients dependence. This paradox
emphasises how independence is inherently relational, as career success depends on external
networks and connections, demonstrating that autonomy is sustained through
interdependence rather than achieved in isolation.

Identity paradox reflects the tension between maintaining an autonomous
professional identity and developing a sense of organisational belonging during client
engagements. [Pros typically define themselves through their expertise and professional
standards rather than through organisational membership (Barley & Kunda, 2006; McKeown
& Pichault, 2021). This professional identity supports and provides their independence and
market value. At the same time, effective project delivery often requires IPros to integrate
into client organisations, align with organisational norms, and collaborate closely with
internal teams (Petriglieri et al., 2019; Van den Groenendaal et al., 2023). Temporary
organisational embeddedness can facilitate trust and coordination but may also blur identity
boundaries and create tension between professional autonomy and organisational
conformity. Consequently, from a paradox perspective, professional and organisational
identities are not mutually exclusive but dynamically negotiated, requiring IPros to
continuously balance and manage dual identities across different organisational contexts.

Additionally, this study suggest that the manifestation of these paradoxes differs
significantly based on the IPros segment and industry. These paradoxes may experience
differently distinctly by project-based contractors versus task-based contractors. For task-
based contractors who often work on short-term and discrete projects, their flexibility is at
the micro-level. While they have the freedom to accept or decline individual tasks, the need
for a consistent income stream often compels them to be constantly available (Caza et al.,
2022; Jabagi et al., 2019). It leads to fragmented workdays and an "always-on" culture. Thus,
this can paradoxically result in less real flexibility and higher stress than a traditional job. In

contrast, project-based contractors face a different challenge. For project-based contractors,
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who typically undertake larger and more defined projects target over a longer duration
(Burke et al., 2020). Their work offers periods of flexibility between projects during a
project's lifecycle. But their flexibility is limited by clients deadlines, which can be more
rigid than a traditional job. Their challenge isn't fragmentation but managing the peaks and
valleys of workload, which requires a different form of self-management strategy and
financial planning.

The job insecurity aspect of these paradoxes also need a more detailed discussion.
Scholars have argued that IPros face heightened job insecurity, such as the irregularity of
project-based work, benefits gap and the need for continuous client acquisition (Ghosh,
McDonnell, et al., 2024; Lo Presti et al., 2018). But for many IPros, particularly those in
high-demand fields, the concept of job insecurity as it is traditionally understood (i.e., the
fear of unemployment) could have a different understanding. In the modern knowledge
economy, organisations are increasingly seeking external talent for specialised skills that are
filled the internal skill gap or needed for a specific period (Lewis & Heckman, 2006; Tarique
& Schuler, 2010). IPros are in high demand and their expertise ensure the job security. The
paradox, therefore, shifts from job insecurity to income insecurity or project insecurity.
While they may be confident in their ability to find next new work, they may still face
uncertainty about the size and duration of their next contract which can lead to fluctuating
income. They don't fear being jobless, but rather being between projects for an unpredictable
period. This distinction is critical and highlights a fundamental difference of precarious
between [Pros and other non-traditional work arrangement such as gig workers or contingent
workers.

The perception of job insecurity is a powerful example of how industry segmentation
matters. For example, a highly skilled IT consultant in the tech industry may feel minimal
job insecurity due to high demand for their specialised skills. The industry's reliance on

project-based work means they are valued as on-demand experts, and their security comes
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from their reputation and expertise (Benson et al., 2020; Sutherland et al., 2020). For such
these individual, the work condition paradox is not about a lack of flexibility, but rather
about managing a constant stream of high-pressure and intensive projects (Benson et al.,
2020; Wood et al., 2018). The wellbeing paradox for them is less about job stress and more
about the risk of burnout from a continuous "feast" cycle of work. The boundaries between
professional and personal life are blurred by project-based demands. The benefits gap is also
less of a concern as their high income allows them to self-insure for health and retirement.
Industries' rapid evolution of change and the needs of expertise make long-term, internal
employment less desirable for both the company and the IPros. Companies would rather hire
a project-based contractor with the most up-to-date skills than maintain a full-time employee
who may become obsolete.

This is in contrast to IPros in oversaturated markets, where competition and a lack of
specialised demand can lead to job insecurity. In creative industries, the market is often
characterized by a high supply of talent, fragmented and short-term tasks (Arvidsson et al.,
2010; Hotho & Champion, 2011). For example, the graphic designer in a highly saturated
freelance market might experience greater income insecurity and feel more psychological
pressure from constantly competing for tasks. They may have the freedom to accept or
decline tasks, but the need to maintain a steady income compels them to take on numerous
low-paying tasks. The lack of protection and benefits gap is an issue for these IPros, as their
relevant lower and more volatile income makes it difficult to secure their own benefits.
Therefore, this study suggest that the [Pros' experience is not always the same. It is heavily
shaped by the needs of the market and the value of their skills.

The influence of age on IPros' experience is significant, particularly with respect to
financial security and personal choice. Industry reports show that for IPros, the salary and
sense of security tend to increase with age and experience (Burke et al., 2022, 2025). This is

a powerful counter-narrative to the ageism often found in traditional employment, where
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older workers may face salary stagnation or redundancy (Gardiner et al., 2007; Tempest &
Coupland, 2017). For IPros, their value appreciates over time due to their accumulated
expertise, extensive professional network, and excellent reputation. This age-related increase
in salary directly influences personal choice and how IPros navigate the paradoxes. Older
IPros who have achieved a higher income and built a stronger reputation can afford to be
more selective. They can choose projects that are more meaningful, better align with their
values, or offer a better work-life balance to mitigate the negative effects of job insecurity
and job stress. This is because they may no longer fear being jobless, but can focus on
optimizing their portfolio of work for strategic growth and personal fulfilment. This allows
them to manage the career management paradox by prioritizing long-term professional
development over short-term financial gains.

3.5.1.3 Management architecture

The inherent tension between autonomy and precarity represents paradoxes of the
IPros’ experience. What initially attracts individuals to independent professional work such
as the promise of self-direction and control, simultaneously exposes them to unique
vulnerabilities and demands. Managing these tensions requires a multifaceted management
architecture that operates across individual, organisational, and societal levels. This involves
a flexible management approach, balancing the inherent contradictions of IPros’ work by
simultaneously fostering autonomy while building resilience against precarity (McKeown &
Cochrane, 2017; Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023).

At the individual level, IPros should engage in proactive self-HRM, developing
critical HR tasks, skills, and roles (Auer et al., 2014; Redpath et al., 2008). This includes
mastering time management to protect work-life balance (Gravador & Teng-Calleja, 2018),
cultivating strong negotiation and contracting skills to manage uncompensated labour
(Haapakorpi, 2020), developing continuous learning skills and client diversification

strategies for financial stability (Connelly & Gallagher, 2006), actively seeking professional
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and non-professional networks to combat isolation (Miller & Vanhove, 2024), and
developing financial literacy for comprehensive risk management (Millan et al., 2021). This
individual effort is crucial for their professionalization, enhancing their employability,
reputation, and long-term sustainability (Kinsella et al., 2021; Sii8 & Becker, 2013).

Beyond the individual level, HRM systems and practices within client organisations
and intermediary platforms are evolving to better support [Pros (D’ Amours & Legault, 2013;
Leighton & McKeown, 2015). This involves client-side inclusive HRM policies such as
transparent contracting, fair payment terms, respecting IPros' boundaries, and providing
access to organisational resources or fostering a sense of psychological inclusion (Van Den
Groenendaal et al., 2023). Platforms are increasingly offering HRM-like features such as
payment processing, dispute resolution, reputation systems, and sometimes even access to
aggregated benefits or training resources (Kaine & Josserand, 2019; Vallas & Christin,
2018). Finally, legal and regulation protection forms a crucial part of the management
architecture, addressing systemic precarity (Baker & Kelan, 2018; Griep et al., 2025). This
involves policy interventions aimed at providing social safety nets (e.g., portable benefits,
accessible insurance, unemployment support) and clarifying the legal status of independent
workers to ensure fair treatment and mitigate their comprehensive economic and benefit
gaps. This multi-level approach to management architecture is essential for creating a more
sustainable and equitable environment where the autonomy can be realized without precarity
for IPros.
3.5.2 Implications and Future Research Directions
3.5.2.1 Implications

This study enhances our understanding of current research on IPros and creatively
proposed a new framework to help us understand the paradox between the autonomy and
precarity of IPros. On the one hand, this study offers a comprehensive understanding of IPros

by providing clarity on their unique position within the labor market. The results shown that
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IPros are highly skilled, specialised individuals who are fundamentally driven by greater
work autonomy and flexibility. IPros generally have entrepreneurial spirit, characterized by
proactivity, risk-taking, and active self-management of their "personal firms" (Burke &
Cowling, 2015). However, the study also highlights that inherent to their character is a
susceptibility to various forms of precarity, such as financial instability and social isolation,
which are often direct consequences of the greater autonomy they seek (Evans et al., 2004;
Gold & Fraser, 2002). Moreover, this review summarized and explained four main themes
of current research on IPros. These themes provide a comprehensive map of the current
academic landscape concerning IPros and explain the multifaceted inquiry into IPros' lived
experiences, their unique professional identities, developmental trajectories, and the broader
contextual forces shaping their work. These themes provide a structured framework for
future research by clearly delineating established areas of inquiry and highlighting
interdependencies, such as how definitional ambiguities impact legal protections or how
individual motivations interact with work experiences to shape wellbeing.

Additionally, this study provided paradox framework makes a significant
contribution to paradox theory within organisational studies. This framework provides a
concrete, multi-faceted explanation of how allure (autonomy) and reality (precarity) are not
merely co-existent but are mutually constituted within the IPros’ work experience. By
exploring four specific paradoxes of autonomy and explicitly linking them to their
corresponding precarity realities, the framework proposes core tension between autonomy
and precarity. This model offers a detailed, empirically testable framework for analysing
how opposing forces interact and shape [Pros’ work. This challenges overly simplistic views
of autonomy as uniformly positive and illuminates its complex, double-edged nature (Haas,
2010; Liu et al., 2024). This framework also enriches and extends non-standard work
research. It explained how precarity manifests across multiple dimensions even within the

highly skilled and ostensibly autonomous professional segment. The model broadens the
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conceptual scope of precarity beyond its traditional association with low-wage, low-skill, or
marginalized labour. It provides a valuable typology of precarity forms directly driven by
the pursuit of professional autonomy, highlighting that insecurity is a pervasive feature of
contemporary work and is irrespective of skill level (Alberti et al., 2018; Allan et al., 2021).

Furthermore, the review extends HRM theory by proposing and elaborating on
management architecture specifically tailored for IPros. This architecture challenges the
traditional assumption of a single, internal employer-employee HRM model (Budd & Bhave,
2019; Kaufman et al., 2021). It advocates for a multi-level, adaptive HRM framework that
explicitly addresses the unique challenges of managing contingent workforces. This
framework also provides a multi-level approach to manage IPros’ autonomy and precarity
that integrates individual self-management, adapted organisational and HRM practices, and
societal-level protections. This moves beyond traditional control-oriented HRM models to
emphasise facilitating autonomy while actively mitigating precarity (Hauff et al., 2014;
Shore et al., 2018). Thereby, this review advances discussions on inclusive HRM and the
strategic management of external talent in increasingly blurred organisational boundaries.
This proposed multi-stakeholder management approach offers a theoretical framework for
how organisations and society can adapt to support effective knowledge work outside
traditional employment.
3.5.2.2 The reality and future of IPros research

The current academic research on IPros is characterized by a foundational but often
generalised understanding, primarily aimed at defining IPros and identifying the their work
and career experiences (Leighton, 2015; McKeown, 2015; Syrett, 2016). Existing studies
have significantly contributed to conceptualising IPros and highlighting issues such as
flexibility, job insecurity, income volatility, and the lack of formal organisational support
(Knapp et al., 2021; Pichault et al., 2020). Much of these existing literature has established

a foundational understanding of the IPros' paradoxes, such as the tension between flexibility
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and stability, and autonomy versus client demands (Knapp et al., 2021; Leighton, 2015;
Pichault et al., 2020). However, most of IPros' research has focused on a broad, descriptive
analysis and often treats all independent workers as a single group. On the one hand, current
research provides a high-level overview of the IPros' reality, often relying on large-scale
surveys to quantify the workforce and its general motivations. For example, studies by
organisations like the McKinsey Global Institute and MBO Partners have been instrumental
in defining segments of independent workers, such as “free agents” who choose this path
and "reluctant" who do so out of necessity. These studies have successfully established that
many [Pros particularly those who are "free agents" report higher levels of job satisfaction
than their traditionally employed peers (Burke et al., 2022; MBO Partners, 2023). However,
much of the literature remains descriptive and generalised, despite substantial differences
across industries, age groups, career stages, and employment arrangements. Therefore, the
future research should examine how the paradoxes identified in this review vary across
industries, career stages, professional segments, and over time. The Table 3.7 outline future
research directions corresponding to the four paradoxes identified in this study.

Work condition paradox. Existing research has largely framed the work condition
paradox around the tension between flexibility and employment insecurity. While many
studies highlight income instability, lack of organisational protection and precarious work
arrangements (Annink, 2017; Burke et al., 2021), current research rarely differentiates
between highly skilled project-based IPros and lower-skilled task-based workers. Future
research should therefore adopt a comparative approach to examine how work conditions
differ across IPros segments, industries, and career stages. Particular attention should be paid
to how high-demand expertise influences perceptions of job insecurity. Current research
often links independent work to a lack of job security due to the absence of a permanent

employer and traditional benefits (Annink, 2017; McKeown & Pichault, 2021; Syrett, 2016).
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While this opinion is true for many task-based workers, it fails to capture the reality of high-
skilled, project-based contractors.

For an IT consultant specializing in cloud security, their security is not from a single
employer but from their high-demand expertise and professional network. The current
research does not sufficiently differentiate between a lack of job security and a professional
model where security is based on human capital rather than a formal employment contract.
The paradox for these IPros is not one of precarity, but of managing a continuous opportunity
of high-value opportunities. Furthermore, a significant portion of the current literature
focuses on the work conditions paradox by highlighting the lack of paid leave, healthcare,
and retirement benefits (Burke et al., 2021; Florin & Pichault, 2020) . While this is a critical
issue, the current research rarely explores how high-earning IPros manage this benefits gap.
This study have limited knowledge of whether they simply self-insure with their higher
income or if they feel a constant burden of having to manage a complex portfolio of personal
finance and risk.

Wellbeing paradox. Current studies generally identify IPros with greater autonomy,
flexibility, and improved work-life balance (Hundley, 2001; Sayah, 2013). However, these
same conditions can generate stress, burnout, and blurred work-life boundaries. Existing
research remains limited in understanding how these wellbeing tensions evolve across career
stages and industries. Furthermore, the primary limitation in the current research is the
inconsistent conceptualization of IPros. The existing literature often combines a diverse
range of workers (e.g., high-skilled, project-based consultants or low-skilled, task-based gig
workers) into the single categories of the gig economy (Friedman, 2014; Wood et al., 2019).
This conceptual ambiguity creates a fundamental research gap because the paradoxes
manifest differently for each group. For example, the wellbeing paradox for a high-earning
interim CEO is not a lack of benefits or a fear of unemployment, but rather the psychological

burden of managing high-stakes client relationships with no formal support. This is in
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contrast to the work reality of a task-based designer for whom the paradox is a lack of paid
leave and financial precarity. The current research often uses a single set of metrics to
analyse these different groups, leading to a limited understanding of the IPros workforce.

Future research should examine how age, accumulated expertise, financial stability,
and professional reputation influence IPros’ wellbeing experiences. For example, a young
freelance web developer may be more concerned with building a portfolio and gaining
experience, making them vulnerable to the wellbeing paradox of constant stress and burnout
from taking on any available work. An older and established management consultant,
however, may have a strong network and excellent reputation built over decades. This
financial and reputational security allows them to be more selective, thus mitigating the same
paradoxes that affect their younger counterparts. The current research does not adequately
explore these divergent realities or the unique challenges faced by IPros at different career
stages.

Career management paradox. The current literature commonly describes IPros as
highly autonomous and self-directed professionals responsible for managing their own
careers (Leighton, 2015; McKeown, 2015). However, career success among IPros
simultaneously depends heavily on professional networks, reputation, client relationships,
and external support systems (Knapp et al., 2021; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). Current
research has not sufficiently explored how these interdependent relationships evolve or differ
across professional contexts. Despite these foundational works enriching the [Pros research,
they reveal the absence of detailed, comparative and time lagged research in the academic
area. The current research suffers from a significant segmentation gap and a lack of
intersectional analysis. Most studies provide a broad, static understanding of [Pros without
accounting for how key factors like age and industry shape their career experiences.

Particularly, there is a limited study of age and time lagged gap. Most existing

research provides a cross-sectional understanding of IPros, failing to capture the dynamic
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evolution of [Pros' career. Given that industry reports indicate [Pros' salaries tend to increase
with age, there is a critical need to understand how this financial stability influences personal
choice and their perception of the paradoxes. Current research lacks time lagged studies that
follow IPros over a significant period to examine how they build and leverage social capital
and expertise to transition from a survival-driven mindset to a place of strategic career
management. Therefore, Future research should investigate how IPros build and leverage
social capital throughout different stages of their careers. Longitudinal studies are
particularly necessary to understand how IPros transition from survival-driven career
management toward more strategic and opportunity-driven professional trajectories.
Furthermore, future research should examine how digital platforms, professional
connections, and informal networks contribute to career development and sustainability.
Identity paradox. Research on IPros’ identity highlights the complex tension
between maintaining a strong professional identity and adapting to multiple organisational
contexts (Bryant & McKeown, 2016; McKeown & Pichault, 2021). Existing studies suggest
that IPros generally develop a strong professional identity through their skills,
simultaneously developing organisational identity by integrating into client organisations.
However, current research rarely explores how these identity tensions vary across industries
or career stages. For example, a graphic designer in the creative industry may face the
identity paradox by constantly having to reconcile their artistic vision with client demands.
Whereas an independent management consultant could face less identity paradox, because
their identity is reinforced by their expertise and the satisfactory results they deliver. Current
research does not adequately consider these industry-specific contexts, which are significant
for understanding identity paradox. Therefore, future studies should explore how IPros
construct and maintain professional identity across different organisational environments

and over time. Additionally, future research should also explore how professional
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communities, networks, and psychological contracts shape identity management among
IPros.

Overall, while current research has successfully established a broad understanding
of the IPros paradoxes, its generalised approach and inconsistent conceptualization created
significant research gaps. The future of this academic field requires a more comprehensive
approach that differentiates between [Pros segments, industries, and ages, moving beyond
descriptive analysis to provide a truly multifaceted understanding of this evolving
workforce. Based on the proposed research gaps and the current reality of [Pros, Table 3.7
outlines examples of future research directions for researchers. This agenda integrates the
critical factors of age, industry, and segment, along with relevant theoretical lenses to move
beyond a generalised understanding of the [Pros paradoxes.

3.6 Conclusion

Ultimately, a comprehensive understanding of IPros is important for developing
sustainable independent work models that maximize the benefits of autonomy while
effectively mitigating the associated risks of precarity in the evolving landscape of global
labour. This research, through a systematic review of the literature, demonstrates that the
experience of IPros is defined by a fundamental and pervasive tension: the co-existence of
sought-after autonomy with inherent precarity. The alluring promise of flexibility and
control over work inevitably gives rise to challenges such as unbounded hours, income
volatility, and social isolation. By applying paradox theory as a guiding framework, this
review separately identifies and discuss four themes and corresponding paradoxes that
characterize the IPros’ autonomy-precarity mega paradox, which include: 1) Work
experiences and challenges: work conditions paradox which highlights the tension between
control of work and the reality; 2) Work-life balance, wellbeing and health: wellbeing
paradox which reveals how the pursuit of work-life balance and jobless stress; 3) Career

development, support and success: career management paradox which exposes the inherent
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contradiction between IPros' self-management independence and social net interdependence;
4) Identity and management: identity paradox which reveals IPros' professional and
organisational identities. Effectively navigating these paradoxes necessitates a multi-faceted
approach, involving proactive individual strategies, adapted organisational HRM practices,

and supportive societal-level legal and regulatory frameworks.
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Table 3.7 Examples of Future Research Avenues for IPros Research

Paradox

Research focus

Examples of key questions

Theoretical lenses

Work condition
paradox

Wellbeing paradox

Career management
paradox

Identity paradox

Comparative analysis of
work conditions across
IPros segments, industries,
and career stages

The effect of age, income,
and segment on IPros’
health and wellbeing.

Exploration of career
trajectories, reputation-
building, and network
effects across time.

The construction of a
coherent professional self
across diverse contexts and
career stages.

How do work conditions differ for older, project-based contractors versus
younger, task-based contractors in the same industry? How does the industry's
demand for expertise influence an IPros’ perceived autonomy?

How do the psychological pressures of independent work vary for an IPro at
different career stages? Does higher income and accumulated expertise (often
correlated with age) reduce the stress of job insecurity and work-life balance?

At what career stage does an [Pros in a high-demand industry transition from a
survival-driven mindset to one of strategic choice? How do older IPros
leverage their professional networks to secure better opportunities?

How do IPros in different industries (e.g., IT vs. creative) build and maintain a
professional identity? How does a strong professional community or guild
help IPros manage their identity?

e Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)
Theory
e  Contingency Theory

e Conservation of Resources
(COR) Theory

e  Self-Determination Theory
(SDT)

e Boundaryless Career Theory
e Social Network Theory

e Social Identity Theory (SIT)
e Psychological Contract Theory
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Chapter 4 Study 2 Being Professional or Organisational?
Exploring the Identity Paradox of Independent Professionals

4.1 Abstract

The number of independent professionals (IPros) has increased significantly in the
global labour market. IPros are highly autonomous workers who strongly identify with their
professions rather than with employing organisations. However, while [Pros maintain formal
independence, they often work closely within client organisations, adopt organisational
norms, and collaborate with organisational members to deliver project outcomes. This dual
positioning creates an identity paradox in which IPros must simultaneously maintain a strong
professional identity to preserve autonomy and credibility, while also developing a degree
of organisational identification to function effectively within client organisations. However,
how this identity paradox shapes IPros’ career outcomes is still unknown. Therefore, this
study draws on social identity theory and explores the impact of IPros’ dual identities on
their career outcomes. Specifically, the aim of this study is to examine how IPros’
professional and organisational identity influence their career outcomes, including job
satisfaction and subjective career success. A quantitative research method was applied in
this time-lagged study (N = 280), employing polynomial regression and response surface
analysis. The results revealed that when professional and organisational identities converge
at high rather than low levels, both IPros’ job satisfaction and subjective career success are
higher. This study extends to the social identity theory in non-traditional work arrangements
by showing and expanding how IPros’ professional and organisational identities influence
their work outcomes. This study has theoretical, practical implications and provides

significant future research directions for IPros study.

4.2 Introduction
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As boundaryless careers development, independent professionals (IPros) have

become increasingly prominent, especially in fields such as IT, consulting, and creative
services, where specialised skills are critical (D’Amours & Legault, 2013; McKeown &
Pichault, 2021; Pichault et al., 2020). IPros, who often work on project-based or freelance
arrangements, contribute valuable expertise while operating outside traditional employment
structures (Burke, 2019; Burke & Cowling, 2020). IPros represent the workforce who are
highly skilled and engage in providing professional and technical services, and they are
contracted for the project-based commercial services rather than a traditional employee-
employer relationship contract (Bryant & McKeown, 2016; Burke, 2012; McKeown &
Pichault, 2021). IPros retain professional independence, derive income from multiple clients
and manage their careers largely outside organisational boundaries (Bryant & McKeown,
2016), forming strong professional identity. Meantime, IPros generally need to work
alongside permanent employees, contribute directly to organisational objectives and often
remain embedded within client organisations for extended periods (Burke & Cowling, 2020;
Ghosh, McDonnell, et al., 2024), developing organisational identity. This simultaneous
status (being a professional and a member in the organisation) gives rise to the dual work-
related identities, i.e. professional and organisational identity, which coexist within IPros
and may generate tension.

Some research explores [Pros’ wellbeing (Hundley, 2001; Warr & Inceoglu, 2018),
motivation (Bidwell & Briscoe, 2009; Davis-Blake & Uzzi, 1993; Van Den Groenendaal et
al., 2023), performance (Cross & Swart, 2021; Petriglieri et al., 2019), and career
development (Kost et al., 2020; Lo Presti et al., 2018), contributing to our understanding of
IPros’ lived experience. However, research on the dual identities of IPros is still limited.
Therefore, this research is the first to consider IPros’ identity paradox and adopts a time
lagged design to explore how IPros’ professional and organisational identities influence their

job satisfaction and subjective career success.
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Professional identity is important for [Pros, who are usually regarded as experts in
the industry and provide clients with specialised expertise or skills (Kunda et al., 2002.; Lee
& Frenkel, 2004). IPros highly enjoy autonomy and being flexible in their work based on
the nature of their work. Thus, based on their intendent contracting nature as well as their
professional expertise, they have strong professional identity where they identify themselves
as being professionals. IPros’ professional identity aligns with the concept of deep structure
identity described by Meyer et al. (2006), as it involves the incorporation of collective values
and preferences into one’s self-concept and tends to be enduring and less dependent on
situational cues. Based on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), stronger
identification with one’s profession enhances positive work attitudes and career evaluations,
as professional identity provides meaning, competence, and continuity in independent work.
Such strong professional identity is therefore expected to positively link with their job
satisfaction and career success.

Simultaneously, working on the client’s site and interacting with employees for a
fixed term would also develop IPros’ identity with the organisation, labelled the
organisational identity. IPros often adapt to organisational norms, values, and behaviors for
the duration of a specific project, which helps them integrate into teams and align with
organisational goals (Pichault et al., 2020). IPros’ organisational identity is consistent with
the situated identity (Meyer et al., 2006; Rousseau, 1998), and which refers that “when
situational cues signal that an individual shares interests with a collective” (Meyer et al.,
2006, page 667). During the contract work, IPros may cultivate a degree of organisational
identity for effective collaboration. Such organisational identity is expected to positively link
with their job satisfaction and career success.

While both identities may be beneficial, the coexistence of professional and
organisational identities gives rise to an identity paradox for IPros. For instance, both

identities compete for limited personal resources such as time and energy. In a limited
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personal resource context, strong professional identity may lead IPros to invest more time
and energy in maintaining professional standards and enhancing transferable skills,
potentially reducing their time and energy assigned to any single client organisation. In such
cases, [Pros' self-worth is derived from what one is as a professional rather than from who
one works for. Conversely, strong organisational identity may require emotional
commitment, loyalty, and behavioural conformity to a specific client organisation, which
may constrain [Pros' work autonomy and flexibility (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Thus,
professional and organisational identities may pull IPros in different directions, creating
tension over where to allocate effort, commitment, and emotional engagement. In addition,
professional and organisational identities may conflict with each other due to their different
motivation and mindsets. Professional identity emphasises autonomy, expertise, and
professional values, whereas organisational identity prioritizes loyalty to the organisation,
performance goals, and managerial expectations (Mael & Ashforth, 1992; Meyer et al.,
2006).

This identity paradox poses unique challenges and implications for self-management
for IPros as well as for organisational management from the client side. Both IPros and client
organisations need to support the development of IPros’ professional autonomy with the
organisation’s need for alignment and cooperation (Evans et al., 2004; Leighton &
McKeown, 2015). Exploring this paradox has implications for HRM policies aimed at
fostering cohesion and productivity among both core employees and external contractors.
When professional and organisational identities converge at high levels, the identity paradox
becomes less salient because IPros are able to integrate professional values with client
organisational expectations (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Pratt et al., 2006). This alignment
allows IPros to allocate time, effort, and emotional engagement more fairly, which supports
more positive work attitudes and work evaluations (Mael & Ashforth, 1992; Meyer et al.,

2006). Consequently, high-level identity convergence is likely to be associated with higher
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job satisfaction and greater subjective career success compared to situations in which both
identities are weak.

To test the impact of IPros’ dual identity on job satisfaction and subjective career
success, data were collected from IPros based in Ireland and hypotheses were tested via
linear and polynomial regression analysis. The findings provided support for the
hypothesised relationships. Examining identity congruence is particularly important, as
IPros simultaneously develop professional and organisational identities. By doing so, this
research advances IPro and HRM literature in three ways. First, this study contributes to
IPros literature by showing that high convergence of these identities is associated with
greater job satisfaction and subjective career success. Prior research on IPros mainly focused
on their motivations, wellbeing, performance, and career development, typically
emphasizing individual attributes or structural features of non-standard work arrangements
(Bidwell & Briscoe, 2009; Burke, 2019; Kost et al., 2020). This study extends the IPros
literature by exploring dual identity tension, explicitly examining how the configuration of
professional and organisational identities shapes job satisfaction and subjective career
success. Second, this study contributes to HRM research by advancing theoretical
understanding of identity management among IPros (Leighton & McKeown, 2015; Pichault
et al., 2020). Existing HRM research mainly examined identity processes among standard
employees, providing limited insight into how professional and organisational identities
operate among non-traditional workers such as IPros (Leighton & McKeown, 2015;
McKeown & Cochrane, 2017). By examining how professional and organisational identities
coexist and interact among IPros, this research extends HRM theories beyond traditional
employment relationships and highlights that identity configuration is positive in shaping
work-related outcomes in non-standard work arrangements. Thirdly, this study extends the
current social identity theory from focus on traditional work arrangement to non-traditional

work arrangement. Social identity theory traditionally examines how employees identify
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with their organisation in standard, permanent employment setups (Hirst et al., 2009;
Pichault et al., 2020). This study broadens the theory to include non-traditional work
arrangements like freelance or contract work. By understanding this paradox, organisations
can create environments where IPros feel empowered to maintain their professional
autonomy while contributing meaningfully to organisational goals.
4.3 Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
4.3.1 IPros’ Professional Identity

The growth of IPros reflects broader changes in labor markets, with increasing
reliance on flexible, project-based work in knowledge-intensive fields (Ashford et al., 2007;
Burke & Cowling, 2020). IPros, also called freelancers, contingent workers, independent
workers, independent contractors, and freelancers, are characterized by the provision of
specialised professional or technical services to client organisations on a fixed-term or
project basis (Cross & Swart, 2022; Duggan et al., 2020; Kinnie et al., 2008; Meijerink &
Keegan, 2019; Spreitzer et al., 2017). Connelly and Gallagher (2004) proposed that “IPros
refers to self-employed individuals who sell their services to client organisations on a fixed-
term or a project basis” (page 961). Unlike traditional employees, IPros do not enter long-
term employment relationships and instead remain work independent, responsible for
maintaining employability and managing career risks (Burke & Cowling, 2020; Lo Presti et
al., 2018). IPros generally operate independently of traditional employment relationships
and offer organisations access to specialised skills without the commitments and costs
associated with full-time employees (Kunda et al., 2002). This unique position places IPros
in a liminal space between market and organisation, which make IPros developed both
professional and organisational identity.

To understand IPro’s professional identity, this study draw on social identity theory
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which is very relevant for understanding how individuals construct

and manage multiple identities within changing organisational and work contexts. Social
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identity theory, developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979) proposed that individuals define
themselves through group memberships, which shape self-concept, belongingness, and
behavior. Social identity theory is widely applied in the field of social psychology (Brown,
2000). According to social identity theory, the self has reflexivity and can classify,
categorize, and named itself according to specific standards and methods. Stets and Burke
(2000) emphasised the process of individuals strengthening and protecting their self-identity
through self-definition, and ultimately achieving a collective, depersonalized identity based
on group membership, full of positive perspectives. Individuals classify themselves into
different groups based on various criteria and distinguish between individuals within and
outside the group (Ashforth et al., 2008; Hogg et al., 1995; Stets & Burke, 2000), such as
working in the same organisation or having the same interests and hobbies.

Although social identity theory traditionally applies to stable, long-term group
memberships, recent studies have extended the theory to temporary work arrangements
(Bartel et al., 2012). Applying social identity theory into IPros, professional identity refers
to IPros’ self-identifications with their professions (e.g. engineering, law, accounting,
consulting etc.). Professional identity is highly salient for IPros as their economic value and
work autonomy largely on being recognized as experts within a professional domain rather
than as members of a particular organisation (Kunda et al., 2002; Lee & Frenkel, 2004).
Professional identity provides continuity across projects and clients and serves as a critical
resource and capability in managing career uncertainty and maintaining employability
(Barley & Kunda, 2004; Ibarra, 1999).

Professional identity emphasises an individual's personal identity that is an
individual's sense of identity towards a profession rather than a specific organisation
(Johnson et al., 2006; Ostermeier et al., 2023). Therefore, professionals are more likely to
define themselves in terms of their profession, which reflects what they do, whereas

organisational identity refers to the organisation and workplace with which they are

93



associated (Hekman et al., 2009). Taking IPros as an example, IPros is a collective term for
a group of types that typically define themselves based on the type of work they do rather
than the specific organisation they serve. Research on professional identity has been
relatively limited, and most studies focus on theoretical exploration and discussion of
specific professions. For example, research involves the conceptual and comprehensive
studies on professional identity (Fitzgerald, 2020; Johnson et al., 2012). Most studies focuses
on the specific sectors including higher education (Clarke et al., 2013), and nursing in
healthcare (Beijaard et al., 2004; Ohlén & Segesten, 1998; Sachs, 2001), with samples
primarily drawn from full-time employees. Limited studies have explored the construction
of professional identity (Clandinin et al., 1999; Cruess et al., 2019; Wiles, 2013), and
research on the impact of professional identity on IPros’ work outcomes remains scarce,
particularly in the context of non-standard and independent work arrangements.

Identity is a key influencing factor for job satisfaction and career success (Hall &
Chandler, 2005). Professional identity represents an internalised exchange relationship
between individuals and their professional community. For individuals, professional
identity, as a dynamic identity state, will increase or decrease with changes in work
environment and individual work experience (Canrinus et al., 2012). When IPros strongly
identify with their profession, they derive meaning, competence and validation from their
work, which enhances intrinsic motivation and positive work attitudes such as job
satisfaction (Pratt et al., 2006). Meantime, individual identification can help individuals
understand “who they are” and “what their values are”, which helps them make effective
career decisions, pursue career goals, and achieve career success (Harrington & Hall, 2007;
Valcour & Ladge, 2008). For IPros, individuals with a robust professional identity often
exhibit resilience, adaptability, and proactive career management, which are critical for
employability in knowledge-intensive sectors (Pratt et al., 2006). In this regard, professional

identity provides continuity and direction across projects and organisations, supporting
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positive evaluations of career progress and subjective career success (Hall & Chandler, 2005;
Valcour & Ladge, 2008). From a social identity perspective, individuals derive meaning,
self-consistency, and a sense of belonging from salient identities, which in turn shape
attitudes and evaluations of work outcomes. For IPros, a strong professional identity offers
a stable source of self-definition across changing work contexts, thereby enhancing job
satisfaction and perceptions of career success.

This study focuses on job satisfaction and subjective career success as key outcome
variables, as they represent central indicators of work-related attitudes and career evaluation
in both HRM and career research (Locke, 1969; Ng et al., 2005). Job satisfaction captures
individuals’ affective evaluation of their work experiences and is widely used to assess
employee wellbeing and engagement within organisational and non-organisational contexts
(Spector, 1985, 1997). Subjective career success reflects individuals’ internal evaluation of
their career progress (Ng et al., 2005; Spurk et al., 2019), which is particularly relevant for
IPros who operate outside traditional organisational career structures and rely on self-defined
success criteria.

These outcomes are especially appropriate in the context of independent work, where
career success is less determined by hierarchical advancement and more by personal
fulfilment, professional recognition, and perceived progress across projects and clients
(Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017; De Vos et al., 2020). By focusing on both job satisfaction
and subjective career success, this study captures both immediate work experiences and
longer-term career evaluations, providing a comprehensive understanding of IPros’ work
and career outcomes. Thus, this study anticipates a positive relationship between IPros’
professional identity and their job satisfaction and subjective career success.

H1: IPros’ professional identity is positively associated with job satisfaction (Hla);
and subjective career success (HIb).

4.3.2 IPros’ Organisational Identity
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The effective complete of project-based work often requires IPros to integrate into
client organisations, collaborate closely with permanent employees, and align their
behaviours with organisational values and expectations (Leighton & McKeown, 2015;
Pichault et al., 2020). Through interact with employees and participation in organisational
practices, [Pros may develop a degree of organisational identity despite their external status
(Mael & Ashforth, 1992; McKeown & Cochrane, 2017). Drawing on social identity theory
(Mael & Ashforth, 1992), organisational identity emphasises a strong sense of belonging
and oneness towards a specific organisation. Organisational identity has always been
considered as an important part of organisational behavior research, which has a significant
impact on individual behavior within the organisation (He & Brown, 2013; Mael & Ashforth,
1992). Ostermeier et al. (2023) explained that when members of an organisation have a
strong sense of identification and belonging to the organisation, they will speak in terms of
“we” instead of “I”. According to social identity theory, people intend to identify themselves
as members of specific group and distinguish themselves from members outside the group
(He & Brown, 2013; Mael & Ashforth, 1992; Ostermeier et al., 2023).

Organisational identity is approached from an in-group perspective, increasing the
intimacy of relationships among group members within the same organisation (Hekman et
al., 2009). Therefore, organisational identity can create a strong connection between
organisational members and the organisation, encourage individuals to actively influence the
organisation through personal investment Organisational identity is generally related to
many important organisational behaviors and outcomes, such as turnover intention (Van
Dick et al., 2004), job satisfaction (Karanika-Murray et al., 2015), employee creativity (Hirst
et al., 2009), and performance (Van Knippenberg, 2000).

IPros’ organisational identity might be slightly different from full-time employees’
considering the time spent in the organisations. However, the strategic need to maintain

effective working relationships is the same for both IPros and full-time employees. IPros’
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organisational identity reflects an exchange relationship between individuals and client
organisations. Identification with a client organisation signals perceived inclusion,
recognition, and relational investment, which fosters feelings of obligation and reciprocity
(Karanika-Murray et al., 2015; Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Much research provided evidence
on the influence of organisational identity on job satisfaction for full time employees (
Kabeel & Mosa Eisa, 2017; Karanika-Murray et al., 2015; Sabanciogullari & Dogan, 2015;
van Dick et al., 2008). For IPros, organisational identity can enhance collaboration, role
clarity, and perceived support, thereby increasing job satisfaction and reinforcing positive
assessments of career advancement (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Van Dick et al., 2008).
Thus, this study propose a positive relationship between IPros’ organisational identity and
their job satisfaction and subjective career success.

H2: [Pros’ organisational identity is positively associated with job satisfaction
(H2a); and subjective career success (H2b).
4.3.3 The Identity Paradox: Professional vs. Organisational Identity of IPros

While [Pros’ professional and organisational identities do contribute to their job
satisfaction and career success as analyzed above, the coexistence of professional and
organisational identities creates tensions and challenges, labelled as the identity paradox for
IPros in this study. Psychology research has well established that individuals have multiple
identities and have formed a set of identity systems highlighted by various roles and
backgrounds (Ashforth et al., 2008; Meyer et al., 2006; Stryker & Burke, 2000). Due to
individuals occupying multiple roles and possessing diverse characteristics across different
groups or organisations, they often hold multiple identities that may conflict in specific
situations (Kreiner et al., 2006; Ostermeier et al., 2023). The tension between professional
and organisational identities is well established in the professions literature and related
theoretical traditions. Research on professional-organisational conflict highlights how

professionals often navigate competing demands between maintaining professional
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autonomy and adhering to organisational structures and control mechanisms (Horton et al.,
2014; Wallace, 1995). From an institutional logics perspective, individuals embedded in
multiple institutional environments are exposed to different and sometimes conflicting value
systems, such as professional norms versus organisational priorities (Thornton et al., 2012).
Relatedly, research on “organisational professionals” demonstrates how professionals
working within organisations must continuously balance these competing expectations and
negotiate their identities accordingly (Evetts, 2011; Ostermeier et al., 2023).

In traditional employment contexts, social identity theory provides a foundation for
understanding how employees align themselves with organisational values and derive
identity from their roles (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social identity
theory suggests that employees typically experience higher job satisfaction, commitment,
and performance when they strongly identify with their employer (Haslam et al., 2004).
However, compared to traditional employees and organisational professionals, [Pros occupy
a more fluid and boundary-spanning position, as they engage with multiple client
organisations without long-term membership. This context introduces a more dynamic and
temporary form of identity construction, which may intensify the tensions between
professional and organisational identities. For IPros, professional identity, i.e. the sense of
self tied to their specialised field, may conflict with the organisational identity that arises
when embedded in client environments. Specifically, the pursuit of independent professional
identity requires IPros to have a significant degree of independence and autonomy in their
work, but in the process of providing services to client organisations. It is inevitable to
collaborate with organisational members. When the autonomy of IPros cannot be fully
exercised, they could face the conflict between their professional and organisational
identities. This “identity paradox” places IPros in a unique position, where they must manage
their professional self-concept as independent experts while adapting to organisational

norms and expectations during engagements (Boussebaa & Morgan, 2008).
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In addition, multiple identities may compete for limited personal resources such as
time, energy, and attention (Ashforth et al., 2014; Pratt et al., 2006). Taking IPros for
example, strong professional identity may encourage IPros to prioritize autonomy,
professional standards, and develop professional skills, potentially limited their time and
energy involvement in client organisations. Conversely, strong organisational identity may
require loyalty and commitment to a client organisation, which may constrain independence
and redirect resources away from IPros' professional development. Thus, IPros must
continuously manage the tension between being autonomous professionals and members of
client organisations. Therefore, based on this context, it is necessary to discuss IPros
experience their independence and their temporary affiliation with client organisations,
particularly in terms of their professional and organisational identities.

Research indicates that strong professional identity can positively influence career
satisfaction and subjective career success, as it affirms the [Pros’ self-worth and professional
competence (Ibarra, 1999; Pratt et al., 2006). Conversely, weak or conflicting organisational
identification may lead to loneliness and a sense of disconnection from client teams, as IPros
may feel like “outsiders within” (Ashforth et al., 2000). At the same time, emerging research
suggests that identity alignment, rather than conflict alone, may play a critical role in shaping
positive outcomes (Ostermeier et al., 2023). When both professional and organisational
identities are strong, individuals may experience greater coherence, reduced role ambiguity,
and enhanced integration within their work context (Afshari et al., 2019; Weldon et al.,
2023).

This point suggests that the identity paradox is not only about managing conflicting
roles but also about balancing the emotional demands of a temporary organisational
affiliation. IPros may possess both professional and organisational identities in their work,
but it remains unclear whether tensions arise between these identities and how such

configurations influence work outcomes. High—high alignment reflects a strong
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identification with both professional and organisational roles, whereas low—low alignment
reflects weak identification with both. By focusing on these identity configurations, this
study moves beyond a conflict-based view of identity tensions and provides a more nuanced
understanding of how identity alignment can enhance job satisfaction and subjective career
success among IPros. This positions the study’s contribution in extending the professional—
organisational tension literature to non-traditional and boundary-spanning work contexts.
Based on the above theoretical reasoning, this study focuses on how these configurations
relate to work-related and career outcomes, specifically job satisfaction and subjective career
success. Therefore, based on existing literature and research, our third hypothesis is:

H3: IPros’ job satisfaction (H3a) and subjective career success (H3b) are higher
when professional and organisational identity converge at high rather than at low levels.
4.4 Methodology
4.4.1 Sample and Procedure

Given there was no database for IPros, the research team contacted an accounting
firm engaged in the field of [Pros who focuses on professional contractors and engages with
3000 active contractors in varied industries. These individuals operate as IPros and work
directly with client organisations rather than through intermediary agencies. Research team
contacted these highly skilled professionals by sending a web-based self-report survey
questionnaire via email and collected all survey data. Research team invited independent
contract workers to participate in this survey through the company's colleague contact
network and issuing questionnaire announcements.

Data were collected at two points in time 12 months apart. In January 2021, an online
survey was sent to their active contractors with a few reminders. In total, 1324 responses
were received (46%). After deleting invalid responses, the valid sample size was 1218
(41%). Time one respondents, 75% were male. The average (and also median) age was 46

years old (SD = 12), and the average contract length is 14 months (SD = 16). 30% of the
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sample aged from 40 to 49 years old. Almost 70% of respondents were over 40 years old.
Participants came from five main different industries, including the pharma, med device and
life science (39%), finance (12%), technology (9%), and other industries (40%). The sample
consisted of IPros where were well-educated with 95% of the participants having attained
third level qualifications of 6 or higher on the National Framework of Qualifications in
Ireland; and 84% had a bachelor’s degree or higher. Among the sample, 8% had one or more
other professional qualifications beside their formal education.

In 2022, another online survey was sent to active contractors of the same accounting
firm. After reminders and replacements, 752 (26%) surveys were returned at Time 2: the
valid sample size was 711 (24%). Among the Time 2 respondents, 76% were male. The
average (and also median) age was 49 years old (SD = 12), and the average contract length
is 16 months (SD = 16). The median contract length is 12 months, with 44% of respondents
reporting their contract length between 7-12 months.

The time lag between this study’s assessments is one year. A one-year lag can reduce
the risk of common method bias by temporally separating the measurement of predictors and
outcomes, while remaining feasible for time lagged data collection in IPros (Podsakoff et
al., 2003). Given the project-based nature of independent professional work, a one-year lag
further allows respondents to experience changes in client engagements and organisational
contexts, strengthening causal inference regarding the impact of identity on outcomes. After
further screening, research team used email addresses for unique ID matched 280
respondents at both Time 1 and Time 2 to test the model. A series comparison analyses using
analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed no difference (p > .05) between matched respondents
at T1 and T2 on their age, gender, education, industry, and average contract length. Thus,
this study used 280 matched responses for analysis.

4.4.2 Measurements
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All variables were assessed based on established scales. The original scales were
designed for traditional employees. To make these scales applicable to IPros, this study have
adapted them via changing some words and removing some non-applicable items. Reliability
and validity check was conducted for these adapted scales to IPros.

Professional identity. Assessed at Time 1, this study used the 3-item scale developed
by Farmer and Van Dyne (2010), which evaluates the degree of the individual’s professional
identity (e.g., “Being a professional contractor is an important part of who I am”).
Participants responded by using a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly agree. Cronbach's o was .79.

Organisational identity. Assessed at Time 1, organisational identity were adapted
from Smidts et al., (2001), which evaluates the degree of the individual’s organisational
identity. After rounds of discussions, research team decided to delete three items that were
not applicable to IPros and retain another two applicable items. These two items include “I
feel strong ties with this organisation” and “I feel glad to work for this organisation”.
Participants responded using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly agree. Cronbach's o was .84.

Job satisfaction. Assessed at Time 2, 1 item was adapted from Cammann et al.,
(1979), which evaluates the degree of individuals' overall satisfaction with the organisation
(e.g., “All in all, I am satisfied with my work™). In addition, several items were added to
capture satisfaction with key aspects of independent professional work that are particularly
important to [Pros (e.g., “How satisfied are you with the following aspects? Rate of pay and
location of job etc.””). These items allowed for a more detailed assessment of job satisfaction
that reflects the multifaceted nature of IPros’ work experiences with multiple clients and
projects. Participants responded by using a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 = strongly

disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Cronbach's o was .79.
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Subjective career success. Assessed at Time 2, 2-item were adapted from Abele and
Spurk (2009), which are based on the original 5-item career satisfaction scale developed by
Greenhaus et al. (1990). This scale evaluated the degree of satisfaction towards a wide array
of career success facets, including: “The success I have achieved in my career” and “The
progress | have made toward meeting my overall career goals”. Participants responded by
using a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Cronbach's a

was .88.

Control variables. This study controlled IPros’ age, gender and industry at Time 1
because of their possible association with job satisfaction, subjective career success (T2).
For example, IPros’ age at Time 1 might affect job satisfaction at Time 2. Age at Time 1
was included as a control variable and operationalised using its natural log to account for
potential non-linear effects. Gender was dummy-coded, with male coded as 0 and female
coded as 1. Industry variable was represented using a set of dummy variables indicating
whether respondents worked in pharma/medical devices/life sciences (Dummy 1), finance
(Dummy 2), or technology (Dummy 3) and other as the baseline.

4.5 Results
4.5.1 Descriptive Statistic

Table 4.1 presented the descriptive statistics for the key studies variables about their
means, standard deviations, and correlations.
4.5.2 Linear Regression Analysis

Hypothesis 1 proposed that IPros’ professional identity would be positively
associated with job satisfaction (Hla) and subjective career success (HI1b). Table 4.2
presented the linear regression analysis results. The results in Model 1.2 show that
professional identity was positively associated with job satisfaction (f=.27, p <.01). Results
in Model 2.2 show that professional identity was positively related to subjective career

success (f = .24, p <.01). Thus, Hypotheses 1a and 1b were supported.
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Table 4.1 Descriptive Statistics

Variables Mean  S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6
1.JS (T2) 4.12 53

2.SCS (T2) 4.12 .70 S2*

3. PID (T1) 4.08 79 34k DOk

4. OID (T1) 3.84 91 30* 20%%  23%*

5. Age (T1) 49.43 11.22  .13* 21%% .09 .09

6. Gender (T1) 1.23 42 -.04 -12*% -.03 -.07 -.04

7. Industry (T1)  49.87 6.59  -.00 .07 -.02 5% 20%% .03

Note(s): PID, professional identity; OID, organisational identity; JS, job satisfaction; SCS,

subjective career success; 280, *p < 0.05, **p <0.01.

Table 4.2 Linear Regression Analysis Results

JS (T2) SCS (T2)
Model 1.1 Model 1.2 Model 2.1 Model 2.2

Variables
Control
Age (T1) .09 .05 2]%* 1 8H*
Gender (Female = 1, T1) -.04 -.02 -.12 -.10
Industry (Dummy 1, T1) -.04 -.02 .07 .08
Industry (Dummy 2, T1) .09 .10 14%* 14
Industry (Dummy 3, T1) 3% 13 .09 .09
Predictors
PID (T1) 2TH* 24%%
OID (T1) 24%%* 14%*
Adjusted R2 .03 18 .06 14
AR2 .05 .16 .07 .09
AF 2.55% 26.58** 4.3]%* 14.46**

Note(s): Standardized coefficients were reported. Gender was dummy coded (0 = male, 1 = female);

Industry was dummy coded (Dummy 1 = Pharma/Med device/Life science, Dummy 2 = Finance,

Dummy 3 = Technology); PID, professional identity; OID, organisational identity; JS, job

satisfaction; SCS, subjective career success; N=280, all tests were two-tailed, *p < .05, **p < .01.
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Hypothesis 2 proposed that [Pros’ organisational identity is positively associated
with job satisfaction (H2a) and subjective career success (H2b). Results in Model 2.1 show
that organisational identity was positively associated with job satisfaction (f = .24, p <.01).
In Model 2.2 shown that organisational identity was positively related to subjective career
success (f = .14, p <.05). Thus, Hypotheses 2a and 2b were supported.

4.5.3 Polynomial Regression Analysis

Hypothesis 3 proposed that [Pros job satisfaction (H3a) and subjective career success
(3b) would be higher when professional and organisational identity converge at high rather
than at low levels. To test Hypothesis 3, this study conducted polynomial regression analysis
and surface response analysis. For polynomial regression, this study needed to identify how
professional identity and organisational identity were distributed. Figure 4.1 presented the
descriptive information for professional identity and organisational identity (in)congruence.
It described the participant distribution in the four quadrants. They were including Quadrant
1: balance/low identity (low in both professional identity and organisational identity),
Quadrant 3: balance/high identity (high in both professional identity and organisational
identity), Quadrant 2: high organisational identity and Quadrant 4: high professional identity.
Figure 4.1 presented a two-by-two matrix which juxtaposes the IPros’ (in)congruence in
identity. By exploring the impact of (in)congruence on IPros’ identity, this study focused on
job satisfaction, subjective career success and employability which are important factors to
evaluate work outcomes of identification (Karanika-Murray et al., 2015; Hall & Chandler,
2005).

As shown in Figure 4.1, this study checked the participants distribution in the four
quadrants. This study standardized score for each predictor variable (organisational identity
and professional identity) and use half a standard deviation as the benchmarks (Shanock et
al., 2010). For example, if the standardized score of professional identity was within half a

standard deviation of the standardized organisational identity score (above or below), such
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cases fell into balanced identity (Quadrants 1 and 3) or agreement. The results in Table 4.3

revealed that the 37% of respondents had different values of organisational identity and

professional identity.

Figure 4.1 Two-by-two matrix juxtaposing the IPros’ (in)congruence in identity

High organizational identity

Balanced high identity

= ((low professional identity and (high organizational and
= s high organizational identity) professional identity)
=
=
)
=
=
g
E=] 1 4
<
X
g} Balanced low identity High professional identity
=
@] = (Low organizational and (low organizational identity and
S professional identity) high professional identity)

Low

Professional identity

Table 4.3 Frequencies of OID Levels Over, Under and In-agreement with PID Levels

% Mean OID (T1) Mean PID (T1)
High OID low PID 15 4.28 3.23
Low OID and PID 16 2.86 3.08
High OID and PID 47 4.44 4.51
Low OID High PID 22 2.96 4.44

Note: PID, professional identity; OID, organisational identity.

According to the procedure proposed in Shanock et al (2010), this study adopted

polynomial regression analysis by following procedures. Research team first used the grand

mean centered approach to center the predictors (Edwards, 1994). This study subtracted

three (3) from each score because professional identity and organisational identity were

measured on 5-point Likert-type scale. Then this study calculated three new variables: (a)

the square of the scale-centered professional identity variable (X?); (b) the cross-product of
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the centered professional identity and organisational identity variables (X7); (c) the square
of the scale-centered organisational identity variable (Y?). Lastly, research team based on the
following regression (Equation 1) to run polynomial regression analysis. This study did this
step by separate regressing the work outcomes variables (job satisfaction and subjective
career success) on the predictor variables (professional identity X and organisational identity
Y), the professional identity squared (X?), the product of professional identity and
organisational identity (XY), and the organisational identity squared (¥?).
Z=Dbo+ b X+ bY+ bsX?+ b XY+ bsY? +e (Equation 1)

Different from the common regression analysis to examine the regression
coefficients, the results of the polynomial regression are evaluated with regard to four
surface test values: a;, a», a3 and as. Among these four values, a; is used to measure overall
slop, indicates how changes in predictor variables affect the response, a> represents the
curvature of the response surface, a3 assesses the interaction effect between variables, and
a4 also reflect overall curvature characteristics or "peak/valley" behaviour of the surface
(Shanock et al., 2010).

In this study, the slope of the perfect congruence (organisational identity =
professional identity) as related to work outcomes was given by a;= (b; + bz), where b; is
the unstandardized beta coefficient for the centered professional identity variable and b; is
the unstandardized beta coefficient for the centered organisational identity variable.
Curvature along the line of perfect congruence as related to work outcomes was assessed by
calculating a> = (b3 + by + bs), where b3 is the unstandardized beta coefficient for the
centered professional identity squared, by is the unstandardized beta coefficient for the cross-
product of the centered professional identity and centered organisational identity, and bs is
the beta coefficient for the centered organisational identity squared.

Additionally, this study also analyzed the results of incongruence between

professional and organisational identities for readers’ interest. The slope of the line of
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incongruence as related to work outcomes, indicating the direction of the incongruence
(professional identity higher than organisational identity or vice versa), is assessed by
calculating a3 = (b; - bz). The curvature of the line of incongruence as related to work
outcomes, indicating the degree of discrepancy between professional identity, organisational
identity, and work outcomes, was assessed by calculating as = (b3 - bs + bs). The results for

our data are shown in Table 4.4.

Table 4.4 Polynomial Regression Results

JS (T2) SCS (T2)

Variables Model 3.1 Model 3.2
Age (T1) .00 O1**
Gender (T1) -.03 -.19%*
Industry (Dummy 1 T1) -.01 13
Industry (Dummy 2 T1) 17 29%
Industry (Dummy 3 T1) 22% 18
b; PID (T1) J19%* 16*
b> OID (T1) 24%% A7*
b3 PID (T1) squared .05 .08
bs PID (T1) * OID (T1) - 10* -.09
bs OID (T1) squared .01 .03
Wald y? 78.41%%* 60.63**
Congruence Line:

Slope a; A43H* 33k

Curvature a: -.05 .02
Incongruence Line:

Slope a3 -.05 -.00

Curvature a4 5% 20%

Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients were reported; Industry was dummy coded
(Dummy 1 =Pharma/Med device/Life science, Dummy 2 = Finance, Dummy 3 = Technology);
PID, professional identity; OID, organisational identity; JS, job satisfaction; SCS, subjective

career success; N=275, *p < .05, **p <.01.
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Hypothesis 3 proposed that IPro job satisfaction and subjective career success would
be higher when professional and organisational identity converge at high rather than at low
levels. In the Model 3.1 in Table 4.4, a; was positive and significant (a; = .43, p <.01) and
a>was not significant (a> =-.05, n.s.), indicating that there was a linear (additive) relationship
along the line of perfect congruence which was related to job satisfaction. This indicated that
when organisational identity and professional identity were in agreement, job satisfaction
increased as both organisational identity and professional identity increased. The response
surface analysis allowed us to examine how agreement in the professional identity and
organisational identity related to work outcomes.

Figures 4.2 and 4.3 present the 3-D response surface results. In Figure 4.2, the highest
level of job satisfaction was at the back corner of the graph where organisational identity
and professional identity are both high, and lowest at the front of the graph where
organisational identity and professional identity were both low. Figure 4.3 (on the left-hand
side) further supported this finding, showing a positive linear slope along the line of
congruence (Y = X). This indicated that job satisfaction increases as both identities increase
in alignment. Therefore, Hypothesis 3a, which predicted that job satisfaction was higher
when professional and organisational identities converge at high rather than low levels, was

supported.
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Figure 4.2 Response surface relating professional identity and organisational identity
with job satisfaction
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Figure 4.3 Congruence and incongruence between professional identification and
organisational identification with job satisfaction
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This study then interpreted how the degree of incongruence between organisational
identity and professional identity related to the outcome variable relates to job satisfaction.
In terms of how the direction of the incongruence was related to the job satisfaction, this
study assessed with a3, the slope of the Y = X line. The a3 was negative but not significant
(a3 = -.05, n.s.), which indicated that the direction of incongruence did not significantly

influence job satisfaction. In other words, whether professional identity is higher than
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organisational identity, or vice versa, does not lead to significantly different levels of job
satisfaction. However, the curvature along the line of incongruence (Y = -X), a4 was positive
and significant (as = .15, p < .05). They indicated that job satisfaction is higher at greater
levels of incongruence than at low levels of both identities.

In Figure 4.3 (on the right side), this result reflected there is a U-shaped bend in the
3D plot from left to right along the incongruence line. On the left side of incongruence line,
the job satisfaction was higher when organisational identity was higher than professional
identity. On the right side of the incongruence line, the impact of professional identity on
job satisfaction was high, but the organisational identity impact was low. These results
indicated that IPros’ job satisfaction increases when either professional identity or
organisational identity is high, even if the other is low, and is lowest when both identities
are low. Overall, these results suggest that having a strong identity in at least one domain
(professional or organisational) is associated with higher job satisfaction, whereas low
identity in both domains is linked to lower job satisfaction.

Hypothesis 3b suggested that subjective career success is higher when professional
and organisational identity converge at high rather than at low levels. As shown in Model
3.2 in Table 4.1, the congruence line a; was positive and significant (a; = .33, p <.01) and
a2 was not significant (a> = .02. n.s.), indicating that the high/high alignment condition was
associated with higher subjective career success than the low/low alignment condition in a
linear way. Figures 4.3 and 4.4 present the 3D response surface results. In the Figure 4.3,
this study found that the highest level of subjective career success was at the back corner of
the graph where organisational identity and professional identity were both high, and lowest
at the front of the graph where organisational identity and professional identity were both
low. Figure 4.4 (on the left-hand side) confirmed our result, there was a linear slope was

revealed along the line of congruence. Hypothesis 3b was supported that subjective career
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success was higher when professional and organisational identity converge at high rather
than at low levels.

This study also found that the slope of the incongruence line was negative but not
significant (a3 = -.00, n.s.), and the curvature of the incongruence line was positive and
significant (as= .20, p <.05). The results indicated that there was no difference for subjective
career success when professional identity was higher than organisational identity or vice
versa. In Figure 4.4 (on the right side), this result reflected there was a U-shaped bend in the
three-dimensional plot from left to right along the incongruence line. On the left side of
incongruence line, the subjective career success was higher when organisational identity was
higher than professional identity. On the right side of the incongruence line, the impact of
professional identity on subjective career success was high, but the organisational identity
impact was low. These results indicated that IPros’ subjective career success was higher
when [Pros had either high professional or organisational identity than having both low

identities.

Figure 4.4 Response surface relating professional identity and organisational identity
with subjective career success
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Figure 4.5 Congruence and incongruence between professional identification and
organisational identification with subjective career success
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4.6 Discussion

This study set out to explore how IPros’ professional and organisational identities
influence their work outcomes in the context of non-traditional work arrangements. To
answer this research question, this study drew on social identity theory and adopted a time
lagged design to explore the effects of IPros’ dual identities on job satisfaction and subjective
career success. The results indicated that both of the IPros’ professional identity and
organisational identity had a positive impact on their job satisfaction and subjective career
success. Additionally, both job satisfaction and subjective career success was higher when
professional and organisational identity converge at high rather than at low levels. This study
enhances our understanding of IPros by highlighting the impact of professional and
organisational identity alignment on career outcomes. This complementary pattern is
particularly noteworthy, as prior research on identity tensions has largely focused on
conflict, strain, or trade-offs between professional and organisational identities (e.g.,
Ostermeier et al., 2023). In contrast, the present findings reveal that identity tensions in
IPros’ work are complementary under certain conditions and emphasise the significance of
identity congruence in fostering positive career experiences. Thus, this study has theoretical,
practical implications and provides significant implications for future research on IPros

identities.
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4.6.1 Theoretical Implications

First, it contributes to the emerging literature on IPros by explicitly theorizing and
empirically examining the dual identities that characterize this growing workforce segment.
Although prior research has explored IPros’ motivation, wellbeing, performance, and career
development (Bidwell & Briscoe, 2009; Burke, 2019; Kost et al., 2020), little is known about
how their professional and organisational identities shape their work and career outcomes.
By exploring identity paradox, this study extends existing literature by showing that identity
dynamics among IPros involve alignment and reinforcement. Importantly, existing literature
on identity tensions often emphasises conflict between professional and organisational logics
(Ostermeier et al., 2023). In contrast, our findings demonstrate that, for IPros, these identities
can reinforce each other when both are strongly developed. This finding is novel in that it
challenges the prevailing assumption that multiple identities necessarily create tension or
trade-offs, and instead highlights the conditions under which identity congruence produces
positive outcomes. Specifically, the findings demonstrate that IPros experience more
favourable career outcomes, specifically higher job satisfaction and subjective career success
when professional and organisational identities converge at high levels. Thereby this study
provides new insights into how dual identities shape IPros’ careers by demonstrating that the
simultaneous development of both professional and organisational identities is important for
achieving positive work outcomes. Specifically, when these identities converge at high
levels, they reinforce rather than compete with each other, suggesting that the relationship is
less about trade-offs and more about complementary effects.

Second, this study contributes to the HRM literature by advancing our understanding
of identity management among IPros, offering insights for organisations that rely on these
professionals. By linking identity dynamics to HRM practices, this study also responds to
calls in the literature to better understand how non-traditional workers can be effectively

supported within organisational contexts (D’Amours & Legault, 2013; Lo Presti et al.,
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2018). Specifically, this research contributes to extending current HRM theories by
integrating concepts from social identity theory to address gaps in understanding the role of
identities, professional and organisational identities, in influencing individual work
outcomes. This study provides a deeper look into how IPros manage their professional and
organisational identities. These individuals often operate outside traditional work
environments, meaning they have to balance their self-perception as professionals while
aligning with the expectations of client organisations. The rise of non-traditional work
arrangements and flexible employment models challenges traditional HRM paradigms
(Leighton & McKeown, 2015; McKeown & Cochrane, 2017; Van Den Groenendaal et al.,
2023). Inclusive HRM practices are better able to meet the expectations and needs of both
employers and IPros (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). While much of HRM research
centres on traditional employees, this study extends HRM theory to IPros by exploring how
dual identities shape their work outcomes. Specifically, the findings show that the alignment
of professional and organisational identities plays a critical role in enhancing IPros’ job
satisfaction and subjective career success, thereby highlighting the importance of
considering identity-based mechanisms in managing non-traditional workers.

Third, this study extends the current social identity theory from focus on traditional
work arrangement to non-traditional work arrangement. Previous research on social identity
theory focused on exploring traditional employee-employer relationships (Ashforth & Mael,
1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Based on this context, prior research has explored how
organisational employees establish a sense of organisational identity and belonging (Mael &
Ashforth, 1992; Ostermeier et al., 2023), as well as how identity recognition influences
performance outcomes (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2018; Voss et al., 2006). However, as non-
traditional work arrangements become increasingly common with the rise of the gig
economy and remote work trends (Friedman, 2014; Kuhn, 2016), it remains unclear how

these identity processes operate among workers such as IPros, who engage with multiple
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organisations Extending social identity theory to these contexts ensures that researchers and
HR practitioners understand how IPros build connections with client organisations or
professional groups, even without being full-time employees. The present findings provide
new insights by showing that identity alignment remains possible even in the absence of
formal organisational membership, and that such alignment can produce positive work and
career outcomes. Thus, this study breaks away from the framework of traditional work
relationships and applies social identity theory to IPros to explore their identity paradox. The
findings demonstrate that the convergence of professional identity and organisational
identity at high levels leads to enhanced job satisfaction and subjective career success. This
finding supports social identity theory, which suggests that alignment in identity promotes
positive psychological and career-related outcomes (Greco & Kraimer, 2020). Terefore, this
study contributes to extend the current social identity theory research from focus on
traditional work arrangement to non-traditional work arrangement.

Furthermore, this study contributes to the literature by developing a two-by-two
identity matrix that conceptualises four distinct identity profiles among IPros based on the
degree of professional and organisational identity alignment. Specifically, the findings
identify: 1) balanced high identity, where both professional and organisational identities are
strongly developed; 2) balanced low identity, where both identities remain weak; 3) high
professional identity, characterised by strong professional identity but weaker organisational
attachment; and 4) high organisational identity, characterised by stronger identity with client
organisations than with professional identity. This framework extends existing identity
research by explaining that identity dynamics among IPros are not simply characterised by
conflict or compatibility, but may exist in multiple configurations with different implications
for work and career outcomes. In particular, the balanced high identity profile produces the
most favourable outcomes, suggesting that identity congruence contributes to positive work

outcomes rather than being a source of tension.
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4.6.2 Practical Implications

First, this study, highlighted the importance of identity management for IPros to
sustain positive work-related and career outcomes, and provided important practical
implications for IPros themselves. The findings suggested that IPros experience higher job
satisfaction and subjective career success when they maintain a strong professional identity
while simultaneously developing a strong organisational identity. This finding emphasised
the importance of proactively managing dual identities, suggesting that intentional identity
work allows individuals to reconcile competing professional and organisational demands
and thereby have positive work-related and career outcomes (Ashforth et al., 2014; Pratt et
al., 2006). IPros can enhance their work experiences by actively articulating their
professional expertise, values, and boundaries, while also seeking to understand and align
with client organisations’ goals, norms, and expectations. Prior research suggested that
viewing temporary organisational affiliation as a strategic resource rather than as a threat to
independence can facilitate collaboration, learning, and access to future work opportunities
(Barley & Kunda, 2006; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). Developing skills in boundary
management, role negotiation, and communication can help IPros reduce identity tension
and more effectively integrate professional and organisational identities across projects
(Kreiner et al., 2006).

Second, addressing this identity paradox can inform HRM practices to better
integrate IPros, enhance their wellbeing, and align their contributions with organisational
goals. Organisations that employ I[Pros should design inclusive human resource management
policies tailored to IPros to foster alignment between professional and organisational
identities. Firstly, organisations can help IPros understand how their professional expertise
aligns with organisational goals. For example, provide training include information about
organisational values, culture, and how they complement the profession-specific knowledge

that IPros bring. A stronger alignment between professional and organisational identities
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leads to greater job satisfaction, stronger team cohesion, and improved performance
(Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Kreiner & Ashforth, 2004). So by providing supports to both
regular employees and IPros to facilitate collaboration and IPros' identity convergence,
which improves engagement and alignment with the project objectives. Providing team-
building activities for IPros as needed to integrate their professional self-concept with the
organisational identity. This alignment reduces the identity dissonance that can arise when
professionals work across multiple temporary projects.

Additionally, organisations should provide support for IPros to help them accept both
professional and organisational identities through effective identity management. This aligns
with the findings of Kreiner et al (2006), who noted that identity integration contributes to
employee wellbeing and organisational commitment. Organisations should clearly define
the roles and responsibilities of IPros while allowing flexibility to accommodate their
professional standards and values. Clear expectations reduce identity conflict and is crucial
for positive outcomes (Kreiner et al., 2006; Ostermeier et al., 2023b). A supportive and
inclusive culture can help IPros feel a sense of belonging without compromising their
professional autonomy (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). Managers can achieve this by
recognizing and valuing the unique contributions of IPros.

Furthermore, the four identity profiles identified in this study also provide practical
insights for organisations and IPros regarding identity management strategies. For example,
IPros with a high professional identity but weak organisational identity may require greater
organisational inclusion and communication support to strengthen project engagement and
belonging. In contrast, IPros with high organisational identity but weaker professional
identity may benefit from opportunities to reinforce their professional autonomy and
expertise development. Organisations should therefore recognise that IPros may experience
different forms of identity alignment and design flexible HRM practices that support both

professional independence and organisational integration.
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4.6.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions

Despite the valuable insights, this study has a few limitations. First, this study focuses
on [Pros who are different from other non-traditional workers, such as gig workers or
freelancers in less knowledge-intensive roles. This will leads to the generalisability issue.
Unlike gig workers such as Uber drivers who work on short-term contracts and assignments
(Duggan et al., 2020), IPros’ work is about completing well-defined (often unique) projects
for clients usually running over weeks/months (Bryant & McKeown, 2016). IPros are highly
educated and skilled who deliver professional services to engage their clients under a
commercial contract (McKeown, 2015). The participants in this study includes project
managers, consultants, engineers, analysts, counsellors and coaches etc. These
characteristics of IPros distinguish them from other non-traditional work arrangements.
Generally, their skills and professional knowledge determine their employability and they
constantly update their skills to meet the needs of client organisations through continuous
learning (Ghosh, McDonnell, et al., 2024; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). Other non-
traditional work arrangements, such as the well-known temporary workers, seasonal
workers, and continent workers, are mostly based on physical labor, providing services to
customers for short-term or seasonal needs (Ainsworth & Purss, 2009; Aronsson, 1999;
Burgess & Connell, 2006). Therefore, this study focuses on [Pros may not be applicable to
other non-traditional workers. Future research could use other types of non-traditional
workers as samples, such as gig workers or contingent workers, to explore whether they face
identity paradox in their work. And future research needs to explore the differences in
identity recognition among various non-traditional workers and their impact on work
outcomes.

Second, although adapting a time lagged design, the study did not fully capture long-
term changes in identity and their impact on career outcomes. This is because the time span

of the study is one year and experienced the Covid-19 pandemic, special major events may
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have impact on the research results (Adisa et al., 2022). Moreover, IPros typically provides
long-term services to client organisations based on projects and contracts (Burke et al., 2020;
Burke & Cowling, 2020). Our research interval was only one year, and it cannot
comprehensively examine whether there will be differences in the services provided by IPros
in different companies or during different project service periods. Therefore, we suggest that
future research can be conducted over a two-year or even longer time span to provide a
comprehensive explanation of the results.

Third, the variations in company or cultural contexts might influence the interaction
of identities and work outcomes. All the data used in this study were collected in single
country (Ireland). There might be different results in other cultural backgrounds, such as
Asian countries or the United States. This study suggest that future research should explore
the role of cultural dimensions, such as collectivism or individualism, in shaping
professional and organisational identity. Also future research should consider other potential
mediators, such as social capital or emotional intelligence, should be studied in connection
with career outcomes.

Another limitation of this study is that the detailed information regarding
participants’ legal or contractual employment arrangements is not collected, such as whether
respondents worked directly with client organisations or through intermediaries (e.g.,
agencies or consulting firms). Thus, this study was unable to examine how different
contractual structures may influence IPros’ experiences of shaping identities and work
outcomes. Future research could address this limitation by incorporating more detailed
employment arrangement variables or adopting qualitative and mixed-method approaches to
explore how different contractual relationships shape the work and career experiences of
IPros.

Finally, this study focuses on a relatively narrow set of outcomes, including job

satisfaction and subjective career success. While these outcomes are important indicators of
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IPros’ work and career experiences, they do not capture the full range of potential
consequences associated with identity alignment. It is possible that the positive effects of
identity congruence observed in this study may not extend to other relevant outcomes, such
as stress, wellbeing, or task performance. For example, high levels of identity alignment may
also increase role expectations or psychological demands, potentially leading to unexpected
negative effects. Therefore, future research should examine a broader range of outcomes to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how identity alignment influences IPros’
work and career experiences.
4.7 Conclusion

This study advances the [Pros and HRM literature by examining how IPros'
professional and organisational identities shape their work outcomes. Although IPros
represent a growing and strategically significant workforce, existing research has largely
focused on traditional employees and provided limited insight into identity research in non-
traditional work arrangements. In particular, little is known about how IPros simultaneously
identify with their profession and with client organisations, or how the interaction of these
identities influences their work outcomes. Drawing on social identity theory, this time lagged
study adopted polynomial regression and response surface analysis to demonstrate that
convergence between professional and organisational identities at high levels is associated
with higher job satisfaction and subjective career success. Overall, this study contributes to
IPros and HRM research by highlighting that identities are a key mechanism shaping [Pros’
work outcomes. As organisations increasingly employ non-standard employees,
understanding how identity processes operate beyond traditional employment relationships

is important for both theory development and effective management practice.
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Chapter 5 Study 3 Sustainable Careers of Independent
Professionals: The Role of Inclusive HRM and Client
Commitment in Career Development

5.1 Abstract

Independent professionals (IPros) are an increasingly important part of contemporary labour
markets, yet they increasing bring significant challenges for organisations in terms of how
to effectively manage, support, and engage workers who operate outside standard
employment relationships. IPros are typically excluded from formal HRM systems and must
independently manage their career development, skill renewal, and labour market
transitions. The research on how IPros perceive organisational support in HRM area is still
limited. Therefore, this study draws on an inclusive HRM perspective and adopts the
sustainable career framework to explore the impact of inclusive HRM practices and client
commitment in shaping the sustainable career outcomes of IPros. Specifically, the aim of
this study is to examine how inclusive HRM practices influence IPros’ annual earning,
subjective career success and burnout as well as the mediating role of client commitment. A
cross-sectional study quantitative study was employed to investigate the hypotheses
(N=681). The results revealed that inclusive HRM has a significant positive impact on [Pros’
sustainable career outcomes via the mediating impact of client commitment. This study
makes three main contributions. First, it extends inclusive HRM research to non-standard
work arrangements by providing quantitative empirical evidence on its impact on career
outcomes, addressing the current dominance of conceptual and qualitative studies in this
area. Second, it advances IPros research by demonstrating that sustainable career outcomes
are not solely shaped by individuals but are also significantly influenced by organisational
practices and relational mechanisms, particularly client commitment. Third, it contributes to

the sustainable career literature by applying and validating the productive, happy, and
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healthy dimensions in a non-traditional work context. Highlighting that inclusive HRM
practices are important for supporting IPros' sustainable career outcomes across theses three
dimensions. Overall, the findings provide important theoretical and practical implications
and valuable directions for future research on the management and career development of
IPros.

5.2 Introduction

Contemporary labour markets are characterised by increasing flexibility,
fragmentation, and a growing reliance on non-standard forms of work. In recent years, an
increasing number of organisations have chosen to hire independent professionals (IPros) to
supplement their demand for high skilled labour due to changes in the structure of the labour
market (Burke & Cowling, 2020; van den Groenendaal, Freese, Rob F. Poell, 2023).
Compared to gig workers or temporary workers, the knowledge intensive experts known as
IPros have grown rapidly in the labour market (Duggan et al., 2020). However, despite the
fact that IPros play an increasingly important role in organisational functioning and
knowledge creation, they typically remain excluded from formal human resource
management (HRM) systems. This is because [Pros are neither traditional employees nor
employers, they typically lack access to formal HRM systems, placing greater responsibility
on individuals to manage employability, career continuity, and wellbeing across career
transitions (Burke & Cowling, 2020; Kost et al., 2020).

These structural changes have intensified challenges for HRM, particularly regarding
how organisations support the wellbeing, development, and long-term career sustainability
of individuals who operate outside traditional employment relationships ( De Vos & Heijden,
2017; Mcdonald & Hite, 2018; Mcwhirter & Mcwha-hermann, 2021). IPros are also called
freelancers or independent contractors. They are neither traditional employees nor employers
(Burke et al., 2020; Burke & Cowling, 2020). Generally, [Pros operate outside traditional

organisational frameworks, their career sustainability is increasingly influenced by external
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resources, personal skills, and the quality of professional relationships (Ghosh, Mcdonnell
et al., 2024; Syrett, 2016). IPros typically provides professional skills or services to client
organisations based on projects or contracts (Ashford, George, 2007; Burke & Cowling,
2020).

From the inclusive HRM perspective, this exclusion represents a critical challenge.
Inclusive HRM emphasises fairness, respect, and investment in the sustainable
employability of workers who are temporarily or indirectly connected to organisations
(Borghouts-van de Pas & Freese, 2017; Shore et al., 2018). However, the current research
on inclusive HRM is mostly widely discussed in the context of traditional employment and
managing diversity, such as employment security for disabled people (Meacham et al., 2017;
Moore et al., 2017), workforce diversity (Buengeler et al., 2018; Shore et al., 2018), and
older employees (Boehm et al., 2014; Midtsundstad, 2011). However, it’s relevance for [Pros
who often navigate less structured work environments is underexplored (Bidwell & Briscoe,
2009). IPros typically face unique challenges, including maintaining client relationships and
ensuring financial stability (McKeown & Leighton, 2016; Syrett, 2016b). Van Den
Groenendaal et al. (2023) have suggested incorporating IPros into the scope of inclusive
HRM practices. They also proposed that apply inclusive HRM practices to high-skilled
freelancers can create supportive external conditions to promote trust, access to
opportunities, and meaningful engagement with clients, thereby enhancing their professional
experiences and career sustainability. The empirical research exploring how inclusive HRM
practices are perceived by IPros and how such practices influence their career outcomes
remains limited.

To address this research gap, the present study draws on social exchange theory
(Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) to examine how IPros perceived inclusive HRM
practices influence their sustainable career outcomes. Management scholars have widely

adopted this perspective to explain work relationships, showing that when organisations
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conduct supportive and fair practices, workers are more likely to develop trust, commitment,
and positive work-related attitudes and behaviours (Cook et al., 2013; Cropanzano &
Mitchell, 2005). In the context of independent work, inclusive HRM practices such as access
to development opportunities, inclusive networking, and work—life balance support and
encourage IPros to develop stronger relational bonds with clients. In this study, these
relational bonds are captured by client commitment, i.e. the extent to which IPros are
committed to their client organisations. [Pros’ client comment indicates [Pros’ trust, mutual
obligation, and dedication with their client organisations. Client commitment is particularly
important for IPros because client relationships constitute their primary source of work
continuity and financial income. Strong client commitment can provide IPros with access to
repeat contracts, stable income streams, and meaningful work, thereby supporting both
objective and subjective aspects of career sustainability. From a social exchange perspective,
inclusive HRM practices can be expected to strengthen client commitment by developing
fairness, recognition, and long-term partnership, which in turn promote work outcomes.
Accordingly, this study aims to examine how inclusive HRM practices influence the
sustainable career outcomes of IPros and to investigate the mediating role of client
commitment in these relationships. To test IPros’ sustainable career outcomes, this study
also adopt the sustainable career framework as the basis for the advanced research model. In
a recent conceptual review, De Vos et al (2020) developed a model of sustainable career
development and emphasised three important indicators for measuring sustainable career
development: 1) productive, which includes performance, organisational citizenship
behaviour and employability; 2) happy, which includes satisfaction and career success; 3)
healthy, which includes wellbeing, stress and physical health. Drawing on this framework,
the present study focuses on three key outcomes that capture these dimensions of sustainable
careers among [Pros: annual earnings as an indicator of the productive dimension, subjective

career success as an indicator of the happy dimension, and burnout as an indicator of the
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healthy dimension. Using the survey data collected from 681 IPros based in Ireland in 2023,
this study addresses the following research question: How do inclusive HRM practices
influence IPros’ sustainable career outcomes? The findings reveal the importance of
inclusive HRM practices on [Pros’ sustainable career outcomes.

This study first contributes to HRM literature by expanding its focus beyond standard
employment relationships to non-traditional workers. Most HRM literature focuses on
employees within organisations, but this study provides empirical evidence for the
relationship between inclusive HRM practices and IPros sustainable career outcomes
(Leighton & McKeown, 2015; McKeown & Pichault, 2021; Van den Groenendaal et al.,
2023). Secondly, this study contributes to the IPros literature by shifting the focus from
individual-level career self-management to the role of organisational and relational resources
in shaping career outcomes. Third, this study contributes to sustainable career research by
extending its application to non-standard work arrangements. Despite existing sustainable
career research has mainly focused on employees embedded within organisations and
internal labour markets (De Vos et al., 2020; Van der Heijden et al., 2020). The findings of
this study provide quantitively evidence that the core indicators of the sustainable career
framework are also valuable for exploring IPros who are outside traditional employment
contexts.

5.3 Literature Review and Hypotheses Development
5.3.1 Research Context: IPros and Inclusive HRM

The nature of work and employment relationships has changed over the last decades
in many countries worldwide (Barley et al., 2017). The workforce has shifted towards
independent work, with an increasing number of professionals choosing freelancing,
consulting, and self-employment over traditional full-time jobs (Kost et al., 2020). This shift
towards independent work is driven by various factors, including technological

advancements, economic shifts, and evolving work preferences that prioritize flexibility and
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autonomy (Pichault & McKeown, 2019; van den Born & van Witteloostuijn, 2013b). These
professionals, often referred to as IPros who operate without a long-term employment
contract and rely on project-based engagements with multiple clients (Bryant & McKeown,
2016). IPros play an increasingly significant role in today’s labour market due to the rise of
the gig economy, remote work, and knowledge-based industries (Vaiman et al., 2021). The
rise of IPros such as freelancers, consultants, and self-employed specialists is growing in
number across various industries (Barley & Kunda, 2006; Kitching & Smallbone, 2012).
Unlike traditional employees, IPros operate outside the boundaries of formal organisations,
managing their careers autonomously while navigating unpredictable work environments
(McKeown, 2015; Sulbout & Pichault, 2023). This is because [Pros do not have permanent
contracts with a single employer and often operate autonomously, selling their skills and
expertise to multiple clients (Leighton & McKeown, 2015; McKeown & Pichault, 2021).

Furthermore, unlike employees in traditional organisations who benefit from
structured career development programs, IPros must develop their careers independently
(Ghosh, McDonnell, et al., 2024; McKeown & Pichault, 2021). [Pros often rely on external
stakeholders such as clients, professional networks, and HRM initiatives targeted at
independent workers to sustain their careers (Ghosh, McDonnell, et al., 2024; Van Den
Groenendaal et al., 2023). The absence of formal organisational structures support raises
concerns about long-term employability, work stability, burnout, and career success
(Erdogan et al., 2004; Jawahar et al., 2007; Van Den Broeck et al., 2014). Therefore, [Pros
generally face more challenges in career development due to the lack of formal HRM
support, job security, and career development opportunities (Guest, 2017).

Moreover, the increasing prevalence of non-standard work arrangements also
challenged traditional assumptions in HRM, which have historically centred on employees
within organisational boundaries. [Pros represent a growing segment of highly skilled

workers who contribute critical expertise to organisations while remaining formally external
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to them. Despite their strategic importance, [Pros are typically excluded from formal HRM
systems, receiving limited access to training, career development, and wellbeing support
(Bidwell & Briscoe, 2009; Kost et al., 2020).

Inclusive HRM provides a promising framework for addressing this tension. It is
grounded in the broader diversity, equity, and inclusion (EDI) literature, which emerged in
response to persistent inequalities and exclusionary practices within organisations, and seeks
to create fair, supportive, and accessible work environments for all employees. EDI research
primarily focused on workforce diversity and equal opportunity, examining how
demographic differences such as gender, race, age, and disability affect access to
employment, career advancement, and organisational outcomes (Chan & Hutchings, 2025;
Ely & Thomas, 2001). However, with the development of EDI research, it further
highlighted that without inclusive practices, diverse workers may remain marginalised and
unable to fully contribute (Pless & Maak, 2004; Shore & Chung, 2022). More recent EDI
scholarship has shifted from an emphasis on representation toward inclusion, emphasizing
the extent to which individuals feel respected, valued, and able to participate fully in
organisational life (Shore et al., 2011). These research highlight that inclusive practices such
as equal access to development, transparent communication, and respectful treatment can
develop trust, belonging, and positive work outcomes across diverse worker groups (Shore
etal., 2011, 2018). Inclusion research emphasises that organisational systems, practices, and
leadership behaviours play an important role in creating fair and supportive environments
for diverse workers (Boekhorst, 2015; Randel et al., 2018). Empirical studies show that
inclusive practices such as equitable access to development opportunities, transparent
decision-making, and voice mechanisms are associated with higher commitment, wellbeing,
and performance (Nishii, 2013; Roberson, 2006).

Building on these insights, HRM scholars have extended EDI principles into the

design and implementation of HR practices, giving rise to the concept of inclusive HRM.
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Inclusive HRM emphasises fairness, respect, and access to developmental opportunities for
diverse workers, including those who are temporarily, indirectly, or atypically connected to
organisations (Boehm et al., 2014; Borghouts-van de Pas & Freese, 2017; Shore et al., 2018).
Rather than focusing on standard employees, inclusive HRM emphasises equal access to
training, career development, information, and wellbeing support across diverse
employment relationships (Van den Groenendaal et al., 2023). More recent work has argued
that inclusion should not be limited to standard employees but should encompass a wider
range of employment relationships present in contemporary labour markets (Shore et al.,
2018; Van den Groenendaal et al., 2023).

Applying inclusive HRM to IPros means recognising their contributions, providing
access to relevant developmental resources, and developing fair and respectful working
relationships despite their non-employee status. Recent conceptual and qualitative research
suggests that inclusive HRM practices (e.g., inclusive onboarding, access to development
opportunities, information sharing, and respectful treatment) can help organisations better
integrate [Pros and support their careers (Van den Groenendaal et al., 2023). However,
quantitative evidence on how these practices influence IPros’ career outcomes remains
limited. Addressing this gap is important for IPros, whose career sustainability depends on
access to developmental and relational resources. By providing quantitative insights into
these relationships, this study extends the existing literature and strengthens our
understanding of inclusive HRM in non-traditional employment contexts. It is also important
for organisations that increasingly rely on IPros’ expertise yet face challenges in managing
and supporting them.

5.3.2 Inclusive HRM and Sustainable Career Outcomes

Inclusive HRM refers to HR policies and practices that promote fairness, diversity,

and equal access to career development resources (Shore et al., 2018). It ensures that all

workers who regardless of their employment status (full-time, part-time, or freelance) can
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receive fair treatment, opportunities for growth, and workplace support (Baker & Kelan,
2018; Bamber et al., 2017). This study draws on social exchange theory (Blau, 1964;
Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) to examine how IPros perceived inclusive HRM practices
influence their sustainable career outcomes. Social exchange theory emphasises the
reciprocal nature of relationships between two parties, in which the provision of resources,
support, or favourable treatment by one party creates an obligation for the other party to
respond in kind (Blau, 1964). From a social exchange theory perspective, inclusive HRM
practices signal organisational investment, recognition, and fairness, which encourage
workers to reciprocate through positive attitudes, stronger commitment, and sustained work
engagement (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005).

The research shows that employees who receive equal opportunities in professional
development report higher career satisfaction and job performance (Nishii, 2013). For
freelancers and IPros, fair client relationships and access to networking or upskilling
programs enhance career sustainability (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). In addition,
inclusive HRM practices can influence [Pros’ earnings by enhancing access to high-quality
work opportunities and strengthening their position within client organisations. When IPros
perceive fair treatment, transparent communication, and access to development resources,
they are more likely to build trust and reputation with clients, which can lead to repeat
contracts, higher-value projects, and more stable income streams (Van Den Groenendaal et
al., 2023). From a social exchange perspective, these practices signal long-term investment,
encouraging IPros to reciprocate with greater effort and engagement, which in turn enhances
their economic outcomes (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Moreover, career
sustainability is not just about long-term employability but also about maintaining mental
and emotional wellbeing (De Vos et al., 2020). Inclusive HRM practices, such as supportive
client relationships and fair treatment, reduce stress and job insecurity among freelancers

(Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). Research indicates that a lack of inclusive HRM can
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increase role ambiguity, leading to burnout among independent workers (Kroon & Paauwe,
2014).

Furthermore, inclusive HRM practices are expected to reduce burnout by mitigating
particular, transparent expectations, fair workload allocation, and access to support resources
can reduce uncertainty, role ambiguity, and perceived insecurity (Van Den Groenendaal et
al., 2023). Drawing on social exchange theory, when IPros perceive that client organisations
provide fair and supportive working conditions (Blau, 1964), they are less likely to
experience emotional exhaustion and stress, as the relationship is perceived as balanced and
mutually beneficial.

While existing research highlights its benefits for traditional employees (Chambel et
al., 2015; Kloutsiniotis et al., 2022), there is an increasing need to extend HRM frameworks
to IPros (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). Recent studies have explored the career
sustainability of solo-employed workers (van den Groenendaal et al., 2022) and inclusive
HRM on freelancers (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). However, empirical evidence on
the outcomes of inclusive HRM for IPros remains limited. To examine how inclusive HRM
practices influence IPros’ sustainable career outcomes, this study draws on the sustainable
career framework (De Vos et al., 2020), which provides a structured lens for identifying and
assessing key outcomes of interest. Specifically, the framework helps focus the analysis on
critical dimensions of sustainable careers, enabling a more systematic evaluation of how
inclusive HRM practices relate to IPros’ career sustainability. De Vos et al (2020) developed
a model of sustainable career development and emphasised three important indicators for
measuring sustainable career development: 1) productive, which includes performance,
organisational citizenship behaviour and employability; 2) happy, which includes
satisfaction and career success; 3) healthy, which includes wellbeing, stress and physical

health. Drawing on this framework, the present study explored three key factors to measure
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IPros’ sustainable career outcomes, including 1) annual earning representing the productive
indicator; 2) job satisfaction, representing the happy indicator; and 3) burnout, representing
the health indicator. Therefore, based on existing literature and research, our first hypothesis
is:

HI: Inclusive HRM is positively associated with IPros’ annual earning (Hla) and

subjective career success (HIb); and negatively associated with IPros’ burnout
(Hlc).
5.3.3 Inclusive HRM and Client Commitment

To explore why and how inclusive HRM practices shape and enhance IPros’
sustainable careers, this study draws upon social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano
& Mitchell, 2005) as a relational mechanism linking inclusive HRM practices to career
outcomes. While inclusive HRM can directly influence career outcomes, its effects may also
operate indirectly by shaping the quality of relationships between IPros and client
organisations. Social exchange theory provides a foundational framework for understanding
how relationships develop and are maintained through reciprocal exchanges of resources
over time. Social exchange theory was proposed by Blau (1964) and emphasises that social
relationships evolve based on interactions that generate obligations, trust, and mutual
commitment. When one party provides valued resources such as support, recognition, or fair
treatment, the receiving party feels a sense of obligation to reciprocate, thereby strengthening
the relationship.

In this study, commitment is conceptualised in line with established commitment
literature as a psychological bond reflecting an individual’s attachment and dedication to a
specific target (Klein et al., 2012; Meyer & Allen, 1991). Importantly, commitment is
increasingly understood as a target-specific construct, which may be directed towards
different foci such as organisations, professions, or clients (van Rossenberg et al., 2018).

Applied to the context of independent work, this study uses social exchange theory to explain
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how inclusive HRM practices applied by client organisations make IPros feel trust and fair,
despite the absence of a formal employment relationship. In the context of independent work,
inclusive HRM practices may strengthen relational bonds between IPros and client
organisations by developing long-term support and recognition. These relational bonds are
conceptualised in this study as client commitment, IPros client commitment refers to [Pros
experience trust, dedication, and mutual obligation in their relationships with clients. Coyle-
Shapiro and Morrow (2006) proposed that commitment can take different forms or bases
(e.g., emotions, persistence, norms) and be targeted towards different goals, such as
organisations, professions, unions, and superiors. Client commitment is built on trust,
reliability, and long-term engagement (Garbarino & Johnson, 1999).

Client commitment is conceptualised as a form of target-specific commitment
directed towards the client organisation, reflecting IPros’ sense of attachment, dedication,
and willingness to maintain a relationship with a particular client. This conceptualisation
aligns with Klein et al.’s (2012) view of commitment, while extending it to a non-traditional
employment context. Unlike traditional organisational commitment, which assumes stable
employment relationships (Meyer & Allen, 1991), client commitment captures a more
flexible and relational form of attachment that emerges within temporary, project-based, and
contract-driven work arrangements (Coyle-Shapiro & Morrow, 2006). This distinction is
particularly important for [Pros, whose work is characterised by boundary-spanning roles
and repeated engagements with multiple client organisations.

Prior research highlights that strong client relationships are essential for IPros, as
they provide access to repeat contracts, stable income, and professional growth opportunities
(McKeown & Leighton, 2016; Syrett, 2016). Inclusive HRM policies such as fair payment
structures and professional development opportunities to help reduce uncertainty for
freelancers and enhance their commitment to clients (Griep et al., 2025). Breslin and Wood

(2016) argued that freelancers who receive mentorship and networking opportunities build
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stronger, lasting client relationships. Relevant research has also shown that freelancers who
experience fair and respectful treatment from clients are more likely to invest in long-term
relationships (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). Furthermore, transparent HRM policies
reduce transaction costs and enhance trust, leading to stronger commitment (Kornelakis &
Petrakaki, 2020). Therefore, this study assumes that when IPros perceive HRM practices as
inclusive, such as transparent communication, fair payment arrangements, access to
development opportunities, and respectful treatment, they are likely to interpret these
practices as long-term support and recognition. In accordance with a social exchange theory
logic, such perceptions encourage IPros to reciprocate by strengthening their relational ties
with clients. Accordingly, our second hypothesis is:

H2: Inclusive HRM is positively associated with IPros’ client commitment.
5.3.4 Client Commitment and Sustainable Career Outcomes

A sustainable career often depends on strong professional networks and repeat client
relationships (Higgins & Kram, 2001). Inclusive HRM practices encourage collaboration,
transparency, and long-term partnerships, which benefit both organisations and freelancers
(Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). Studies suggested that freelancers with strong client
commitment experience higher career stability and wellbeing (Kornelakis & Petrakaki,
2020). For example, research by Connelly and Gallagher (2004) found that independent
contractors with long-term client relationships reported greater career security and work
satisfaction. Similar results were also found by Barley and Kunda (2006) whereby tech
freelancers who establish multi-year contracts with corporate clients enjoy higher career
stability than those who rely on short-term gigs. Moreover, Burtch et al. (2018) found that
freelancers on Upwork with high client ratings secured 50% more projects and higher
earnings than those without repeat clients. This result confirmed that [Pros with long-term
corporate clients earn more stable annual incomes compared to those who only rely on short-

term task (Kornelakis & Petrakaki, 2020).
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In a similar way, research confirmed that building strong client commitment can
promote career success and enhance wellbeing. For example, Kunda et al. (2002) found that
freelancers with strong client relationships reported higher career satisfaction and skill
development opportunities. Independent consultants who secure retainer contracts with
organisations experience higher career satisfaction than those who constantly chase new
projects (Ashford et al., 2007). Tims et al. (2013) also found that job crafting such as
maintaining strong client relationships buffers against burnout. While past research of career
sustainability focused on individual competencies, labour market conditions, and career
adaptability (Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017; Hall, 2002), this study emphasises the role of
client commitment as a critical determinant of career sustainability, especially for IPros.
Therefore, based on existing literature and research, our third hypothesis is:

H3: Client commitment is positively associated with IPros’ annual earning (H3a),

subjective career success (H3b); and negatively associated with IPros’ burnout
(H3c).

While prior research has identified a range of mediating mechanisms linking HRM
practices to employee outcomes, such as employee resilience (Lu et al., 2023), person-
organisation and person-job fit (Boon et al., 2011) and employee engagement (Alfes et al.,
2013), these mechanisms are largely focused on traditional employment contexts rather than
inclusive HRM. In the context of IPros, mediating mechanisms remain underexplored due
to the absence of formal organizational membership. Given the project-based and exchange-
driven nature of IPros’ work, this study argues that client commitment represents a more
contextually appropriate and central mediating mechanism. Specifically, client commitment
captures the quality of ongoing exchange relationships between IPros and client
organisations, which are critical for securing repeat contracts, stable income, and

professional opportunities.
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According to social exchange theory, inclusive HRM practices are expected to
influence [Pros’ sustainable career outcomes indirectly by strengthening relational
exchanges with client organisations. For IPros, client commitment represents a critical
relational resource, as sustained client relationships provide continuity of work,
opportunities for professional development, and psychological security in the absence of
formal employment arrangements (McKeown & Leighton, 2016; Syrett, 2016). Client
commitment is expected to translate inclusive HRM practices into significant sustainable
career outcomes. Consistent with the target-specific commitment perspective (van
Rossenberg et al., 2018), client commitment functions as the primary mediating mechanism
that translates inclusive HRM practices into meaningful career outcomes for IPros. By
strengthening [Pros’ attachment to client organisations, inclusive HRM creates the relational
conditions necessary for sustainable career development. Therefore, we propose that client
commitment mediates the relationship between inclusive HRM and [Pros’ sustainable career
outcomes. To test the mediating effect of client commitment between inclusive HRM and
sustainable career outcomes, this study propose the fourth hypothesis is:

H4: Client commitment mediates the relationship between inclusive HRM and IPros’

annual earning (H4a), subjective career success (H4b), and burnout (H4c).
5.4 Methodology
5.4.1 Sample and Procedure

The data were collected as part of a large research project. The research team
collaborated with an accounting firm which engaged professional contractors in varied
industries. In Jan 2023, an online survey were sent to their active contractors with a few
reminders. In total, 735 responses were received from contractors (25% response rate). After
deleting invalid responses, the valid sample size was 681.

Among the sample, 77% were male. The average (and also median) age was 49 years

old (SD = 12), and the average contract length is 16 months (SD = 19). 30% of the sample
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aged from 40 to 49 years old. Almost 75% of respondents were over 40 years old. They earn
an average salary of €123,572 per annum, which is 71% more than equivalent
employees. Participants came from five main different industries, including the pharma,
medical device and life science (33%), technology (16%), finance (14%), and other
industries (37%). The sample consisted of [Pros where were well-educated with 95% of the
participants having attained third level qualifications of 6 or higher on the National
Framework of Qualifications in Ireland; and 71% had a Bachelor’s Degree or higher. Among
the sample, 15% had one or more other professional qualifications beside their formal
education.
5.4.2 Measurements

Variables used in this study were assessed using established measures except
inclusive HRM and annual earning. Additionally, given that the original scales used in this
study were designed for traditional wage employees, the research team made appropriate
deletions and modifications to ensure their applicability to [Pros and to enable a more in-

depth exploration of the constructs relevant to this project.

Inclusive HRM. The scale used in this study was developed based on the qualitative
findings of Van den Groenendaal et al. (2023), which identified various aspects of inclusive
HRM activities. The decision to develop a context-specific inclusive HRM measure was
guided by the limited availability of validated quantitative scales that capture inclusive HRM
practices in non-traditional work settings, particularly for IPros. Existing HRM scales are
predominantly designed for standard employment relationships and may not fully reflect the
relational and project-based nature of IPros’ work. Van den Groenendaal et al. (2023)
revealed six HRM practices that were important for freelancers and this study drew on
existing HRM research and developed relevant HRM items: 1) providing role clarity (e.g.,

“My assignment(s) is/are clear from the start without disguising the exact content of

137



assignment(s)” and “My role is very clear during my work”); (2) complying with contractual
agreements (e.g., “My payment is in compliance with financial agreements” and “My fee is
paid on time”); (3) onboarding (e.g., “My client organisation provides the necessary
resources” and “My client organisation builds connections with the people involved”); (4)
information sharing (e.g., “My client organisation would inform me if I seem to go in the
wrong direction”, “My client organisation communicates with me openly about the progress
of projects” and “I receive all information needed to execute my work™); (5) providing
autonomy (e.g., “I have sufficient autonomy in completing the assignment in my own way’);
and (6) providing clarity about the future (e.g., “My client organisation informs me whether
assignments will be extended or not”). Participants responded to these items based on their
experience based on a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.
Cronbach's o was .85.

Client commitment. The measurement of client commitment was developed based on
Allen and Meyer’s (1990) conceptualisation of employee commitment to organisations.
Given the absence of existing measures of client commitment, we draw on Marrone et al.’s
(2007) team viability items which focus on individuals’ willingness to continue working
with a team in future collaborations. Items were "Team members have found being a member
of this team to be a very satisfying experience," "Most team members feel like they are
learning a great deal by working on this project," and "Most of the members of this team
would welcome the opportunity to work as a group again in the future”. Given the temporary
and project-based nature of IPros’ work arrangements, such willingness to continue to work
with the same organisation was considered relevant for capturing IPros ’client commitment.
To better fit the [Pros context, these concepts were adapted from employee commitment to
“client commitment,” reflecting the extent to which IPros are willing to continue working
with and remain psychologically connected to client organisations across projects.

Therefore, three items were developed and used to evaluated the likelihood that employee
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will continue their relationship for the client company. These items included “I feel like I
am learning a great deal by working on this project”, “I have found working in this
organisation to be a very satisfying experience”, and “I would welcome the opportunity to
work for this organisation again in the future”. Participants’ responses were based on a 5-
point Likert scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Cronbach’s o was .80.

Annual earnings. Different from full-time employees, IPros do not usually have a
fixed number of annual earnings. Their earnings are often influenced by across projects and
over time due to variations in contract duration, workload intensity, client availability, and
market conditions (Burke & Cowling, 2020; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). As a result,
directly collecting annual income figures can be inaccurate, as respondents may find it
difficult to accurately estimate total earnings or may be reluctant to disclose exact financial
information, leading to increased measurement error and item non-response. Therefore, to
calculate [Pros’ annual earning, research team first asked their daily rate. Research team then
asked their IPros’ non-work days in the past year. The question was: thinking about the last
12 months, how many days (excluding bank holidays and weekends) did you take as holidays
and spend not working but looking for work/in between contracts? Based on the above
information, IPros’ annual earning was calculated by taking the daily rate and multiplying it
by the total number of working days in a year. This total was based on a standard working
year of 52 weeks with 5 working days per week, from which 9 Irish public holidays and
other non-working days were deducted.

Subjective career success. Two items were adapted from Abele and Spurk (2009),
which are based on the original 5-item career satisfaction scale developed by Greenhaus et
al., (1990). This scale evaluated the degree of satisfaction towards a wide array of career
success facets, including: “The success I have achieved in my career” and “The progress I

have made toward meeting my overall career goals”. Participants responded to these items
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based on a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 = very dissatisfied to 5 = very satisfied. Cronbach's
a was .85.

Burnout. Five items were adapted from Maslach et al. (1997), which evaluated the
degree of physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion caused by prolonged stress in work
environments. These items included “I feel emotionally drained from my work”, “I feel used
up at the end of the day”, “I feel burned out from my work”, “I feel tired when I get up in
the morning and have to face another day on the job”, and “Working with people all day is
really a strain for me”. Participants responded to these statements based on a 5-point Likert
scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Cronbach's o was .90.

Control variables. Prior empirical research on sustainable career outcomes suggests
that individual characteristics such as age, gender, and industry are associated with career
success ( Frear et al., 2019; Van der Heijden et al., 2009), performance (Hitt & Ireland, 1985)
and burnout (Antoniou et al., 2006; Purvanova & Muros, 2010). Accordingly, this study
controls for IPros’ gender, age, average contract length and industry, given their potential
associations with annual earnings, subjective career success, and burnout. Gender was
measured using 3 categories (1 = Male, 2 = Female, 3 = Non-binary, other or prefer not to
say). Participants were asked to provided data on their birth year and their age was calculated
using 2023 minus birth year. This study used the self-report question to measure average
contract length (What is the average length (months) of your contracts in self-employment?).
Industry variable was represented using a set of dummy variables indicating whether
respondents worked in pharma/medical devices/life sciences (Dummy 1), finance (Dummy
2), technology (Dummy 3) and other as the baseline.

5.4.3 Measurement Model

Confirmatory factor analysis and additional analyses were performed to assess the

potential influence of common method bias and to establish the discriminant validity of the

scales. A full measurement model was tested with subjective career success, burnout,
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inclusive HRM and client commitment. The four-factor model showed a good model fit
(x2/df = 769.81/203; Comparative Fit Index [CFI] = .91; Incremental Fit Index [IFI] = .91;
root-mean-square error of approximation [RMSEA] = .07; standardized root-mean-square
residual [SRMR] = .05), apart from y°/df value. However, because the y*/df value is sensitive
to large sample size (Bentler, 1990; Hair et al., 2012), as the test tends to indicate poor fit
even when other indices suggest an acceptable model (Bentler, 1990; Hair et al., 2012).
Therefore, following established methodological guidance (Conway et al., 2016; Liao et al.,
2009), greater emphasis is placed on alternative fit indices, which indicate that the model
demonstrates an acceptable fit.

In addition, additional indexes helpful in establishing validity and reliability
including Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) were also
checked. Based on Hair et al. (2012), CR values need to be above .70 to get acceptable
reliability and the AVE values need to be less than CR and above .50 to get acceptable
convergent validity. Table 5.1 presented the validity and reliable index values for our
constructs which supported the validity of our measures. For instance, CR values were .86
for subjective career success, .91 for burnout, .89 for inclusive HRM and .82 for client
commitment. Moreover, AVE values were .75 for subjective career success, .66 for burnout,
42 for inclusive HRM and .60 for client commitment, which was less than the CR values
but were not all above .50. However, according to the explanation of Fornell and Larcker
(1981) if AVE is less than .50, but CR is higher than .60, the convergent validity of the
construct can still be adequate.

Three subsequent y? difference tests were then performed to compare the full
measurement model to alternative nested models. As shown in Table 5.2, the comparison
results reveal that the model fit of the full measurement model was significantly better than

the alternative models (all at p <.001).
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Table 5.1 Validity and Reliability Index Values

Variables CR AVE
Subjective Career Success .86 76
Burnout 91 .66
Inclusive HRM .87 42
Client Commitment 81 .60

Table 5.2 Fit Statistics from Measurement Model Comparison

Models y2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Ay2 Adf
Full measurement 769.81/203 91 .90 .07 .05

model

Model A? 1183.75/206 .85 .83 .09 .08 413.95 3k
Model BP 2448.86/208 .65 .61 14 A1 1679.05 5%
Model C¢ 2631.18/209 .62 .58 15 A1 1861.37 6***

(Harman’s single

factor test)

Note(s): N =532. In all measurement models, error terms were free to covary to improve fit and
help reduce bias in the estimated parameter values. All models are compared to the full
measurement model.

Abbreviations: CFI, comparative fit index; df, degrees of freedom; IFI, incremental fit index;
RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual;
Adf, difference in degrees of freedom; Ay2, difference in chi-square; %2, chi-square discrepancy.

a Subjective career success and burnout combined into a single factor.

b Subjective career success, burnout and inclusive HRM combined into a single factor.

¢ All factors combined into a single factor.

*EEkp <.001.

In particular, the Harman's single factor test had the worst model fit (}2/df =
2631.18/209, p < .001; CFI = .62; IF1 = .62; RMSEA = .15; SRMR = .11), suggesting that
the variables are distinct and ruling out concerns of common method bias. Similarly,
variance inflation factors (VIFs) and the Durbin-Watson test were calculated to assess the
potential for multicollinearity and autocorrelation among variables. With all the results of
VIF value was 1.00, less than the threshold of 5 suggested by Haan (2002), indicating no
concerns for multicollinearity. Likewise, the range of Durbin-Watson is from 1.86 to 1.99
showed no concern for autocorrelation (Field, 2024).

5.5 Results
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5.5.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 5.3 presented the descriptive statistics for the key studies variables about their
means, standard deviations, and correlations.
5.5.2 Direct Regression Analysis

Hypothesis 1 proposed that inclusive HRM has a significant impact on sustainable
career outcomes, €.g. positive impact on annual earning (1a) and subjective career success
(1b) as well as negative impact on burnout (1c). The direct linear regression analysis results
in Table 5.4 show that inclusive HRM was positively associated with annual earning (f =
12, p < .01); positively related to subjective career success (f = .38, p < .001), and
negatively associated with burnout (f =-.38, p <.001). Thus, Hypotheses 1a to 1c were all
supported.

Hypothesis 2 proposed that inclusive HRM is positively related to client
commitment. Table 5.4 presented the hierarchical linear regression analysis results. Model
1 shows that inclusive HRM was positively associated with client commitment (f = .68, p <
.001). Hypothesis 2 was supported. Hypothesis 3 proposed that client commitment has a
significant impact on annual earing, subjective career success and burnout. Model 2 (Step 2)
shows that client commitment was positively associated with annual earning but not
significant (f = .06, n.s.). Model 3 (Step 2) shows that client commitment was positively
related to subjective career success (f = .32, p <.001). Model 4 (Step 2) shows that client
commitment was and negatively associated with burnout (f = -.40, p <.001). Hypotheses

3b and 3¢ were supported and 3a was not.
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Table 5.3 Descriptive Statistics

Variables Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Annual Earning 124094.40 65699.67

2. Subjective Career Success 4.05 75 10%*

3. Burnout 2.29 .87 -.03 -35%*

4. Client Commitment 4.06 73 01 36%* -4k

5. Inclusive HRM 3.87 .59 .08* 37 - 39%* 68%*

6. Average Contract Length  16.30 19.46 .03 .04 .05 -.05 -.01

7. Age 49.41 11.87 20%* 5% - 19%* .03 .06 5%

8. Industry 49.98 6.88 -.05 -.03 .04 .00 -.04 10%* .09*

9. Gender 1.24 46 - 11 - 12%* .02 -.01 -.08* .00 -.10%* .09*

Notes: N=681, all tests were two-tailed, *p < .05, **p < .01.
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5.5.3 Mediating Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis 4 proposed that client commitment mediates the inclusive HRM and
annual earing, subjective career success and burnout. Mediation analyses were conducted
using Hayes” PROCESS macro (Model 4) with 5,000 bootstrap samples. Indirect effects
were considered significant when the 95% bootstrapped confidence interval did not include
zero (Hayes, 2018). According to Hayes (2018), mediation requires three steps: 1) significant
effect of the independent variable on the mediator; 2) significant effect of the mediator on
the dependent variable; and 3) significant indirect effect of the independent variable on the
dependent variable through the mediator using bootstrapped confidence intervals.

Table 5.4 reports the regression coefficients corresponding to the constituent paths
of the mediation model. Model 1 shows that inclusive HRM was positively and significantly
related to client commitment (f = .68, p < .001), supporting the first step of mediation
analysis. For testing mediating effect of inclusive HRM on annual earning, Model 2 (Step 2)
shows that the effect of client commitment was positively but non-significantly related to
annual earning (f = .06, n.s.). Given the second criterion was not met, the mediating
hypothesis (H4a) was not supported. For testing mediating effect of inclusive HRM on
subjective career success, Model 3 (Step 2) shows that the effect of client commitment was
positively and significant related to subjective career success (f = .32, p <.001). For the
third step, the indirect effect of inclusive HRM on subjective career success via client
commitment was significant (indirect effect = .11; 95% CI [.01,.22], not covering 0). Thus,
Hypothesis 4b was supported.

For testing mediating effect of inclusive HRM on burnout, Model 4 (Step 2) shows
that the effect of client commitment was negative and significant related to burnout (8 = -
.20, p <.001). PROCESS results confirmed a significant indirect effect of inclusive HRM
on burnout through client commitment (indirect effect = -.29; 95% CI [-.43,-.17] not

covering 0). Hypothesis 4c was supported.
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Table 5.4 Hierarchical Linear Regression Results

Variables Model 1 CM Model 2 AEARN Model 3 SCS Model 4 BURN

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 2 Step 3 Step 2 Step 3
Control
Average Contract Length -.04 01 .00 .04 .03 .06 .06
Age -.01 20%%* 20%%* 2% 1 - 18%* - 1 8HHE
Industry (Dummy 1) .01 -.05 -.05 -.02 -.02 .03 .03
Industry (Dummy 2) -.03 .01 .01 .04 .04 -.08 -.08
Industry (Dummy 3) .02 -.07 -.07 .07 .07 -.06 -.06
Gender (Dummy 2) .05 -.09* -.08 -.08* -.06 -.01 -.02
Gender (Dummy 3) .02 .01 .01 -.08* -.06
Predictors
Inclusive HRM 68 H** 14%* 29k - 20%%*
Mediator
Client Commitment .06 -.03 32k 3% - 40HE = 2THRE
Adjusted R’ 46 .05 .06 14 18 .20 22
AR2 46 .07 .08 15 19 21 23
AF 500.25%* 4.37%* 4.58%%* 12.80%***  15.42%** 2].39%#* 21.20%**

Notes: Standardized coefficients were reported. Gender was dummy coded (Dummy 1 = male, Dummy 2 = female, Dummy 3 = Non-binary, other or prefer not to say);
Industry was dummy coded (Dummy 1 = Pharma/Med device/Life science, Dummy 2 = Finance, Dummy 3 = Technology); AEARN, annual earning; SCS, subjective career
success; BURN, burnout; For models with the dependent variable burnout, Gender Dummy 3 variable with no variance were excluded from the analysis; N=681, all tests were
two-tailed, *p <.05, **p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 5.4 reports the regression coefficients corresponding to the constituent paths
of the mediation model. Model 1 shows that inclusive HRM was positively and significantly
related to client commitment (f = .68, p < .001), supporting the first step of mediation
analysis. For testing mediating effect of inclusive HRM on annual earning, Model 2 (Step 2)
shows that the effect of client commitment was positively but non-significantly related to
annual earning (f = .06, n.s.). Given the second criterion was not met, the mediating
hypothesis (H4a) was not supported. For testing mediating effect of inclusive HRM on
subjective career success, Model 3 (Step 2) shows that the effect of client commitment was
positively and significant related to subjective career success (f = .32, p <.001). For the
third step, the indirect effect of inclusive HRM on subjective career success via client
commitment was significant (indirect effect = .11; 95% CI [.01,.22], not covering 0). Thus,
Hypothesis 4b was supported.

For testing mediating effect of inclusive HRM on burnout, Model 4 (Step 2) shows
that the effect of client commitment was negative and significant related to burnout (f = -
.20, p <.001). PROCESS results confirmed a significant indirect effect of inclusive HRM
on burnout through client commitment (indirect effect = -.29; 95% CI [-.43,-.17] not
covering 0). Hypothesis 4c was supported.

5.6 Discussion

Independent working has become an important component of and contributor to labor
market and economies (Cross & Swart, 2022; Leighton & McKeown, 2015). An increasing
number of professionals choosing independent work was driven by the independence,
variety, and potential for higher earnings. Such increases of IPros also presents significant
challenges (Leighton & McKeown, 2015; Pichault et al., 2020). Unlike employees within
traditional organisations, IPros must independently secure clients, negotiate contracts,
manage financial stability, and ensure continuous professional growth (Murgia & Pulignano,

2021). This raises important concerns regarding career sustainability, as many IPros face
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income instability, career insecurity, and burnout due to work-related pressures (Osnowitz,
2006).

Addressing this challenge, this study explored how inclusive HRM practices shape
IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. This study is from an inclusive HRM perspective and
draws on social exchange theory to enhances our understanding of how IPros perceive
organisational support by highlighting the impact of inclusive HRM practices on sustainable
career outcomes. The findings show that inclusive HRM practices are positively associated
with key career outcomes, including annual earnings, subjective career success, and burnout.
Client commitment has a significant impact on IPros’ subjective career success and burnout.
Furthermore, the client commitment mediates the inclusive HRM and on IPros’ subjective
career success and burnout. This study provides significant implications for future research
on IPros.
5.6.1 Theoretical Implications

Based on the growing importance of non-standard work and the need for more
inclusive approaches to managing external professionals, this study provides important
theoretical contributions to the HRM literature, IPros research and sustainable career
research. First, this study contributes to the HRM literature by extending inclusive HRM
research beyond traditional employment relationships to I[Pros. HRM research has
traditionally focused on employees within organisational settings, emphasizing recruitment,
training, performance management, and retention strategies (Bratton & Gold, 2001). The
underlying assumption has been that HRM primarily serves full-time, salaried employees
working within hierarchical structures (Chang, 2005). However, this approach fails to
account for the growing freelance workforce, which now constitutes a significant portion of
the labor market (De Stefano, 2016). Despite the number of IPros increased, the HRM
research has largely neglected their unique needs, career development, and the role of

external organisations (clients) in shaping their work experiences. IPros often face career
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instability, lack of support, and unclear career development pathways (McKeown, 2016).
Unlike traditional employees, they are responsible for their own professional growth,
wellbeing, and financial security (Syrett, 2016). However, organisations and HRM policies
still play a vital role in enhancing freelancer careers while simultaneously benefiting from a
more engaged and highly skilled IPros (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023).

Thus, this study addresses this research gap by providing empirical evidence
demonstrating that inclusive HRM practices influence meaningful career outcomes for IPros.
This research shows that HRM remains relevant even when workers are project-based and
not formally employed by organisations. Importantly, while prior research has begun to
conceptualise inclusive HRM in the context of freelancers and external workers, much of
this work remains largely conceptual or qualitative in nature (e.g., Borghouts-van de Pas &
Freese, 2017; Van den Groenendaal et al., 2023). There is a notable lack of quantitative
studies testing the relationships between inclusive HRM practices and measurable career
outcomes in non-standard work contexts. This study directly addresses this gap by providing
quantitative empirical evidence on how inclusive HRM practices shape IPros’ career
outcomes, thereby strengthening the empirical foundation of inclusive HRM research.

Moreover, this study advances inclusive HRM research by moving beyond
conceptual and qualitative explorations to provide empirical evidence. Although prior work
has suggested that inclusive HRM practices may help organisations improve freelancers'
performance and support their employability (Borghouts-van de Pas & Freese, 2017; Van
den Groenendaal et al., 2023), empirical studies examining how such practices translate into
career outcomes have remained limited. By explicitly testing these relationships using
quantitative methods, this study not only validates prior conceptual claims but also
demonstrates the strength and direction of these effects, thereby providing more focus and

generalisable insights into inclusive HRM practices. This distinction further clarifies the
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contribution of this study relative to existing work and differentiates it from prior qualitative
and exploratory research.

This study addresses this gap by demonstrating that inclusive HRM practices are
associated with higher client commitment and improved sustainable career outcomes,
thereby strengthening the empirical foundation of inclusive HRM theory in non-standard
work settings. In addition, by integrating social exchange theory, this study provides a
relational explanation for how inclusive HRM practices operate in independent work
arrangements. Indeed, traditional HRM research often assumes that exchange relationships
are based on direct employment arrangements (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005).
This study shows that inclusive HRM practices can foster reciprocal relationships indirectly
through client commitment. This insight extends HRM theory by highlighting that HRM
practices may shape career outcomes through relational mechanisms even in the absence of
formal employment relationships. In doing so, this study not only extends inclusive HRM
research to a new context but also strengthens its empirical foundation by demonstrating the
measurable impact of inclusive HRM practices in non-traditional employment arrangements.

Second, this study contributes to the IPros' literature by shifting the focus from
individual-level career self-management to the role of organisational and relational resources
in shaping career outcomes. Existing IPros research has largely emphasised individual
agency, entrepreneurial orientation, and self-management as key characteristics of their
career success (Leighton & McKeown, 2015; Lo Presti et al., 2018). While these factors are
important, this study demonstrates that external support in the form of inclusive HRM
practices and strong client relationships also plays a critical role in sustaining [Pros’ careers.
Furthermore, by empirically examining the mediation role of client commitment between
inclusive HRM practices and career outcomes, this study advances understanding of client—
professional relationships in independent work. Prior research has highlighted the

importance of maintaining client relationships for securing ongoing work and income
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(McKeown & Leighton, 2016; Syrett, 2016;), but has little research to test how
organisational practices contribute to these relationships. This study provides empirical
evidence for this relationship by examining how inclusive HRM practices strengthen client
commitment, which in turn enhances subjective career success and reduces burnout.

Third, this study contributes to sustainable career research by extending its
application to non-standard work arrangements. Sustainable career research has mainly
focused on employees embedded within organisations and internal labour markets (De Vos
et al., 2020; Van der Heijden et al., 2020). By applying the sustainable career framework to
IPros, this study demonstrates that the core dimensions of productive, happy, and healthy
retain explanatory power in non-traditional employment contexts. Importantly, this study
shows that sustainable career outcomes for IPros are multidimensional and unevenly
influenced by organisational practices. While inclusive HRM practices and client
commitment strongly affect subjective career success and burnout, their influence on annual
earnings is more limited. This finding suggests that objective financial outcomes for IPros
may be shaped more strongly by market conditions and pricing strategies, whereas inclusive
HRM and relational resources are particularly important for subjective and wellbeing related
outcomes (Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017; De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017).

5.6.2 Practical Implications

The findings of this study provides several important practical implications. For
IPros, the findings emphasise that sustainable careers outcomes are not achieved through
individual self-management alone, but also depend on access to supportive organisational
and relational resources. While prior research has highlighted autonomy, adaptability, and
entrepreneurial orientation as key drivers of freelance career success (Leighton &
McKeown, 2015; Lo Presti et al., 2018), this study demonstrates that organisational support
and client commitment also play a crucial role in IPros' sustainable career outcomes. IPros

may benefit from client organisations that apply inclusive practices, such as openness to
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learning opportunities, respectful collaboration, and transparent communication. Actively
investing in trust-based and reciprocal client relationships can enhance career sustainability
by increasing access to repeat contracts, meaningful work, and psychological resources that
support wellbeing (McKeown & Leighton, 2016; Syrett, 2016). At the same time, the
findings suggest that financial outcomes such as annual earnings may be more strongly
influenced by market conditions and pricing strategies, highlighting the importance of
balancing relational and economic considerations in independent careers.

The findings of this study provides several important practical implications for HRM
practitioners and policymakers, organisations hiring IPros and IPros themselves. For HR
practitioners and policymakers, this study provides empirical support for broadening career
support systems to include non-standard workers such as IPros. This study highlights that
IPros’ sustainable career outcomes are not only dependent on individual efforts but also
significantly influenced by external factors such as inclusive HRM and client commitment.
This study suggests HR practitioners redefine the role of HR in managing external
professionals, expanding HR responsibilities beyond full-time employees. And encourage
HR professionals to develop inclusive policies that integrate freelancers into organisational
talent management strategies, such as providing training and career support programs to help
IPros enhance their skills or provide mental health and wellbeing resources to help IPros
manage stress and burnout. Policymakers may therefore consider promoting institutional
frameworks that facilitate [Pros’ access to training, upskilling, and lifelong learning
opportunities. Including [Pros into publicly supported career development and employability
initiatives may help reduce burnout risks and enhance long-term labour market participation.
Such measures not only benefit individual IPros but also contribute to a more resilient,
inclusive, and sustainable labour market overall (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017; Van der

Heijden et al., 2020).
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For organisations hiring IPros, this study highlights the importance of extending
inclusive HRM practices beyond the boundaries of standard employment relationships.
Although IPros are not formal employees, the findings demonstrate that inclusive HRM
practices (e.g., access to development opportunities, inclusive networking, fair treatment,
and work-life balance support) play a critical role in developing client commitment and
supporting sustainable career outcomes, particularly subjective career success and reduced
burnout. These results confirm that HRM practices can shape sustainable career outcomes
in non-standard work arrangements (Borghouts-van de Pas & Freese, 2017; Cross & Swart,
2021). It calls for organisations to rethink HRM frameworks to include IPros, ensuring fair
treatment, career support, and long-term relationship-building strategies. Practically,
organisations should view inclusive HRM practices as relational investments by applying
fairness, recognition, and long-term orientation practices to strengthen trust-based
relationships with IPros, which in turn enhances client commitment. Stronger client
commitment may lead to more stable collaborations, higher-quality contributions, and lower
risks of disengagement or burnout among external professionals (Cropanzano & Mitchell,
2005; Van den Groenendaal et al., 2023). Importantly, the findings suggest that such
practices are particularly effective in supporting wellbeing-related outcomes, underscoring
the value of inclusive onboarding, clear communication, and realistic workload expectations
in project-based work.

5.6.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions

While this study provides valuable insights, several limitations should be considered.
First, this study primarily focuses on IPros, findings may not generalise across other non-
traditional wok arrangements. The landscape of non-traditional employment is diverse,
ranging from highly skilled professionals working on long-term contracts to gig workers
performing short-term, task-based work through digital platforms (McKeown, 2015; Jabagi

et al., 2019). The IPros examined in this research are highly educated and skilled
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professionals who take on knowledge-intensive roles within client companies (Burke &
Cowling, 2020; McKeown, 2015). Unlike other non-traditional workers, they operate
independently and generally under project-based or contract-based arrangements (Ashford
et al., 2007). Compared with gig workers have less control over their work arrangements,
IPros exercise greater autonomy in selecting projects, negotiating contracts, and shaping
their career paths (Florin & Pichault, 2020). These professionals provide specialised services
in areas such as IT, consulting, finance, and creative industries (Knapp et al., 2021). Their
career sustainability is largely influenced by long-term client relationship, ongoing skill
development, and access to professional networks (Higgins & Thomas, 2001). Despite this
distinction reinforce the importance of inclusive HRM practices tailored to IPros, the results
may not generalise to other non-traditional workers. Future research should consider a
broader, more diverse sample, further explore how different HRM strategies can be adapted
to meet the unique needs of various non-traditional workers, particularly in the evolving gig
economy.

Second, this study applied a cross-sectional research design, meaning that data was
collected at a single point in time. This approach limits the ability to establish causal
relationships between inclusive HRM, client commitment, and sustainable career outcomes.
To better understand career sustainability, researchers should conduct long-term studies
tracking freelancers over several years. A longitudinal study would provide deeper insights
into how these variables evolve over time and how they influence [Pros’ career sustainability
in the long run. Additionally, the findings rely on self-reported measures, which may be
influenced by individual perceptions, biases, or social desirability effects (van de Mortel,
2005). Future research could incorporate objective performance indicators (e.g., income
growth, client retention rates) or third-party evaluations to enhance the robustness of the

results.
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Third limitation relates to the use of client commitment as the central mediating
mechanism in this study. The measurement of client commitment in this study was
developed based on Allen and Meyer’s (1990) organisational commitment measurement and
Marrone et al.’s (2007) team viability measurement to better fit the temporary and project-
based nature of IPros’ client relationships. Although this approach enhanced contextual
relevance, the construct and measurement have not yet been widely validated in the IPros
literature. Therefore, caution should be exercised when interpreting the mediating role of
client commitment.

Furthermore, while client commitment captures an important relational dimension,
other mechanisms may also explain how inclusive HRM influences career outcomes. Future
research could explore additional mediators such as perceived organisational support,
psychological contract, employability, or career resilience to further research exploring
sustainable careers in independent work (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017; Rousseau,
1989). Moreover, this study draws on the sustainable career framework to explore
sustainable career outcomes using three indicators, including annual earnings, subjective
career success, and burnout. While these indicators capture key aspects of being productive,
happy, and healthy, future studies could use a broader range of indicators, such as
employability, satisfaction, stress or wellbeing, to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of sustainable careers among IPros (Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017; Van der
Heijden et al., 2020).

In addition, while the inclusive HRM scale used in this study is developed by prior
qualitative research and tailored to the IPros context, it represents a context-specific
operationalisation rather than a widely validated quantitative measure. Although this
approach enhances contextual relevance, it may limit comparability with studies that employ

established HRM scales. Future research could build on this work by developing and
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validating more generalisable quantitative measures of inclusive HRM or by adapting
existing HRM scales for non-traditional work contexts.
5.7 Conclusion

This study aims to explore how inclusive HRM practices shape the sustainable career
outcomes of [Pros, drawing on the sustainable career framework and social exchange theory.
Responding to growing calls to extend HRM and career research beyond traditional
employment relationships, the findings demonstrate that HRM practices are still significant
in non-standard work contexts. The results show that inclusive HRM practices are positively
associated with IPros’ client commitment and with key dimensions of sustainable career
outcomes. Moreover, client commitment was found to mediate the relationships between
inclusive HRM and subjective career success and burnout, highlighting the importance of
relational mechanisms in sustaining independent careers. These findings align with social
exchange theory, which emphasises trust, reciprocity, and mutual obligation as central
drivers of positive work-related outcomes. Overall, this study demonstrates that inclusive
HRM remains relevant in non-standard work contexts and plays a key role in supporting
sustainable careers for [Pros. By examining these critical issues, this research contributes to
HRM and IPros literature, providing valuable insights for freelancers, organisations, HR

practitioners, and policymakers.
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Chapter 6 Discussion

6.1 Summary of Three Studies

While an increasing number of studies focus on IPros, there is limited theoretical and
empirical understanding of how IPros experience their work and career. Three studies were
designed to fill three sub-gaps but together to address the overarching question. These three
sub-gaps include: 1) lack of systematic investigation of key themes emerge in the literature
on [Pros’ work and career experiences; 2) research puzzle on how IPros’ dual identity shapes
their work outcomes; and 3) research puzzle on how inclusive HRM influences IPros’
sustainable career outcomes. To address these research gaps, this thesis adopted a three-
study format. Each study had its own research question, research aim, and research
conclusion, and they interrelate together to answer the overarching question of this thesis.

Study 1, titled “Beyond Traditional Employment: A Systematic Review of
Independent Professionals”, adopted a systematic review method to investigate current
research status on IPros over the past three decades (1993-2025). After reviewing the
selected 143 studies. Study 1 found four themes and corresponding paradoxes, which
include: 1) work experiences and challenges: work conditions paradox which highlights the
tension between control of work and the reality; 2) work-life balance, wellbeing and health:
wellbeing paradox which reveals how the pursuit of work-life balance and jobless stress; 3)
career development, support and success: career management paradox which exposes the
inherent contradiction between IPros' self-management independence and social net
interdependence; 4) identity and management: identity paradox which reveals IPros'
professional and organisational identities. Based on these themes and paradoxes, Study 1
identified the autonomy—precarity mega paradox as a fundamental defining feature of IPros’
work. It revealed that while autonomy provides flexibility and control, it coexists with

economic insecurity, client dependence, and limited institutional protection. Following these
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themes and paradoxes, a theoretical framework was developed and an agenda was offered
for future research, including 1) the comparative analysis of work models and the experience
of flexibility; 2) the effect of age, income, and segment on IPros’ health and wellbeing; 3)
the role of reputation, age, and professional networks in shaping career trajectories; and 4)
the construction of a coherent professional self across diverse contexts and career stages. As
such, this study filled in the first sub-gap of the lack of systematic investigation of current
research status of IPros.

Study 2 and Study 3 are in parallel and both focus on IPros” work experiences and
career outcomes, but examine these issues from distinct yet complementary perspectives.
Following the findings of Study 1, Study 2 titled “Being Professional or Organisational?
Exploring the Identity Paradox of Independent Professionals”, adopts an individual-level
perspective to investigated how [Pros’ professional and organisational identities shape their
work outcomes. Drawing on time lagged data collected from IPros in Ireland, Study 2
revealed [Pros manage their dual identities as both autonomous experts and temporary
organisational insiders. This study found that both IPros’ job satisfaction and subjective
career success are higher when professional and organisational identity converge at high
rather than low levels. In order to manage dual identities, client organisations should provide
support for IPros to help them accept both professional and organisational identities through
effective identity management. This study thus filled the second sub-gap regarding the
unknown of the professional and organisational identities paradox of IPros.

Still following the findings of Study 1 and extending the findings of Study 2, Study
3, titled “Sustainable Careers of Independent Professionals: The Role of Inclusive HRM and
Client Commitment in Career Development”, adopts an organisational-level perspective and
deepens our understanding of IPros' work outcomes by exploring the influence of inclusive
HRM practices and client commitment on IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. Using a

quantitative cross-section study, this study found that inclusive HRM significantly improves
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IPros subjective career success and reduces burnout. Moreover, client commitment has a
significant impact on IPros’ subjective career success and burnout. Client commitment also
mediates the inclusive HRM and on [Pros’ subjective career success and burnout. This study
answers how inclusive HRM practices impact IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. Doing so
filled the third sub-gap concerning the under-explored the relationship between inclusive
HRM practices and [Pros’ sustainable career outcomes.

The three studies collectively presented an integrated analysis of IPros. Study 1
served as a conceptual foundation that provides valuable insights on IPros research. The
recurring themes, central autonomy-precarity mega paradox and future research directions
were provided. Study 2 (quantitative time lagged study) then built on this foundation by
offering an in-depth understanding of IPros’ identity experiences. Study 2 explored how
IPros’ dual identity shapes their work outcomes. It examined how IPros manage the dual
demands of maintaining their professional identity while simultaneously adapting to
organisational expectations within client firms. Study 3 (quantitative cross-sectional study)
further explored the same theme as Study 2 and answered the question of how inclusive
HRM practices influence IPros’ sustainable career outcomes. It analysed how inclusive
HRM practices and client commitment shape IPros’ career outcomes, providing empirical
evidence of how IPros perceive organisational support.

6.2 Theoretical Contributions

This thesis focus on IPros and explore the main question how to hire and manage
IPros. By doing so, this thesis offers several important theoretical contributions by
integrating insights across paradox theory, social identity theory, sustainable career theory,
HRM research and the broader field of IPros research. Together, the findings extend and
refine existing conceptual frameworks while advancing new theoretical insights relevant to
the management of external professionals in contemporary labour markets.

6.2.1 Contributions to HRM Research
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The second major theoretical contribution of this thesis is the extension of HRM
research to the management of IPros which is a group traditionally outside the domain of
HRM practices. Generally, HRM research almost mainly focused on full-time employees
who are individuals with formal organisational membership, employment contracts, and
participation in internal HR systems (Boxall & Purcell, 2016). The external contractors such
as IPros, freelancers, or contingent workers are characterised as peripheral labour with
limited relevance for HRM theory (Kalleberg, 2011). This thesis challenges that assumption
by exploring how HRM practices, particularly inclusive HRM influence the work
experiences, relational engagement, and career outcomes of IPros.

The findings of Study 3 provide the strong empirical evidence for this contribution.
By showing that inclusive HRM practices, including fair treatment, transparent
communication, respect, recognition, and involvement in making decisions, significantly
enhance IPros’ subjective career success and reduce burnout. The study shows that HRM
practices can operate effectively even without formal employment relationships. This
contributes to HRM theory by expanding the conceptual boundaries of HRM beyond
traditional organisational hierarchies. It also provides evidence that HRM practices can
function in contractual relationships where the organisation and IPros are operationally
independent but interdependent.

Conclusion, this thesis extends HRM research to hire and manage IPros, findings
reveal that HRM practices remain influential even when applied beyond traditional
employment boundaries. Especially, the exploration of the impact of inclusive HRM
practices on IPros career outcomes further extends HRM theory to explain the function of
HRM practices in temporary, short-term and project-based employment relationships. The
thesis calls for more academy focus to broadens the scope of HRM theory to move beyond
organisational boundaries and incorporate external, flexible, and knowledge-based

professionals into mainstream theoretical debates.
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6.2.2 Contributions to IPros Research

The final major contribution of this thesis is the advancement of research on IPros as
a distinct category of contract workers in contemporary labour markets. Although the
number of IPros has grown rapidly across industries, research on IPros remains limited.
Existing studies tended to explore single themes such as flexibility, autonomy, identity, or
precarity without integrating these dimensions into a multidisciplinary theoretical
understanding (Annink & Den Dulk, 2012; Pichault et al., 2020; Tomlinson et al., 2018).
This thesis addresses this gap to answer the question of how [Pros experience their work and
career, providing empirical insights into identity management and sustainable career
development. Therefore, this thesis contributes to filling current research gaps for a better
understanding of IPros' work and career.

Specifically, Study 1 establishes a systematic theoretical foundation by reviewing
three decades of research on IPros. The review summarised four main themes based on
existing studies and also identifies that the autonomy—precarity paradox within IPros' work
has been recognised but not theorised holistically. This study provides the theoretical
foundation and identifies clear research gaps for the next two studies. Study 2 directly
addresses one of the key gaps identified in Study 1 by empirically examining identity
management, which is an area that has received limited attention in IPros scholarship despite
being central to their occupational reality. This identity paradox reflects the dual positioning
of IPros as both outside experts and inside temporary organisational members. By exploring
how IPros manage and balance dual identities, Study 2 enriches IPros research with
empirical evidence about the psychological and relational complexities of independent work.
Study 3 extends IPros' research further by linking inclusive HRM practices to career
sustainability. It reveals that inclusive HRM practices and strong client commitment enhance
IPros’ career sustainability. These insights challenge the assumption in current literature that

IPros are solely responsible for managing their own career development through self-driven
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strategies such as networking, reskilling, and self-positioning (Bryant & McKeown, 2016;
Eppler-Hattab, 2022). Instead, the findings show that client organisations play a crucial role
in shaping IPros’ long-term career development, even in the absence of formal employment.
This relational perspective advances IPros research by revealing how organisational actions
influence contractor productivity, happiness and health.

The three studies provide an understanding of IPros from different aspects and
explore the key research topic: IPros’ work and career experiences. Importantly, this thesis
positions IPros as a distinct professional group whose work is shaped by paradoxical
conditions, hybrid identities, and cross-boundary relationships. It advances IPros research
by offering theoretical and empirical evidence that can direct future studies on IPros’ work
motivations, identity management, labour market positioning, wellbeing, and relationships
with clients. Therefore, this thesis fills research gaps and enriches current research on IPros.
6.2.3 Enriching Research Context

This thesis applies three major theoretical frameworks, i.e. paradox theory, social
identity theory and sustainable career framework which have been well applied in the full-
time employment context to the context of non-standard work arrangements. Although these
theories were primarily developed in relation to traditional employees and stable
organisational structures. The findings from Studies 1, 2, and 3 demonstrate their
explanatory value when applied to external professionals whose work is flexible,
boundaryless and project-based.

Firstly, this thesis makes a significant contribution to paradox theory. Paradox theory
proposed that individuals and organisations often face persistent, interdependent, and
contradictory tensions that cannot be resolved but must be continuously balanced (Lewis,
2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011). While paradox theory has been widely applied in
organisational studies, its application to non-standard work arrangements remains limited.

By integrating the insights of Study 1 and Study 2 to examine that IPros experience
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paradoxes at both structural and identity aspects. Paradox theory has been increasingly used
in recent research to explain complex dynamics such as leadership paradoxes (Cunha et al.,
2019) and innovation paradoxes (Miron-Spektor et al., 2011). It has also been applied to
identity paradoxes, such as physician-managers who must be both clinicians and
administrators (Caza et al., 2018). Moreover, paradox theory also help to understand
contemporary work arrangements such as gig economy labour where workers often
experience freedom but also instability (Bunders & De Moor, 2024), and remote work which
simultaneously increases autonomy and heightens feelings of isolation (Putnam et al., 2014).
However, despite these advancements, paradox theory has not been systematically applied
to understanding the experiences of IPros who are operating in knowledge-intensive and
boundaryless roles.

Study 1 contributes to paradox theory by conceptualising that the tension between
autonomy and precarity is a persistent paradox at the centre of IPros’ work. Unlike traditional
employees who experience paradoxical tensions within organisational boundaries, IPros face
paradoxes that come with their employment form. The systematic literature review identifies
autonomy and precarity not as absolutely conflicting but as mutually reinforcing forces
shaping IPros’ careers. Autonomy allows IPros to exercise independently, flexibility and
self-management, yet the autonomy coexists with precarious conditions such as unstable
income, job insecurity and dependence on clients. The finding, on the one hand, is consistent
with the points of paradox theory that paradoxes are persistent contradictions that must be
balanced rather than solved (Schad et al., 2016; Smith & Lewis, 2011). On the other hand,
the thesis also extends paradox theory beyond organisational settings and demonstrates that
paradoxes can be embedded within non-traditional contractual arrangements.

Furthermore, Study 2 also extends paradox theory by exploring IPros’ professional—
organisational identity paradox. The results shown that [Pros must simultaneously sustain

their professional distinctiveness and independently while aligning with organisational
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expectations in client firms. The findings extend paradox theory by highlighting how
temporary, non-traditional workers experience identity paradoxes more sensitively and
acutely than traditional employees. Therefore, Study 1 and Study 2 together extend paradox
research beyond traditional employment contexts to the domain of non-standard, external
workers. They further provide the theoretical understanding of how paradoxical tensions
manifest across identity, autonomy, and organisational embeddedness within non-standard
work. The thesis fills the current research gap on paradox theory and confirms the value of
paradox theory for understanding contemporary work arrangements and external workforce
management.

Secondly, this thesis extend the social identity theory to non-standard and external
professionals. Social identity theory proposed that individuals gain meaning, belonging, and
guidance from group memberships (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). Social identity theory has been
applied to explore a wide range of organisational phenomena. For example, in leadership
studies, social identity has been used to explain how leaders gain influence by embodying
group norms and prototypical characteristics (Hogg et al., 2012). In diversity and inclusion
research, social identity theory helps explain how demographic characteristics influence
belonging, exclusion, and workplace outcomes (Roberson, 2019). Scholars also used social
identity theory to understand gig workers’ attempts to develop community identity on digital
platforms (Kuhn & Maleki, 2017) and the identity transitions experienced by freelancers
within project-based work (Petriglieri et al., 2019).

Despite these developments, the research gap on social identity theory still remains
because it is less sufficiently focused on IPros who work across multiple organisations and
must maintain both professional distinctiveness and organisational alignment. Study 2
addresses this gap by examining the professional-organisational identity paradox among
IPros. While social identity theory assumes that individuals identify with groups they are

formally part of, IPros must construct their multiple identities in more relational and
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temporary ways. The findings reveal that [Pros develop strong professional identities to
maintain expertise and autonomy, while simultaneously engaging in temporary
organisational identification to build trust and collaboration with clients. Furthermore, their
dual identities contribute to work outcomes. Therefore, the thesis contributes to
understanding IPros' identity construction and provides a theoretical foundation for future
research on identity in non-standard work.

Thirdly, this thesis potentially extends the sustainable career framework to non-
traditional work arrangements by exploring the influence of inclusive HRM and client
commitment on [Pros’ career outcomes. In current research, sustainable career framework
is generally applied primarily to traditional stable employment settings. Studies widely
explore that supportive organisational contexts such as developmental opportunities and
psychologically safe climates could strengthen career sustainability by enhancing learning
and engagement over time (De Vos et al., 2020; Retkowsky et al., 2023). It also used to
explain how employees sustain career uncertainty or transitions, such as ageing workforces
or organisational change (Van der Heijden et al., 2020). In the HRM field, the framework
is connected to employer strategies through strategic HRM, highlighting that organisational
practices aimed at fairness, inclusion, and long-term development help employees to sustain
both organisational capability and individual careers (De Vos & Van der Heijden, 2017;
Ehnert et al., 2016).

However, applying the sustainable career framework to IPros is still limited.
Although Study 3 didn’t apply sustainable career theory, it was conducted from the inclusive
HRM perspective and adopts sustainable career framework to build and test a research model
for IPros' career outcomes. The findings reveal that sustainable career outcomes are
substantially shaped by the HRM practices and relational stability. Specifically, inclusive
HRM increases client commitment, which in turn strengthens subjective sustainability and

reduces wellbeing risks. Therefore, Study 3 extends the sustainable career framework by
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showing that sustainability in non-standard careers is co-constructed through inter-
organisational inclusion and commitment. The thesis not only fills a gap in sustainable career
research but also provides a theoretical framework for future sustainable career research to
incorporate contingent and hybrid forms of professional work.

6.3 Practical Implications

The findings of this thesis offer several meaningful practical implications for
organisations, HR practitioners, policymakers, and IPros themselves. From the perspective
of IPros, exploring their work and career experiences is particularly important. It provides
insight into how they navigate flexible employment arrangements, manage professional
identities, and sustain long-term career development outside traditional organisational
structures. This thesis provides evidence-based practical implications to client organisations,
HR practitioners, policymakers and IPros through practices that acknowledge IPros’
characteristics, multiple identities and career development needs.

For client organisations, the findings reveal that although IPros are not traditional
full-time employees, organisational support is still needed. The paradoxes identified in
Studies 1 and 2 show that IPros simultaneously seek autonomy and security, independence
and belonging. This means that organisational practices should balance IPros’ professional
identity with efforts to create an inclusive and supportive environment. Study 3 provides
compelling evidence that inclusive HRM practices directly enhance IPros’ career outcomes.
These inclusive HRM practices, including transparent communication, fair treatment, and
clarity around project expectations should be applied in managing [Pros. Organisations can
therefore strengthen their talent strategies that treat IPros not as peripheral labour but as
valued collaborators whose contributions depend on trust and mutual respect (McKeown &
Pichault, 2021). Practices such as providing access to necessary information and ensuring
consistent communication can help IPros integrate into project teams and enhance

productivity (Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023).
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For HR practitioners, the results highlight the need to broaden the conceptual and
operational scope of HRM to include external workers. Traditional HRM systems designed
exclusively for full-time employees are insufficient in the era where organisations
increasingly depend on flexible and project-based expertise (Leighton & McKeown, 2015).
HR professionals should consider extending relevant practices such as performance
feedback and learning opportunities to IPros in ways that respect their independent identity
(Van Den Groenendaal et al., 2023). The findings of Study 2 suggest that such practices also
support IPros’ identity work by providing a stronger sense of belonging and legitimacy
within client organisations. This more relational and inclusive orientation to HRM can create
more cohesive project teams and improve the overall collaboration of hybrid workforces
composed of employees and contractors.

For policymakers, the autonomy—precarity paradox revealed in Study 1 emphasises
the ongoing vulnerabilities faced by IPros. While IPros contribute significantly to national
economies and organisational innovation, they often lack access to social protections,
collective bargaining mechanisms, and structured career support (Knapp et al., 2021; Syrett,
2016). Policymakers may therefore consider initiatives that enhance professional
development access, promote fair contracting standards, or expand social protections for
contractors. Such policies could help reduce the precarity highlighted in the systematic
review and provide more support for IPros to contribute more sustainably and equitably.

Finally, for IPros themselves, the findings provide insights into strategies for
managing identity, relationships, and career sustainability. Study 2 suggests that identity
management can enhance job satisfaction, subjective career success and employability.
Study 3 reveals that developing strong client relationships and seeking out inclusive
organisational environments contribute significantly to positive career outcomes. [IPros may
not only benefit from investing in skills development and networking, but also consider

strengthening flexibility in response to the paradoxical conditions of their work.
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6.4 Limitations and Future Research

Although this thesis makes important theoretical and practical contributions, several
limitations must be acknowledged. These limitations provide valuable opportunities for
future research on IPros and non-standard work arrangements.

The first limitation relates to the data collection and methodological scope of the
three studies. Study 1 used the keywords to capture all relevant studies. As university library
subscriptions may not include all international journals or practitioner-oriented publications,
some relevant studies may not be contained in the systematic review. Although the review
provides an overview of 30 years of research, insights from industry reports, policy briefs,
and grey literature are excluded from the review. These studies may help further
contextualize the findings and provide broader insights. The generalizability of a single
context is relatively limited, although Study 2 adopted a quantitative time lagged approach
offers richer causal insight than cross-sectional designs and captures changes over time.
Study 3 used a cross-sectional quantitative survey to examine the role of inclusive HRM and
client commitment in shaping IPros’ career sustainability outcomes. While the design
enabled the identification of significant relationships across a large-scale sample, the
inability to infer causality is a limitation of the study. Longitudinal or in-depth interview
would provide stronger evidence further research.

A second limitation concerns the transferability of the findings to other contexts.
Study 2 and 3 was conducted in a single country and in a single market, limiting the
transferability of the findings from the data analysis. The results of these two studies may
not be fully generalised to countries with different business contexts from Ireland. National
differences in employment protection legislation, taxation regimes, and social welfare
provisions may shape IPros’ autonomy-—precarity experiences, identity management
strategies, and access to inclusive practices within client organisations. Future research is

therefore encouraged to replicate and extend the studies in different national contexts,
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particularly in countries with high levels of self-employment or expanding contractor
economies. The cross-country comparative studies could also enhance the generalizability
of the findings and identify how institutional environments shape the identity and career
dynamics of [Pros.

A third limitation relates to the focus of Studies 2 and 3 on specific organisational
and individual factors, without fully exploring the broader range of social support
mechanisms that may shape IPros’ identity processes and career sustainability. Future
research should therefore investigate the social support in the careers of [Pros. Studies could
examine how formal and informal, professional and personal interact to shape identity
stability, client relationships, and long-term career sustainability.

6.5 Summary

This chapter summarized the key findings of the three studies and discussed their
theoretical and practical implications for understanding how IPros are hired, managed, and
supported. By integrating insights from paradox theory, social identity theory, sustainable
career theory, and HRM scholarship, the chapter demonstrated how the thesis advances the
current research on IPros in HRM area. The practical implications highlighted the value of
inclusive organisational practices and relational support for enabling more effective and
sustainable engagement with external professionals. The chapter also acknowledged several
limitations relating to data collection, contextual generalisability, and methodology, and

outlined directions for future research.
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Chapter 7 Conclusion

In the past three decades, the growth of IPros has attracted the attention from both
scholars and practitioners. The research on IPros who perform complex, knowledge-
intensive work for organisations without becoming formal employees still limited.
Especially, little research explore IPros” work and career experience. Thus, there is limited
theoretical and empirical understanding of how IPros experience work, manage identities,
and perceive organisational supports in contemporary labour markets. To fill this research
gap, this thesis was set to answer the overarching research question of how [Pros experience
their work and career and conduct a three-study approach, this thesis contributes to existing
knowledge by addressing the following three questions: 1) What is the key themes emerge
in the literature on IPros’ work and career experiences? 2) How do IPros’ professional and
organisational identities shape their work outcomes? and 3) How does inclusive HRM
influence IPros’ sustainable career outcomes? As such, the thesis was organized into three
papers, separately but interconnectedly, to serve the overarching research objective of this
thesis.

Study 1 presented a systematic review of 30 years of literature on IPros to establish
an overall understanding of the field. It identified four core themes and emphasised that the
autonomy—precarity mega paradox represents an enduring tension for IPros' work. The
review also revealed a lack of theoretical integration within the field and proposed an agenda
for future research. Studies 2 and 3 built on the findings and research agenda identified in
Study 1 to explore the same research theme. Study 2 explored IPros’ professional and
organisational identity paradox through a quantitative time lagged research design. By
drawing on paradox theory, Study 2 fond the positive impact of dual identities on work
outcomes. Study 3 followed the findings of Study 1 and extended the same theme of Study

2 by examining IPros’ career outcomes using a cross-sectional quantitative study. By
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adopting inclusive HRM perspective, the empirical results showed that inclusive HRM
significantly enhances earnings, subjective career success, and reduces burnout.

Overall, this thesis makes several significant contributions to HRM research, IPros
research and applications to paradox theory, social identity theory and sustainable career
framework. First, it extends HRM theory by emphasizing that HRM practices can
meaningfully influence external workers, and that inclusive HRM is an effective framework
for managing non-employee professionals. Second, the thesis contributes to IPros research
by exploring the autonomy-precarity mega paradox, identity management and perceive
organisational support to provide more deeper and comprehensive understanding of
independent professional work. Third, it extends paradox theory by exploring IPros'
autonomy—precarity mega paradox and professional-organisational identity paradoxes in
non-standard work arrangements. It also extends the application of social identity theory in
non-standard work arrangements by exploring IPros' dual identity paradox and showing how
their dual identities influence their work outcomes. Moreover, it advances sustainable career
framework by highlighting the sustainable career outcomes of IPros is co-constructed
through interactions with client organisations and through inclusive HRM practices.

As organisations increasingly rely on external expertise to drive innovation and
flexibility, understanding IPros’ work and career experiences is both practically and
strategically important. The findings of this thesis emphasised the need for organisations to
adopt relational and inclusive approaches to managing external professionals and for IPros
to develop identity strategies and client relationships that support positive work outcomes.
Although not the mainly focus, the thesis also highlights the role of institutional and social
supports in reducing precarity and enhancing the carer development of independent work.

Finally, this thesis provides a timely and detailed examination of IPros’ work and
career experiences. It also provides the theoretical and empirical evidence for future research

seeking to better understand the paradoxes, identities, and organisational support of IPros in
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rapidly evolving labour markets. By deepening our knowledge of this under-explored group,
the thesis contributes to the development of more effective management practices and more

sustainable career opportunities for [Pros in further research.
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IDE entrepreneur type
Miller & Vanhove Tndependent WLB o Impact Qf mo.tlvatlo.nal entry factors (pull/push). on job
uUs . CS Quantitative Survey satisfaction via motivation, moderated by perceived
(2024) professionals
IDE support
LA o Bl N/A LU S T IDE Theoretical N/A Shared leadership effectiveness
(2013) contractors
Mufamadi & Koen . Independent WCD . Extending social protection to independent contractors
(2021) South Africa contractors CS Theoretical N/A through tax and legislative reform
Mukherjee & Datta . Highly skilled gig oy e . .
(2024) India workers WLB Quantitative Survey Ambition—burnout relationship
Murgia et al (2020) N/A Solo self-employed WED Theoretical N/A Hybrid work zones between employment and sel-
IDE employment
. WLB o Freelancer value proposition and freelancer job
Nawaz et al (2020) Pakistan Freelancers WCD Quantitative Survey safisfaction
WCD o Case study .
Nemkova et al (2019) N/A Freelancers IDE Qualitative Interview Meaningful work
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Study Country/Region Item Theme* Method Tools Research focus
WCD
Nierling et al (2023) Germany Freelancers CS Qualitative Interview Work autonomy and work conditions
IDE

Oren (2012) Isracl Self—employed WLB Quantitative Survey Compare job stressors and coping strgtegles between

professionals self-employed and employed professionals
Oren (2019) Isracl Self—employed WLB Mixed ey 4 lsrviem Challenge and hindrance stressors relate to ‘purnout

professionals among self-employed vs. employed professionals
Osnowitz & Henson Us Professional WCD Qualitative Interview Work time control and maintain boundaries between
(2016) contractors Observation professional contractors and standard employees
Panteli & Urquhart Independent WCD o . Means of employability and mechanism of normative
(2021) UK professionals CS QEIERND Interview control
Panteli & Urquhart Independent oy . .
(2022) UK professionals IDE Qualitative Interview Job crafting and empowerment

Independent WLB o Social network effects (centrality & tie strength) on
i< Cumri (AR B contractors WCD Quantitative Survey arbitrators’ satisfaction and fees
Parker (2010) N/A Independent WCD Theoretical N/A How public po}lcles shape ﬁrms. incentives to contract

contractors IDE out and reclassify employees as independent contractors

Petriglieri et al (2019) Us In?:frir;crisnt VIVDC]I:) Qi Interview ;{113;)(1); identities, emotional wellbeing and organisational
Pichault & McKeown Independent . .
(2019) N/A professionals WLB Theoretical Conceptional paper Work autonomy

Independent 1) Actually experience and enact autonomy 2) The
Pichault et al (2020) France pel WLB Qualitative Interview tension between structural constraints and individual

professionals o —
Prottas (2008) US, Europe I:fgng;li)err: \?%}? Quantitative Secondary data Job autonomy, job satisfaction, life satisfaction, stress
Pulignano et al (2024) }(3}211'%1111:;1}; Freelancers WCD Qualitative Interview Erjeell:ncers U G e G E RSl

WLB 1) Organisational wellbeing and motivation between
Rania et al (2021) Italy Freelancers IDE Quantitative Survey employees and freelancers 2) Influence on life
satisfaction
. WCD . . T
Rassuli (2005) Us Rrofesswnal cs Theoretical Goncsptionallpapes The evglutlon, characterlstlcs, and implications of the
contingent workers IDE professional contingent workforce

Independent o Relationship between employment type, job stress, and

Ray et al (2017) US contractors WLB Quantitative Secondary data health-related quality of life
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Study Country/Region Item Theme* Method Tools Research focus
WED Comparing perceptions and hological contracts in
Redpath et al (2009) Canada Contingent workers CS Mixed Survey + Interview omparing pereeptions psychotogical contracts
IDE contingent employment relationships
g%l;%r;s & Douglas US Contract workers IDE Qualitative Interview Psychological contract and performance
Roberts & Douglas Us Gig woners IDE Qi Interview Engage.:ment and mO'FlVathIl in leaderless or minimally
(2022) supervised work environments
Romke & Sayed . Survey 1) The role of freelancing in reducing unemployment 2)
(2018) Bangladesh Freelancers web Mixed Case study The impact on the socio-economic development
. Independent o . .
Ruine et al (2020) Germany WCD Qualitative Interview Work conditions
contractors
. Independent WCD . . The role of staffing agencies in work relationships with
+ . . .
Ruine et al (2020) Germany contractors CS Mixed Survey + Interview highly skilled independent contractors
Sayah (2013) Gemmany Independent WLB Qi Interview Using 1nf0rmat1.0n and commumcatlon technologies to
contractors manage work—life boundaries
Schérrer & Sender Europe Independent WCD Quantitative Surve Factors that influence the retention and return intentions
(2021) P contractors IDE y of independent contractors
Schwartz (2018) N/A Freelancers WCD Qi Interv1eyv 1) Challepges of contlngent work 2) Online occupational
Observation communities 3) Collective strategies
Shann & Hassell WLB i Interview Motivations, advantages, disadvantages, and professional
(2006) UK Self-employed IDE Qualitative Focus group implications
. Independent WCD . . The evolving nature of work under flexible arrangements
Spreitzer et al (2017) N/A contractors IDE Theoretical Conceptional paper ndlits diverging effects|anlworkers
Stachura- . . .. S
Krzysztalowicz et al Poland Freelancers WLB Quantitative Survey PSyChO.SOCIal working conditions and subjective
WCD wellbeing
(2024)
. o . Identify key competences underpinning freelancers’
St & Becker (2013) Germany Freelancers CS Qualitative Interview - .
employability and explore sectoral differences
St & Sayah (2013) Germany Contract workers WLB Qualitative Interview Work-life balance
Sulbout & Pichault . Skilled contingent WCD oy .
(2021) Belgium workers cs Qualitative Interview Career support
Sulbout et al (2022) Belgium Skilled contingent WED Qualitative Interview Career management and support
workers CS
Sultana et al (2019) Bangladesh Freelancers WCD Quantitative Survey ) RELEG I, SRt Gl LG el

behavior 2) Objective performance
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Study Country/Region Item Theme* Method Tools Research focus
Siil & Kleiner (2007) Germany Freelancers WCD Quantitative Survey Organlsgtlonal ceniinent o
expectations

Siil & Kleiner (2010) Germany Freelancers WED Quantitative Survey Work re!atlonshlp » commitment and work-related

IDE expectations

. WLB o Interview . . .
Sutherland et al (2020) N/A Gig workers WCD Qualitative Archival data Challenges of precarious and gig literacies
Syrett (2016) N/A Indepepdent WLB Theoretical Conceptional paper Financial securllty, social support, mental health, and
professionals general wellbeing
Toth et al (2020) Finland Freelancers WCD Quantitative Survey j\ggtgil L
;l'zrg%l;lay & Genin Canada Self-employed WLB Mixed Survey + Interview  Strategic and operational autonomy
Van den Born & Van CS : " Identify drivers of freelance career success (objective
+ ..

Witteloostuijn (2013) Netherlands Freelancers IDE Mixed Survey + Interview andlsubiective)
Van den Groenendaal WCD o . Inclusive HRM and freelancer—organisation employment
et al (2023) Netherlands Freelancers IDE Qualitative Interview relationships
van der Zwan et al UK Freelancers WLB Quantitative Secondary data Subjective wellbeing
(2020) IDE
Vincent (2016) UK Self-employed WCD Qualitative Interview Work time constraints and gendered inequalities

CS
Voudouris (2004) Greece Independent IDE Quantitative Survey Explore how and why Greek firms use different types of

contractors flexible employment arrangements

Waldkirch et al (2021) N/A Gig workers CS Qualitative Archival data Understand how HRM activities actually take shape on a

IDE digital work platform from workers’ perspectives
Warr & Inceoglu UK Self-employed WLB Quantitative Survey Work orientations, job characteristics and subjective
(2018) WCD wellbeing

IDE
Wickramasinghe & Sri Lanka Casual workers WLB Quantitative Survey Differences in job satisfaction, organisational justice, and
Chandrasekara (2011) IDE performance between permanent and casual workers
Yang et al (2022) China On-demand CS Quantitative Survey How career identity leads to organisational identification

professionals IDE among on-demand professionals

Note: * WLB = Work-life balance, wellbeing and health; WCD = Work conditions and experiences; CS = Career development, support and success; IDE = Identity and management
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Appendix 2 Key Variables and Measurement in Study 2

Key variables Items (scales) Sources

- All in all, T am satisfied with my work.

- Rate of pay
- Location of job Cammann et al., (1979)

Job satisfaction - Flexibility of hours (1 = very dissatisfied to 5 = very
- Remote working options satisfied)

- The work-life balance

- With my current life in general

] ) Greenhaus et al (1990)
- The success I have achieved in my career.

Lo (1 = very dissatisfied to 5 = very
Subjective career success - The progress I have made toward meeting my overall career goals.

satisfied)
- Being a professional contractor is an important part of who I am. Farmer and Van Dyne (2010)
Professional identity - I have strong positive feelings about being a professional contractor. (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
- I will continue to work as a contractor in the future. agree)
o ) ] - I feel strong ties with this organisation. Smidts et al., (2001) (1 = strongly
Organisational identity ) o
- I feel glad to work for this organisation. disagree to 5 = strongly agree)
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Appendix 3 Key Variables and Measurement in Study 3

Key variables

Items (scales)

Sources

Subjective career success

- The success I have achieved in my career.

- The progress I have made toward meeting my overall career goals.

Greenhaus et al (1990); Abele and

Spurk (2009) (1 = very dissatisfied to

5 = very satisfied)

Burnout

- I feel emotionally drained from my work.

- I feel used up at the end of the day.

- I feel burned out from my work.

- Ifeel tired when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job.

- Working with people all day is really a strain for me.

Maslach et al., (1997) (1 = strongly

disagree to 5 = strongly agree)

Client commitment

- I have found working in this organization to be a very satisfying experience.
- Ifeel like I am learning a great deal by working on this project.

- I would welcome the opportunity to work for this organization again in the future.

Marrone et al., (2007) (1 = strongly

disagree to 5 = strongly agree)

Inclusive HRM

- Full time employees regard me as a competitive threat.

- My client organization provides the necessary resources.

- My client organization builds connections with the people involved.
- My payment is in compliance with financial agreements.

- My fee is paid on time.

- My client organization would inform me if I seem to go in the wrong direction.

- My client organization communicates with me openly about the progress of projects.

- Ireceive all information needed to execute my work.

- My client organization informs me whether assignments will be extended or not.

I have sufficient autonomy in completing the assignment in my own way.

Van den Groenendaal et al., (2023)

(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly

agree)
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- My assignment(s) is/are clear from the start without disguising the exact content of
assignment(s).

- My role is very clear during my work.
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