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Abstract

This chapter highlights the position of freelance or self-employed journalists in the news
sector from the pessimistic observation that news organizations tend to push journalists in a
freelance status to cope with decreasing revenues and are inspired by neoliberal thoughts.
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Many journalism schools are increasingly stressing entrepreneurialism in their programs.t A
2018 survey of Belgian journalists showed the need to address entrepreneurialism as it
indicated that the majority of young journalists find their way into the news industry as
independent or self-employed journalists.?

Like in many other jobs, these junior profiles first need to gain experience and demonstrate
their journalistic skills before they can move up the professional ladder. But even if after
some time they acquire a stable and valued position in the newsroom, they are not always
rewarded with a permanent staff position. In Belgium, self-employed journalists are well
represented in all age groups across the journalistic workforce, and their number has
increased over the years.® This is not an isolated finding. Studies in other countries and
contexts have documented a sharp increase of freelance journalists in recent years, which has
sped up following the 2008 global financial and economic crisis.*

As a consequence of this outsourcing of news work and the decentralization of newsrooms,
several authors draw attention to the fact that academic research should pay more attention to
atypical journalist profiles such as freelancers but also part-time workers, temporary contracts
or internships.® Therefore, the aim of this chapter is first, to explain why the working
conditions of many freelancers can be precarious. Next, we will see that it is not all doom and
gloom and happiness can be found if we follow a less newsroom-centered approach and take
into account entrepreneurial efforts in the news industry. Finally, we will map out how the
position and happiness of freelancers, entrepreneurial journalists, and other atypical workers
in the news industry can be further supported by different stakeholders.
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Freelancers as Members of the Precariat

Freelancers are “self-employed journalists who take on assignments for several employers.”®
Yet, the European Federation of Journalists (EFJ) called them “forced lancers” because
research® showed that many journalists who were laid off during and after the 2008 financial
and economic crisis “moved from full-time, secure, and well remunerated work to more
precarious forms of employment in and out of journalism, including freelance, contract and
part-time.” Media companies do not need to invest in training or benefits for freelancers such
as social security and legal support, nor take the risk for periods of reduced activity.® As a
result, they can reduce costs and responsibilities and gain more flexibility.'® The fact that this
seems to be a well-considered strategy is demonstrated by the fact that one in three Belgian
freelancers in 2018 admitted to work for only one client in the media sector, which is
considered bogus self-employment.!

A shift of responsibilities to the individual workers is observed: “much of the risk previously
born by employers is now the responsibility of the individual worker, something Fleming
(2017) calls the ‘radical responsibilization’ of employment.”*? Studies of precarious work
often refer to the hegemonic position of neoliberal economic thought in the globalized society
to understand why workers (need to) accept that long-term career possibilities and work-
related benefits are replaced with short-term contracts and high demands. Following this
argument, “freelance journalists are molded into ideal neoliberal workers: agile, self-
commodifying, and shrewdly working to survive in the marketplace.” 1 Freelancers under
conditions of fierce competition internalized ideas of “enterprise” in such a way that financial
and entrepreneurial considerations dominated their work.'* Yet, the lack of steady
employment and the benefits that come with it can have a detrimental effect on the well-
being of independent journalists.’> When compared to permanent staff, freelancers report
lower levels of extrinsic job satisfaction. They are less satisfied with work-related aspects
such as job security, income, social status, or promotion prospects.® In addition to low
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incomes, inability to plan for the long term, a daily struggle to secure future work, and
limited access to social protection, they report high levels of stress and burnout problems.*’

Research shows that these precarious working situations vary between different groups of
freelancers. First, young journalists are often pushed in freelance positions when they enter
the journalistic field as a gateway to a more permanent position in a newsroom after they
have demonstrated their value.'® Second, female journalists with children often choose a
freelance position to buy time for their family.'® Third, a report of the European Federation of
Journalists® raised concern about the many freelance journalists in regional reporting. In
Belgium, the proportion of freelancers in the regional beat increased from 22.1 percent in
2013 to 30.6 percent in 2018.%

In Belgium, The Flemish Association of Journalists (VVJ) reported that freelancers in the
regional beat endure being treated like slaves. In 2022, when hired by a newspaper, they
received a remuneration of 5 euro for a short piece up to 125 euro for an in-depth news piece.
Freelancers who did exactly the same job with exactly as much effort but in relation to
national news coverage in newspapers receive between 110 and 1,200 euro. On top of that,
the number of regional beat reporters is decreasing. The remaining journalists need to cover
multiple cities or municipalities, creating local news deserts.??

The situation was aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic starting in 2020 which hit
freelance journalists substantially more than journalists with a permanent contract. During the
COVID-19 lockdowns, freelancers reported a decrease or, temporarily during the lockdowns,
even a complete drop of assignments and income.?® Australian freelance journalists reported
how the pandemic had aggravated their already insecure financial situation, and how they had
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to resort even more than normally to jobs outside journalism.?* COVID-19 magnified pre-
existing disparities among journalists, as freelancers and those associated with small media
startups were very concerned about job security and felt a lot of financial stress.?> Moreover,
they had to deal individually with stressors such as isolation, working from home, and
eroding of work-life boundaries, in contrast to journalists in permanent positions who
struggled also but felt sufficiently supported by their news organizations. 2°

In the next section, we present a different take on the position of self-employed journalists by
focusing less on their dependence on media employers. Instead, we celebrate their
independence and agency as they are running their own business and can take control of their
own professional success, well-being and happiness. Therefore, we turn to the concept of
entrepreneurial journalism and what freelancers can learn from these journalist-entrepreneurs,

Between Journalism and Entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurial journalists have increased since the emergence of online news websites and
social media which have democratized the means of news production and distribution, and
thus lowered the entry barriers to the news market. Journalistic entrepreneurs are defined as
“designating stand-alone enterprises that have a journalistic mission yet are dissociated from
legacy media.”?’ They have connotative links to business and innovation whereas freelancers
are associated with “piecemeal journalistic work.”?® Whereas many freelancers are forced or
pushed into a self-employed position (marginalization model), entrepreneurial journalists
value self-employment as an opportunity for independence, empowerment, autonomy and
self-realization instead of a burden (portfolio model).?°

Instead of seeing them as two opposing groups who have nothing in common, a middle-way
is also possible, as illustrated by talking to freelancers who work for a limited (or even just
one) legacy news employer. Even though they are not entrepreneurial journalists in a strict
sense, as they do not necessarily aim to start a new, innovative journalistic project, they
nonetheless take care of their own business and are really satisfied with their autonomy and
self-realization. They may work for a limited number of employers, but they enjoy the feeling
of being in charge of their professional lives. Research confirms that freelancers may be less
satisfied with job-extrinsic factors such as job security and remuneration, but they are
generally more satisfied about job-intrinsic factors such as individual freedom and the
multitude of new contacts.® In addition to the group of entrepreneurs and “forced lancers,” it
might be needed to add at least one additional category of “idealists,” referring to freelancers
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who ““are more driven by the opportunity to work with the kind of journalism they find
important, even if it does not always pay well.””!

Whether journalists deliberately choose to be self-employed or not, freelancers, much like
entrepreneurial journalists, need to have a set of skills and competencies beyond the
traditional skills in journalism such as critical thinking or writing such as accounting and
budgeting skills to run a business (e.g.>?). Despite the fact that journalism curricula
increasingly address entrepreneurialism, it is often still in small or lower ranked courses,*
and the fact remains that most journalists are not born entrepreneurs. These “journalists-
turned-entrepreneurs”3* may struggle to make a realistic assessment about the economic
viability and demand for their work.® Self-employed journalists also need to be better aware
of the importance of individualized branding.®® Instead of the traditional approach of
presenting oneself as a detached observer and assuming that people will be interested in the
quality of their work no matter what, in brand journalism it is important to develop a more
audience-facing identity in order to gain a strong reputation and attention for one’s work.%’ In
order to gain a stronger and more personalized engagement with their audiences, some
(especially younger) journalists start to show more of their personality and their own opinion
in their work.®® This tendency can also be placed under the umbrella of the emotional turn in
journalism.%

Consequently, it is vital that journalism schools make financial, personnel and research
management skills central in their programs such as design thinking, product development,
community engagement, problem-solving, resilience, or value creation.*° Journalism schools
should be preparing their students to be able to provide innovative oriented skills such as data
literacy and storytelling skills that add value to traditional media organizations.** In today's
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innovative digitally oriented journalistic context, these skills are not or insufficiently present
in the newsrooms and therefore outsourced to freelancers.*? In the Estonian case, the editors’
views on freelancers evolved from unemployed journalists offering journalistic pieces for
publication on commission in 2014 to entrepreneurial journalists whom they are keen to
cooperate with as they are able to provide highly valued multimedia-rich and/or investigative
fact-checked productions in 2019.%3

Creating a Supportive Environment for Self-Employed Journalists

In the last part of this chapter, we will focus on how journalists as well as other stakeholders
in addition to journalism schools, can improve the happiness and well-being of freelance
journalists. A vital strategy for self-employed journalists to cope with work-related stressors
and to improve their professional opportunities, is to set up a broad social network to rely on.
This implies freelance journalists need to invest in building up resilient relationships both
with potential clients such as editors or other employed journalists in news organizations and
other freelancers.** Freelancers cooperating instead of competing with each other, creates a
supportive community which impacts both well-being and income security.*® Swedish
freelancers experienced working in shared office space with other freelancers as
advantageous on an emotional level by reducing loneliness and bringing order and structure
in working days, as well as on a professional level by asking for advice for instance who to
interview for an article they are working on or which editors should be contacted first to pitch
a specific idea for a story.*® Moreover, being part of an office collective generates work as it
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is possible to set up a team of freelancers to pitch powerful ideas to news organizations or to
exchange assignments with other freelancers when the workload is too high.*’

A next coping strategy includes adaptation to the market.*® To make ends meet financially,
freelancers have to specialize in defined areas where the competition is lower, and/or produce
content directly for clients in the public relations (PR) and advertising sectors. Self-employed
journalists are drawn to work for PR and advertising companies who are asking for similar
journalistic competencies, but offering higher incomes compared to the journalistic
organizations.*® The combinations of employment in PR and journalism lead to conflicting
roles.®® While for journalists it is important to work independently from their social
environments in order to be able to act as a watchdog and serve the public interest
(communicative mode), PR is driven by commercial goals and wants to create an advantage
for private interests (strategic mode).>* As such, a conflict of interest may appear when a
freelance journalist is asked to produce a critical news story about a PR client. Concerns are
raised about lower adherence to journalistic standards and role conceptions, as well as about
decreased autonomy from commercial interests.>? Evidence from Belgium supports these
worries as perceived autonomy is highest among political beat reporters (mainly staff
employees), and lowest among lifestyle beat reporters (high proportion of freelance
journalists).>®

Therefore, in Belgium for instance, it is not allowed to combine the status of professional
journalist with commercial secondary activities, which makes that freelance journalists need
to make the choice between either not be able to make ends meet because of the loss of
income from commercial assignments, or accept commercial jobs and relinquish the
recognition as a professional journalist. For almost two decades, the VVVJ have been
advocating for a relaxation to make it possible to combine the status of professional journalist
with a commercial side activity, insofar as it does not jeopardize the independence of the
journalist. In academia, scholars likewise have been criticizing the normative emphasis on a
“wall” or “curtain” between journalists and commercial interests. Contemporary news
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industry lacks the financial stability to maintain this dogma and therefore the wall has been
replaced with a curtain, which is also exemplified by the development of new hybrid types of
PR-journalism such as native advertising or sponsored content.>* This is not necessarily
problematic if new norms come to the fore such as transparency and integrity.> These
boundaries have become “porous and often meaningless, particularly for media users.”>®

Although a smaller group of freelancers are in a sufficiently strong market position to be able
to negotiate solid payment terms for a job or even reject underpaid offers, being part of a
collective supportive community increases the chance to negotiate for better fees or
contracts.®” Instead of focusing on individual solutions or coping mechanisms, measures can
be taken to improve the terms and conditions of freelance journalism in a more structural way
through unionizing or associating.®® In the Swedish context, the journalist union have
protested against the so-called “rights-grabbing” contracts in which “publishers are allowed
to republish material in all their owned outlets without consent from the journalists or
participating parties (such as persons interviewed and portrayed in the material), and without
additional remuneration to the producer of the material.””®

Self-regulatory bodies such as journalistic unions or media policy and regulation at both
national, and most preferable, at the supra-national level, can play a crucial role in setting the
scene in the contractual regimes in the journalistic labor market to create better working
conditions for self-employed journalists. There is a need for more in-depth studying the
impact of employment regimes components on journalists’ precarity. In the most ideal
situation, business-to-business agreements ensure low risks for both self-employed journalists
and news companies as clients.®°

Governments can also contribute to creating better working conditions by subsidizing
journalism without exerting any influence on the substantive implementation. In Belgium,
independent news start-ups condemn the government for disrupting the news market because
of the reduced rates for newspaper distribution, resulting in a massive amount of 175 million
euro indirect subsidies each year,%! which leads to the expansion of the already strong media
conglomerates like DPG Media and Mediahuis. Instead, the financial means donated by
national and international governments to independent non-profit organizations such as
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journalismfund.eu (supporting unique or innovative projects of self-employed journalists)
remain very limited.

The importance of creating a supportive working environment for freelance journalists, with
sufficient safeguards for their happiness and well-being, cannot be underestimated. Especially
in a time where big media groups provide more of the same kind of “vanilla flavor” news,
self-employed journalists can be the ones adding other flavors to our news diet and
stimulating innovation in the sector.



