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economic, marketing, cultural, technological and management contexts, and provides a forum for the discussion of theoretical
and practical insights emerging from such inquiry. The journal encourages a new language of analysis for contemporary
communications research and publishes articles dealing with innovative and alternate ways of doing research that push the
frontiers of conceptual dialogue in communication theory and practice. The journal engages with a wide range of issues and
themes in the areas of cultural studies, digital media, media studies, technoculture, marketing communication, organizational
communication, communication management, mass and new media, and development communication, among others. JOCC is a
double blind peer reviewed journal.
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Abstract

This article presents our analysis of the nature of informality of media freelancers and its implications
to creative workers. Employing a series of |5 interviews, we offer an interpretive understanding
through the subjective experience of the Indonesian media freelancers. Accordingly, we analyse the
participants’ responses in four dimensions of informality: personal, professional, technological and
social. This analysis brings up a discussion about the flexibility, challenges and opportunities of working
as a media freelancer. Specifically, three themes emerged from our discussion: motivations of doing
freelance, managing ‘uncertainty’ through creativity and self-management, and the importance of social-
technological infrastructure. Considering the demographic bonus in Indonesia, we suggest a future
research agenda towards the potentials of informality of media freelancers. This future direction would
shed light on whether the informality, on the one hand, can lead to the casualization of work, or, on the
other hand, can lead to the idea of flexibility and self-management of media freelancers.

Keywords

Media freelancers, informality of media freelancers, informality dimensions, social-technological
infrastructure, media communication

Introduction

Although the critical understanding of freelance media workers has been studied in terms of problematis-
ing the legality of journalistic content produced by stringers in Indonesia (Santoso & Lestari, 2017),
there is an underexplored research space in understanding the nature of working as freelancers directly
through the subjective experience of the media freelancers themselves.

This study, therefore, offers an interpretive understanding about the informality of the media profes-
sion from the viewpoint of (media) freelancers in Indonesia. We situate informality as the kind of work
that is flexible and not bounded by a long-term permanent contractith a specific company. In other
words, this is the kind of work carried out by a freelancer who is ‘a worker who is self-employed or
contracted to do short-term assignments for one or more individual clients rather than works as a
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permanent employee of a company’ (Salamon, 2019). Moreover, from a more global-historical perspec-
tive, the shifting of work from the Industrial era to the post-Industrial era raises a concern, for example,
‘the substantial growth of freelancing, raises questions about the trajectory of its ongoing evolution and
the narratives that underpin and legitimate it’ (Popiel, 2017). Conceptually, informality has a processual
meaning in the sense that this informality can have different kinds of ‘formalised” manifestations (Luik,
2020; Luik et al., 2018). This concefof informality is informed by ‘proceeding from the middle’
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), in which they write: ‘It’s not easy to see things in the middle, rather than
looking down on them from above or up at them from below, or from left to right or right to left: try it,
you’ll see that everything changes’. However, this article does not attempt to prove or disprove their
assertion; rather, our purpose here is to underpin the meaning of informality through the reflective expe-
rience of media freelancers.

We employ the case of media freelancers in Indonesia to analyse this informality in media and
creative industries. With various archetypes of media communication in the digital era (Chaffee &
Metzger, 2001), media freelancers are provided with avenues to reach diverse audiences, and one of the
challenges for communication researchers is to understand the producers in this ‘dramatic fragmentation
of media productions’ (Croteau, 2006). Moreover, we decide to study the informality of media freelanc-
ers because of the emergence of various ‘media professions’ (Deuze, 2007) in this digital era.

Indonesia’s freelancing landscape took our attention because of two factors: the statistical growth of
freelancing in the country and the growing attention of media freelancers and related stakeholders in
opening the discourse around their working situation. From the BPS-Statistics Indonesia’s Labor Force
Situation (February 2019), Indonesia has 129.36 million workforce who are working, and the report also
states that 5.88 million are freelancers (or, 4.55%). Similar data have been collected by an Indonesian
freelancing platform that the number of freelancers in 2019 increased to 16% from the previous year.
These numbers seem to represent a promising discourse around freelancing in Indonesia despite the
working situations experienced by some of the freelancers. In a discussion held in a ‘creative hub’ in
Indonesia, a number of media freelancers expressed the issues surrounding their work such as the need
for formal working contracts and their enforcement; how they propose and settle on their fees during
‘pitching’; how they manage the intensive timeline; and the issues of welfare, gender and workers’ rights
(C20 Library and Collabtive, 2019).

These backgrounds on our motivation to understand the informality, the statistics published by the
above-mentioned entities and working challenges of media freelancers contribute to our main question
of this study: how do media freelancers perceive the nature of the informality of their work? This ques-
tion led us to conduct a qualitative study by interviewing a number of media freelancers in Indonesia. We
position this empirical study as a starting point for developing a working categorisation of the nature of
informality perceived by the study participants. Furthermore, we analyse the meaning and implications
of this perceived informality in the wider context of freelancers in media industries.

We also position our study to contribute to the efforts of understanding the nature of creative-oriented
freelance work. As our field is very much connected with human creativity, freelancers have been playing
a key creative role in the creative communication processes. Based on a study of creative industries
(firms and freelancers) in London, Mould et al. (2014) argue that although freelancers are a crucial and
significant part of the creative industries, and often conduct the more creative aspects of the work, they
remain largely ‘invisible’. Another similar effort to understand the nature of freelance is a study of free-
lance journalists in Europe. Nies and Pedersini (2003, p. 20) conclude that ‘freelancers constitute an
important part of media and play a major role for freedom and quality of the press and media’, and free-
lancers’ status should be strengthened. Thus, these two studies have signified the important nature of
freelancers in the creative and media works, including creative communications, and the freelancers
themselves should be made ‘visible” and strengthened.
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Nevertheless, in terms of the informal nature of the working practices of freelancers themselves, we
find that there is still room for further exploration. Informality may involve a short period of working
arrangements and flexibility in beneficial ways (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012; Massey & Elmore, 2011;
Storey et al., 2005). However, a form of informal arrangement also implies a ‘precarious situation’ for
the workers (Gill & Pratt, 2008; Neilson & Rossiter, 2008). Furthermore, from the study of media work
of a cohort of Media Production graduates of a UK university, Wallis et al. (2020, p. 190) argue that the
nature of ‘media careers may also come with a limited shelf-life’, and even more, they also suggest that
‘now, more than ever, media work is being skewed towards the young’. We pay particular attention to
this specific age and ‘shelf-life’ facet that factors a decision of a freelancer to be (continuously) involved
with freelance work in Indonesia. Thus, we are keen to understand the nature of informality of freelance
work from the Indonesian young freelancers themselves to enrich our understanding of the working
practices. The knowledge gained from this study will inform us better in responding to the informality
of freelance work in Indonesia. Specifically, we would like to detail our contribution by discussing the
following questions: what are the drivers for these freelancers to be involved in freelance media work?
And, how do they view the future of their freelance work? By discussing these questions, here, in this
article, our study contributes to making the subjective experience of freelancers in Indonesia visible,
which can lead to subsequent supportive efforts from academia and policymakers.

We organise this article according to the following structure. We, first, present our conceptual back-
ground of the informality of media freelancers, and the interpretive understanding. In our ‘Method’
section, we describe our data collection and analysis processes. In the next section, we present the find-
ings though our categorisation and contextualise these findings in the discussions of informality of a
profession. We conclude by presenting the implications of this analysis to our future research agenda on
media freelancers.

Media Freelancers

Informality and Flexibility of Media Freelancers

We define informality in the context of freelance work as the arrangement of work that is characterised
by being project-based, flexible and self-entrepreneurial. This nature of informality allows media free-
lancers to work from one project to another project, or to worlnn several projects in a relatively narrow
time frame. Freelance workilnallows the freelancers to work on a variety of projects, and for a range of
clients, and that puts them in a position to (in theory) refuse unattractive offers, walk away from difficult
clients and renegotiate impossible deadlines (Storey et al., 2005). However, while this is t always the
case, as the market is too open, it has been observed that in the context of media workers, ‘it was too easy
to enter the work space, and with pressure on fees, newcomers or those desperate for work were prepared
to accept low fee rates or poor working conditions’ (Storey et al., 2005).

The informality of media freelancers is often characterised by the flexibility related to the working
life of an individual. Freelancers can manage their own tin?n which they can have more flexible lives:
they have the opportunity to take longer vacations, tfhave home-based working life with caring respon-
sibilities or other personal commitments, and for being flexible towards the needs of their families
(Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012; Storey et al., 2005). For example, in the survey conducted on women
freelance journalists in the USA, most of the respondents stated that freelance journalism is ‘the kind of
job they wantf@¥, ‘an ideal job’, and that they were ‘satisfied with freelancing as a job and like it’; in
other words, ‘For women, self-employment as freelance news workers may function as a refuge; as a
“place” where they can find their own right mix of work and family’ (Massey & Elmore, 2011).
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However, ‘flexibility’ itself is a double-edged sword. Besides those ‘benefits’ mentioned earlier, a
Bhalitative study of freelance journalists in northern Sweden found that ‘the formants’ felt they needed
to work even when they were sick, in order to meet deadlines’, and that they ‘experienced unsteady flows
of work and income, and spoke about dips in work supply, such as sometimes going two months in the
autumn without work’ (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012).

Besides the flexibility and project-based nature of media freelancing, entrepreneurism becomes a
unique quality. Specifically, this quality is related to the professional role of freelancers as (self)-
entrepreneurs and idealists. As entrepreneta the freelancers are driven by ‘innovation and successful
entrepreneurship’, and they take this path because ‘they did not want the insecurity and bad vgking
conditions of short-term contract work’ (Mathisen, 2017). While as idealists, they are motivated by ‘the
opportunity to work with the kind of journalism they find important, even if it does not always pay well,
such as documentaries, books, art projects, and often non-commercial projects related to the ideals of
journalism’ (Mathisen, 2017).

Moreover, with this self-entrepreneurial drive, freelancers also engage in reputation management or
personal branding. These self-branding practices are larny conducted on social media as seen in the
freelance media workers in London and Milan, in which ‘self-branding becomes an investment in social
relationships with expected return for the acquisition of a reputation’ (Gandini, 2016). For example,
freelance journalists utilise social media to ‘build audiences and brands while reinforcing and repairing
journalistic norms, including transparency’ (Holton, 2016). Similarly, in the study of Dutch and Flemish
employed and freelance journalists on Twitter, social media platforms have created an avenue for free-
lance journalists to build their own independent persona rather than ‘names or initial under articles’
(Brems et al., 2017).

Therefore, informality of media freelancers is associated with their flexibility §l working from one
project to another project and of managing work-life time, and freelancers prefer to see themselves ‘as
entrepreneurs and creatives, innovators and change makers’—rather than a precarious, freelance working
class that opposes capitalism and its latest advancements’ (Gandini, 2016). We see that this viewpoint is
related to discourses of entrepreneurism that contribute to the attractiveness of freelance lifestyle and of
working under short-term projects and personal goals (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012). Consequently, this
informality of media freelancers is related with the idea of an ideal neoliberal worker: ‘flexible, unat-
tached, and adaptable’ (Cohen, 2015).

Interpretive Understanding of Media Freelancers

Studies related to Indonesian freelance media workers have predominantly covered the critical ground, for
example, problematising the legality of the content created by the stringers (Santoso & Lestari, 2017) and
framing the sffhger practices through commodification and exploitation (Santoso & Lestari, 2016).
By defE}ition, a stringer is a freelancer ‘who does not work as a staff member of a news organization’ and
who ‘is paid for each piece that an organization publishes or broadcasts rather than a regular salary’
(Salamon, 2019). Besides those studies, in contributing to the discourses and efforts to make freelancers
more visible, we offer to frame the informality of media freelancers through interpretive understanding.
We refer to an interpretive understanding as an inquiry that relies on the subjective experience of the
participants themselves, for example, in this study from freelance media workers. The nature of this
understanding is constructed through the individual and collective reconstructions, and accumulated
through vicarious experience (Guba et al., 2018). That is to say, we offer the understanding that is based
on ‘the analysis and interpretation, through verstehen or empathetic understanding, of the meaning that
people give to their actions’ (Jankowski & Wester, 2002). Therefore, this understanding relies on the
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subjective experience of media freelancers, for example, their motivations, their actual experiences
working in the field and how they manage their work and their clients, and how they view their work.

Our interpretive understanding, here, is related to the idea that freelance media workers themselves
have their reasons and plans in facing this informality. Previous studies of women freelancer journalists
who Ifge left traditional employer-based news jobs for self-employment have contributed to the argu-
ment that ‘freelance journalism can be more family-friendly than organised journalism’ (Massey &
Elmore, 2011). Other drives of doing freelance can be identified from the study of freelancers(ghho are
part of a union. There is the drive to selling content and running one’s own, and the drive of ‘working
in-depth on large-scale, non-commercial projects that they find professionally satisfying’ (Mathisen,
2017). Besides this understanding, we are interested to know more about the specific drives or motiva-
tions of young, non-union-based freelancers. Gaining insights on why they want to be part of this infor-
mal working arrangement will make us better informed to think about the kind of support offered for
these young freelancers.

Furthermore, another facet of informality is the sustainability of the creative work itself. The ‘project-
based turn’ (Mould et al., 2014) of economic activities, including the creative industries, has allowed
freelancers to secure more projects. There is a sense of opportunity that freelancers become more visible
and more significant in the creative industries (Mould et al., 2014). At the same time, in strengthening
freelancers’ positions, there is a call for the recognition of freelance status, improving the protection
needed, establishing minimum conditions, improving social security and ensuring the possibility of col-
lective bargaining (Nies & Pedersini, 2003). Nevertheless, young media freelancers’ views on the issue
of future prospects have received less attention from researchers. Filling this gap with the subjective
experience of the ‘newbies’ will enrich the dimensions of informality.

Method

We used a qualitative approach, in particular, we used an interpretive—constructivist view (Creswell,
2009; Guba et al., 2018; Jankowski & Wester, 2002; Jensen, 2002a), to bring up an understanding of
freelance media workers in Indonesia. In our study, we define media freelancers as those who engage
in the creation of media content. Table 1 summarises our study participants’ profile in terms of their sex,
their kinds of work or expertise, and whether they have or do not have other jobs—a piece of information
that is significant to our discussion regarding the meaning of informality from the participants’ view-
point. Moreover, we triangulated our findings with a manager of a media company who had been work-
ing with the freelance workers. For the journalistic content, this practice of freelancing was informally
established with the connection with local correspondences (personal communication with a manager of
a media company, 2020). For the other kinds of content, this practice was observed through the presence
of platforms for digital freelancers. Based on our initial observation, we identified the kinds of media-
related freelance work categories: joumalist, videographer, photographer, writer, graphic designer, content
creator and social media manager.

Interviews were from our data collection method (Jankowski & Wester, 2002; Jensen, 2002b); in
these interviews, we explored questions that related to the informality of this profession. By informality,
we refer to the practice of working to create content that is typified by being project-based, flexible and
self-entrepreneurial. During the interviews conducted by our research assistant, the semi-structured
questions covered the following informality-related topics: the motivations of working as a freelancer,
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on freelancing, the nature of the profession in terms of its growth
opportunities and its sustainability challenges, the use of digital technologies in supporting freelancing
activities, the impact of co-location spaces in the urban area and the social aspects of freelancing
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Table I. Study Participants

Participants Kinds of Work/Expertise Has Other Jobs?
P1 (female) Writer No

P2 (female) Logo designer and branding Yes

P3 (male) Photographer Yes

P4 (female) Writer Not yet
P5 (female) Writer Not yet
P6 (female) Logo and product designer Not yet
P7 (female) Content creator Yes

P8 (female) Content creator Yes

P9 (female) Journalist Not yet
P10 (female) Logo and product designer Not yet
P11 (male) Journalist Yes
P12 (male) Videographer Not yet
P13 (male) Content creator Not yet
P14 (male) Logo and product designer Yes
P15 (female) Writer Yes

Source: The authors.

profession in the context of Indonesian culture. As discussed, we aim to gather data from young freelanc-
ers in Indonesia, and our interviewees (age range: 20-35) came from different cities. Fifteen freelancers,
recruited with snowballing techniques, were interviewed during the third quarter and the fourth quarter
of 2020. Twelve interviews were conducted through online communication channels, and three inter-
views were conducted through in-person mode with a strict social distancing protocol. The freelancers
permitted us to do audio recording during the interviews. In total, the interview transcripts contained
12.019 words.

We, then, inductively analysed our data to construct the four dimensions of the informality of free-
lancing. We followed the procedures of the grounded theory approach to explain the process, action or
interaction on a topic (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Creswell, 2007). Specifically, we employed open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This approach allowed us to be sensitive to
the iterative nature of data collection and analysis, and to recruit subsequent interviews (theoretical sam-
pling) with different expertise and social-technological characteristics. For example, our initial coding
through breaking down the results from our earlier interview found that ‘long-term involvement’ and
‘the future of freelancing’ were part of the ‘personal dimension’ of the informality category. However, as
we gained more data and more samples to corroborate the initial cate gories and sub-categories, we found
that ‘long-term involvement’ and ‘future of freelancing” were part of ‘personal dimension’ and ‘profes-
sional dimension’, respectively. In ensuring the validity of our data, we maintained constant comparative
analysis during the iterative data collection and analysis processes. Furthermore, in triangulating the
coding results, we asked our research assistant to independently apply the result of selective coding into
the transcripts. Finally, we, then, organised all the coded categories (or, in our study: dimensions) to a
‘core’ category of the nature of the informality of freelancers.

Findings and Discussion

We organised our participants’ responses into four dimensions: personal, professional, technological and
social dimensions to understand our participants’ subjective experiences regarding the informality of
work as a media freelancer.
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Mould (2018) warns us against creativity that is oppressed and exploiting creative (media and com-
munication) workers.

Conclusion

This study revealed the meaning of informality to media freelancers in terms of perceiving flexibility,
addressing the challenges and identifying the opportunities for further improvement. Furthermore, as a
result of understanding the growth of freelancers in the media profession, we presented the nature of
informality through the personal, professional, technological and social dimensions. To highlight the
implications of this understanding, we, first, discussed the informality of the media profession through
independency and idealism, and welfare drives. We, then, conceptualised that those drives influence the
way the freelancers perceived their freelancing jobs, including their long-term plan. We also discussed
the meaning of informality that pointed to the direction of bringing out the best of the freelancers in
every situation. Media freelancers were expected to be responsible and be creative to find their way out
during times of, for example, many simultaneous projects or no projects at all. Our last discussion point
suggested an agenda towards increasing the media freelancers’ awareness of the presence and impact of
social-technological infrastructure. An agenda that can shape media freelancers to be more socially
networked and can increase the social capital of media freelancers.

Conceptually, the results of this study expanded our understanding of the nature of freelance work.
Besides previous studies’ contributions on the important nature of freelancers, this study contributed to
the conceptualisation of the informal nature of freelancers in our creative fields. Particularly, this article
highlighted the dimensions of informality, personal motivations and prospects of freelance from the per-
spective of young (millennials) freelancers. With the awareness of the informal arrangement, flexibility
and challenges of freelance, the freelancers described their views and plans. Our study, here, was based
on certain characteristics of the sample; hence, we did not aim to generalise our findings to represent the
whole Indonesian freelancers since there were different profiles of freelancers such as different age
groups and experiences, operational domains (platform-based and non-platform-based) and expertise.
Further studies may address these limitations and enrich the dimensions of informality that emerged from
this study.

Moreover, our study can set a further research agenda in addressing the challenges of uncertainty
faced by media freelancers in Indonesia, for example, in terms of the kinds of micro-macro interventions
and social-technological interventions needed. In doing so, mapping the varion)ractices of freelancing
in different contexts and experience levels would be viewed as a fundamental starting point.
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