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1 Informality of Media Freelancers in Indonesia: 
2 Motives and Prospects
3

4 ABSTRACT
5 This article presents our analysis of the nature of informality of media freelancers and its 
6 implications to creative workers. Employing a series of fifteen interviews, we offer an 
7 interpretive understanding through the subjective experience of the Indonesian media 
8 freelancers. Accordingly, we analyse the participants’ responses in four dimensions of 
9 informality: personal, professional, technological, and social. This analysis brings up a 

10 discussion about the flexibility, challenges, and opportunities of working as a media freelancer. 
11 Specifically, three themes emerged from our discussion: motivations of doing freelance, 
12 managing ‘uncertainty’ through creativity and self-management, and the importance of social-
13 technological infrastructure. Considering the demographic bonus in Indonesia, we suggest a 
14 future research agenda towards the potentials of informality of media freelancers. This future 
15 direction would shed light on whether the informality, on the one hand, can lead to the 
16 casualisation of work, or, on the other hand, can lead to the idea of flexibility, and self-
17 management of media freelancers.

18 Keywords: media freelancers; informality of media freelancers; informality dimensions; 
19 social-technological infrastructure; media communication.

20 INTRODUCTION
21 Although the critical understanding of freelance media workers has been studied in terms of 
22 problematizing the legality of journalistic content produced by stringers in Indonesia (Santoso 
23 & Lestari, 2017), there is an underexplored research space in understanding the nature of 
24 working as freelancers directly through the subjective experience of the media freelancers 
25 themselves.

26 This study therefore offers an interpretive understanding about the informality of the media 
27 profession from the viewpoint of (media) freelancers in Indonesia. We situate informality as 
28 the kind of work that is flexible and not bounded by a long-term permanent contract with a 
29 specific company. In other words, this is the kind of work done by a freelancer that is ‘a worker 
30 who is self-employed or contracted to do short-term assignments for one or more individual 
31 clients rather than works as a permanent employee of a company’ (Salamon, 2019). Moreover, 
32 from a more global-historical perspective, the shifting of work from the Industrial era to the 
33 post-Industrial era raises a concern, for example, ‘the substantial growth of freelancing, raises 
34 questions about the trajectory of its ongoing evolution and the narratives that underpin and 
35 legitimate it’ (Popiel, 2017). Conceptually, informality has a processual meaning in the sense 
36 that this informality can have different kinds of ‘formalized’ manifestations (Luik, 2020; Luik, 
37 Ng, & Hook, 2018). This concept of informality is informed by ‘proceeding from the middle’ 
38 (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), in which they write: ‘It's not easy to see things in the middle, rather 
39 than looking down on them from above or up at them from below, or from left to right or right 
40 to left: try it, you'll see that everything changes’. However, this article does not attempt to prove 
41 or disprove their assertion, rather, our purpose here is to underpin the meaning of informality 
42 through the reflective experience of media freelancers.

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

50 Indonesia’s freelancing landscape took our attention because of two factors: the statistical 
51 growth of freelancing in the country, and the growing attention of media freelancers and related 
52 stakeholders in opening the discourse around their working situation. From the National 
53 Statistics Bureau’s (2019) data, Indonesia has 129.36 million workers; and an estimation made 
54 by Tempo Magazine states that 5.89 million are freelancers (or, 4,55 per cent). Similar data is 
55 made by an Indonesian freelancing platform that the number of freelancers in 2019 has 
56 increased 16 per cent from the previous year. These numbers seem to represent a promising 
57 discourse around freelancing in Indonesia despite the working situations experienced by some 
58 of the freelancers. In a discussion held in a ‘creative hub’ in Indonesia, a number of media 
59 freelancers expressed the issues surrounding their work such as the need for formal working 
60 contracts and their enforcement, how they propose and settle on their fees during ‘pitching’, 
61 how they manage the intensive timeline, and the issues of welfare, gender and workers’ rights 
62 (C20 Library and Collabtive, 2019).

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

71 We also position our study to contribute to the efforts of understanding the nature of creative-
72 oriented freelance work. As our field is very much connected with human creativity, freelancers 
73 have been playing a key creative role in the creative communication processes. Based on a 
74 study of creative industries (firms and freelancers) in London,  Mould, Vorley & Liu (2014) 
75 argue that although freelancers are a crucial and significant part of the creative industries, and 
76 often conduct the more creative aspects of the work, they remain largely ‘invisible’. Another 
77 similar effort to understand the nature of freelance is a study of freelance journalists in Europe. 
78 Nies & Pedersini (2003, p. 20) conclude that ‘freelancers constitute an important part of media 
79 and play a major role for freedom and quality of the press and media’, and freelancers’ status 
80 should be strengthened. Thus, these two studies have signified the important nature of 
81 freelancers in the creative and media works, including creative communications, and the 
82 freelancers themselves should be made ‘visible’ and strengthened.

83 Nevertheless, in terms of the informal nature of the working practices of freelancers 
84 themselves, we find that there is still room for further exploration. Informality may involve a 
85 short-period of working arrangements, and flexibility in beneficial ways (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 
86 2012; Massey & Elmore, 2011; Storey, Salaman, & Platman, 2005). However, a form of 
87 informal arrangement also implies a ‘precarious situation’ for the workers (Gill & Pratt, 2008; 
88 Neilson & Rossiter, 2008). Furthermore, from the study of media work of a cohort of Media 
89 Production graduates of a UK university, Wallis, van Raalte & Allegrini (2020, p. 190) argue 
90 that the nature of ‘media careers may also come with a limited shelf-life’, and even more, they 
91 also suggest that ‘now, more than ever, media work is being skewed towards the young’. We 
92 pay particular attention to this specific age and ‘shelf-life’ facet that factors a decision of a 
93 freelancer to be (continuously) involved with freelance works in Indonesia. Thus, we are keen 
94 to understand the nature of informality of freelance work from the Indonesian young 
95 freelancers themselves to enrich our understanding of the working practices. The knowledge 
96 gained from this study will inform us better in responding to the informality of freelance work 
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97 in Indonesia. Specifically, we would like to detail our contribution by discussing the following 
98 questions: what are the drivers for these freelancers to be involved in freelance media work? 
99 And, how do they view the future of their freelance work? By discussing these questions here 

100 in this article, our study contributes to making the subjective experience of freelancers in 
101 Indonesia visible, which can lead to subsequent supportive efforts from academia and 
102 policymakers.

103 We organise this article according to the following structure. We first present our conceptual 
104 background of the informality of media freelancers, and the interpretive understanding. In our 
105 method section, we describe our data collection and analysis processes. In the next section, 
106 we present the findings though our categorisation, and contextualise these findings in the 
107 discussions of informality of a profession. We conclude by presenting the implications of this 
108 analysis to our future research agenda on media freelancers.

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

121 The informality of media freelancers is often characterised by the flexibility related to the 
122 working life of an individual. Freelancers can manage their own time in which they can have 
123 more flexible lives: they have the opportunity to take longer vacations, to have home-based 
124 working life with caring responsibilities or other personal commitments, and for being flexible 
125 towards the needs of their families (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012; Storey et al., 2005). For 
126 example, in the survey conducted on women freelance journalists in the US, most of the 
127 respondents stated that freelance journalism is ‘the kind of job they wanted’, ‘an ideal job’, and 
128 that they were ‘satisfied with freelancing as a job and like it’; in other words, ‘For women, self-
129 employment as freelance news workers may function as a refuge; as a ‘‘place’’ where they 
130 can find their own right mix of work and family’ (Massey & Elmore, 2011).

131 However, ‘flexibility’ itself is a double-edged sword. Besides those ‘benefits’ mentioned above, 
132 a qualitative study of freelance journalists in northern Sweden found that ‘the informants’ felt 
133 they needed to work even when they were sick, in order to meet deadlines’, and that they 
134 ‘experienced unsteady flows of work and income, and spoke about dips in work supply, such 
135 as sometimes going two months in the autumn without work’ (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012).

136 Besides the flexibility and project-based nature of media freelancing, entrepreneurism 
137 becomes a unique quality. Specifically, this quality is related to the professional role of 
138 freelancers as (self)-entrepreneurs and idealists. As entrepreneurs, the freelancers are driven 
139 by ‘innovation and successful entrepreneurship’ and they are taking this path because ‘they 
140 did not want the insecurity and bad working conditions of short-term contract work’ (Mathisen, 
141 2017). While as idealists, they are motivated by ‘the opportunity to work with the kind of 
142 journalism they find important, even if it does not always pay well, such as documentaries, Pe
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143 books, art projects, and often non-commercial projects related to the ideals of journalism’ 
144 (Mathisen, 2017).

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

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

164 Interpretive Understanding of Media Freelancers
165 Studies related to Indonesian freelance media workers have dominantly covered the critical 
166 ground, for example, problematising the legality of the content created by the stringers 
167 (Santoso & Lestari, 2017) and framing the stringer practices through commodification and 
168 exploitation (Santoso & Lestari, 2016). By definition, a stringer is a freelancer ‘who does not 
169 work as a staff member of a news organization’ and who ‘is paid for each piece that an 
170 organization publishes or broadcasts rather than a regular salary’ (Salamon, 2019). Besides 
171 those studies, in contributing to the discourses and efforts to make freelancers more visible, 
172 we offer to frame the informality of media freelancers through interpretive understanding. 

173 We refer to an interpretive understanding as an inquiry that relies on the subjective experience 
174 of the participants themselves, e.g., in this study from freelance media workers. The nature of 
175 this understanding is constructed through the individual and collective reconstructions, and 
176 accumulated through vicarious experience (Guba, Lynham, & Lincoln, 2018). That is to say, 
177 we offer the understanding that is based on ‘the analysis and interpretation, through verstehen 
178 or empathetic understanding, of the meaning that people give to their actions’ (Jankowski & 
179 Wester, 2002). Therefore, this understanding relies on the subjective experience of media 
180 freelancers, for example, their motivations, their actual experiences working in the field, and 
181 how they manage their work and their clients, and how they view their work.

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

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

204 METHOD
205 We used a qualitative approach, in particular we used an interpretive ─ constructivist view 
206 (Creswell, 2009; Guba et al., 2018; Jankowski & Wester, 2002; Jensen, 2002a), to bring up 
207 an understanding of freelance media workers in Indonesia. In our study, we define media 
208 freelancers as those who are engaging in the creation of media content. Table 1 summarises 
209 our study participants’ profile  in terms of their sex, their kinds of work or expertise, and whether 
210 they have other jobs or don’t – a piece of information that is significant to our discussion 
211 regarding the meaning of informality from the participants’ viewpoint. Moreover, we 
212 triangulated our findings with a manager of a media company that had been working with the 
213 freelance workers. For the journalistic content, this practice of freelancing was informally 
214 established with the connection with local correspondences (Personal communication with a 
215 manager of a media company, 2020). For the other kinds of content, this practice was 
216 observed through the presence of platforms for digital freelancers. Based on our observation, 
217 we identified the kinds of media-related freelance work categories: journalist, content writer, 
218 videographer, photographer, writer, graphic designer, content creator, and social media 
219 manager.

220 >>> insert Table 1. Study Participants here<<<
221

222 Interviews were our data collection method (Jankowski & Wester, 2002; Jensen, 2002b), in 
223 these interviews we explored questions that related to the informality of this profession. By 
224 informality we refer to the practice of working to create content that is typified by being project-
225 based, flexible, and self-entrepreneurial. During the interviews conducted by our research 
226 assistant, the semi-structured questions covered the following informality-related topics: the 
227 motivations of working as a freelancer, the impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on freelancing, the 
228 nature of the profession in terms of its growth opportunities and its sustainability challenges, 
229 the use of digital technologies in supporting freelancing activities, the impact of co-location 
230 spaces in the urban area, and the social aspects of freelancing profession in the context of 
231 Indonesian culture. As discussed, we aim to gather data from young freelancers in Indonesia, 
232 and our interviewees (age range: 20-35) came from different cities of Java island. Fifteen 
233 freelancers, recruited with snowballing techniques, were interviewed during the third quarter 
234 and the fourth quarter of 2020. Twelve interviews were conducted through online 
235 communication channels, and three interviews were conducted through in-person mode with 
236 a strict social distancing protocol. In total, the interview transcripts contain 12.019 words.

237 We then inductively analysed our data to construct the four dimensions of the informality of 
238 freelancing. We followed the procedures of the grounded theory approach to explain the 
239 process, action, or interaction on a topic (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Creswell, 2007). 
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240 Specifically, we employed open coding, axial coding, and selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 
241 1990). This approach allowed us to be sensitive to the iterative nature of data collection and 
242 analysis, and to recruit subsequent interviews (theoretical sampling) with different expertise 
243 and social-technological characteristics. For example, our initial coding through breaking down 
244 the results from our earlier interview found that ‘long-term involvement’ and ‘the future of 
245 freelancing’ were part of the ‘personal dimension’ of the informality category. However, as we 
246 gain more data and more samples to ‘verify’ the initial categories and sub-categories, we found 
247 that ‘long-term involvement’ and ‘future of freelancing’ were part of ‘personal dimension’ and 
248 ‘professional dimension’ respectively. In ensuring the validity of our data, we maintain constant 
249 comparative analysis during the iterative data collection and analysis processes. Moreover, in 
250 triangulating the coding results, we ask our research assistant to independently apply the 
251 result of selective coding into the transcripts. Finally, we then organised all the coded 
252 categories (or, in our study: dimensions) to a ‘core’ category of the nature of the informality of 
253 freelancers.

254 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
255 We organise our participants’ responses into four dimensions: personal, professional, 
256 technological, and social dimensions to understand our participants' subjective experiences 
257 regarding the informality of work as a media freelancer.

258 Nature of the Informality
259 Personal Dimension
260 The personal dimension refers to the motivations of our study’s participants and the perceived 
261 long-term ‘involvement’ of the participants regarding the informal nature of working as media 
262 freelancers.

263 We identified participants’ motivations for working as a freelancer, these included: fit with their 
264 interest (P5-writer); make use of their idle time (P2-logo designer & branding; P10-logo & 
265 product designer; P13-content creator); opportunity offered by their peer (P6- logo & product 
266 designer; writer); their idealism for not working in a specific company or as a certain full-time 
267 professional (P3-photographer;P4-writer); gain more experiences (P3-photographer), and to 
268 pay for their bills (P14-logo & product designer). Furthermore, a common thread found from 
269 their responses was the idea of ‘having more freedom’ or flexibility that interested them the 
270 most. The participants said that having a degree of work-management autonomy gave them 
271 the ability to manage the time and place of their work (P9-journalist), gave them more space 
272 to explore their creativity and critical thinking (P3-photographer), and offered them the 
273 flexibility to take a side-job as well as their permanent job (P3-photographer).

274 Another sub-theme of this personal dimension is the participants’ responses regarding their 
275 long-term involvement in freelancing. Our participants provided us with two different answers. 
276 On the one hand, for the ‘I have set a time limit’ camp, they planned to quit freelancing when 
277 they reach a certain age (e.g., P11-journalist said ‘35 years old’), when they decide to start a 
278 family and have kids (P4-writer), or when they have secured a permanent job (P15-writer). On 
279 the other hand, the ‘I have not set a limit yet’ camp stated that they found working as a 
280 freelancer is satisfying and they wanted to be there longer (P9-journalist; P10-logo & product 
281 designer) and, for as long as there are still job offers then would take it, since doing freelance 
282 is a ‘side job’ (P8-content creator). This kind of involvement was also reflected by the 
283 participants' answer: ‘not yet’ to the question of ‘has other jobs?’ (see Table 1).

284 In relation to a contemporary challenge, i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic, participants mostly 
285 agreed that they were affected. Freelancers whose work needed them to be in specific outside 
286 locations (such as freelance photographers, journalists, videographers, and content creators) 

Pe
er

 R
ev

ie
w



287 acknowledged the impact to their jobs. They described the Pandemic’s impacts on their work. 
288 These impacts included cancelation or rescheduling their agreed projects (P3-photographer; 
289 P12-videographer); having to reject job offers from locations with higher coronavirus exposure 
290 (P8-content creator); improving their working methods due to restrictions in the field (P9-
291 journalist); and also, having to make an adjustment to their fee (P14- logo & product designer). 
292 In a different situation, only a few participants whose freelancing work were primarily online-
293 based such as logo designing and online branding (P2- logo designer & branding), and content 
294 creation (P13-content creator) acknowledged that they weren’t affected.

295 Professional Dimension
296 The second category is the professional dimension that refers to the participants’ perceived 
297 characteristics of working informally as freelancers such as ‘career’ development and the 
298 future of the profession. 

299 Our participants agreed that there is no ‘formal’ career development in doing freelance, but 
300 they agreed that there was a fair ‘classification’ of freelancers. For example, one freelancer 
301 (P7-writer) said that the quality of a freelancer’s portfolio and its received social media 
302 engagement affected the reputation of that freelancer, which then influenced the range of 
303 remuneration offered. Two of the participants (P3-photographer & P12-videographer) provided 
304 a more self-defined answer that the level of a freelancer is defined by the freelancers 
305 themselves; it depends on how the influencers valued themselves. Another related answer 
306 provided by one participant (P6-logo & product designer) told that although there is no ‘formal’ 
307 career development, the formal training, or educational experiences (certificate of 
308 completions) could also be an alternative to consider the level of a freelancer. Furthermore, 
309 P6 continued that often the fee offered to a prospective client, or fee range, implies the level 
310 of experience of a freelancer.

311 Concerning the future of freelancing, i.e., in responding to the topic of job security, participants 
312 disagreed that freelancing lacks long-term prospects. Our participants (P2- logo designer & 
313 branding; P11-journalist; P3-photographer) argued that the creative nature of the profession 
314 would equip the freelancers to make improvements and find creative solutions to face future 
315 challenges regarding job security. They believed that freelancers would be able to maintain 
316 their clients and open for new work opportunities. Moreover, our study participants responded 
317 back by offering a deconstruction of this notion of ‘lacking future prospects’ through capacity 
318 building to equip themselves, do networking, and keep doing their creative works. Particularly, 
319 one participant (P11-journalist) clarified that that notion of insecurity was merely an outsider’s 
320 construction; P11 emphasised on the flexibility of a multi-skilled freelancer working for different 
321 jobs. In a similar tone, another participant (P5-writer) said that freelancing these days was 
322 promising, different than before; P5 emphasised that although there was a financially tough 
323 beginning, P5’s career prospects as a freelance writer had developed better despite there 
324 being no fixed-amount of monthly income.

325 Our participants also highlighted external factors that affect the future of freelancing such as 
326 the growth of general industries that need media-related jobs, the growing practices of 
327 freelancing in media industries, and the globalisation of jobs. One of the participants (P7- 
328 content creator) noticed the growth of businesses and products that need media-related works 
329 in digital media, particularly creating content and branding for social media. Interestingly in the 
330 media industries themselves, another participant (P3-photographer) highlighted the increasing 
331 practices of industries employing freelancers or part-timers for efficiency reasons. Regarding 
332 globalisation of jobs, our participants (P7-content creator; P8-content creator) raised this 
333 concern that the competition for securing a freelance job would increase but, at the same time, 
334 job opportunities would increase. However, one of the participants (P8-content creator) 
335 expressed that number of jobs and of freelancers are contributing to the future of freelancing; 
336 less jobs mean not many freelancers can secure a job, while another participant (P4-writer) 

Pe
er

 R
ev

ie
w



337 said that less freelancers (in a situation where freelancers shifted to more permanent 9-to-5 
338 jobs) would threaten the future of freelancing too.

339 Another subject related to the future of freelancing is the flexibility of working. Participants (P3-
340 photographer; P9-journalist) said that freelancing allows for working from different physical 
341 locations without a requirement to stay permanently in an office and to do ‘check-clock’. In 
342 other words, that working flexibility is one of the working preferences of the creative young 
343 people. However, regarding this flexibility, one participant (P3-photographer) warned the 
344 threat from within the freelancers themselves; that the tendency to stay in one’s comfort zone 
345 would jeopardise this working situation.

346 Technological Dimension
347 In this third dimension, we refer to the participants’ view of recent technological development 
348 in supporting the informal nature of working as media freelancers. 

349 Some of our participants were not aware of the presence of the different kinds of freelancing 
350 platforms. For example, four participants (P3-photographer, P5-writer, P6-logo & product 
351 designer, and P7-content creator) acknowledged that they are not aware of these digital 
352 platforms. However, one participant (P5-writer) used social media such as LinkedIn to build a 
353 working profile and Instagram to build reputation. Similarly, another participant (P11-journalist) 
354 utilised Instagram as a medium for portfolio.

355 Differently, one participant (P2-logo designer and branding) was familiar with freelancing 
356 platforms and had been doing freelance works from these platforms. Through experiences of 
357 working with two platforms, the participant pointed out that one platform has a different system 
358 from another. For example, the presence/absence of entry test during sign-up and registering 
359 to the platform, the option for the ‘employer’ to set it preferences in creating a job offer, and 
360 the probability of securing a job for different kinds of freelancers—i.e., a freelancer’s rating 
361 affected it probability of securing a job.

362 In relation to securing a freelance job through digital platforms (social media and freelancing 
363 platform), participants (P2-logo designer and branding; P8-content creator) gave a similar 
364 response that building a good first impression and maintaining a good relationship with clients 
365 are the best strategy. Moreover, participants (P7-content creator; P8-content creator) 
366 emphasised the use of social media platforms for their business purposes. They have to 
367 understand followers’ preferences and engage with followers for increasing the possibility to 
368 secure freelance jobs.

369 Social Dimension
370 Last, we categorised participants’ responses as social dimension that refers to the relation 
371 between the informal nature of media freelancers and the social aspects such as disclosure 
372 to the public as a freelancer, building public image, and the presence of other infrastructures 
373 for freelancers’ interactions.

374 Our study participants had a split-response concerning disclosing they are working as a 
375 freelancer. Participants (P15-writer; P3-photographer; P8-content creator; P7-content creator) 
376 revealed to the public that they do freelance works; for instance, one participant (P5-writer) 
377 presented themselves as a freelance writer to emphasise the skillset. They did this to build 
378 their identity and to promote their works. While other participants (P10-logo & product 
379 designer; P13-content creator) hesitantly opened up their work to the public because they felt 
380 that they had no strong identity yet and they had just started doing a couple of freelance works.

381 In terms of reputation building, participants acknowledged the importance of reputation and 
382 then provided us with their strategies. Besides utilising digital platforms such as profile account 
383 in freelancing platforms and social media (P2-logo designer & branding; P12-videographer; 
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384 P8-content creator), creating websites (P3-photographer), and joining WhatsApp Groups 
385 (P11-journalist), our study participants (P10 & P14, both logo & product designers) said that 
386 positive word of mouth is another strategy to build and increase their reputation. However, 
387 other participants (P13-content creator; P15-writer) argued that improving oneself first through 
388 gaining more experience and giving meaningful work would parallelly increase one’s 
389 reputation.

390 Also, our participants (P2-logo designer and branding; P3-photographer; P5-writer; P7-content 
391 creator; P9 & 11-journalists; P12-videographer) were aware of the presence of infrastructures 
392 that facilitate social interactions among freelancers. Of these participants, only one of them 
393 (P3-photographer) was actively involved in spaces such as creative hubs, co-working spaces, 
394 and other kinds of forums. Even further, the participant argued that these kinds of 
395 infrastructure have a potential to form a union that supports freelancers; in other words, the 
396 participant said that the establishment of local-level infrastructures would benefit freelancers 
397 in their localities.

398 Finally, we organised our categorical findings above into Table 2.

399 >>>Insert Table 2. Informality of Media Freelancers here<<<
400

401 Discussion
402 This section discusses the meanings of informality in working as a media freelancer from the 
403 point of view of millennial participants in Indonesia. We offer three points of discussion about: 
404 (1) motivations of doing freelance (2) managing ‘uncertainty’ by combining creativity and self-
405 management; and, (3) social-technological infrastructure.

406 Why freelancing?
407 We suggest thinking of the informality of media professions as a ‘means’ for maintaining 
408 independence and idealism, and as a welfare vehicle. Firstly, working as a media freelancer, 
409 which either creates journalistic or other kinds of content, is driven by individual values or 
410 passion. The most obvious one from our study is the idealistic nature of freelancers who want 
411 to achieve a goal that is not accommodated through the organisational formal-structure. 
412 Besides this motivation, working on something that the freelancers are passionate about is a 
413 driving force emerged from our participants’ responses. However, this personal value-driven 
414 freelancing is not the only reason why our participants have decided to take freelancing jobs.

415 The second reason for engaging in freelance is what we call a welfare vehicle. We offer this 
416 second motivational point to capture different answers from our participants as presented in 
417 Table 2. We see that those responses convey the meaning of informality of media freelancing 
418 as an opportunity for gaining financial benefits or for increasing their chance of securing other 
419 jobs in the future. For a part of our participants, considerably still in the stage of seeking 
420 another job opportunity (as seen in Table 1), working as a freelancer is considered as a starting 
421 point to build their portfolio and working experiences.

422 The significance of these drives to our conceptualisation of informality of media professions is 
423 that those drives influence the way the freelancers perceive their freelancing jobs, including 
424 their long-term plan. The informality of working as a freelancer attracts an individual with a 
425 particular drive to engage in these professions of media communication. At its basics, human 
426 needs may range from physiological needs to self-actualisation needs (Maslow, 1970), and 
427 different human motivations such as freedom and autonomy and self-realisation may become 
428 important for highly skilled freelancers (Stel & Vries, 2015). Here, we discuss the young 
429 freelancers’ views in our study in terms of doing freelance as a manifestation of their idealism 
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430 or of their welfare aims, and we contend that the motivations of doing freelance define the way 
431 the freelancers perceive the informal nature of this profession. 

432 Yet, our study reveals that the freelancers themselves realise the challenge of future 
433 ‘uncertainty’ or in terms of job security; although there were participants who had different 
434 views regarding ‘uncertainty’. A silver lining out of this split-view from our millennial participants 
435 is that one should prepare oneself – which will be our second discussion point.

436 Combining creativity and self-management
437 In this point, we offer to think that informality represents an entrepreneurial culture that relies 
438 on individual creativity and self-management. Media freelancers from our study acknowledge 
439 the need to prepare themselves for facing the challenges such as the availability of jobs, 
440 competition with other freelancers, and managing their projects. Successfully addressing 
441 these challenges could impact the efforts of the studied media freelancers to reduce the 
442 uncertainty they face.

443 Moreover, media freelancers realise the importance of both creativity and self-management. 
444 Not only giving the best work at their current projects, freelancers are also aware of the need 
445 to improve their skills to keep up with the changing requirements. Furthermore, freelancers 
446 need to equip themselves to manage their actual work and reputation. One of the concrete 
447 actions is the use of various digital channels for freelancers’ self-branding (Brems et al., 2017; 
448 Gandini, 2016). Our study participants also highlighted the awareness and actions of 
449 reputation building as part of how they managed their persona. Developing a good reputation 
450 can contribute to how freelancers deal with the competitive nature of media careers, e.g., the 
451 ‘shelf-life’ of media careers (Wallis et al., 2020).  In other words, they are the manager of 
452 themselves because they manage the work, the networks, and relations with clients.

453 This meaning of informality seems to point in the direction of bringing out the best of 
454 freelancers in every situation. Either there were many simultaneous projects or no projects at 
455 all, they have to be responsible and be creative to find their way out. One might argue that it 
456 is the way the work is because there are ups and downs; another might argue that freelancers 
457 shouldn’t be left alone especially in difficult times – even more, in any times, the freelancers 
458 should be given more structural support from the policymakers (Mould et al., 2014; Nies & 
459 Pedersini, 2003).

460 Social-technological infrastructures’ awareness and impact
461 The presence of various infrastructures such as social spaces (e.g., co-working space, 
462 creative hubs, and discussion forums) and digital platforms (e.g., social media and freelance 
463 platforms) would ideally benefit the social interactions and reputation of freelancers, and in 
464 turn, led to the accumulation of their social capital.

465 Yet, a discussion point that emerged from our findings is an agenda towards increasing 
466 awareness of the presence and impact of social-technological infrastructure for media 
467 freelancers. This future direction will make a more socially-networked type of media 
468 freelancing for the purpose of, for example, gaining information about a freelance job opening 
469 or succeeding in job negotiations – a situation that can be captured as ‘network sociality’ 
470 (Wittel, 2001). Particularly, in the type of job that relies on networking and word of mouth in 
471 the recruitment process that can contribute to gendered outcomes (Wreyford, 2015), 
472 freelancers’ awareness of the social-technological infrastructure can contribute to the 
473 democratisation of access and opportunity.

474 Moreover, building freelancers’ awareness of these infrastructures would increase the social 
475 capital of freelancers. Besides the individual efforts of building online persona and reputations, 
476 media freelancers’ efforts in increasing their social capital would benefit them, for example, as 
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477 founded in the study of work in the UK film and TV industry, social capital ‘provided access to 
478 work, guaranteed quality and helped to share skills and knowledge. It also offered a speed 
479 and flexibility unlikely to be matched by more formal systems’ (Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2012).

480 In contextualising these three discussion themes with the context of Indonesia, particularly 
481 with its ‘demographic bonus’, we see that freelancing seems to gain more interest among the 
482 millennials. In this study, their responses to the informality reveal the flexibility, challenges, 
483 and opportunities of working as a media freelancer. Our study has captured these dynamics 
484 of informality in the practical space. Simply put, ‘demographic bonus’ means a lot of job 
485 opportunities, and freelancing these days has its ‘perks’ that attracts millennials in our study. 
486 However, there is still a subsequent concern that needs to be explained further that is related 
487 to the future of media freelancers in Indonesia in relation to the growth of population or 
488 workforce. A concern that can open a discussion regarding what kind of support needed by 
489 the media freelancers. Moreover, in a wider context, that concern can open a discussion 
490 regarding the informality of the media profession with different stakeholders. Informality of the 
491 media profession, on the one hand, may lead to the casualisation of works that involved the 
492 issues of, for example, job security and employment benefits. On the other hand, informality 
493 of the profession may lead to the idea of flexibility, creativity and self-management of the 
494 media freelancers. Either ways, Mould (Mould, 2018) warns us against creativity that is 
495 oppressed and exploiting creative (media and communication) workers.

496 CONCLUSION
497 This study reveals the meanings of informality to media freelancers in terms of perceiving 
498 flexibility, addressing the challenges, and identifying the opportunities for further improvement. 
499 Furthermore, as a result of understanding the growth of freelancers in media professions, we 
500 present the nature of informality through the personal, professional, technological, and social 
501 dimensions. To highlight the implications of this understanding, we first discuss the informality 
502 of media professions through the independency and idealism, and welfare drives. We then 
503 conceptualise that those drives influence the way the freelancers perceived their freelancing 
504 jobs, including their long-term plan. We also discuss the meaning of informality that points to 
505 the direction of bringing out the best of the freelancers in every situation. Media freelancers 
506 are expected to be responsible and be creative to find their way out in the times of, for 
507 example, many simultaneous projects or no projects at all. Our last discussion point suggests 
508 an agenda towards increasing the media freelancers’ awareness of the presence and impact 
509 of social-technological infrastructure. An agenda that can shape media freelancers to be more 
510 socially-networked and can increase the social capital of media freelancers.

511 Conceptually, the results of this study expand our understanding of the nature of freelance 
512 work. Besides previous studies’ contributions on the important nature of freelancers, this study 
513 contributes to the conceptualisation of the informal nature of freelancers in our creative fields. 
514 Particularly, this article highlights the dimensions of informality, personal motivations, and 
515 prospects of freelance from the perspective of young (millennials) freelancers. With the 
516 awareness of the informal arrangement, flexibility, and challenges of freelance, the freelancers 
517 have described their views and plans. Our study here is based on certain characteristics of 
518 the sample; hence we do not aim to generalise our findings to represent Indonesian 
519 freelancers since there are different profiles of freelancers such as different age groups and 
520 experiences, operational domains (platform-based and non-platform-based), and expertise. 
521 Further studies may address these limitations and enrich the dimensions of informality that 
522 emerged from this study. 

523 Moreover, our study can set a further research agenda in addressing the challenges of 
524 uncertainty faced by media freelancers in Indonesia, for example, in terms of the kinds of 
525 micro-macro interventions and socio-technological interventions needed. In doing so, mapping 
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526 the various practices of freelancing in different contexts and experience levels would be 
527 viewed as a fundamental starting point.
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1

2 Table 1. 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

3

4
5
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6 Table 2. Informality of Media Freelancers

Personal Dimension Professional Dimension Technological Dimension Social Dimension

Motivations of working as 
a freelancer:
● fit with their interest
● make use of the idle time
● opportunity offered by 

peers
● idealism for not working in 

a specific company or as 
a certain full-time 
professional

● gain more experiences
● to pay the bills

No ‘formal’ career but 
fairly a way of ‘classifying’ 
of freelancers:
● freelancer’s portfolios 

influence the level of 
reputation

● the freelancers 
themselves define their 
level

● formal trainings or 
education completed 
influence the level of a 
freelancer

The use of used social 
media such as: 
● LinkedIn to build working 

profile and 
● Instagram to build reputation
● utilised Instagram as a 

medium for portfolio

Disclose the profession 
to public as a freelancer:
● revealed to public that 

they do freelance works
● hesitantly opened up 

their work to public 
because they felt that 
they had no strong profile 
identity yet

Long-term involvement in 
freelancing (‘I have set 
the time limit’):
● planned to quit 

freelancing when they 
reach a certain age, 

● when they decide to start 
a family and have kids, 
and

● when they have secured 
a permanent job

The future of freelancing 
(regarding job security):
● freelancers can find 

creative solutions for 
future challenges

● maintaining the quality of 
work and improving 
themselves

● notion of insecurity was 
an outsider’s construction

● freelancing these days 
was promising

● the flexibility of working is 
attractive

The use of freelance 
platforms:
● one platform has different 

system form another
● the presence/absence of 

entry test when signing-up to 
the platform, 

● the option for the ‘employer’ 
to set it preferences in 
creating a job offer

● the probability of securing a 
job for different kinds of 
freelancers

Building public image 
through:
● positive word of mouth
● creating websites
● joining instant messaging 

groups
● creating a meaningful 

work

Long-term involvement in 
freelancing (‘I have not 
set a limit yet’):
● they wanted to be there 

longer 
● as long as there are still 

job offers

External factors that 
affect the future of 
freelancing:
● the growth of general 

industries that require 
media-related jobs 

● the growing practices of 
freelancing in media 
industries 

● the globalisation of jobs 
(coming in/out the 
country)

Securing freelance jobs 
through digital platforms:
● (less) aware of the presence 

of freelance digital platforms
● building a good first 

impression and maintaining 
a good relationship 

● understanding followers’ 
preferences and engaging 
with followers to increase 
the possibility of securing 
jobs

The presence of social 
infrastructures for 
freelancers’ interactions:
● involve in spaces such as 

creative hubs, and other 
forums

● social infrastructures 
have a potential to 
support freelancers

● local-level infrastructures 
would benefit freelancers 
in their localities
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1 Informality of Media Freelancers in Indonesia: 
2 Motives and Prospects
3

4 Abstract
5 This article presents our analysis of the nature of informality of media freelancers and its 
6 implications to creative workers. Employing a series of fifteen interviews, we offer an 
7 interpretive understanding through the subjective experience of the Indonesian media 
8 freelancers. Accordingly, we analyse the participants’ responses in four dimensions of 
9 informality: personal, professional, technological, and social. This analysis brings up a 

10 discussion about the flexibility, challenges, and opportunities of working as a media freelancer. 
11 Specifically, three themes emerged from our discussion: motivations of doing freelance, 
12 managing ‘uncertainty’ through creativity and self-management, and the importance of social-
13 technological infrastructure. Considering the demographic bonus in Indonesia, we suggest a 
14 future research agenda towards the potentials of informality of media freelancers. This future 
15 direction would shed light on whether the informality, on the one hand, can lead to the 
16 casualisation of work, or, on the other hand, can lead to the idea of flexibility, and self-
17 management of media freelancers.

18 Keywords: media freelancers; informality of media freelancers; informality dimensions; 
19 social-technological infrastructure; media communication.

20 Introduction
21 Although the critical understanding of freelance media workers has been studied in terms of 
22 problematizing the legality of journalistic content produced by stringers in Indonesia (Santoso 
23 & Lestari, 2017), there is an underexplored research space in understanding the nature of 
24 working as freelancers directly through the subjective experience of the media freelancers 
25 themselves.

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

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

50 Indonesia’s freelancing landscape took our attention because of two factors: the statistical 
51 growth of freelancing in the country, and the growing attention of media freelancers and related 
52 stakeholders in opening the discourse around their working situation. From the National 
53 Statistics Bureau’s (2019) data, Indonesia has 129.36 million workers; and an estimation made 
54 by Tempo Magazine states that 5.89 million are freelancers (or, 4,55 per cent). Similar data is 
55 made by an Indonesian freelancing platform that the number of freelancers in 2019 has 
56 increased 16 per cent from the previous year. These numbers seem to represent a promising 
57 discourse around freelancing in Indonesia despite the working situations experienced by some 
58 of the freelancers. In a discussion held in a ‘creative hub’ in Indonesia, a number of media 
59 freelancers expressed the issues surrounding their work such as the need for formal working 
60 contracts and their enforcement, how they propose and settle on their fees during ‘pitching’, 
61 how they manage the intensive timeline, and the issues of welfare, gender and workers’ rights 
62 (C20 Library and Collabtive, 2019).

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

71 We also position our study to contribute to the efforts of understanding the nature of creative-
72 oriented freelance work. As our field is very much connected with human creativity, freelancers 
73 have been playing a key creative role in the creative communication processes. Based on a 
74 study of creative industries (firms and freelancers) in London,  Mould et al. (2014) argue that 
75 although freelancers are a crucial and significant part of the creative industries, and often 
76 conduct the more creative aspects of the work, they remain largely ‘invisible’. Another similar 
77 effort to understand the nature of freelance is a study of freelance journalists in Europe. Nies 
78 & Pedersini (2003, p. 20) conclude that ‘freelancers constitute an important part of media and 
79 play a major role for freedom and quality of the press and media’, and freelancers’ status 
80 should be strengthened. Thus, these two studies have signified the important nature of 
81 freelancers in the creative and media works, including creative communications, and the 
82 freelancers themselves should be made ‘visible’ and strengthened.

83 Nevertheless, in terms of the informal nature of the working practices of freelancers 
84 themselves, we find that there is still room for further exploration. Informality may involve a 
85 short-period of working arrangements, and flexibility in beneficial ways (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 
86 2012; Massey & Elmore, 2011; Storey et al., 2005). However, a form of informal arrangement 
87 also implies a ‘precarious situation’ for the workers (Gill & Pratt, 2008; Neilson & Rossiter, 
88 2008). Furthermore, from the study of media work of a cohort of Media Production graduates 
89 of a UK university, Wallis et al. (2020, p. 190) argue that the nature of ‘media careers may 
90 also come with a limited shelf-life’, and even more, they also suggest that ‘now, more than 
91 ever, media work is being skewed towards the young’. We pay particular attention to this 
92 specific age and ‘shelf-life’ facet that factors a decision of a freelancer to be (continuously) 
93 involved with freelance works in Indonesia. Thus, we are keen to understand the nature of 
94 informality of freelance work from the Indonesian young freelancers themselves to enrich our 
95 understanding of the working practices. The knowledge gained from this study will inform us 
96 better in responding to the informality of freelance work in Indonesia. Specifically, we would 
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97 like to detail our contribution by discussing the following questions: what are the drivers for 
98 these freelancers to be involved in freelance media work? And, how do they view the future of 
99 their freelance work? By discussing these questions here in this article, our study contributes 

100 to making the subjective experience of freelancers in Indonesia visible, which can lead to 
101 subsequent supportive efforts from academia and policymakers.

102 We organise this article according to the following structure. We first present our conceptual 
103 background of the informality of media freelancers, and the interpretive understanding. In our 
104 method section, we describe our data collection and analysis processes. In the next section, 
105 we present the findings though our categorisation, and contextualise these findings in the 
106 discussions of informality of a profession. We conclude by presenting the implications of this 
107 analysis to our future research agenda on media freelancers.

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

120 The informality of media freelancers is often characterised by the flexibility related to the 
121 working life of an individual. Freelancers can manage their own time in which they can have 
122 more flexible lives: they have the opportunity to take longer vacations, to have home-based 
123 working life with caring responsibilities or other personal commitments, and for being flexible 
124 towards the needs of their families (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012; Storey et al., 2005). For 
125 example, in the survey conducted on women freelance journalists in the US, most of the 
126 respondents stated that freelance journalism is ‘the kind of job they wanted’, ‘an ideal job’, and 
127 that they were ‘satisfied with freelancing as a job and like it’; in other words, ‘For women, self-
128 employment as freelance news workers may function as a refuge; as a ‘‘place’’ where they 
129 can find their own right mix of work and family’ (Massey & Elmore, 2011).

130 However, ‘flexibility’ itself is a double-edged sword. Besides those ‘benefits’ mentioned above, 
131 a qualitative study of freelance journalists in northern Sweden found that ‘the informants’ felt 
132 they needed to work even when they were sick, in order to meet deadlines’, and that they 
133 ‘experienced unsteady flows of work and income, and spoke about dips in work supply, such 
134 as sometimes going two months in the autumn without work’ (Edstrom & Ladendorf, 2012).

135 Besides the flexibility and project-based nature of media freelancing, entrepreneurism 
136 becomes a unique quality. Specifically, this quality is related to the professional role of 
137 freelancers as (self)-entrepreneurs and idealists. As entrepreneurs, the freelancers are driven 
138 by ‘innovation and successful entrepreneurship’ and they are taking this path because ‘they 
139 did not want the insecurity and bad working conditions of short-term contract work’ (Mathisen, 
140 2017). While as idealists, they are motivated by ‘the opportunity to work with the kind of 
141 journalism they find important, even if it does not always pay well, such as documentaries, 
142 books, art projects, and often non-commercial projects related to the ideals of journalism’ 
143 (Mathisen, 2017).
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144 Moreover, with this self-entrepreneurial drive, freelancers also engage in reputation 
145 management or personal branding. These self-branding practices are largely conducted on 
146 social media as seen in the freelance media workers in London and Milan, in which ‘self-
147 branding becomes an investment in social relationships with expected return for the 
148 acquisition of a reputation’ (Gandini, 2016). For example, freelance journalists utilise social 
149 media to ‘build audiences and brands while reinforcing and repairing journalistic norms, 
150 including transparency’ (Holton, 2016). Similarly, in the study of Dutch and Flemish employed 
151 and freelance journalists on Twitter, social media platforms have created an avenue for 
152 freelance journalists to build their own independent persona rather than ‘names or initial under 
153 articles’ (Brems et al., 2017).

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

163 Interpretive Understanding of Media Freelancers
164 Studies related to Indonesian freelance media workers have dominantly covered the critical 
165 ground, for example, problematising the legality of the content created by the stringers 
166 (Santoso & Lestari, 2017) and framing the stringer practices through commodification and 
167 exploitation (Santoso & Lestari, 2016). By definition, a stringer is a freelancer ‘who does not 
168 work as a staff member of a news organization’ and who ‘is paid for each piece that an 
169 organization publishes or broadcasts rather than a regular salary’ (Salamon, 2019). Besides 
170 those studies, in contributing to the discourses and efforts to make freelancers more visible, 
171 we offer to frame the informality of media freelancers through interpretive understanding. 

172 We refer to an interpretive understanding as an inquiry that relies on the subjective experience 
173 of the participants themselves, e.g., in this study from freelance media workers. The nature of 
174 this understanding is constructed through the individual and collective reconstructions, and 
175 accumulated through vicarious experience (Guba et al., 2018). That is to say, we offer the 
176 understanding that is based on ‘the analysis and interpretation, through verstehen or 
177 empathetic understanding, of the meaning that people give to their actions’ (Jankowski & 
178 Wester, 2002). Therefore, this understanding relies on the subjective experience of media 
179 freelancers, for example, their motivations, their actual experiences working in the field, and 
180 how they manage their work and their clients, and how they view their work.

181 Our interpretive understanding here is related to the idea that freelance media workers 
182 themselves have their reasons and plans in facing this informality. Previous studies of women 
183 freelancer journalists who leave traditional employer-based news jobs for self-employment 
184 have contributed to the argument that ‘freelance journalism can be more family-friendly than 
185 organised journalism’ (Massey & Elmore, 2011). Other drives of doing freelance can be 
186 identified from the study of freelancers who are part of a union. There is the drive to selling 
187 content and running one own and the drive of ‘working in-depth on large-scale, non-
188 commercial projects that they find professionally satisfying’ (Mathisen, 2017). Besides this 
189 understanding, we are interested to know more about the specific drives or motivations of 
190 young, non-union-based freelancers. Gaining insights on why they want to be part of this 
191 informal working arrangement will make us better informed to think about the kind of support 
192 offered for these young freelancers.
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193 Furthermore, another facet of informality is the sustainability of the creative work itself. The 
194 ‘project-based turn’ (Mould et al., 2014) of economic activities, including the creative 
195 industries, has allowed freelancers to secure more projects. There is a sense of opportunity 
196 that freelancers become more visible and more significant in the creative industries (Mould et 
197 al., 2014). At the same time, in strengthening freelancers’ positions, there is a call for the 
198 recognition of freelance status, improving the protection needed, establishing minimum 
199 conditions, improving social security, and ensuring the possibility of collective bargaining (Nies 
200 & Pedersini, 2003). Nevertheless, young media freelancers’ views on the issue of future 
201 prospects have received less attention from researchers. Filling this gap with the subjective 
202 experience of the ‘newbies’ will enrich the dimensions of informality.  

203 Method
204 We used a qualitative approach, in particular we used an interpretive ─ constructivist view 
205 (Creswell, 2009; Guba et al., 2018; Jankowski & Wester, 2002; Jensen, 2002a), to bring up 
206 an understanding of freelance media workers in Indonesia. In our study, we define media 
207 freelancers as those who are engaging in the creation of media content. Table 1  summarises 
208 our study participants’ profile  in terms of their sex, their kinds of work or expertise, and whether 
209 they have other jobs or don’t – a piece of information that is significant to our discussion 
210 regarding the meaning of informality from the participants’ viewpoint. Moreover, we 
211 triangulated our findings with a manager of a media company that had been working with the 
212 freelance workers. For the journalistic content, this practice of freelancing was informally 
213 established with the connection with local correspondences (Personal communication with a 
214 manager of a media company, 2020). For the other kinds of content, this practice was 
215 observed through the presence of platforms for digital freelancers. Based on our observation, 
216 we identified the kinds of media-related freelance work categories: journalist, content writer, 
217 videographer, photographer, writer, graphic designer, content creator, and social media 
218 manager.

219 >>> insert Table 1. Study Participants here<<<
220

221 Interviews were our data collection method (Jankowski & Wester, 2002; Jensen, 2002b), in 
222 these interviews we explored questions that related to the informality of this profession. By 
223 informality we refer to the practice of working to create content that is typified by being project-
224 based, flexible, and self-entrepreneurial. During the interviews conducted by our research 
225 assistant, the semi-structured questions covered the following informality-related topics: the 
226 motivations of working as a freelancer, the impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on freelancing, the 
227 nature of the profession in terms of its growth opportunities and its sustainability challenges, 
228 the use of digital technologies in supporting freelancing activities, the impact of co-location 
229 spaces in the urban area, and the social aspects of freelancing profession in the context of 
230 Indonesian culture. As discussed, we aim to gather data from young freelancers in Indonesia, 
231 and our interviewees (age range: 20-35) came from different cities of Java island. Fifteen 
232 freelancers, recruited with snowballing techniques, were interviewed during the third quarter 
233 and the fourth quarter of 2020. Twelve interviews were conducted through online 
234 communication channels, and three interviews were conducted through in-person mode with 
235 a strict social distancing protocol. The freelancers permitted us to do audio recording during 
236 the interviews. In total, the interview transcripts contain 12.019 words.

237 We then inductively analysed our data to construct the four dimensions of the informality of 
238 freelancing. We followed the procedures of the grounded theory approach to explain the 
239 process, action, or interaction on a topic (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Creswell, 2007). 
240 Specifically, we employed open coding, axial coding, and selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 
241 1990). This approach allowed us to be sensitive to the iterative nature of data collection and 
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242 analysis, and to recruit subsequent interviews (theoretical sampling) with different expertise 
243 and social-technological characteristics. For example, our initial coding through breaking down 
244 the results from our earlier interview found that ‘long-term involvement’ and ‘the future of 
245 freelancing’ were part of the ‘personal dimension’ of the informality category. However, as we 
246 gain more data and more samples to corroborate the initial categories and sub-categories, we 
247 found that ‘long-term involvement’ and ‘future of freelancing’ were part of ‘personal dimension’ 
248 and ‘professional dimension’ respectively. In ensuring the validity of our data, we maintain 
249 constant comparative analysis during the iterative data collection and analysis processes. 
250 Furthermore, in triangulating the coding results, we ask our research assistant to 
251 independently apply the result of selective coding into the transcripts. Finally, we then 
252 organised all the coded categories (or, in our study: dimensions) to a ‘core’ category of the 
253 nature of the informality of freelancers.

254 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
255 We organise our participants’ responses into four dimensions: personal, professional, 
256 technological, and social dimensions to understand our participants' subjective experiences 
257 regarding the informality of work as a media freelancer.

258 Nature of the Informality
259 Personal Dimension
260 The personal dimension refers to the motivations of our study’s participants and the perceived 
261 long-term ‘involvement’ of the participants regarding the informal nature of working as media 
262 freelancers.

263 We identified participants’ motivations for working as a freelancer, these included: fit with their 
264 interest (P5-writer); make use of their idle time (P2-logo designer & branding; P10-logo & 
265 product designer; P13-content creator); opportunity offered by their peer (P6- logo & product 
266 designer; writer); their idealism for not working in a specific company or as a certain full-time 
267 professional (P3-photographer;P4-writer); gain more experiences (P3-photographer), and to 
268 pay for their bills (P14-logo & product designer). Furthermore, a common thread found from 
269 their responses was the idea of ‘having more freedom’ or flexibility that interested them the 
270 most. The participants said that having a degree of work-management autonomy gave them 
271 the ability to manage the time and place of their work (P9-journalist), gave them more space 
272 to explore their creativity and critical thinking (P3-photographer), and offered them the 
273 flexibility to take a side-job as well as their permanent job (P3-photographer).

274 Another sub-theme of this personal dimension is the participants’ responses regarding their 
275 long-term involvement in freelancing. Our participants provided us with two different answers. 
276 On the one hand, for the ‘I have set a time limit’ camp, they planned to quit freelancing when 
277 they reach a certain age (e.g., P11-journalist said ‘35 years old’), when they decide to start a 
278 family and have kids (P4-writer), or when they have secured a permanent job (P15-writer). On 
279 the other hand, the ‘I have not set a limit yet’ camp stated that they found working as a 
280 freelancer is satisfying and they wanted to be there longer (P9-journalist; P10-logo & product 
281 designer) and, for as long as there are still job offers then would take it, since doing freelance 
282 is a ‘side job’ (P8-content creator). This kind of involvement was also reflected by the 
283 participants' answer: ‘not yet’ to the question of ‘has other jobs?’ (see Table 1).

284 In relation to a contemporary challenge, i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic, participants mostly 
285 agreed that they were affected. Freelancers whose work needed them to be in specific outside 
286 locations (such as freelance photographers, journalists, videographers, and content creators) 
287 acknowledged the impact to their jobs. They described the Pandemic’s impacts on their work. 
288 These impacts included cancelation or rescheduling their agreed projects (P3-photographer; 
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289 P12-videographer); having to reject job offers from locations with higher coronavirus exposure 
290 (P8-content creator); improving their working methods due to restrictions in the field (P9-
291 journalist); and also, having to make an adjustment to their fee (P14- logo & product designer). 
292 In a different situation, only a few participants whose freelancing work were primarily online-
293 based such as logo designing and online branding (P2- logo designer & branding), and content 
294 creation (P13-content creator) acknowledged that they weren’t affected.

295 Professional Dimension
296 The second category is the professional dimension that refers to the participants’ perceived 
297 characteristics of working informally as freelancers such as ‘career’ development and the 
298 future of the profession. 

299 Our participants agreed that there is no ‘formal’ career development in doing freelance, but 
300 they agreed that there was a fair ‘classification’ of freelancers. For example, one freelancer 
301 (P7-writer) said that the quality of a freelancer’s portfolio and its received social media 
302 engagement affected the reputation of that freelancer, which then influenced the range of 
303 remuneration offered. Two of the participants (P3-photographer & P12-videographer) provided 
304 a more self-defined answer that the level of a freelancer is defined by the freelancers 
305 themselves; it depends on how the influencers valued themselves. Another related answer 
306 provided by one participant (P6-logo & product designer) told that although there is no ‘formal’ 
307 career development, the formal training, or educational experiences (certificate of 
308 completions) could also be an alternative to consider the level of a freelancer. Furthermore, 
309 P6 continued that often the fee offered to a prospective client, or fee range, implies the level 
310 of experience of a freelancer.

311 Concerning the future of freelancing, i.e., in responding to the topic of job security, participants 
312 disagreed that freelancing lacks long-term prospects. Our participants (P2- logo designer & 
313 branding; P11-journalist; P3-photographer) argued that the creative nature of the profession 
314 would equip the freelancers to make improvements and find creative solutions to face future 
315 challenges regarding job security. They believed that freelancers would be able to maintain 
316 their clients and open for new work opportunities. Moreover, our study participants responded 
317 back by offering a deconstruction of this notion of ‘lacking future prospects’ through capacity 
318 building to equip themselves, do networking, and keep doing their creative works. Particularly, 
319 one participant (P11-journalist) clarified that that notion of insecurity was merely an outsider’s 
320 construction; P11 emphasised on the flexibility of a multi-skilled freelancer working for different 
321 jobs. In a similar tone, another participant (P5-writer) said that freelancing these days was 
322 promising, different than before; P5 emphasised that although there was a financially tough 
323 beginning, P5’s career prospects as a freelance writer had developed better despite there 
324 being no fixed-amount of monthly income.

325 Our participants also highlighted external factors that affect the future of freelancing such as 
326 the growth of general industries that need media-related jobs, the growing practices of 
327 freelancing in media industries, and the globalisation of jobs. One of the participants (P7- 
328 content creator) noticed the growth of businesses and products that need media-related works 
329 in digital media, particularly creating content and branding for social media. Interestingly in the 
330 media industries themselves, another participant (P3-photographer) highlighted the increasing 
331 practices of industries employing freelancers or part-timers for efficiency reasons. Regarding 
332 globalisation of jobs, our participants (P7-content creator; P8-content creator) raised this 
333 concern that the competition for securing a freelance job would increase but, at the same time, 
334 job opportunities would increase. However, one of the participants (P8-content creator) 
335 expressed that number of jobs and of freelancers are contributing to the future of freelancing; 
336 less jobs mean not many freelancers can secure a job, while another participant (P4-writer) 
337 said that less freelancers (in a situation where freelancers shifted to more permanent 9-to-5 
338 jobs) would threaten the future of freelancing too.
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339 Another subject related to the future of freelancing is the flexibility of working. Participants (P3-
340 photographer; P9-journalist) said that freelancing allows for working from different physical 
341 locations without a requirement to stay permanently in an office and to do ‘check-clock’. In 
342 other words, that working flexibility is one of the working preferences of the creative young 
343 people. However, regarding this flexibility, one participant (P3-photographer) warned the 
344 threat from within the freelancers themselves; that the tendency to stay in one’s comfort zone 
345 would jeopardise this working situation.

346 Technological Dimension
347 In this third dimension, we refer to the participants’ view of recent technological development 
348 in supporting the informal nature of working as media freelancers. 

349 Some of our participants were not aware of the presence of the different kinds of freelancing 
350 platforms. For example, four participants (P3-photographer, P5-writer, P6-logo & product 
351 designer, and P7-content creator) acknowledged that they are not aware of these digital 
352 platforms. However, one participant (P5-writer) used social media such as LinkedIn to build a 
353 working profile and Instagram to build reputation. Similarly, another participant (P11-journalist) 
354 utilised Instagram as a medium for portfolio.

355 Differently, one participant (P2-logo designer and branding) was familiar with freelancing 
356 platforms and had been doing freelance works from these platforms. Through experiences of 
357 working with two platforms, the participant pointed out that one platform has a different system 
358 from another. For example, the presence/absence of entry test during sign-up and registering 
359 to the platform, the option for the ‘employer’ to set it preferences in creating a job offer, and 
360 the probability of securing a job for different kinds of freelancers—i.e., a freelancer’s rating 
361 affected it probability of securing a job.

362 In relation to securing a freelance job through digital platforms (social media and freelancing 
363 platform), participants (P2-logo designer and branding; P8-content creator) gave a similar 
364 response that building a good first impression and maintaining a good relationship with clients 
365 are the best strategy. Moreover, participants (P7-content creator; P8-content creator) 
366 emphasised the use of social media platforms for their business purposes. They have to 
367 understand followers’ preferences and engage with followers for increasing the possibility to 
368 secure freelance jobs.

369 Social Dimension
370 Last, we categorised participants’ responses as social dimension that refers to the relation 
371 between the informal nature of media freelancers and the social aspects such as disclosure 
372 to the public as a freelancer, building public image, and the presence of other infrastructures 
373 for freelancers’ interactions.

374 Our study participants had a split-response concerning disclosing they are working as a 
375 freelancer. Participants (P15-writer; P3-photographer; P8-content creator; P7-content creator) 
376 revealed to the public that they do freelance works; for instance, one participant (P5-writer) 
377 presented themselves as a freelance writer to emphasise the skillset. They did this to build 
378 their identity and to promote their works. While other participants (P10-logo & product 
379 designer; P13-content creator) hesitantly opened up their work to the public because they felt 
380 that they had no strong identity yet and they had just started doing a couple of freelance works.

381 In terms of reputation building, participants acknowledged the importance of reputation and 
382 then provided us with their strategies. Besides utilising digital platforms such as profile account 
383 in freelancing platforms and social media (P2-logo designer & branding; P12-videographer; 
384 P8-content creator), creating websites (P3-photographer), and joining WhatsApp Groups 
385 (P11-journalist), our study participants (P10 & P14, both logo & product designers) said that 
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386 positive word of mouth is another strategy to build and increase their reputation. However, 
387 other participants (P13-content creator; P15-writer) argued that improving oneself first through 
388 gaining more experience and giving meaningful work would parallelly increase one’s 
389 reputation.

390 Also, our participants (P2-logo designer and branding; P3-photographer; P5-writer; P7-content 
391 creator; P9 & 11-journalists; P12-videographer) were aware of the presence of infrastructures 
392 that facilitate social interactions among freelancers. Of these participants, only one of them 
393 (P3-photographer) was actively involved in spaces such as creative hubs, co-working spaces, 
394 and other kinds of forums. Even further, the participant argued that these kinds of 
395 infrastructure have a potential to form a union that supports freelancers; in other words, the 
396 participant said that the establishment of local-level infrastructures would benefit freelancers 
397 in their localities.

398 Finally, we organised our categorical findings above into Table 2.

399 >>>Insert Table 2. Informality of Media Freelancers here<<<
400

401 Discussion
402 This section discusses the meanings of informality in working as a media freelancer from the 
403 point of view of millennial participants in Indonesia. We offer three points of discussion about: 
404 (1) motivations of doing freelance (2) managing ‘uncertainty’ by combining creativity and self-
405 management; and, (3) social-technological infrastructure.

406 Why freelancing?
407 We suggest thinking of the informality of media professions as a ‘means’ for maintaining 
408 independence and idealism, and as a welfare vehicle. Firstly, working as a media freelancer, 
409 which either creates journalistic or other kinds of content, is driven by individual values or 
410 passion. The most obvious one from our study is the idealistic nature of freelancers who want 
411 to achieve a goal that is not accommodated through the organisational formal-structure. 
412 Besides this motivation, working on something that the freelancers are passionate about is a 
413 driving force emerged from our participants’ responses. However, this personal value-driven 
414 freelancing is not the only reason why our participants have decided to take freelancing jobs.

415 The second reason for engaging in freelance is what we call a welfare vehicle. We offer this 
416 second motivational point to capture different answers from our participants as presented in 
417 Table 2. We see that those responses convey the meaning of informality of media freelancing 
418 as an opportunity for gaining financial benefits or for increasing their chance of securing other 
419 jobs in the future. For a part of our participants, considerably still in the stage of seeking 
420 another job opportunity (as seen in Table 1), working as a freelancer is considered as a starting 
421 point to build their portfolio and working experiences.

422 The significance of these drives to our conceptualisation of informality of media professions is 
423 that those drives influence the way the freelancers perceive their freelancing jobs, including 
424 their long-term plan. The informality of working as a freelancer attracts an individual with a 
425 particular drive to engage in these professions of media communication. At its basics, human 
426 needs may range from physiological needs to self-actualisation needs (Maslow, 1970), and 
427 different human motivations such as freedom and autonomy and self-realisation may become 
428 important for highly skilled freelancers (Stel & Vries, 2015). Here, we discuss the young 
429 freelancers’ views in our study in terms of doing freelance as a manifestation of their idealism 
430 or of their welfare aims, and we contend that the motivations of doing freelance define the way 
431 the freelancers perceive the informal nature of this profession. 
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432 Yet, our study reveals that the freelancers themselves realise the challenge of future 
433 ‘uncertainty’ or in terms of job security; although there were participants who had different 
434 views regarding ‘uncertainty’. A silver lining out of this split-view from our millennial participants 
435 is that one should prepare oneself – which will be our second discussion point.

436 Combining creativity and self-management
437 In this point, we offer to think that informality represents an entrepreneurial culture that relies 
438 on individual creativity and self-management. Media freelancers from our study acknowledge 
439 the need to prepare themselves for facing the challenges such as the availability of jobs, 
440 competition with other freelancers, and managing their projects. Successfully addressing 
441 these challenges could impact the efforts of the studied media freelancers to reduce the 
442 uncertainty they face.

443 Moreover, media freelancers realise the importance of both creativity and self-management. 
444 Not only giving the best work at their current projects, freelancers are also aware of the need 
445 to improve their skills to keep up with the changing requirements. Furthermore, freelancers 
446 need to equip themselves to manage their actual work and reputation. One of the concrete 
447 actions is the use of various digital channels for freelancers’ self-branding (Brems et al., 2017; 
448 Gandini, 2016). Our study participants also highlighted the awareness and actions of 
449 reputation building as part of how they managed their persona. Developing a good reputation 
450 can contribute to how freelancers deal with the competitive nature of media careers, e.g., the 
451 ‘shelf-life’ of media careers (Wallis et al., 2020).  In other words, they are the manager of 
452 themselves because they manage the work, the networks, and relations with clients.

453 This meaning of informality seems to point in the direction of bringing out the best of 
454 freelancers in every situation. Either there were many simultaneous projects or no projects at 
455 all, they have to be responsible and be creative to find their way out. In a general sense, ‘each 
456 individual is held responsible and accountable for his or her own actions and well-being’ 
457 (Falnikar et al., 2019). One might argue that it is the way the work is because there are ups 
458 and downs; another might argue that freelancers shouldn’t be left alone especially in difficult 
459 times – even more, in any times, the freelancers should be given more structural support from 
460 the policymakers (Mould et al., 2014; Nies & Pedersini, 2003).

461 Social-technological infrastructures’ awareness and impact
462 The presence of various infrastructures such as social spaces (e.g., co-working space, 
463 creative hubs, and discussion forums) and digital platforms (e.g., social media and freelance 
464 platforms) would ideally benefit the social interactions and reputation of freelancers, and in 
465 turn, led to the accumulation of their social capital.

466 Yet, a discussion point that emerged from our findings is an agenda towards increasing 
467 awareness of the presence and impact of social-technological infrastructure for media 
468 freelancers. This future direction will make a more socially-networked type of media 
469 freelancing for the purpose of, for example, gaining information about a freelance job opening 
470 or succeeding in job negotiations – a situation that can be captured as ‘network sociality’ 
471 (Wittel, 2001). Particularly, in the type of job that relies on networking and word of mouth in 
472 the recruitment process that can contribute to gendered outcomes (Wreyford, 2015), 
473 freelancers’ awareness of the social-technological infrastructure can contribute to the 
474 democratisation of access and opportunity. A possible future situation is to assess whether 
475 social media socially enhance or compensate (Gadekar & Ang, 2020) the freelancers.

476 Moreover, building freelancers’ awareness of these infrastructures would increase the social 
477 capital of freelancers. Besides the individual efforts of building online persona and reputations, 
478 media freelancers’ efforts in increasing their social capital would benefit them, for example, as 
479 founded in the study of work in the UK film and TV industry, social capital ‘provided access to 
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480 work, guaranteed quality and helped to share skills and knowledge. It also offered a speed 
481 and flexibility unlikely to be matched by more formal systems’ (Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2012).

482 In contextualising these three discussion themes with the context of Indonesia, particularly 
483 with its ‘demographic bonus’, we see that freelancing seems to gain more interest among the 
484 millennials. In this study, their responses to the informality reveal the flexibility, challenges, 
485 and opportunities of working as a media freelancer. Our study has captured these dynamics 
486 of informality in the practical space. Simply put, ‘demographic bonus’ means a lot of job 
487 opportunities, and freelancing these days has its ‘perks’ that attracts millennials in our study. 
488 However, there is still a subsequent concern that needs to be explained further that is related 
489 to the future of media freelancers in Indonesia in relation to the growth of population or 
490 workforce. A concern that can open a discussion regarding what kind of support needed by 
491 the media freelancers. Moreover, in a wider context, that concern can open a discussion 
492 regarding the informality of the media profession with different stakeholders. Informality of the 
493 media profession, on the one hand, may lead to the casualisation of works that involved the 
494 issues of, for example, job security and employment benefits. On the other hand, informality 
495 of the profession may lead to the idea of flexibility, creativity and self-management of the 
496 media freelancers. Either ways, Mould (2018) warns us against creativity that is oppressed 
497 and exploiting creative (media and communication) workers.

498 Conclusion
499 This study reveals the meanings of informality to media freelancers in terms of perceiving 
500 flexibility, addressing the challenges, and identifying the opportunities for further improvement. 
501 Furthermore, as a result of understanding the growth of freelancers in media professions, we 
502 present the nature of informality through the personal, professional, technological, and social 
503 dimensions. To highlight the implications of this understanding, we first discuss the informality 
504 of media professions through the independency and idealism, and welfare drives. We then 
505 conceptualise that those drives influence the way the freelancers perceived their freelancing 
506 jobs, including their long-term plan. We also discuss the meaning of informality that points to 
507 the direction of bringing out the best of the freelancers in every situation. Media freelancers 
508 are expected to be responsible and be creative to find their way out in the times of, for 
509 example, many simultaneous projects or no projects at all. Our last discussion point suggests 
510 an agenda towards increasing the media freelancers’ awareness of the presence and impact 
511 of social-technological infrastructure. An agenda that can shape media freelancers to be more 
512 socially-networked and can increase the social capital of media freelancers.

513 Conceptually, the results of this study expand our understanding of the nature of freelance 
514 work. Besides previous studies’ contributions on the important nature of freelancers, this study 
515 contributes to the conceptualisation of the informal nature of freelancers in our creative fields. 
516 Particularly, this article highlights the dimensions of informality, personal motivations, and 
517 prospects of freelance from the perspective of young (millennials) freelancers. With the 
518 awareness of the informal arrangement, flexibility, and challenges of freelance, the freelancers 
519 have described their views and plans. Our study here is based on certain characteristics of 
520 the sample; hence we do not aim to generalise our findings to represent Indonesian 
521 freelancers since there are different profiles of freelancers such as different age groups and 
522 experiences, operational domains (platform-based and non-platform-based), and expertise. 
523 Further studies may address these limitations and enrich the dimensions of informality that 
524 emerged from this study. 

525 Moreover, our study can set a further research agenda in addressing the challenges of 
526 uncertainty faced by media freelancers in Indonesia, for example, in terms of the kinds of 
527 micro-macro interventions and socio-technological interventions needed. In doing so, mapping Pe
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528 the various practices of freelancing in different contexts and experience levels would be 
529 viewed as a fundamental starting point.
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1

2 Table 1. 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

3 Source: The authors

4
5
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6 Table 2. Informality of Media Freelancers

Personal Dimension Professional Dimension Technological Dimension Social Dimension

Motivations of working as 
a freelancer:
● fit with their interest
● make use of the idle time
● opportunity offered by 

peers
● idealism for not working in 

a specific company or as 
a certain full-time 
professional

● gain more experiences
● to pay the bills

No ‘formal’ career but 
fairly a way of ‘classifying’ 
of freelancers:
● freelancer’s portfolios 

influence the level of 
reputation

● the freelancers 
themselves define their 
level

● formal trainings or 
education completed 
influence the level of a 
freelancer

The use of used social 
media such as: 
● LinkedIn to build working 

profile and 
● Instagram to build reputation
● utilised Instagram as a 

medium for portfolio

Disclose the profession 
to public as a freelancer:
● revealed to public that 

they do freelance works
● hesitantly opened up 

their work to public 
because they felt that 
they had no strong profile 
identity yet

Long-term involvement in 
freelancing (‘I have set 
the time limit’):
● planned to quit 

freelancing when they 
reach a certain age, 

● when they decide to start 
a family and have kids, 
and

● when they have secured 
a permanent job

The future of freelancing 
(regarding job security):
● freelancers can find 

creative solutions for 
future challenges

● maintaining the quality of 
work and improving 
themselves

● notion of insecurity was 
an outsider’s construction

● freelancing these days 
was promising

● the flexibility of working is 
attractive

The use of freelance 
platforms:
● one platform has different 

system form another
● the presence/absence of 

entry test when signing-up to 
the platform, 

● the option for the ‘employer’ 
to set it preferences in 
creating a job offer

● the probability of securing a 
job for different kinds of 
freelancers

Building public image 
through:
● positive word of mouth
● creating websites
● joining instant messaging 

groups
● creating a meaningful 

work

Long-term involvement in 
freelancing (‘I have not 
set a limit yet’):
● they wanted to be there 

longer 
● as long as there are still 

job offers

External factors that 
affect the future of 
freelancing:
● the growth of general 

industries that require 
media-related jobs 

● the growing practices of 
freelancing in media 
industries 

● the globalisation of jobs 
(coming in/out the 
country)

Securing freelance jobs 
through digital platforms:
● (less) aware of the presence 

of freelance digital platforms
● building a good first 

impression and maintaining 
a good relationship 

● understanding followers’ 
preferences and engaging 
with followers to increase 
the possibility of securing 
jobs

The presence of social 
infrastructures for 
freelancers’ interactions:
● involve in spaces such as 

creative hubs, and other 
forums

● social infrastructures 
have a potential to 
support freelancers

● local-level infrastructures 
would benefit freelancers 
in their localities

7 Source: The authors
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