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                         he list of changes to working practice brought about by 
coronavirus is seemingly never-ending, taking in everything from the 
supremacy of Slack as a communications tool to the demise of the city 
centre coffee shop. And yet one significant shift in behaviour, accelerated 
rather than invented by the pandemic, has received rather less attention. 
During Covid, the contingent workforce has truly come of age.

For much of the past few decades, temporary, contract or independent 
work – all of which fall under this umbrella term – has been seen very 
much as a niche affair, confined to the extreme ends of the employment 
spectrum. On the one hand, that means tech specialists, lawyers and 
consultants whose in-demand expertise and experience give them the 
power to pick when, where and to whom they sell their services, with the 
associated tax advantages that often brings. On the other sit seasonal 
agricultural workers and members of the so-called gig economy, who find 
their lower pay and lack of choice means they now enjoy even less agency 
than ever over how to earn a crust.

The pandemic has seen the picture changing fast. Armies of contingent 
workers have helped firms in sectors as diverse as retail, food and 
beverage and healthcare rise to the unprecedented challenge of 
repurposing or rescaling their organisations, and doing so with a speed 
and agility that processes for hiring conventional permanent employees 
simply could not match. Staffing Industry Analysts (SIA) research has 
suggested as much as 20% of all employment in the UK now falls under 
the broad contingent umbrella.

The phenomenon is often forced on companies at first. Most retailers 
looking to shift to an online-only model during lockdown soon found it 
impractical to simply redeploy store staff to operate in warehouses, but 
were unwilling to commit the capital required to hire full-timers. Others 
have found offering flexibility over contract length and, perhaps, working 
patterns has appealed to parents with home-schooling challenges.

It has tapped into a wider sense that a default 9-to-5 model, prescribed by 
Henry Ford’s factories in the name of worker welfare, is no longer fit for 

The lowdown

Words: Andrew Saunders T



J

4 Intelligence 2021

purpose either for many employees or for businesses that need to scale 
up or down quickly to react to fast-shifting circumstances. And even 
though the gig economy, and the spotlight rightly shone on practices that 
leave workers out of pocket or lacking agency, continues to make the 
concept controversial, it seems right to ask: is full-time, permanent 
employment really the best way to build a business?

Between them, the major supermarkets have hired 50,000 staff, most of 
them temporary, to help manage demand for online shopping, which has 
more than doubled during the pandemic. Deliveroo signed up 15,000 new 
riders in 2020 and has plans to hire 15,000 more this year. Meanwhile, the 
UK’s tech industry – an early adopter of flexible working practices such as 
contingent and contract working – is also booming as businesses scramble 
to win customers online. According to a survey from Tech Nation, 
vacancies in the sector rose by 36% between June and August 2020.

Even firms that are no strangers to using contingent workers to manage 
seasonal demand have found their needs are becoming more mainstream. 
Royal Mail traditionally employs thousands of temporary workers to help 
deliver the Christmas post, and 2020 was no exception, with 33,000 
temporary staff signed up. What is new, however, is the decision to keep 
almost a third – 10,000 – on beyond the usual festive blip.

“After Christmas, as we entered the lockdown, it was clear that the parcel 
volumes we were seeing remained significantly up year on year,” Alison 
Westwood, head of recruitment services for Royal Mail, says. “We have 
kept on an additional 10,000 workers to help us manage these volumes.” 
Royal Mail’s temporary staff are all entitled to statutory holiday and sick 
pay, she adds, and many seasonal workers return year after year. 

Westwood says contingent workers have a valuable role to play in a world 
where predicting demand is increasingly difficult, and in helping mitigate 
the effects of rising unemployment in other sectors. “I believe the current 
changing landscape will lead to an increase in using temporary workers 
across many sectors. The use of temporary workers enables organisations 
to respond to immediate changing demands during what is an incredibly 
unpredictable time. I also believe that for those struggling with 
redundancy, temporary work gives an opportunity to look at another type 
of job without having to commit to it long term.”

The advantages to employers are clear – contingent workers are faster to 
hire and fire and enable overheads to vary with revenue. Organisations of 
all shapes and sizes are proving it is unrealistic to keep marginalising 
temporary work and workers, Kit Glover, chief executive of digital 
temporary staffing platform Cooples, says. “What’s picked up during 
Covid is food delivery, ecommerce and ‘work from home’ customer 
service roles, but I think this is a trend that will happen all the way up.”

Cooples provides temporary workers for a range of clients including 
Hello Fresh, Budgens and Regus. And while the vast majority of the 

Source: Workforce 2020 survey  
by SAP/Oxford Economics
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100,000 contingent workers – called “Cooplers” – on its books are at 
what Glover describes as the “blue collar” end of the market, he expects 
that to change over the next couple of years: “We have clients who are 
already asking us if we can do marketing execs and account handling 
execs. We are getting close to some quite senior roles. That’s definitely 
something we are looking at getting into – most of the building blocks are 
already in place.” Cooples is far from alone – SIA estimates there are 
more than 11,000 temporary staffing agencies in the UK alone, a number 
that continues to grow.

While many employers may come to contingent work as a way to manage 
staff costs or cope with shortages, there are other benefits that appeal to 
a wide range of organisations and workers. It takes three to six months to 
hire a permanent employee, Sam Ellis, head of contingent workforce at 
PwC UK, says. But thanks to the firm’s contingent workforce hub, The 
Bench, “we can get someone in this afternoon if we really need to”.

The 450 contingent workers on The Bench are pre-screened and ready to 
go. They provide a flexible adjunct to the firm’s permanent staff, not only 
in consultancy but also in areas like IT and secretarial support. Using 

contingent staff also allows PwC to access crucial but rarely used 
niche skills that do not justify a permanent hire. “Sometimes we 

need expertise for a project that we wouldn’t ordinarily look 
to employ. We’ve had a heart surgeon come in to advise us 

on a contingent basis, for example,” she says.

Managing tensions between permanent and temporary 
staff can be an issue, but problems are less likely to arise 
if you are clear on expectations from the start. “We will 
always use our permanent staff to lead [on a client 
project] and then use contingents to bring in specialist 

skillsets. So the permanent people get that space and 
opportunity in terms of their development and 

progression,” Ellis says.

Old ideas around permanent staff being necessarily of higher 
quality -– and more engaged – are also changing, Glover says. “I 

think there was an idea that agency workers were just low-quality 
people who couldn’t get permanent jobs. Our experience is very different 
– our platform is full of super-engaged, super-capable people, many of 
whom simply can’t commit to a permanent full-time job because they 
have childcare or elderly care responsibilities, for example.”

Employers post jobs on the firm’s digital platform – “everything from 
needing a forklift truck driver for three hours today, to a full-time 
customer services role” – and Cooples finds individuals with the right 
experience and availability and does the admin and vetting to boot. 
Flexibility and convenience, as much as cost savings, are the key 
attractions for employers, he adds. “We work with some clients that need 
100 or 200 people a day. Imagine the internal effort required to source, 

Source: The Characteristics of 
Those in the Gig Economy,  
BEIS, 2018
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interview and recruit that many people. So there’s a material cost saving, 
but also a material time saving too.”

For others, the idea of contingent work going mainstream remains 
problematic, particularly in instances when the balance of power between 
worker and employer is skewed heavily in favour of the latter. “I am not 
hostile to the existence of casual work – there is a rationale for it, and 
some people want it because it suits their lifestyle,” says Matthew Taylor, 
chief executive of the RSA and author of the government commissioned 
Taylor Review of Modern Working Practices, published in 2017.

“But it has to be two-way. The fundamental idea of contingent work is 
risk transfer from the enterprise to the worker. If I am doing well, I can 
bring you on to the books and make money from you. And if I am doing 
badly, I can dump you. That’s a big commercial advantage and I think it 
has to be balanced by protection for the worker to avoid that relationship 
being exploitative.”

THE FUNDAMENTAL IDEA OF CONTINGENT 
WORK IS RISK TRANSFER FROM THE 
ENTERPRISE TO THE WORKER. IF I AM DOING 
WELL, I CAN BRING YOU ON TO THE BOOKS 
AND MAKE MONEY FROM YOU. AND IF I AM 
DOING BADLY, I CAN DUMP YOU”

“

The lack of regulation, confusion over terms such as gig economy and 
uncertainty around rights and responsibilities are some of the big 
concerns of both employers and workers alike. It’s not helped by firms 
that do little to correct the popular image that the use of temporary and 
nominally “self-employed” staff is largely a way to avoid paying the 
minimum wage, National Insurance, or sickness and holiday pay. A 
Supreme Court ruling in February found that Uber drivers are not as the 
firm contended self-employed, but must be treated instead as workers 
(see box). It could leave Uber with a hefty compensation bill, as well as 
holding implications for the wider gig economy – but as usual with due 
legal process, a conclusion to this conundrum remains elusive.

One area where government is taking action – albeit delayed – is on 
taxation. The much-anticipated IR35 rules first scheduled for last year 
finally come into force in the private sector in April. IR35 is intended to 
address the problem of “deemed employees” – people HMRC regards as 
effectively being employees, despite having self-employed tax status that 
means their employer does not have to pay them via PAYE, make NI 
contributions or provide benefits.
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Aimed primarily at closing tax loopholes which allow, for example, IT 
contractors to work for a sole customer as if they were genuinely self-
employed and pay less tax as a result, IR35 will burden employers with 
the added responsibility of defining an individual’s employment status 
and potentially increase the cost of some temporary or contract workers. 
But it will have little impact on underlying changes in the market, Alastair 
Woods, HR consulting partner at PwC, says.

“IR35 is adding some new challenges, but the demand from individuals 
for contingent work is growing,” Woods says. “I grew up in a world where 
you worked 9 to 5, five days a week but I think people want something 
different nowadays. They want to have the summer off, or to only work in 
school term time. I’ve got people in my team who want to spend time on 
their side hustles – making organic cider or doing voiceovers, for 
example. So I think it is going to be demand-led by individuals as much as 
it is driven by the organisational agenda.”

Over time, the association of contingent work with the gig economy will 
recede (though it is worth noting that Deliveroo’s rival Just Eat decided 

in December to offer all its riders full-time contracts, describing the 
move as “the right thing to do”), principally because it does not 

always follow that permanent work is a better deal for workers. 
What is required, however, is for businesses to treat the 
recruitment and management of contingent staff with the 
same professionalism they do their permanent counterparts. 
Some are already doing this, instructing HR departments to 
find ways to engage contingent workers and offering them 

extra benefits – a worthwhile investment if it means the best 
and most reliable prefer to return to you time and again.

For Glover, the contingent workforce is set to become increasingly 
the norm. “The time investment in recruitment is hard, you don’t 

know if they will work out and you don’t know what your business is 
going to do in terms of demand. Doing it this way is easier, faster and the 
quality is better – once you have tried it, it is hard to go back to the old 
ways.” Only time will tell whether such predictions are accurate – but 
with so much of the way we live upended by lockdown, it seems 
increasingly unlikely the basics of employment will be untroubled.
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Employee
The traditional model. There is no single definitive test but 
someone is probably an employee for tax purposes if:

i. Their employer provides their work, any tools and 
equipment required to do it, and also decides how and 
when the work is done.

ii. They have a written contract of employment, although 
verbal contracts are valid. The contract sets out 
redundancy terms and they are subject to their 
employer’s disciplinary proceedings. They get paid 
holiday, can join a pension scheme and access other 
benefits.

iii. They do the work themselves. It is their only job, or if they 
have another it is completely different and non-
competitive.

iv. They have set working hours (bonuses and overtime may 
be paid on top) and are paid regularly based on hours 
worked – usually via PAYE so tax and NI is deducted at 
source. Employers must make NI contributions for every 
employee. 

Employees have rights that do not apply to other categories, 
including statutory sick pay and statutory redundancy pay, 
minimum notice periods, protection against unfair dismissal and 
time off for emergencies.J
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W H AT  K I N D 
O F  W O R K E R ?

EMPLOYEES  
HAVE RIGHTS 
THAT DO NOT 
APPLY TO OTHER 
CATEGORIES, 
INCLUDING 
STATUTORY SICK 
PAY, STATUTORY 
REDUNDANCY PAY 
AND MINIMUM 
NOTICE PERIODS”

Employment types

In the UK, there are three main types of 
employment status as far as HMRC is concerned 
– employee, worker and self-employed. 
Contingent staff are generally either classed as 
“worker” or “self-employed”. But it’s not as 
straightforward as that, since status in employment 
law is an entirely different matter. Here’s what 
HMRC relies on:

“
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Worker
A broader category that encompasses many temporary, agency 
or casual workers. Someone is likely to be a worker if: 

i. They have a contract or other arrangement, written or 
verbal, and perform the work personally. Unlike an 
employee, the contract does not have to be with the 
organisation for whom they are “working” but can be with 
an intermediary such as an agency.

ii. Their reward is money or a benefit in kind such as the 
promise of future work.

iii. They have a limited right to send someone else to do the 
work for them – called substitution.

iv. They have to turn up for work even if they don’t want to, 
and their employer must have work for them to do for as 
long as the arrangement lasts.

v. They are not doing the work via their own limited 
company where the “employer” is actually a client. 

Workers are entitled to receive the National Minimum Wage, 
statutory minimum paid leave, to a maximum 48-hour working 
week (or alternatively to opt out of the same), rest breaks and 
protection against unlawful discrimination and unlawful 
deductions from wages.

Self-employed/contractor
In essence, someone who is deemed to run their own business. 
Employers do not need to pay self-employed staff via PAYE and 
they do not receive holiday or sick pay when not working.
Someone is self-employed and does not need to be paid via 
PAYE if:

i. They run their own business and are responsible for its 
success or failure.

ii. They can decide what work to do and when, where and 
how to do it.

iii. They can hire – substitute – someone else to do the work 
for them.

iv. They use their own money to buy business assets, cover 
running costs and provide tools and equipment.

v. They can work for more than one client at the same time.

Much employment law does not apply to the self-employed 
because they are their own boss. Someone is probably self-
employed under employment law if they put in bids and submit 
invoices, they pay their own tax and NI, do not work under direct 
supervision and don’t get holiday or sick pay.

WORKERS ARE 
ENTITLED TO  
REST BREAKS  
AND PROTECTION 
AGAINST 
UNLAWFUL 
DISCRIMINATION 
AND UNLAWFUL 
DEDUCTIONS 
FROM WAGES”

“

EMPLOYERS DO 
NOT NEED TO PAY 
SELF-EMPLOYED 
STAFF VIA PAYE 
AND THEY DO 
NOT RECEIVE 
HOLIDAY OR SICK 
PAY WHEN NOT 
WORKING”

“
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Some start trends, others merely follow them. Lianne Eden has  
both feet firmly in the former camp – she and her partner Dena 
McCallum founded independent strategy consultant Eden 

McCallum back in 1999, way before such 21st-century concepts as the  
gig economy or the contingent workforce had been named or even 
thought of.

Eden McCallum now has 2,300 consultants on its books, all employed 
strictly as and when, working as suitable projects come up and free to 
pursue other interests in between. “A lot of strategy projects are three to 
four months in duration, and we found a pool of independent-minded 
consultants who wanted to work in a different way. They are attracted by 
our model of being part of a team contracted to deliver a specific service 
rather than just being a general resource,” she says.

Its 300 clients include the likes of Pfizer, GSK, Lloyds Banking Group, 
Canon and Shell. “They want high-calibre work at a pace and a price point 
that works for them,” Eden says. “And for our business, it’s brilliant that 
we don’t have to carry the overheads of people or offices when we don’t 
need them.”

Contingent working is Eden McCallum’s USP, she adds, and one of the 
main reasons why the firm has thrived through good times and bad. It 
helps provide clients with expert, experienced and affordable advice, 
consultants with flexible, interesting projects free from politics and 
partnership power struggles, and the firm itself with an extremely 
effective foundation. “Being able to scale up and down painlessly when 
you need to is such a big advantage. I look back – and through recessions, 
the financial crisis and now the pandemic, the firm just keeps chugging 
on. There is just a fundamental resilience to our business model.”

The pair didn’t, however, set out to pioneer a new way of working. They 
were simply looking for a better way to provide professional services than 
the expensive fully staffed model favoured by the dominant big players of 
the time like McKinsey, BCG and Bain. “There was a gap in the market, 
the traditional model wasn’t working that well. Clients wanted something 

Profile THERE WAS A GAP 
IN THE MARKET”
Eden McCallum: the original gig economists

“
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more tailored and manageable – I remember one saying, ‘Whatever 
question I ask BCG, the answer is always half-a-million pounds a month.’”

Setting up Eden McCallum as a kind of dating agency to match clients 
looking for project-based expertise with experienced consultants seeking 
an alternative to the “up or out” careers offered by the big consultants 
proved a winning formula. It allows access to experienced, talented 
people who are not available to rival firms where full-time employment is 
the order of the day. “They are people who are willing to take a few risks 
with their careers – maybe they also want to be an entrepreneur, or write 
a book.”

Despite the “easy come, easy go” image of contingent work, Eden stresses 
that they are highly selective. Only one applicant in 10 will be accepted 
and have their name added to the firm’s freelance consultant roster. It’s 
even more vital to get the right people, she says, than in a traditional 
employment setting. “I think the bar is higher and it’s not for everyone.

BEING ABLE TO SCALE UP AND DOWN PAINLESSLY 
WHEN YOU NEED TO IS SUCH A BIG ADVANTAGE. I 
LOOK BACK – AND THROUGH RECESSIONS, THE 
FINANCIAL CRISIS AND NOW THE PANDEMIC, THE FIRM 
JUST KEEPS CHUGGING ON. THERE IS JUST A 
FUNDAMENTAL RESILIENCE TO OUR BUSINESS MODEL”

“

You have to be exceptional as a consultant but also able to begin a new 
project on Monday and start engaging and delivering straight away.”

But even in an organisation dedicated to a contingent model, there is 
room for a few full-time staff. Eden McCallum has around 25 research 
analysts and associates who tend to be younger people at first degree or 
masters level, who act as regular permanent employees. “We’ve just made 
nine offers to some amazing graduates,” Eden says. “We have found that 
this is the one cohort where you don’t get sufficient quality or quantity in 
the freelance world. People don’t decide to go freelance after only two or 
three years in a consultancy.”

It’s taken a while, she adds, but social attitudes are changing and more 
firms are catching on. “Twenty years ago, if you told someone you were  
a freelance consultant, they thought that meant you were unemployed. 
But now everyone is looking at it – all the Big Four [consultants] have 
internal strategies that expect 20-30% of their workforce will be 
contingent in future.”
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