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Abstract

Nowadays, more and more people choose to became freelance workers, but in
schools, as well as in universities there is a lack of information and practical
competences for those who actually pursue this career. In this article, the author
presents the proposal for a European-funded project named “Digital Freelancing-
Autonomous workforce innovation (DiFree), which features the collaboration of
CRSLaghi and University of Tuscia, and is aimed at offering a huge number of
practical skill development opportunities, such as training and mentoring, in order
to help people to become more professional when they decide to start a freelance
career.

Keywords:  freelance = workers, digitalization, sustainable development,
entrepreneurial skills.

Introduction

The annual report "Freelancing in Europe 2021" compiled by the cooperation
between the Boston Consulting Group, the Bundeswehr University of Munich and
the Balearic Islands' University shows that, as of today, there are more than 3
million freelance workers. According to EUROSTAT 2018 data, the number of
self-employed workers has reached 15.8% of total employment. There are
approximately 32.9 million self-employed people working in the European Union,
as of 2019 (Statista 2019). Despite this, countries like Germany, Luxembourg or
Denmark still have a very low rate that stands at 8/9%, while at the opposite we
find Mediterranean countries (Italy, Greece etc.) with 23.8% and 29% of freelance
workers respectively. (For references, see Annex 3).

Deloitte surveyed 10,455 millennials (born between 1983 and 1994) from 36
different countries and found that 43% of millennials plan to leave their jobs in the
next two years as they value personal development and flexible hours over salary
and job "stability". Working as a freelancer is today a specific career path.
Currently, those who work freelance are mostly men, between the ages of 30 and
45, with an extensive resume. (see Annex 3). This demonstrate that for female



professionals, junior ones or vulnerable ones it can be more difficult to approach
such a market.

In this context, graduates lack proper information and practical competences which
are needed for successfully managing a freelance career, due to the lack of previous
exposure to it before they attempt such a career. Neither Universities nor companies
working with freelance consultants usually provide for guidance or training on how
to effectively be a freelancer, yet such competences seem to be expected in order to
be active on the labor market and actually make a living from an online profession.
This hinders the possibility for young people and graduates to actually consider the
freelancing career or to successfully carry it out throughout time. Also, this lack of
education and training sets the ground for several initiatives akin to Multi-Level
Marketing or similar ones which seems very appealing for the digital nature of the
job but at the same time are unable to create long term solutions for the worker nor
added value for the job market and the society as a whole.

In addition, in line with the features of the freelance lifestyle, this type of career can
be particularly suitable for vulnerable workers, such as single parents, stay at home
mothers, geographically disadvantaged workers, unemployed ones, people
suffering from mobility impairments. At the same time, digitalization and
information and communication technology (ICT) can complement, enrich and
transform education for the better, as well as accelerate progress toward Sustainable
Development Goal 4 (SDG4). This vision is captured in the Qingdao Declaration
‘Seize Digital Opportunities, Lead Education Transformation’ [1]

For this reason, CRSLaghi and the University of Tuscia imagined, drafted and
submitted for funding to the Erasmus+ Italian National Agency a Cooperation
Partnership project, named ‘Digital Freelancing - Autonomous workforce
innovation’ (DiFree). DiFree Consortium wants to offer to HE students, recent
graduates and teachers who are interested in the topic-specific training and practical
skill development opportunities, in order to:

- expose them to the freelance career from a practical and realistic perspective;

- invite them to reflect on themself and self-assess their soft skills and competencies
before they initiate a career

- provide them with guidance and mentoring before, during, and after the choice of
a freelancing career

- offer to HE teachers training on the digital labor market, its needs in term of the
workforce, and required competencies, so that this information can actually be
channeled to a larger number of HE students;



- create innovative, easily accessible and open-source educational material
regarding the project topics that will be made available to and disseminated among
all interested parties.

- create specialized national freelance hubs, virtual and physical places where the
target group can find accurate and reliable information, guidance, mentoring
programs, opportunities for life-long training, upskilling and reskilling also in
transversal competencies and soft skills and where the students and graduates can
meet, share knowledge, organize gatherings and events, invite personalities from
the freelance community.

Material and methods

The DiFree Consortium members administered a questionnaire among the target
groups available within their student body. Nearly 80% of the students and recent
graduates involved by the preliminary needs analysis, responded that they were
never introduced or exposed to the opportunities arising from a freelancer career in
the framework of your university education. At the same time, 100% of the target
group replied affirmatively when asked “Would you consider the freelancer career
in your future?’ and ‘Do you think it might be helpful to have some kind of guidance
on freelance work within the university?’.

This demonstrates the high interest on the topic among the target group and the
existence of a need or desire unmet by HE institutions, both those participating to
DiFree projects and also beyond our current partnership. In the survey, the
responders were asked to select the instruments and activities that they think can be
more effective for tacking the afore mentioned unmet need. According to the
received replies, DiFree Consortium will pursue the following objectives:

- expose HE students and graduates to the freelance career from a practical and
realistic perspective;

- invite HE students and graduates to reflect on themself and self-assess their soft
skills and competencies before they initiate a career

- provide HE students and graduates with guidance and mentoring before, during,
and after the choice of a freelancing career

- offer to HE teachers training on the digital labor market, its needs in term of the
workforce, and required competencies, so that this information can actually be
channelled to a larger number of HE students;



- create innovative, easily accessible and open-source educational material
regarding the project topics that will be made available to and disseminated among
all interested parties;

- create specialized national freelance hubs, virtual and physical places where the
target group can find accurate and reliable information, guidance, mentoring
programs, opportunities for life-long training, upskilling and reskilling also in
transversal competencies and soft skills and where the students and graduates can
meet, share knowledge, organize gatherings and events, invite personalities from
the freelance community, etc.

The project will also produce a number of intangible results, including:

- HE students and recently graduates are exposed, informed and trained on soft
skills and digital skills that are required to successfully undertake the freelance
career, including entrepreneurial competencies;

- HE teachers are exposed, informed and trained on how to incorporate digital and
entrepreneurial skills within their teaching activities, regardless of the subject they
teach on;

- Partner HEIs increase their capabilities to respond to the labor market most recent
needs and changes, especially from the digital perspective

- Companies and public bodies working with freelancers can select the
professionals to work with in an easier and more secure setting

- Digital nomads, coworking places and other freelance-related entities are gathered
together with all the actors of the freelancing job market in order to share knowledge
and opportunities and discuss mutual interests.

- To extend to remote areas and vulnerable people (with physical impairments,
single parents, unemployed, NEETs, resident of geographically remote areas) the
exposure to the freelance labor market, its needs and opportunities.

Innovative elements and expected results

The DiFree Consortium will engage in the production of six different outputs,
outlined during the project’s preparatory stage. More specifically, the project
outputs will be:

* Toolbox “How to freelance online’’ What does it take? Setting the project
environment



The Toolbox is aimed at outlining in the most clear, understandable and unbiased
possible way what are the skills and competencies necessary for carrying out the
self-employed career. It will be based on the preliminary analysis conducted by the
partner before the application, and according to an in-depth desk review at the outset
of project implementation phase.

At the same time, the Toolbox will take into consideration and put into the EU
context the specific situation of each participating country regarding the freelance
job market and its specific needs. This will also be useful for dissemination
purposes at national companies and public bodies.

The Toolbox will include information on the project topic from a holistic
perspective, in the view of giving to both students and teachers easily accessible
and interesting information of the following topics:

- Soft skills required for successfully conducting the freelance career - Digital skills
useful for this purpose - Specific digital competencies

- Most used tools for self-management (organization, financial, client oriented,
how to increase productivity, time management, communication tools, graphic
instruments, SM management, proper and healthy competition, etc.)

- Tips and tricks useful for working from home

- A final section dedicated to teachers, where some educational activities on the
present matters will be made available (simulation games, exercises, debate topics,
etc.)

The Toolbox is expected to present in a clear, understandable and accessible format
the skills (technical, personal, etc) and instruments that can be necessary in the
freelancing career. Students and graduates will be presented with a digital resource
summarizing most of the research conducted by psychologists, sociologists,
business scientists and digital specialists. More specifically the expected impact
over the target group will be:

- HE students and graduates are exposed to the freelance career from a practical and
realistic perspective;

- they are confronted with a list of soft skills and competencies before they initiate
a career

- they are provided with guidance before, during, and after the choice of a
freelancing career



- they are supported in the acquisition of digital skills and/or oriented towards
instruments for further developing their digital capabilities, together with their
universities

The secondary target group (Partners’ teaching staff) will also benefit from the same
expected impacts and they will be reporting the information gathered in their
teachings.

* Development of a repository of e-portfolios / digital CVs.

The rationale of this deliverable is to educate and train HE students and recent
graduates in the freelancing market.

New instruments, such as interactive and multimedia CVs, communication and
thematic hubs, career adviser expert figures, global recruiting companies, are on the
rise. For this reason, young and middle-aged professionals who face the freelancing
market ill-equipped, risk to become unemployable if they do not adjust to the
recruiting trends quickly.

Most companies scan CVs through software and for this reason the use of specific
keywords, formats and templates is paramount.

A particular attention will be devoted to:

- Entrepreneurial skills (according to European Entrepreneurship Competence
Framework (EntreComp)

- digital skills and capabilities and their qualification, according to the Digital
Competence Framework 2.0 (DigComp2.0)

- Conformity with the EQF lexicon
- Translation suggestions from foreign into national languages and vice versa
- Europass tools, that will be promoted among the participants

The CV platform, implemented to be a permanent online tool, will allow mutual
cooperation and exchange of information on freelance skills, how to acquire and
demonstrate them, and on the work demand and offer. The result will allow young
and middle professionals to display their qualification, skills work educational
experience with a person -oriented approach. The repository will include easily
accessible, interactive, modifiable and free of charge CV templates and resume
models suitable to entry level positions in different sectors of the freelance job
market. It will also provide a list of glossaries usable for the description of key
personality traits, qualifications, work experiences, voluntary and leisure time
activities to help applicants create attractive and functional CVs/resumes. The



repository will also include (for each model provided) links to the corresponding
position in online dictionaries of occupational titles and information about equal
employment opportunity laws in order to acquaint job applicants with job
descriptions and specifications, job tasks, duties and rights.

To further support clearness, comparability and transportability of qualifications,
the European Qualification Framework (EQF) will be used. This tool, developed
by the EU, serves as a help to better understand and to better compare national,
international and third country qualifications. The EQF is a learning outcome-based
framework that can be used to help in the assessment of all types of qualification
across Europe, thus helping the future freelancers better evaluate employment
opportunities as well as helping employers to better evaluate candidates, in full
respect of equality and transparency. The repository will allow the insertion of a
multilingual version of the models provided (for future developments and follow-
up of the project).

* Mentorship program

Students are not used to being entrepreneurs and creating their own jobs. Usually,
they are prepared to work under the supervision of someone lacking the necessary
competencies and confidence to be autonomous and independent and, in some
cases, to be proactive. As such, in order to increase their potential to become
freelancers, it is necessary to provide them with the skills and examples that will
give them the necessary self-confidence to implement their ideas. A mentoring
relationship traditionally involves a collaboration between two professionals,
typically an experienced one and a newcomer.

This will be achieved using a strategy comprised of two strands: 1) creation of a
short mentoring course, which can be used by each student (autonomous work) or
teacher (mentoring the student) concerning mentoring; 2) organization of an event
where senior freelancers can share their experience and lessons learned, providing
some guidance to the attendees. There will be a self-evaluation test so the future
mentors can see if and what they have learned.

For this reason, senior freelancers from the Partner institutions (especially from
CRSLaghi who counts dozens of units with this profile) will be invited to an event
where they will share their expertise. Within this event, there will be a workshop
where future freelancers can work actively and realize their limitations and gaps.
This will also contribute to the development of a community of practice where
future freelancers can share their doubts and fears - contribution also for the Hub.
PR3 will be available in the website for free.

* Development of a self-evaluation and self-vocational professional assessment



Employers oftentimes want to work with professional freelancers who fit in and get
along well in the workplace. This requires soft skills, which are so valuable that
they are often the reason companies, privates and public bodies decide whether to
keep working with a specific professional. For this reason, being aware of own’s
soft skills is paramount for engaging with the right entities and looking for the right
tasks. Also, digital skills will be assessed through the same instrument, in a way
similar to DigCompEdu Check-In [2]: PR4 will aim to allow the reflection on
strengths and weaknesses in wusing digital technologies, entrepreneurial
competencies, soft skills and career path goals.

Some of the soft skills considered by PR4 are:
* communication

» critical thinking

* participate as a team member

* self-motivation

* flexibility

* determination and persistence

* quick learning

* punctuality

HE students who are trying to choose a career often wonder if they can take a test
that can tell them what occupation is right for them. Unfortunately, there isn't a
single test that will magically tell you what to do with the rest of your life. A
combination of self-assessment tools, however, will help with the decision. The
self-evaluation tool will allow the target groups to learn about career paths that are
a good match for them; decide where they need more training or experience;
identify the skills one can bring to a company or public body as a freelance; write
more personal, detailed resumes and cover letters, consider whether the freelance
career is suitable for them or not, according to their soft skills and digital
capabilities. The self-assessment tool will be open to feedback and discussed with
relevant target groups and stakeholders at ME3. In this vein, those who are
interested in developing a similar instrument for themselves or their students will
be freely able to do so. All members of the target groups are invited and encouraged
to provide feedback on their experience with the tool via the corresponding
feedback survey.

» Establishment of Freelancers Hub



The Hub will be a physical place where the partners will run events, gather with the
target groups, and work as a ‘research center’ for monitoring the legislation and
political direction regarding the freelance career at national and EU level, foster
networking, support young freelancers in creating their portfolios with Europass.
The Hub will also be digitally accessible (i.e., through video calls, video tour,
downloadable materials, etc.) in order to be reachable also by disadvantaged
participants. Career days organization, where companies can meet freelancers and
vice versa, as well as representatives of global employment websites, such as
Monster.com, Indeed.com, Linkedin.com, career advisors, and digital recruiting
consultants, and other freelancers.

Teaming and “hunting in packs” enables freelancing to compete for larger, more
complex, enterprise work. The Hub will allow learners and recent graduates to
empower themselves from the professional perspective, companies to hire the most
suitable human resources and all the target groups to be exposed to easily accessible
and up to date information on the freelance job market. The Hub will be open to all
interested parties and through the Multiplier event other participants will be invited
to take part to its activities. This will increase the interest towards the Hub and the
project in general. Also, the more people will follow the Hub’s initiatives the more
sustainability of the project concept will be ensured.

Concluding remarks

The Consortium was imagined, created and strengthened during the application
drafting process in accordance to the data available on the project topic, i.e. the lack
of HE involvement in the exposure of students to the freelance career. More
specifically, the Mediterranean area (Italy, Greece, Spain and Portugal) is the EU
zone where unemployment rates are higher and consequently where a proper
training on innovative job market opportunities is most valued. Also, female
unemployment, as well as unemployment of the physically challenged is also higher
than other EU zone and for this reason the Consortium gathers Partners from the
Mediterranean EU countries. For this reason, the involved Partners are Universita
degli Studi della Tuscia (IT), Centro Ricerche e Studi dei Laghi (IT), Universidad
de Cadiz (ES), Panteion University (EL) and Polytechnic of Porto (PT).
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