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From 2012 to 2020, Samaschool equipped people to benefit from 
independent work while advocating for a gig economy in which all workers 
thrive. 

In 2012, Samasource, a pioneer in connecting low-income people to digital work 

globally, decided to leverage its expertise to provide independent work readiness 

training and support to under resourced communities in the United States, creating 

Samaschool. Over the organization’s seven years of operation, Samaschool evolved its 

offerings to align with economic trends and meet the needs of low-income job 

seekers. These offerings included on-demand resources, in-person and virtual 

trainings, and coaching on how to prepare to enter and succeed in the gig economy.  

To better understand the experiences and professional trajectories of its alumni, 

Samaschool conducted longitudinal study that followed individuals for one year after 
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they participated in training. This white paper includes an overview of the alumni 

served during the study's duration and a deep dive into the key findings from the 

study. The white paper concludes with recommendations for other workforce 

development programs who are interested in equipping early career jobs seekers with 

the skills they need to benefit from independent work.  
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From December 2017 through February 2019, Samaschool trained more 
than 1,500 people in the San Francisco Bay Area and New York City. Among 
trainees, 463 individuals participated in this study.

PURPOSE 

This study aimed to understand the experiences and professional trajectories of 

Samaschool alumni in the year following their freelancer training. While we were 

particularly interested in understanding the experiences of individuals who did 

independent work, through the study we also sought to understand what types of 

work alumni chose to pursue and the benefits and drawbacks of various types of 

income-generating activities they engaged in. Finally, we were interested in 
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understanding alumni's overall job satisfaction and feelings of wellbeing, based on the 

types of income-generating activities they pursued. 

METHODOLOGY

This study included a total of 463 participants. Participants completed a baseline 

survey during their Samaschool training. They were contacted by surveyors for phone 

interviews again six, nine, and 12 months after completing training. Responses were 

recorded via an online form. While all were contacted at each interval for an interview, 

not all participants completed  interviews during the three follow up points in time.

Participants' responses were analyzed in various ways, including at distinct points in 

time and across all points of time during the study, to better understand trends and 

cohort-level changes. Responses from participants who completed all follow up 

interviews were analyzed as well to better understand experiences of individuals in the 

year following Samaschool training. 

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Samaschool provided training to early career low-income job seekers in New York and 

the San Francisco Bay Area. Samaschool often partnered with workforce development 

and job training providers to deliver its trainings. Characteristics of study participants 

are included below.
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FIGURE 1: AGE AT TIME OF SAMASCHOOL TRAINING (N = 450) 

Note: No respondents reported being over 65 

FIGURE 2: GENDER (N = 464)
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FIGURE 3: RACE & ETHNICITY 

Note: 33% of participants identified as Hispanic in a separate question. 

FIGURE 4: EMPLOYMENT 

35% 
of participants were unemployed for 6 
months or more prior to receiving 
Samaschool training

6 years 
median number of years study 
participants worked prior to receiving 
Samaschool training

90-92% 
of participants were engaged in income generating activities 6 to 12 months after 
taking the Samaschool training. Among the eight to 10 percent who reported that 
they weren't working, most were actively looking for work or attending school.
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FIGURE 5: ANNUAL HOUSEHOLD INCOME

STUDY PARTICIPANTS AND INDEPENDENT WORK 

66% 
of study participants knew little about 
independent work before 
participating in the training

55% 
of study participants took the 
Samaschool training because they had 
heard about freelance work and 
wanted to learn more

31% 
of study participants took the 
Samaschool training because they 
were having difficulty finding 
employment

56% 
of study participants took the 
Samaschool training because they 
wanted to earn more money
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STUDY PARTICIPANTS AND INCOME GENERATING ACTIVITIES

Throughout the study, participants were asked to describe their income generating 

activities. Participants were broken into the following categories, based on the type 

work they reported doing.

Freelancer - Freelancers included any respondents who reported doing contract or 

independent service-based work. Freelancers' work was typically short-term and 

contract based. Sixty two respondents (13 percent) had worked as freelancers prior to 

taking the Samaschool training. 

Employee - Employees included any respondents who received a salary or were paid 

hourly by an employer. The median income among the 170 respondents (37 percent) 

who reported working as an employee prior to the Samaschool training was $12,000.

Business owner/ entrepreneur - Business owners or entrepreneurs included any 

respondents who received payments or profits from their business or who rented or 

sold goods. Business owners accounted for about one percent of all participants at the 

beginning of the study. 

At the time they took the training, and during follow up interviews, many participants 

reported that they were engaged in more than one type of income-generating 

activity. 
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1. FOR MANY SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI, INDEPENDENT WORK SERVED AS A 
SPRINGBOARD INTO FULL TIME EMPLOYMENT. 

During Samaschool's seven years of operation, partners and alumni often shared that 

freelance work served as a bridge to full time employment, offering job seekers an 

opportunity to build skills and work while in school or doing training courses. Findings 

from this study suggest that this trajectory was true for many Samaschool alumni. 

Over time, more Samaschool alumni worked for employers and fewer did freelance 

work. One year after completing the Samaschool training, 79 percent of alumni 

reported that they were working for employers, an 11 percent increase from the six 

month survey. Some of these individuals also engaged in freelancing or owned small 

businesses. Between six and 12 months after the training, the proportion of 

participants who reported doing independent work decreased 34 percent.  

11

KEY FINDINGS



FIGURE 6: SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI'S TYPES OF INCOME-GENERATING ACTIVITIES SIX, NINE, 
AND 12 MONTHS AFTER TRAINING

Samaschool alumni engaged in a variety of income-generating activities, but over 

time they tended to focus their attention on one type of work. Six months after 

participating in Samaschool training, 27 percent of respondents reported engaging in 

more than one income-generating activity. One year after training 20 percent of 

respondents were engaged in two or more activities to earn money. At both points in 

time, the largest proportion of diversified workers were employed by an employer and 

doing freelance work (22 percent after six months and 12 percent after 12 months).  

Among study participants who worked for an employer, the proportion who worked 

exclusively as employees increased steadily over time from 46 percent six months after 

Samaschool training to 62 percent working a full year after training. During the same 
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time period the proportion of alumni who either did freelance work exclusively, or did 

a combination of work for an employer and freelance work decreased. 

Among alumni who responded to all three surveys, about half (52 percent) reported 

changes in their income-generating activities over time. Thirty four percent reported 

shifting from doing freelance work exclusively six months after the Samaschool training 

to either being employed by an employer or doing a combination of work for an 

employer and freelance work at the 12 month mark. Only 11 percent reported doing 

freelance work exclusively or a combination of freelance work and working for an 

employer on all three occasions they were surveyed six to 12 months after Samaschool 

training.

2. AMONG RESPONDENTS, HOURLY PAY FOR FREELANCE WORK WAS HIGHER 
THAN HOURLY PAY FOR EMPLOYEES, BUT HOURS SPENT DOING FREELANCE 
WORK VARIED MORE.

Samaschool trainings stressed that freelance work is one way to begin generating 

income quickly. The number of hours an individual works, however, can vary greatly 

depending on the type of freelance work, demand for that work, and, in some cases, 

the amount of time an individual dedicates to developing their personal brand. 

Findings from this study confirmed this. 

Median hourly pay was higher for freelance work, but alumni working for 

employers, on average, worked more hours. The majority of Samaschool alumni who 

worked for an employer were paid on an hourly basis (between 82 and 91 percent). 

When median hourly earnings for freelance work were compared to median hourly 

earnings for work as an employee on average, freelancers earned $4.50 per hour 
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more. Despite the lower hourly wages, alumni working for employers reported that 

they worked more hours for employers than freelancers work- one year after 

Samaschool training 65 percent of respondents who worked for an employer worked 

35 hours or more per week, while only 15 percent of freelancers worked 35-50 hours 

per week at the same point in time. Among those who reported working fewer than 

35-50 hours per week as freelancers about 50 percent consistently reported  doing so 

by choice. Many of these individuals were doing freelance work to supplement income 

from another income-generating activity, most often working for an employer 

FIGURE 7: MEDIAN HOURLY EARNINGS BY JOB TYPE  
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FIGURE 8: AVERAGE HOURS WORKED PER WEEK 12 MONTHS AFTER SAMASCHOOL TRAINING

Employees (n=210)                  Freelancers  (n=86)

Note: Individuals who reported working as both employees and freelancers are included in 
each respective group for this analysis. 

Although hourly wages are an important indicator of income, when thinking about 

financial well-being overall non-monetary compensation (in the form of health 

insurance and other benefits, paid time off, etc.) is important to consider. 

Unfortunately, this study did not ask employees about any benefits they received as 

part of their employment. We did, however, learn that, on average, about half of 

freelance workers (between 47 and 53 percent) paid business expenses for their work. 

These expenses could offset the higher hourly rate reported by freelancers.

In addition to average hourly earnings, Samaschool alumni reported how much in total 

they earned through their freelance work. During the first six months after training, 

alumni's reported median earnings from freelance work were $2,250. Seven months to 

a year after training median reported earnings were $2,200. It's worth noting that 

mean earnings for both time periods were substantially higher ($4,577 for the first six 

months after training and $5,185 seven months to a year after training); some 

respondents reported earning as much as $50,000 over a six month period.
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3. SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI USED A WIDE VARIETY OF METHODS TO SECURE 
FREELANCE WORK, BUT MOST PREFERRED FINDING WORK THROUGH THEIR 
PERSONAL NETWORKS OR WORD OF MOUTH.  

Samaschool trainings introduced early career job seekers to several avenues for 

engaging in freelance work, including online work platforms and classifieds, social 

media platforms, staffing or temporary placement agencies, and through personal 

networks. During trainings participants learned about the benefits and drawbacks of 

various avenues and received guidance on which avenues might best help them 

pursue their income earning and/or career goals. 

Many respondents reported using multiple avenues to secure freelance work, 

especially during their first months as a freelancer. Some 52 percent of respondents 

reported that six months after completing the Samaschool training they were using 

more than one strategy to secure freelance work. Twelve months after completing 

training only 32 percent of respondents reported that they used multiple strategies for 

securing freelance work. Among those that used one strategy exclusively, most (60 

percent) reported finding work through their personal networks and word of mouth.

Over time, freelance workers increasingly relied on personal networks and word of 

mouth to secure new projects. Over the course of the study, the proportion of 

respondents who reported finding freelance work through their personal networks and 

word-of-mouth referrals increased from 49 percent six months after training to 68 

percent 12 months after training. The proportion of respondents who reported finding 

work through a staffing agency decreased the most - from 35 percent six months after 

training to eight percent 12 months after training. Throughout the study, about a third 
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of respondents (32 percent at six months and 31 percent at 12 months) reported using 

online work platforms, such as Uber, Postmates, and Upwork, to find freelance work. 

FIGURE 9: HOW FREELANCERS USUALLY FOUND CONTRACT WORK

While this study did not ask participants to describe why they used certain strategies 

over others to secure freelance work, Samaschool often heard anecdotally and through 

other qualitative studies, that freelancers preferred to secure work through their 

personal networks because it took less effort, paid better wages, and provided more 

security than other strategies. 
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4. FREELANCE WORK PROVIDED SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI AN OPPORTUNITY TO 
WORK FLEXIBLE HOURS, HAVE GREATER AUTONOMY OVER THEIR WORK, 
EARN EXTRA INCOME, AND BUILD SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE TO SECURE WORK 
WITH AN EMPLOYER.

During its seven years of operation Samaschool alumni shared that they did 

independent work for a variety of reasons, ranging from greater autonomy over their 

schedules and work lives to earning supplemental income, to building skills they could 

use to salaried positions. Findings from this study confirmed this.

Greater flexibility and autonomy. When asked about their motivations for doing 

freelance work, more than a third (between 31 and 38 percent) reported that they did 

so because they wanted more flexibility in their schedules. Many also reported that 

they wanted to choose their own projects and where they worked. Over the course of 

the study the proportion of participants who reported that they wanted to be their 

own bosses increased, from 17 percent six months after training to 27 percent 12 

months after training. While there were fewer individuals overall doing freelance work 

12 months after training, this finding may suggest that those who stuck with 

freelancing over longer periods of time had entrepreneurial natures and enjoyed the 

hustle associated with freelance work.

Extra income. Each time participants were asked about their reasons for doing 

freelance work, earning extra income was the most frequent response. Among those 

who reported they chose to do freelance work to earn extra money, about two thirds 

of the individuals that reported this response were both employed by an employer and 

working as a freelancer (63 percent six months after training and 59 percent nine and 

twelve months after training). 
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Building skills and experience. Six months after Samaschool training, 41 percent of 

respondents reported that they chose to do freelance work to build their resumes. 

Nine and twelve months after training, only 25% reported they chose to do freelance 

work for the same reason. We found similar trends among participants who reported 

that they wanted to develop new jobs skills (34 percent at six months, 13 percent at 

nine months, and 20 percent at 12 months) and to use freelance experiences to get 

work as an employee (36 percent at six months, 14 percent at nine months, and 17 

percent at twelve months). These drops over time, along with findings that by the end 

of the study more participants were employed by an employer, could suggest that 

freelance work is indeed helping individuals build the skills and experience they need 

to secure positions with employers. 

5. FOR MANY SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI FREELANCERS, INCOME EARNED 
THROUGH INDEPENDENT WORK WAS ESSENTIAL. 

In the year following Samaschool training, nearly all Samaschool alumni who engaged 

in freelance work (between 69 and 83 percent) reported that earnings from their 

independent work were either an important or essential component of overall 

incomes.
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FIGURE 10: IMPORTANCE OF INCOME EARNED FROM INDEPENDENT WORK

6. FREELANCERS' TOP CONCERNS, INCOME PREDICTABILITY AND BENEFITS, 
REMAINED CONSISTENT OVER TIME. 

Six, nine, and twelve months after Samaschool training, study participants who 

engaged in freelance work had two consistent concerns: 1) the lack of benefits, such as 

health insurance and 2) not being able to predict their incomes. At earlier touchpoints, 

especially six months after Samaschool training, alumni engaging in freelance work 

were also concerned about being paid a fair amount for the work they did, finding 

work, and getting enough work. 
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FIGURE 10: RANKED CONCERNS ABOUT INDEPENDENT WORK 

Samaschool alumni engaged in freelance work were asked to share their top three 

concerns about independent work. The full list of concerns, ranked from most cited to 

least cited, were:

CONCERN RANK 6 
MONTHS 
AFTER 
TRAINING

RANK 9 
MONTHS 
AFTER 
TRAINING

RANK 12 
MONTHS 
AFTER 
TRAINING

Lack of benefits such as health insurance 1 2 2

Not being able to predict my income 2 1 1

Being paid a fair amount for the work I do 3 5 5

Difficulty finding work 4 4 3

Getting enough work 4 3 4

Understanding tax and legal obligations 6 6 5

Receiving late payments or not getting paid 

for the work I do

7 7 9

Having career growth opportunities 8 8 7

Being able to save money for retirement 9 12 10

High taxes 10 11 11

Being able to save money for all things 

except retirement

10 8 8

Not having protection against discrimination 12 10 12

Debt 13 13 13
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7. REGARDLESS OF THE WORK THEY DID, SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI TYPICALLY 
FELT THAT THEIR EARNINGS WERE SUFFICIENT AND THEY WERE ABLE TO 
MANAGE THEIR FINANCES APPROPRIATELY.
 
Samaschool typically trained low-income individuals who were early in their careers 

and building skills through professional development programs. At the time they took 

the Samaschool training, 62 percent of study participants reported that their annual 

income was $12,000 or less. Most study participants lived in New York City or the San 

Francisco Bay Area, where the annual living wages for an individual is estimated to be 

more than $37,000 and $43,000, respectively. Despite the high cost of living in the 

places where Samaschool alumni lived, study participants typically felt that they were 

earning enough to get by and were managing their finances well. 

Samaschool alumni typically felt that although they were getting by on their 

current income, unexpected expenses would be difficult to manage. Six months 

and twelve months after receiving Samaschool training, we asked study participants 

how they felt about their financial situation and their ability to handle unplanned 

expenses and/or save. While six months after Samaschool training most respondents 

(53 percent) reported that they were getting by on their current incomes, many also 

felt that they would have trouble or could not handle a major unexpected expense (49 

percent). A slightly larger proportion of study participants who worked for an 

employer reported that they were comfortable with their current incomes than those 

who reported doing independent work or doing a combination of work for an 

employer and independent work. The proportion of participants working for an 

employer who were more confident they could handle an unexpected expense were 

also higher.
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FIGURE 11: OPINIONS ABOUT PERSONAL INCOME SIX MONTHS AFTER SAMASCHOOL 
TRAINING (N = 292)

FIGURE 12: HOW WELL DO YOU FEEL YOU CAN HANDLE AN UNEXPECTED EXPENSE SIX 
MONTH AFTER SAMASCHOOL TRAINING? (N=291) 
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Samaschool alumni participating typically felt that they were able to manage their 

money and that their financial situation did not impair their quality of life. Six 

months after training, Samaschool alumni, regardless in the type of income-generating 

activity they engaged in, tended to feel that they were doing a good job or somewhat 

of a good job securing their financial futures and could enjoy their lives because of 

how they were managing their money. Six months after training, alumni engaged in all 

types of income generating activities, but especially those working for an employer 

and doing freelance work felt that their current financial situation allowed them to 

have the things they wanted in life (70 percent of respondents who worked for an 

employee and as a freelancer, compared to 58 percent who worked exclusively as 

employees and 60 percent who worked exclusively as freelancers). 

Although alumni were generally positive about their ability to manage money and their 

quality of life, some individuals, especially those doing a combination of work as 

employees and freelancers, were more optimistic 12 month after training than after six 

months after training. 

FIGURE 13: SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI'S RESPONSES TO THE STATEMENT "I AM SECURING MY 
FINANCIAL FUTURE" SIX MONTHS AND 12 MONTHS AFTER TRAINING. 

Six months after training (n=291)                12 months after training (n=287)
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FIGURE 14: SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI'S RESPONSES TO THE STATEMENT "I CAN ENJOY LIFE 
BECAUSE OF THE WAY THAT I'M MANAGING MY MONEY" SIX MONTHS AND 12 MONTHS AFTER 
TRAINING.

Six months after training (n=291)        12 months after training (n=287)

 

8. SAMASCHOOL ALUMNI WERE TYPICALLY SATISFIED WITH THE TYPE OF 
WORK THEY DID. 

When asked to rate satisfaction with their work on a scale from one to 10, employees 

and freelancers alike were generally satisfied with their work. For both types of work, 

between 88 percent and 94 percent rated their satisfaction as a "5" or above six, nine 

and twelve months after completing Samaschool training. Twelve months after the 

Samaschool training, more than half (51 percent) of all freelancers reported that they 

planned to continue doing independent work for the next three or more years. 

25



FIGURE 15: OVERALL SATISFACTION BY TYPE OF WORK

9. INDEPENDENT WORKERS WANT CONTINUING EDUCATION OPPORTUNITIES.

Anecdotally and through other studies, Samaschool alumni shared that they were 

interested in community building and wanted more opportunities to feedback from 

and share information with their colleagues. They also saw the value in coaching. 

Although this study did not ask many questions about what supports and training 

freelancers wanted, participants doing independent work consistently reported that 

they wanted more training, support, and guidance about how to succeed as a 

freelancer. 
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FIGURE 16: FREELANCERS INTERESTED IN MORE TRAINING ON HOW TO BE A SUCCESSFUL 
INDEPENDENT CONTRACTOR
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For Samaschool alumni, independent work presented an opportunity to generate 

income quickly and build transferable skills. While Samaschool no longer offers 

trainings, workforce development programs can equip early job seekers to thrive 

as freelancers.  

Although independent work has its shortcomings, including a lack of benefits and less 

predictable hours, this study showed that independent work provided important 

opportunities for low-income early job seekers to build their resumes and earn 

essential income. For many, independent work served as a springboard into full time 

employment with an employer. 
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Samaschool is no longer offering services. However, there are actions workforce 

development organizations can take to equip early jobseekers with the skills and 

knowledge they need to benefit from the gig economy. 

Introduce young jobseekers to freelance work by integrating independent work 

readiness training into traditional workforce development programs and higher 

education. Through this study we found that independent work can serve as an 

important onramp into the workforce by helping new jobseekers develop transferable 

skills and gain work experience that can be applied to secure full time employment. 

Independent work can also provide income for job seekers enrolled in full time and 

long-term skill building programs. Workforce development programs and higher 

education should consider integrating training and information about independent 

work and independent work options into their curricula. 

Ensure the perspectives and needs of independent workers are part of workforce 

development planning and programs. Through this study we gained some insight 

into how freelancers feel about their independent work, including their top concerns. 

We encourage workforce development programs to think about how they can best 

integrate the perspectives of independent workers into their program offerings and 

advocacy efforts. 

Continue exploring how freelancing can be a productive part of jobseekers’ 

pathways to success. This study was one effort to explore how freelancing can 

contribute to jobseekers’ professional development. We encourage others, through 

research and action, to test and learn about the ways in which freelance work can 

contribute to workers’ knowledge and skill development.
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