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Has the COVID pandemic made workers more 
likely to embrace non-traditional work patterns?  
Our new research suggests it has, but 79% also say they have 
gaps in the benefits and protections they need.
For many years there has been a lot of discussion about the way people work and the future of the 
workplace. The COVID pandemic and fallout from it has accelerated this conversation – largely due to 
the sudden and unexpected shift to home working and the flexibility that comes with it. 

And with many now demanding the flexibility that they’ve become accustomed to in recent months, 
lots of workers are turning away from traditional “employment” and looking for something different.

Of course, this is an important issue for multinationals and potentially a challenge. If people – as our survey 
results suggest – are now more likely to embrace non-traditional ways of working, how do employers 
cater for that in terms of employee benefits and protections. Are they able to provide the benefits non-
traditional workers want and need? And if not, do they need to start getting ready to do so?

When you think about non-traditional working, 
your mind might instantly jump to the gig 
economy. But gig work – where workers get 
paid for each “gig” or task they complete rather 
than earning a standard regular wage1 – is just 
one small part of the non-traditional working 
landscape. 

Non-traditional working also includes 
freelancers and contractors – really anyone who 
doesn’t have a traditional full-time employment 
contract. And these workers are many. 

They make up an important and highly skilled 
part of a multinational’s workforce. They 

are project managers, web designers, health 
workers, consultants, accountants and lawyers, 
to name just a few examples. In reality, they can 
fill almost any job in a multinational company 
and the number of these workers only seems to 
be going in one direction – up!

However, one of the problems faced by these 
workers is the protection gap. Often those that 
sit outside of traditional employment don’t 
receive many, or any, employee benefits – like 
life, medical, accident and disability insurance, 
and pensions – leaving them without the critical 
protection they need in difficult times. 

Given the growing demand for flexibility from 
workers, we wanted to take a look at the world 
of non-traditional work, benefits and more in 
this Viewpoint. To help find out what workers 
think, we’ve conducted some new, global 
research too… but more on that later.

Non-traditional working 
also includes freelancers and 
contractors – really anyone who 
does’t have a traditional  
full-time employment contract.



Mind the gap… non-traditional workers need more protection
As we’ve mentioned, this group of workers 
is growing and flexible ways of working are 
becoming more popular – therefore the employee 
benefits challenge here grows too. 

As Helga Viegas, Director of Digital & Innovation 
at MAXIS GBN said, “Multinationals are relying 
more and more on non-traditional workers – 
contractors, freelancers, gig workers, global 
nomads – alongside workers with a traditional 
permanent contract. It’s known that many 
non-traditional workers don’t have adequate 
insurance coverage, pension provision and more. 
Without the conventional benefits provided 
by an employer, these workers face a massive 
protection gap, and the pandemic has made this 
issue much more evident. Many employers want 
to do more to protect all of their workers, but 
this isn’t always easy.”

“Without the conventional benefits 
provided by an employer, these 
workers face a massive protection 
gap and the pandemic has made 
this issue much more evident.”

Naturally, this is a subject that interests us and 
our global multinational clients, so we conducted 
some global research to find out more about the 
views of workers on non-traditional work and 
employee benefits. We surveyed more than 1,200 
workers from eight countries around the world to 
find out what they think. 

More than three quarters (79%) of people currently in 
non-traditional and part-time work say there are gaps 
in their benefits; rising to 86% for 18-29-year-olds and 
83% for female respondents. The most commonly 
identified gaps in benefits are private medical 
insurance (23%) and pensions (27%), with over half of 
respondents identifying these areas as lacking.4

This finding isn’t that surprising, either. In the UK 
it is estimated that just 16% of self-employed 
workers currently have pensions – this number 
was 48% in 1998. People in traditional employment 
in the UK are four times more likely to have 
retirement savings than the self-employed.5 And, 
of course, there’s also the lack of security around 
medical bills, no contingency for long-term 
absence, disability and more. 

Many employers have realised that the protection 
gap is a problem that needs to be addressed. One 
example is Deliveroo. The restaurant delivery 

platform has started offering some protection 
insurance to drivers while other prominent gig 
economy businesses are grappling with the issue 
and are facing pressure from contractors for some 
form of employment rights.6

Helga Viegas continued, “Multinationals – and their 
EB consultants – particularly since the pandemic, 
have started coming to us asking how they can 
prepare and offer benefits packages for these 
groups and all their workers whether they are 
technically ‘employees’ or not.

“We’re looking into ways we can help them offer 
flexible benefits to these groups around the world, by 
curating a suite of appropriate products and services 
and offering the technology to deliver them.”

Non-traditional workers are valuable to 
multinationals and, with the ongoing war for talent 
becoming ever greater, providing benefits for non-
traditional workers could be a good way to attract 
the people with the skills they need. But what role 
can employers play in providing benefits and what 
benefits would be most valuable?

79% of people currently in non-
traditional and part-time work say 
there are gaps in their benefits.

Defining non-traditional workers 
The US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) defines non-traditional work in a few ways. Its definition includes:

  unincorporated self-employed workers such as lawyers, farmers and carpenters and incorporated self-employed workers who often 
employ others

  contingent workers, defined as those who do not expect their job to last for more than a year

  people with alternative working arrangements such as independent contractors, workers on call and those employed by contract firms or 
temp agencies

  people connected to clients through a website or app – sometimes known as the platform economy. That means drivers connecting to 
rides through platforms like Uber or repair people and cleaners working through TaskRabbit, as well as those working online for Amazon 
Mechanical Turk or Upwork.2 

From our perspective – anyone who sits outside of permanent, regularly paid employment is a non-traditional worker.

So, now we know non-traditional working covers more than gig workers like Uber drivers, we can see how they become a major part of the 
workforce of a multinational organisation. Take Google, for instance. The tech giant has more freelancers than permanent employees. And it 
isn’t just Google – hiring managers expect that work done by freelancers is likely to double in the next decade.3



Non-traditional workers and 
benefits
Some might think that non-traditional workers 
don’t want benefits because of complicated tax 
arrangements or because they have their own 
insurance coverage and pension plans. But our 
research shows that isn’t the case. 

Nearly half (47%) of those surveyed said they would 
be more likely to consider non-traditional work if 
benefits were provided. 35% say it would make no 
difference and just 19% say they would be less likely 
to consider non-traditional work as a result.4

47% said they would be more likely 
to consider non-traditional work if 
benefits were provided.
Of course, if doesn’t necessarily have to be 
employers providing benefits – governments 
around the world already play a role in this 
and could extend protection to these workers. 
However, data from the International Labor 
Organisation shows that when governments do 
provide social protection for non-traditional 
workers, it is at a lower level than traditional 
employees receive, and it lags behind that of 
employees in most countries.7

So, who should finance benefits for these 
workers? Our research shows people believe it 
is the responsibility of the employer. 43% of our 
survey respondents (which contained a mix of 
full-time employees and non-traditional workers) 
believe employers should be responsible for 
paying for benefits, compared with 24% who 
believe it’s the role of governments and just 14% 
who believe it is down to the employee.4

Employees at multinationals agree – 44% said they 
believe it’s the employer’s role to fund benefits 
for non-traditional workers. Views were relatively 
uniform across the countries, except in Indonesia. 
25% of respondents there think benefits should 
be provided by employers compared with 36% 
who believe it should be the government’s 
responsibility.4

Which benefits should 
employers focus on? 
Of course, if you are going to start offering 
benefits, you want to make sure you’re offering 
the ones that are most valued by these workers. 
Our research found some common themes in 
all eight markets – there’s strong demand from 
workers for private medical insurance  
and pensions.

The most valued benefits by country4

UK 

78%
Pensions  

25% 
Life insurance

25% 
Private medical 

insurance 

Spain 

40%
Pensions  

34% 
Financial wellness  
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42% 
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insurance  

South Africa 

52%
Pensions 
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insurance  

UAE 

42% 
Private medical 
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29%
Pensions 

Mexico 

43%
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39% 
Life insurance 

Indonesia 

40% 
Life insurance  

36%
Disability 

or accident 
insurance 

Globally, 40% chose pensions as the benefit 
they value the most, closely followed by private 
medical insurance which was chosen by 36%. 
However, it seems there is real demand for 
comprehensive benefits packages – similar 
to those permanent employees receive – as 
respondents voted for an array of other benefits 
as their preferred choices. 29% voted for life 
insurance, 28% for financial wellness, while 
disability, accident insurance and health and 
wellness programmes were all mentioned by 22% 
of respondents.4

it seems there is real demand for 
comprehensive benefits packages 
– similar to those permanent 
employees receive …
Our data, once again, shows that one size does 
not fit all in the world of employee benefits. 
Respondents’ views differed depending on age, 
seniority and, of course, location. For example, in 
the UK, respondents overwhelmingly said they 
value pensions over other benefits – probably due 
to the availability of the National Health Service 
(NHS) – whereas in countries without a state 
health service, such as the USA, private medical 
insurance is more popular.



During lockdowns non-traditional workers were 
often badly hit as they did not have access to sick 
pay and were not eligible for schemes such as 
furlough payments in the UK which guaranteed 
80% of their average pay to employees. Research 
by The Pew Charitable Trusts found that more 
than 40% of non-traditional workers had hours 
cut or lost jobs because of COVID-19 in the US 
and around 10% withdrew money from their 
defined contribution workplace pension funds or 
Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs) in order to 
top up their finances.8

UK data found non-traditional workers were 
a “particularly vulnerable group” and between 
April and August 2020 hours and incomes 
remained significantly lower than in the previous 
year despite the gradual reopening of the UK 
economy. As a result, a fifth of workers said they 
would leave non-traditional work.9

But our research found that the appetite for 
non-traditional work is high and people don’t 
seem to have been deterred by the pandemic. 
35% of our respondents said they are more likely 
to participate in non-traditional work as a result of 
the pandemic with 18% saying they are much more 
likely. Only 19% said they are less likely to consider 
it, with only 12% saying they are much less likely.4

And the figure barely changes among those 
currently in full-time employment– 34% are more 
likely to consider non-traditional work after the 
pandemic. And that number goes up to 37% if we 
look just at those working for multinationals.4

35% of our respondents said they 
are more likely to participate in non-
traditional work as a result of the 
pandemic with 18% saying they are 
much more likely.

While this might, at first, seem surprising – 
employees leaving the safety net of a full-time 
role with benefits for non-traditional work – 
there might be a few reasons why people are 
keen to undertake non-traditional work. 
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views around the world4

Some workers may have taken up non-traditional 
work during lockdowns to supplement their 
income. Others may simply have enjoyed the 
greater flexibility that working from home 
provided and are turning to non-traditional work 
to maintain this flexibility going forward.

Whatever the reason, it seems that not even a 
global health crisis can slow down the growth of 
the non-traditional work economy!

COVID-19 and non-traditional work

...it seems that not even a global 
health crisis can slow down the 
growth of the non-traditional 
work economy!



What does this mean for multinational employers?
While this new data makes for an interesting read and hearing views from around the world is 
fascinating, what you really want to know is what this means for you as a multinational employer. 
Here’s what we think… 

  The world of non-traditional work is growing and, even after a pandemic that has bought many 
unknowns and less job security, people are still willing (if not more willing) to embrace it.

  Whether skilled or unskilled, these workers make up a vital part of most multinational employers’ 
workforces

  There’s a growing protection gap that leaves non-traditional workers vulnerable

  Providing benefits to these workers can help to attract the best talent and keep them happy, 
healthy and motivated in their roles

  The most sought-after benefits are private medical insurance and pensions globally, but employers 
need to bear in mind regional and national views on the most valued benefits.

People are choosing non-traditional work because it suits their lifestyles, 
but this creates a challenge for employers. If they want to recruit and 
retain these workers, they will need well-designed employee benefits 
packages to help them.

Multinationals and employee benefits professionals are recognising this 
and are starting to react. However, to deliver valued benefits for all 
workers and make this a reality, it will be up to all players in the employee 
benefits industry to play their part – employers, brokers, consultants, 
insurers and employee benefits networks. And the need to embrace the 
innovative digital solutions that will make this possible is vital.

Whatever these programmes finally look like, we think it’s safe to say that 
there is a real demand for benefits for non-traditional workers and now is 
the time to start taking action.



How we did the research4

The survey was carried out online with workers in the UK, Spain, France, United Arab Emirates, USA,  
South Africa, Mexico and Indonesia.

Respondents were asked about the type of organisation they worked for – global multinationals, regional 
large corporates, single market large corporates, single market mid-sized corporates and single market small 
businesses.

The sample included 66% full-time employees, 12% part-time employees and 21% non-traditional workers.

The research was conducted between 18 October and 25 October 2021.
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