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1. Executive Overview 
The modern workforce is no longer defined solely by full-time employees. Flexible workers—consultants, 
contractors, and freelancers—now make up a significant share of enterprise talent. Yet, most organizations 
still engage them reactively, turning to flexible resources only when gaps appear due to budget freezes, 
skill shortages, or time constraints. 

Drawing on insights from our survey of Fortune 1000 leaders and our over 20 years of experience with 
clients, we examine how flexible work is used today, the benefits and challenges it presents, the trends 
shaping its future, and practical steps organizations can take to make flexible workforce management more 
efficient to accelerate business success. The future of work is flexible, and with the right strategic approach, 
it can become a powerful driver of growth and innovation.  

The survey results align with what we have observed in the field: flexible talent is underutilized, not in 
volume, but in strategy. 83% of organizations rely on flexible workers for between 5% and 25% of their 
workforce. While flexible worker usage is widely acknowledged as valuable, it is rarely managed with the 
same strategic planning, foresight, and cross-functional support as full-time employees. As organizations 
face accelerating trends from AI and automation to the rise of specialized skills, this gap in strategic 
management becomes more consequential.  

Strategic workforce planning processes need to include an assessment of both full-time employees and the 
flexible workforce. Business leaders and HR professionals need to first define the core business activities 
and non-core activities performed by each function in the company. Which teams and responsibilities 
should be staffed by employees, and which roles are better served by flexible resources? Then, plans can 
be defined for each resource pool. 

As usage of the flexible workforce is expected to increase, the next wave of management will focus on how 
organizations optimize and integrate these resources. Based on our industry insights, we expect companies 
to adopt more skills-based workforce planning, where contingent talent is mapped directly to critical gaps 
such as AI, cybersecurity, and analytics. Organizations will also lean more on technology platforms to 
manage flexible workers, using systems that track usage and costs, match talent to projects more efficiently, 
and measure the value of contingent labor. Clearer management structures and processes will be needed 
for how flexible workers are engaged and managed, both to stay compliant with evolving labor regulations 
and to maintain cost discipline. Ultimately, organizations that elevate flexible workforce management from 
a transactional process to a strategic capability will be best positioned to scale, innovate, and adapt in the 
evolving talent and business landscape. 
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2. History of Flexible Work 
Flexible work has been part of the modern workforce for decades, evolving with each economic era. After 
World War II, staffing agencies popularized the temporary office worker model in the form of clerical support. 
By the 1970s and 1980s, amid economic volatility and corporate restructuring, organizations relied on 
contractors and part-time staff to manage costs and respond to fluctuating demand. 

In the 1990s, globalization and advances in information technology expanded the use of flexible workers 
into skilled and professional roles. Outsourcing strategies grew rapidly, while the dot-com boom normalized 
project-based consulting in the technology sector. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, between 
1990 and 2008, temporary help had more than doubled, especially in legal, finance, computer, and other 
highly skilled occupations, and employers increasingly relied on flexible arrangements as a safeguard 
during uncertainty, making interim talent a standard part of the workforce.  

Then, during the COVID-19 pandemic, flexible workers provided critical resilience, enabling companies to 
respond rapidly to surges in demand and to adapt to new models of remote and hybrid work. 

In 2025, the global flexible work economy is valued at USD 582 billion and projected to more than triple to 
USD 2.18 trillion by 2034 with a CAGR of 15.8%, reflecting a major market shift toward flexible work. 
Additionally, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 4.3% of workers hold contingent roles as their 
primary job, while an additional 10% participate in alternative work arrangements such as freelancing and 
on-call shift work. These figures show that flexible talent is increasingly becoming an indispensable element 
of the way organizations operate. 

Flexible worker arrangements now span multiple models: 

 Consulting projects staffed with experts with defined outcomes 
 Outsourcing projects that are deeply embedded in a company’s teams 
 Contractors/contingent workers who become virtual members of a company’s team and may work for 

short or long periods 
 Freelancers who do specific, typically short-term tasks 
 Gig workers who are independent consultants and accept work shifts when convenient 

3. Stage 4 Solutions’ Observations  
Over the past 20+ years, Stage 4 Solutions has partnered with leading technology, aerospace/defense, 
and life sciences organizations to build agile teams through flexible talent, including consultants and 
contractors. Our clients employ flexible workers to augment their internal teams for a number of key 
reasons: 

 Access to new skill sets: Flexible workers bring in specialized skills that are not available internally, 
particularly in emerging areas. 

 Quickly augment team bandwidth: Flexible talent allows organizations to scale rapidly for projects, 
product launches, or spikes in demand. 

 Align internal costs with market uncertainty: Organizations use flexible workers to balance budgets and 
manage volatility, shifting resources up or down without permanent headcount commitments.  

 Address specific goals/initiatives with short-term talent: Companies often use flexible workers to deliver 
on immediate initiatives and projects, where speed and agility are essential.  

 Accelerate speed to hire: Teams can hire contingent workers faster than full-time employees, and if a 
contingent worker creates value and is a cultural fit, they can be “converted” to a full-time employee of 
the company. 

Across these use cases, flexible talent clearly delivers value. Our clients’ teams—Marketing, 
IT/Engineering, Tech Support, Finance and other functions—could not achieve their goals without this labor 

https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2021/article/temp-help.htm
https://www.businessresearchinsights.com/market-reports/gig-economy-market-102503
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/conemp.nr0.htm
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pool and the agility it provides for teams to quickly ramp up and ramp down bandwidth and expertise. Here 
are some examples of the areas in which we have engaged: 

 Implementation of New Technology - AI 
 Product Development/Design 
 System Management and Enhancements 
 Product Launches 
 Sales Enablement 
 Marketing Content and Communications 
 Change Management 
 Technical Support 
 Finance/Reporting 
 Data Analysis/Science 

While our clients respect and value this flexible workforce, we see that there is little strategic planning in 
determining if and when to bring in consultants, contractors, and freelancers. The decisions are made 
reactively, and then the worker is needed “yesterday.”  

We deliver to these always “urgent” needs; however, there is a gap in the usage and need for a flexible 
workforce and intentional strategic workforce planning. This gap is a lost opportunity for companies that are 
prevented from realizing the full potential value that workforce flexibility brings to their business. 

Strategic workforce planning processes need to include an assessment of both full-time employees and the 
flexible workforce. Additionally, business leaders and HR professionals need to first assess what core 
business activities and what non-core business activities are performed by each function in the company. 
Which teams and responsibilities should be staffed by full-time/“permanent” employees, and which roles 
are better served by flexible resources? After these assessments are made, then workforce planning 
exercises can determine the staffing needs by team and by type of worker. Flexible workforce strategies 
can be established to bring in the right flexible talent at the right time, at the right cost, and with the right 
skill set. For those companies that perform such rigorous talent planning, there is an opportunity to become 
market leaders. 

4. Survey Structure and Goals 
To expand our understanding of the flexible workforce industry, Stage 4 Solutions conducted a survey of 
Fortune 1000 leaders across talent acquisition/HR, procurement, and business functions. All respondents 
held roles directly tied to workforce planning, talent acquisition, and operational oversight of flexible 
workers. Respondents represented many industries, including financial services, healthcare, technology, 
manufacturing, and energy.  

The purpose of this survey was to capture a broad, data-driven view of the state of flexible workforce 
management today and expectations for the future. We sought to uncover: 

 

 
 Current flexible talent usage 
 Management structures and ownership of flexible workforce programs 
 Benefits of leveraging flexible workers 
 Challenges in managing flexible workers 
 Future outlook  
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5. Current and Future Usage of Flexible Workers  
5.1 Current State of the Flexible Workforce 

Eighty-three percent of Fortune 1000 companies 
report that flexible talent makes up between 5 and 25 
percent of their total workforce, reflecting a high 
dependence on flexible workers to support business 
needs.  

Companies report that flexible talent plays a critical 
role across a wide range of functions, including 
administrative and clerical support, call centers, 
finance and accounting, IT, manufacturing, marketing 
and communications, operations, technical support, 
talent acquisition, and healthcare.  

The primary reported reasons for this usage include:  

 Cost savings compared to full-time headcount 
 Access to specialized talent that is not available 

in-house 
 Increased speed to hire  
 Ability to scale up or down 
 Ability to support fluctuating project demands 

without long-term commitments 

Without their significant flexible worker resources, Fortune 1000 companies could not meet their business 
goals and financial commitments.   

5.2 Flexible Workforce Management 
Given the high reliance on the flexible workforce, we were surprised to learn that ownership and 
management of this significant portion of the total workforce is not clearly defined in most organizations.  

Our survey findings reveal a fragmented ownership structure, 
with 21% of organizations having no ownership structure, 
34% of organizations reporting shared responsibility between 
HR and procurement, and 11% of organizations having the 
program managed by procurement. Only 34% of companies’ 
flexible workforce programs were managed by HR. 

The lack of clear ownership by the Talent/HR team in the vast 
majority of companies is indicative of the lack of integration 
with overall talent strategies. Without clear ownership by the 
team that is responsible for talent planning, the usage of this 
critical workforce pool is not optimized or maximized to its 
fullest potential.  

We discovered that flexible workforce planning and 
execution of needs is rarely integrated into the overall talent 
management approach. Only one in five organizations report 
that their flexible workforce strategy is fully integrated with 
their overall talent management strategy. The majority report 
minimal integration, reinforcing the gap between flexible 

Both Procurement and HR 
 

Procurement only 

HR (incl. Talent Acquisition, Contingent Workforce, etc.) 

No department oversees 
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workforce usage and long-term workforce strategy. This lack of integration is a lost opportunity and one 
that represents lost market advantage. 

 

5.3 Challenges of Managing Flexible Workers   
While the benefits of flexible workers are significant, there 
are also challenges with the management of the variety of 
flexible worker arrangements. Only one in five report that 
their approach to managing their flexible workforce is very 
successful, while the majority cite it as only slightly 
successful.  

The challenges are reported as:  

 Cost management and budgeting discipline  
 Compliance with labor laws and regulations  
 Integration with the full-time employee workforce  
 Finding and retaining quality flexible talent  
 Ensuring consistent performance and productivity 
 Centralized ownership and clearer governance models 
 Greater visibility into contingent labor utilization and 

ROI 

In our experience, these challenges stem largely from the fact that flexible talent is often engaged without 
a strategy and a structured framework. Costs rise when contingent labor is treated as a transactional event 
rather than strategically forecasted. Compliance issues surface when companies lack clear governance 
over multiple vendors, worker classifications, or regulations. Integration and performance concerns reflect 
the absence of thoughtful processes to effectively engage, manage, and connect flexible talent within the 
organization.  

Few HR management platforms combine the management of employees and flexible workers. This lack of 
combined technology solutions between employees, contractors, and procurement systems is a 
foundational reason for many of these challenges.  

73% 21% 6%

Integration Levels
Minimally  
integrated 

Fully  
integrated 

Not integrated 
at all 

70%
21%

9%

Perceived Effectiveness

“Tighter governance process on bringing in contingent labor. Sometimes the business makes 
decisions that can significantly impact the contingent labor budget. Frontline leaders being willing to 
lead this group more effectively.” 

 
— VP of Operations, Healthcare 

 
 
 “The opportunity lies when flexible workforce is a planned part of the talent strategy. When led by 
departments, it tends to operate more tactically.” 

 
— Talent Acquisition Leader, Manufacturing 
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5.4 Future Usage 
Fortune 1000 leaders expect flexible workforce 
management to play an increasingly important role over the 
next five years, with more than half anticipating the 
proportion of flexible workers to increase.  

The increased reliance on this labor pool will require 
changes to the management, sourcing, and technology 
used to plan, engage, and measure flexible workers. Survey 
respondents see the changes needed as below: 

 Strategic integration: Flexible workforce management is 
expected to become more closely tied to overall talent 
strategies, with improvements in planning, budgeting, and 
alignment. This change will require new technology systems 
to assess, report, and drive talent decisions. 
 Expectations to shift operating models: Movement toward 

centralized management or MSP adoption, working with 
fewer staffing agencies to streamline oversight. 
 Remote and flexible work: Anticipated expansion of 

remote work options and broader candidate funnels, giving 
access to more diverse and distributed talent pools. 

6. Long-Term Trends and Opportunities  
There are significant changes in the flexible worker and employment market, with AI causing rapid 
transformation in traditional models and market uncertainty driving cost pressures. This outlook requires 
new management structures and strategic approaches. Fortune 1000 leaders highlighted key trends 
expected to reshape the flexible workforce landscape: 

 Technology and automation: AI, robotics, and automation are expected to drive efficiency, absorb 
lower-skill tasks, expand gig-based opportunities, improve workforce planning and budgeting, and 
reduce reliance on full-time headcount as automation takes hold. 

 Growth of gig and fractional work: Rising labor costs are pushing organizations toward project-based, 
fractional, and task-specific roles as more cost-effective ways to deliver results. 

 Specialized skills in flexible work: More professionals with in-demand expertise are choosing flexible or 
temporary assignments instead of committing to full-time roles. 

 Operational and project-driven needs: Growth is expected in contingent staffing for call center and 
operational support roles, as well as to meet the demands of larger-scale projects. 

 Organizational growth and transformation: As companies expand or undergo transformation, contingent 
talent is expected to play a larger role in scaling capabilities quickly. 

 External forces: Regulatory scrutiny, labor costs, and broader economic cycles were cited as additional 
factors shaping workforce strategies. 

 

“AI and remote work will erode the number of available traditional roles.” 
 

— HR Director, Aerospace & Defense 
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While the current level of change is daunting, there are 
numerous opportunities to gain advantages for those organizations that expand their usage of flexible 
workers. Our survey respondents see strong potential in expanding contingent worker usage to: 

7. Recommendations: Elevating Flexible Workforce Management 
To realize the full potential of the flexible workforce, organizations must move beyond reactive sourcing and 
adopt proactive, cross-functional strategies. Based on survey responses and our experience supporting 
leading enterprises, we recommend the following actions: 

  Establish Unified Ownership  

A core challenge identified in the survey is unclear ownership. Workforce decisions often live between HR, 
procurement, and business units, resulting in inconsistent practices and limited oversight. It is critical that 
flexible workforce programs be led by the HR team, with key stakeholders being procurement and business 
leadership. With such a structure, HR will lead the unified talent strategy, but collaborate with procurement 
for cost and vendor strategies and business unit and functional leaders for talent definition and capacity 
planning.  

  Integrate Flexible Talent into Total Workforce Planning 

Traditional workforce planning cycles often exclude contingent labor, leading to talent shortages or rushed 
sourcing. Flexible talent should be part of workforce capacity models, skills forecasting, and budget 
planning. 

Organizations must define core versus non-core business functions, identifying where flexibility needs, cost 
constraints, or specialized expertise require the use of external talent. Determine which functions deliver 
the most value through full-time employees. Incorporate contingent roles and projected needs into annual 
workforce plans and quarterly talent reviews. Leverage historical data to identify seasonal surges or 
functions where contingent talent consistently adds value. 

  Extend Visibility and Performance Tracking to All Workers 

Flexible workers often fall outside of standard reporting, evaluation, and engagement tools. This limits 
visibility and creates risk. New models are needed to manage, track, and analyze the performance of 
flexible workers. 

Use workforce analytics platforms to track contingent labor usage, cost per role, onboarding time, and 
performance metrics. Include contingent talent in department-level dashboards to support data-driven 
planning. 

 

 

“With the growth of AI, there will be an even greater need to upskill talent that can adapt to and better 
harness the powers of the AI capabilities. The demand for talent with AI skills is going to grow, thus 
the workforce needs to proactively prepare and invest in those skills and capabilities.” 
 

— Talent Acquisition Leader, Technology 
 
 
 

 Address skill gaps in high-demand areas such as AI, cybersecurity, and customer support 
 Improve agility in project-based and seasonal hiring 
 Optimize cost structures by shifting toward variable workforce models 
 Expand geographic talent reach without increasing full-time headcount 
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  Leverage Talent Providers as Planning Partners 

Staffing and consulting firms often have deep insight into market conditions, talent trends, and workforce 
strategy, but they are too often treated as vendors rather than collaborators. Involve reputable, trusted 
partners earlier in planning conversations to design more agile, responsive talent models. 

Schedule regular business reviews with talent providers to align on upcoming needs, feedback loops, and 
emerging trends. View them as partners in workforce development, not just fulfillment. 

  Invest in Internal Education and Change Management 

A shift in mindset across the organization requires intentional communication and training. Business leaders 
and hiring managers must understand the strategic value of flexible talent and how to engage it effectively. 

Create toolkits and learning sessions to educate teams on how and when to use contingent resources, how 
to work with flexible workers effectively, and what support processes exist internally. 

 

About Stage 4 Solutions 
Stage 4 Solutions is a consulting and interim staffing firm ranked on Inc. 5000 five times for consistent 
growth. We specialize in serving technology, pharmaceutical, and aerospace/defense companies and 
government agencies by providing seasoned professionals for both short-term and long-term needs across 
marketing, technology, and operations teams. We utilize our extensive internal network of experienced 
consultants and contractors to fast-track critical initiatives and fill resource gaps. 

Since 2001, we have served more than 125 clients and have achieved 100% client referenceability. Stage 
4 Solutions’ clients include leaders such as Amazon, NetApp, ServiceNow, Hewlett Packard Enterprise, 
Lockheed Martin, the U.S. Department of Defense, the Federal Trade Commission, the Commonwealth of 
PA, the County of Santa Clara, and many others. Our goal is to become a valued partner to our clients to 
help them achieve business objectives. For more information about Stage 4 Solutions and its services, 
please visit www.stage4solutions.com. 

http://www.stage4solutions.com/
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