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Abstract
We examine how the expansion of social protection policies during Covid-19 affected
workers’ job outcomes (employment probability and income changes) and access to the
safety net. Leveraging a panel of 173 US workers across three arrangements—platform-
based gig workers, creative freelancers, and low-wage W-2 employees—tracked from
2020–2024, we find that gig workers initially faced unemployment insurance access
barriers, resulting in a 50%-point higher likelihood of receiving benefits later in the crisis
than low-wage W-2 workers. Creative freelancers were more likely to remain
employed and experienced fewer income losses. This paper shows that flexibilizing reg-
ulation may counter global labor precarity trends.
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Introduction

Gig-based work and the number of workers classified as independent contractors have
been increasing in recent years (Delouya 2023; Peterson and Crittenden 2024). In the

1Sociology Department, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC, USA
2L. Douglas Wilder School of Government and Public Affairs, Virginia Commonwealth University,
Richmond, VA, USA
3Carolina Population Center, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC, USA

Corresponding Author:
Alexandrea J Ravenelle, Sociology Department, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 155 Hamilton
Hall CB3210, Chapel Hill, NC 27599, USA.
Email: aravenelle@unc.edu

Labor Studies Journal
1–31

 DOI: 10.1177/0160449X261435181 

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2421-3337
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9798-7558
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-6392-1846
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0160449X261435181&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-04-03


United States, researchers estimate that anywhere from 9 to 27% of the workforce have
engaged in non-standard or gig work in the previous month (Federal Reserve 2021;
Garin et al. 2023; Pew Research Center 2021). Across the globe, the World Bank esti-
mates over 400 million online gig workers (Datta et al. 2023). Explanations for this
increase often include offsetting a job loss or supplementing income (Federal
Reserve 2017; Ravenelle 2017; Ravenelle, Kowalski and Janko 2021); or due to mis-
classification of workers (Xu and Erlich 2019). More broadly, these increases reflect
global labor deregulation trends ongoing since the 1970s (Weil 2014).

The precarity of depending on gig-based work for one’s income has long been doc-
umented (Ravenelle 2019; Rosenblatt 2018; Schor 2020). Typically classified as inde-
pendent contractors or 1099 workers, so named for their end-of-year tax form, gig
workers are outside the majority of hard-won workplace protections available in the
US. With few exceptions, gig workers are excluded from unemployment insurance
benefits; workers’ compensation; any form of paid leave or benefits, including
employer provided health insurance, retirement or Social Security contributions.
This “privatization of risk” also impacts workers in other arrangements (Wolf 2022).
For example, low-wage W-2 workers (standard employee contract) often experience
job insecurity and find themselves working multiple jobs to make ends meet (Bailey
and Spletzer 2020; Liu and Nazareno 2019; Ravenelle 2023). Creative freelancers,
who are typically more educated and described as entrepreneurs and part of a “creative
class,” also face similar challenges (Florida 2002; Mai 2021). Acknowledging this
increasing precarity at a global level, in 2025, the International Labour Organization
proposed a draft for a global treaty enhancing gig workers protections worldwide
(ILO 2025).

Despite the well-documented retreat of the state from labor protections (Simmons
2002), in response to the financial impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and to encourage
workers to stay home and “flatten the curve,” policymakers redefined eligibility criteria
and temporarily expanded access to key social safety net programs. Such temporary
changes provide a unique opportunity to assess how an expanded social protection
net could reduce the vulnerability of typically-uncovered workers, providing lessons
to the US and beyond. For instance, under the Pandemic Unemployment Assistance
(PUA) program, which was available from March 2020 until September 2021, gig
workers and freelance workers were temporarily made eligible for unemployment
insurance benefits. Likewise, to address rising food insecurity, eligibility for
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits was also expanded,
offering a temporary increase in benefit levels and the suspension of income-based
restrictions.

Existing qualitative evidence suggests that workers responded unevenly to
expanded benefits during the pandemic, and that administrative burdens were particu-
larly salient in shaping access (Barnes and Riel 2022; Ravenelle and Knoble 2023).
However, we know relatively little about how access to pandemic-era social protection
programs evolved over time across different categories of workers. To fill this gap, this
study examines access to social protection policies during a global macroeconomic
shock among precarious workers in varying employment arrangements. Given that



precarious workers are more likely to hold public-facing or essential jobs during crises,
understanding these dynamics is critical for evaluating the distributional effects of
emergency policy responses (Kearney and Munana 2020; Matilla-Santander et al.
2021). Detailed examination of experiences during an unfolding crisis also holds
potential to significantly reorient theoretical understandings of economic and social
institutions (Dingwall, Hoffman and Staniland 2013; Fligstein, Brundage and
Schultz 2017).

Methodologically, we leverage a panel of precarious workers in three arrangements
(platform-based gig workers, creative freelancers, and low-wage W-2 employees) to
examine changes in their job outcomes (i.e., probability of being at work and experi-
encing income losses) and access to social protection policies (i.e., unemployment
insurance and SNAP/Food Stamps) during this period of uncertainty and rapid
policy changes. Our panel spans three phases of the pandemic, from its early days
in 2020 to late 2024, and includes 485 survey responses and interviews from 173
workers in New York City, therefore capturing their trajectories from the early days
of the Covid-19 pandemic through the endemic stage. Our analysis centers on the
survey data, with interview evidence used to complement and contextualize the
findings.

Importantly, while the number of gig workers and freelancers is expanding globally,
data on these workers remain particularly scarce, and longitudinal data are virtually
nonexistent,1 which makes our study especially novel. However, we note that our
study does not aim to produce population-representative estimates of benefit access.
Instead, our key contribution lies in leveraging rare longitudinal data on
hard-to-observe workers to examine how policy eligibility expansions translate into
realized access over time.

The results show that unemployment insurance and SNAP expanded most rapidly
among gig workers. Among the three groups, gig workers experienced the fastest
increase in the probability of receiving unemployment insurance across the three
phases. Both gig workers and low-wage W-2 workers had higher rates of SNAP
usage compared to creative freelancers. However, low-wage W-2 workers gained
access to unemployment benefits and SNAP more slowly. Creative freelancers faced
the most severe job disruptions and income loss at first but also experienced the
fastest recovery among the three groups. These findings remain consistent across alter-
native estimations.

Overall, our research suggests that the policy changes introduced to mitigate the
economic disruption of Covid-19 reached all groups to some extent. This underscores
the potential to reduce the precariousness faced by many groups if eligibility criteria for
labor protection policies are adjusted to accommodate increasingly diverse employ-
ment arrangements. Furthermore, the delayed and uneven effects across worker
groups highlight the need for more tailored and inclusive social safety net policies,
as well as intentional mechanisms to reduce administrative burdens preventing
workers from benefiting. While the pandemic moment is unique and the policy
change temporary, the implications of our findings are not restricted to a once in a
hundred-year exceptional case, but rather represent something more essential about



the impacts of expanded social protection on vulnerable workers: the potential to mit-
igate vulnerability by adjusting traditional labor regulation.

Literature Review

Changing Employment and Increased Precarity

Over the past decades, employment relations in the United States and globally have
shifted toward greater flexibility, driven by globalization, technological change, and
economic liberalization. These employment changes are generally understood as
resulting from firms’ efforts to reduce costs under increased global competition,
leading to workforce segmentation between core/insider workers, who tend to
receive higher wages and benefits, and outsider workers, more likely to be sub-
contracted, outsourced, or employed through flexible arrangements under less favor-
able conditions (Kalleberg 2009, 2011; Weil 2014). While offering financial and oper-
ational advantages to firms, this shift contributes to the growth of precarious work.
Precarious work includes temporary, contract-based work, and involuntary part-time
or self-employment work, and is often characterized by insecurity, limited economic
and social benefits, and weaker labor and regulatory protections (Auguste, Roll and
Despard 2023; Kalleberg 2018).

Platform-based gig work—which involves working via an app for companies such
as Uber, TaskRabbit, Instacart, or Rover—can be thought of as the epitome of pre-
carious work (Ravenelle 2019). Gig-based work is often so temporary and volatile
that its length is measured by minutes (Van Slageren and Herrmann 2024), and
workers, who are usually classified as independent contractors, are generally
outside the social safety net offered to their W-2 peers (Abraham et al. 2024). For
instance, unlike W-2 workers, independent contractors do not generally qualify for
any labor protections, including a minimum wage, a right to tips, or workers compen-
sation; do not receive any employer benefits including retirement contributions,
health insurance, or paid leave; and must pay the employers’ share of Social
Security and Medicare taxes. Additionally, labor protection policies are typically
not designed to cover workers in non-traditional employment relations, often exclud-
ing 1099 workers (e.g., gig workers, freelancers, and independent contractors), or
those holding multiple jobs (Ravenelle 2023).

Moreover, within the broader category of non-standard and precarious workers, dif-
ferent groups experience precarity in distinct ways. Thus, while low-wage workers
(including W-2) and, more recently, gig workers have traditionally been included
under the precarious umbrella, other workers also face similar challenges. For
example, creative freelancers—defined here as workers focused on acting, writing,
photography, dance, or actively contributing to those fields (such as lighting techs
for theatre performances)—are part of the lauded creative class (Florida 2002) but
are still precarious. Although often well-educated, workers in the performing arts
tend to face persistent financial instability, frequently relying on multiple jobs and



shared living arrangements (D’Amours and Legault 2013). Indeed, a report from the
National Endowment for the Arts (2019) noted that the average income of performing
artists (announcers, musicians, photographers, entertainers, actors, and dancers) was
just $36,695—well below the national average. Importantly, these creative freelancers
tend to perform at least a portion of their work as 1099 employees (independent con-
tractors), falling under the same legal classification as gig workers. Yet in terms of
work arrangements, they differ: gig workers are paid via shared digital platforms for
piecemeal work, while freelancers work via contracts.

In summary, the patterns described reflect broader structural changes in how
risk is distributed between institutions and individuals. The declining role of
stable employment contributes to a “risk society” in which “social institutions
provide less ‘insurance’ against the vicissitudes of life, such as job loss or loss of
one’s health, and individuals are expected to assume responsibility to navigate
these risks” (Marshall and Bengtson 2011, 24). Employers’ externalization of risk
and workers’ individualization of risk have deepened the vulnerabilities associated
with precarious work, and have become particularly pronounced during the
Covid-19 pandemic. For instance, in the context of New York City’s vibrant per-
forming scene, the pandemic shutdown unexpectedly increased the vulnerability
of creative workers.

Administrative Burdens, Precarious Workers, and Public Benefits Access
During the Pandemic

While the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act increased
unemployment eligibility to previously ineligible gig-based and 1099 workers, admin-
istrative burdens likely reduced effective access. Administrative burdens are generally
experienced through three main types of costs individuals must incur to access public
benefits—learning costs, psychological costs, and compliance costs (Herd and
Moynihan 2018). Learning costs relate to the need to obtain information about the
existence, benefits, and application requirements for public programs. Keeping up to
date with such information, which changed often during the pandemic, creates impor-
tant compliance costs. Lastly, psychological costs include the stigma of applying to
programs with negative characterizations, as well as the stress and frustration associ-
ated with navigating administrative processes.

Evidence of the various costs are extensively documented in the literature. For
instance, even when unemployed workers are eligible, more than half do not file
for unemployment benefits (Wandner and Stettner 2000). Workers with low
incomes and less education are especially likely to refrain from applying because
of the mistaken belief that they are not eligible due to their low wages or part-time
status (Gould-Werth and Shaefer 2012). Stigma around government assistance
may also prevent people who had previously been financially stable from applying
for or accepting support after natural disasters and widespread economic crises,
like the Great Recession (Fothergill 2004; Sherman 2013). Strategies to reduce



administrative burdens could therefore substantially increase enrollment (Hopkins
and Dorin 2024).

Evidence from the Covid-19 pandemic suggests that all such costs were particularly
salient given the various policy changes that were implemented simultaneously, as dis-
cussed in the next section. Although the expanded federal programs increased the reach
and generosity of unemployment insurance and food assistance programs, such as
SNAP and WIC, the expanded eligibility did not translate uniformly into effective
access largely due to learning costs of policy changes (Barnes and Riel 2022;
Pandemic Oversight Committee 2023). Early research found that precarious workers
experienced knowledge, social, and temporal/financial barriers in applying for unem-
ployment assistance (Kovalski and Scheiner 2020; Ravenelle, Kowalski and Janko
2021). Gendered and racialized access to pandemic supports is also widely docu-
mented and particularly salient in immigrant workplaces characterized by precarious
work (Hammonds and Kerrissey 2022; Wolf 2022). The time-limited nature of these
public benefits programs, coupled with extensive processing delays often worsened
workers’ financial insecurity (Ravenelle and Knoble 2023). In addition, highly publi-
cized unemployment insurance fraud led states to adopt verification measures that
further slowed benefit receipt for many eligible workers (Donnan and Pickert 2021).
As a result, some precarious workers relied on more immediately available “side
hustles” as their primary pandemic social safety net, exacerbating their vulnerability
(Ravenelle, Kowalski and Janko 2021).

Research on SNAP similarly highlights the consequences of administrative costs in
applying for and maintaining benefits. SNAP recipients disproportionately fall under
occupations characterized by low-paying, high job volatility and greater unemploy-
ment risks (Keith-Jennings 2018), and such frequent job turnover can make it difficult
to assess and quantify their work experiences during recertification (Keith-Jennings
and Chaudhry 2018). Administrative burdens are found to significantly reduce
SNAP participation (Homonoff and Somerville 2021). During the Covid-19, although
reductions in administrative burdens at the application and recertification stages con-
tributed to an overall 10% increase in SNAP caseload, application denial rates
increased sharply by nearly 50% (Pukelis 2025).

Moreover, workers with different employment arrangements responded unevenly to
the expansion of eligibility of public benefits (Ravenelle and Kowalski 2023).
Qualitative research during Covid-19 found that creative freelancers more often
expressed a sense of gratitude for the broadened unemployment benefits and framed
them as an opportunity for entrepreneurial investment, while low-wage W-2 workers
more frequently expressed a moralized work ethic that discouraged benefit take-up
despite eligibility (Ravenelle and Knoble 2023). This pattern is consistent with research
documenting strong normative commitments to work among low-wage workers
(Newman 1999), which—during exceptional periods such as the pandemic—may
delay their benefit claiming, expose workers to income shocks, and contribute to diver-
gent labor market outcomes across worker groups.



Despite these insights, existing studies do not systematically examine how access to
social safety net programs varied over time across different categories of workers
during the pandemic. In particular, we know relatively little about whether gig
workers and freelancers were able to access pandemic benefits and recover at rates
comparable to traditional W-2 workers across different phases of the pandemic. This
study contributes to filling this gap.

Navigating the Pandemic in New York City

New York, a center of global trade, was an early epicenter for the virus in the United
States (Liveris et al. 2022). The first confirmed case in the City was reported on
February 29, 2020, and by the time the pandemic was declared a week later,
New York had more than 200 cases and several deaths (CDC Covid-19 Response
Team 2020). During the first two months of the pandemic in the US, New York
City had more laboratory-confirmed cases than any other city worldwide (Thompson
et al. 2020). Less than a year later, by mid-January 2021, New York alone had 1.15
million cases and continued to lead the country with the most deaths to date from
Covid-19: 39,404, although California and Texas ultimately exceeded those
numbers by late summer 2021.

While an extensive, multi-phase lockdown in New York temporarily brought the
virus under control over the summer, the loss of life, paired with business closures,
led to nearly a million unemployed New Yorkers (McGeehan 2020a) and an unem-
ployment rate nearly double the national average (Hu 2020). The unemployment
rate in New York continued to remain elevated through 2021, even as other states

Figure 1. Unemployment Rates and Covid-19 Cases in New York City and Study Timeline.
Source: Authors’ elaboration. Unemployment rates data: US Bureau of Labor Statistics. Local
Area Unemployment Statistics—New York City. Unemployment Rate—Not Seasonally
Adjusted. Covid cases: New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (2025):
Covid-19 Data.



returned to their pre-pandemic employment rates (New York State Office of Budget
Policy and Analysis 2022). As a result, not only was New York one of the hardest-hit
states in terms of health impact, but it also faced lingering unemployment, making the
availability of unemployment benefits even more crucial. Figure 1 illustrates trends in
unemployment and Covid-19 cases in New York city, as well as our data collection
phases (details in the Data section).

Expanding Social Protection Policies in the Pandemic

In the United States, as many other countries, several key social protection policies,
such as unemployment insurance, health insurance, and retirement plans, are primarily
employer-based. Under normal circumstances, gig workers and freelancers are ineligi-
ble for unemployment insurance (UI) because benefits are tied to traditional employer-
employee relationships. As a result, they often lack the financial safety nets and may be
especially vulnerable to economic shocks. However, during the pandemic, a flexibili-
zation of certain policies expanded access for otherwise ineligible workers. Although
temporary, this change allows us to observe impacts on an extended safety net.

One of the most significant legislative responses was the federally funded CARES
Act, passed on March 27, 2020, which expanded unemployment insurance benefits to
workers affected by Covid-19 through three key programs: the Federal Pandemic
Unemployment Compensation (FPUC) program, the Pandemic Unemployment
Assistance (PUA) program, and the Pandemic Emergency Unemployment
Compensation (PEUC) program. The PUA extended benefits to workers typically inel-
igible for unemployment benefits, including self-employed workers, freelancers, gig
workers, and independent contractors. The FPUC provided an additional $600 in
federal benefits weekly through July 31, 2020, for anyone receiving unemployment
benefits, PUA, or PEUC. FPUC was re-enacted in December 2020 at a reduced rate
of $300 per week until September 5, 2021.

Meanwhile, the PEUC extended benefits to those who exhausted all 26 weeks of
traditional unemployment and remained actively seeking work. Initially offering 13
additional weeks, the PEUC was extended to 53 weeks by the Continued Assistance
Act (CAA), which pushed the program’s expiration to March 14, 2021. The
American Rescue Plan Act further prolonged PEUC by 29 weeks, through
September 5, 2021. Finally, Extended Benefits (EB) supported New York residents
who exhausted all 53 weeks of PEUC benefits, providing up to 20 weeks of EB due
to the state’s extremely high unemployment.

In New York State, significant adjustments were also made to increase unemploy-
ment eligibility for workers who maintained some part-time work. New York perma-
nently shifted from a day-based rule to an hours-based rule in January 2021. Until
January 2021, individuals working part-time could only receive reduced unemploy-
ment benefits if they worked three or fewer days and earned less than $504 weekly.
However, if they worked on four or more calendar days in a week, even for just a
single minute, they would not be eligible for unemployment benefits or additional
FPUC for that week. Under the new hours-based approach, individuals could work



up to 10 h a week without losing their benefits as long as they earned no more than
$504 weekly.

Unemployment eligibility was not the only safety-net change. In March 2020, the
federal Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) was also passed, and
made several temporary changes to SNAP to combat economic distress and rising
food insecurity. One of the most significant changes was the introduction of
Emergency Allotments (EA), which temporarily increased monthly SNAP benefits
(Wells et al. 2024). Starting in March 2020, all SNAP households received the
maximum benefit for their household size, regardless of income. In January 2021,
the total monthly benefit was further boosted by an additional 15% as a result of the
pandemic relief package, which lasted through October 2021 following several exten-
sions. This increase amounted to about $28 more in SNAP benefits per person per
month, or just over $100 per month in food assistance for a family of four. In
August 2021, the maximum SNAP benefits were raised by 21% as a result of the revi-
sion of the Thrifty Food Plan. The temporary expansion in EA benefits ended in
February 2023, when SNAP benefits returned to their pre-pandemic levels. This
shift resulted in an average monthly loss of $63 per person, with some New Yorkers
seeing their benefits drop to just $23 per month (Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities, 2023). Additionally, previous hurdles, such as interview requirements for
potential recipients, were also eased. New York also extended the certification
periods of all SNAP households and adjusted the periodic reporting requirements
until March 2022. Finally, the 2020 FFCRA temporarily lifted the three-month time
limit for SNAP benefits for able-bodied childless adults under 52 who were
unemployed.

To sum up, these pandemic-related unemployment and social safety net programs
played a critical role in supporting workers affected by Covid-19. By expanding eligi-
bility to a wider range of workers, increasing weekly benefit amounts, and removing
traditional barriers to access, the CARES Act and FFCRA were intended to provide
crucial relief to New Yorkers facing unprecedented job loss. The comprehensive
adjustments to eligibility, benefit levels, and application processes reflect an unprece-
dented scale of government response. However, little is known about the impact of
these programs over time. How did previously ineligible workers fare when they
received unemployment assistance for the first time? Did the receipt of unemployment
assistance contribute to economic dependency, or did workers return to work? Did
newly eligible unemployed gig workers seek unemployment assistance, or did
delays and various administrative burdens discourage their applications?

Research Questions and Expectations

Our main research question investigates whether three types of precarious workers—
gig, creative freelancers, and low-wage W-2 employees—experienced distinct labor
market outcomes and access to the safety net throughout the pandemic. Gig workers
are defined as those currently or recently receiving earnings through gig-based plat-
forms such as Uber, TaskRabbit, DoorDash, and Shipt. Creative freelancers included



workers in acting, writing, photography, and dance fields, the majority of whom
worked faced-to-face before the pandemic. Finally, low wage W-2 workers include
workers who were low-wage employees (receiving an end-of-year W-2) in retail,
food service, childcare/education, or warehouse work. Workers were classified in
these groups based on their self-described primary occupation before Covid and
during Phase 1 recruitment.

It should be noted that under the New York State PAUSE Executive Order, all busi-
nesses in New York State were deemed essential (i.e., providing food/beverages, trans-
portation, medical care, or medicine) or non-essential (everything else.) While some
businesses that were deemed nonessential transitioned their workers to remote
(Google, Amazon, and NYU), most local stores and small businesses simply closed
and laid off their workers. Workers were deemed eligible to participate in this study
if they were deemed essential and required to work (grocery store staff, for instance)
or if they lost work during the pandemic (retail workers.) The only group of W-2
workers who were not eligible to participate in the study were medical staff (doctors
and nurses).

We study two labor market outcomes: (a) being at work and (b) experiencing
income losses and two safety net benefits: (c) unemployment insurance and (d)
SNAP/food stamps. The expected impacts on labor outcomes are theoretically ambig-
uous. Gig workers are typically viewed as “canaries in the coal mine,” tending to be
first in and first out of the labor market, and the ones more prone to experience
income volatility, given the less predictable nature of their work (Ravenelle 2023).
However, the pandemic’s widespread business closures disrupted conventional pat-
terns, affecting many “non-essential” workers, including creative freelancers and
W-2 workers, usually considered more resilient. Therefore, empirical investigation is
required to identify how each group’s employment status and income was impacted.
By contrast, we have clearer expectations for safety net access. The unprecedented
expansion of unemployment insurance and SNAP should benefit groups otherwise
excluded, such as gig workers and creative freelancers. That change should lead to
faster growth in their uptake of these benefits although administrative burdens may
have delayed or prevented this. We expect a lower growth among low-wage W-2
workers, partially due to their upfront eligibility but also due to the inability of unem-
ployment insurance to fit individuals with multiple jobs—which is the case of many of
the W-2 respondents in our sample, and a common trend for precarious workers. Since
gig and low-wage workers generally have lower overall incomes, we anticipate higher
rates of SNAP usage among these groups compared to creative freelancers.

Data

This paper draws on data from a mixed-methods panel study focused on precarious
workers’ experience of “Work in the Time of Covid” in New York City including inter-
views and surveys collected in three phases during 2020 to 2024. The study adopts an
embedded research design,2 with findings from the interviews3 being discussed in
depth in prior work (Ravenelle 2023; Ravenelle and Knoble 2023; Ravenelle and



Kowalski 2023; Ravenelle et al. 2023). Distinctly, here we center on the survey com-
ponent, which enables the statistical testing of hypotheses raised in the qualitative anal-
ysis. We also include supporting quotes from the interviews to provide further context
and examples.

The data collection occurred in three phases, linked to the occurrence of key events
in the pandemic. Phase 1 occurred from April through August 2020, coinciding with
the first peak of the Covid-19 outbreak in the New York Metropolitan area and the
implementation of the CARES Act. At this time, workers were classified as low
wage W-2, gig, or creative freelancer based on their responses to the question
“What was your main job before Covid?”, a label that they carried across all
phases.4 The second phase was conducted between November 2020 through June
2021, and was limited to respondents who had participated in Phase 1. Phase 2 was
timed to include the second wave of Covid infections during the fall 2020/early
winter 2021, allowing the research team to examine the impact of the expiration of
the FPUC unemployment assistance and later resumption in January 2021.

Phase 3 data collection occurred during two primary timeframes: gig workers and
low-wage workers were surveyed between October 2021 through June 2023, and cre-
ative freelancers were surveyed from April through October 2024. Phase 3 addressed
the end of the PUA and FPUC and included a timeframe when unemployment returned
to record lows, Covid was deemed endemic, and states had begun to “unwind” their
expansion of Medicaid coverage. Participation in Phase 3 remained limited to the orig-
inal sample first recruited in 2020, but respondents who did not participate in Phase 2
remained eligible to participate in Phase 3. The data collection timeline is portrayed in
Figure 1.5

We acknowledge that the length of the data collection in Phase 3 makes it challeng-
ing to distinguish whether observed group differences are related to the group member-
ship, or to the passing of time. However, we can leverage respondents’ narratives in the
interviews to help disentangle the two, or at minimum, vet our interpretations. This is
the case because, in each phase, the questions focused on respondents’ experiences
since the prior interview, allowing us to have a more detailed understanding of their
overtime experiences.

Our subject population is considered “hard-to-reach” and “hard-to-measure”
(Abraham et al. 2016). To ensure a sample reflecting the variety of workers in gig
and precarious work, several recruitment strategies were utilized, including online
advertisements, postings in social media groups and forums, and snowball sampling.6

The recruitment process occurred from April to August 2020. After being screened,
respondents were sent a link to the Qualtrics survey, and an interview was scheduled.
By using multiple forms of recruitment, we were able to vary the type of platform a
potential respondent might use and characteristics correlated with using a particular
platform, thereby reducing potential selection bias. The strategy of recruiting respon-
dents through online forums and snowball sampling allowed the research team to speak
with respondents with similar experiences across platforms, strengthening the team’s
ability to determine that theoretical saturation had been reached. Although we
cannot claim statistical representativeness, particularly given the lack of reliable



population data on gig workers and creative freelancers, we are confident that the
recruitment strategy captures substantial variation within this population.

In the first round of data collection, 199 workers participated: 60 gig-based workers
(from platforms such as TaskRabbit, Doordash, Instacart, and Uber), 64 low-wage
workers (33 restaurant workers and 31 nonmedical low-wage workers), and 75 creative
freelancers and other gig workers (60 creative freelancers and 15 non-platform-based
gig workers who secured work via websites such as Craigslist). All workers had
worked face-to-face before the pandemic, and roughly three-quarters reported that
they had experienced job or income losses due to the pandemic. While attrition is a
concern in longitudinal studies, our retention rate has remained high: of the 199 respon-
dents interviewed in Phase 1, 170 completed Phase 2 (85.4% retention), and 142 com-
pleted Phase 3 (71.3% retention) (Table 1).7

Finally, while our panel is not large, it represents a unique contribution to the liter-
ature. First, it provides longitudinal data on workers that are “hard to measure,” and
during an unprecedented crisis period. Moreover, since our data belongs to a mixed-
methods research project, we can leverage qualitative information, and saturation, to
inform and validate the findings obtained in our regression analysis. Given that both
expanding gig and independent contractor workers and the inability of existing labor
regulations to incorporate them are global challenges, we expect our insights to be
helpful beyond the New York City and US settings.

Methods

We begin our empirical investigation by examining whether the three types of precar-
ious workers—gig, creative freelancers, and low-wage W-2—experienced distinct
labor market attachment and access to the safety net through the pandemic. We
study four dichotomous dependent variables that collectively describe the labor
market attachment and access to the safety net over time. Work status is a dummy
set to one if the respondent was working at the time of the interview, and zero other-
wise. Income decrease equals one if the respondents’ income has decreased since
New York’s statewide stay-at-home order went into effect on March 22 (Phase 1) or
since their last interview (Phases 2 and 3) and zero if it has increased or stayed the

Table 1. Distribution of Responses by Arrangement Type and Data Collection Phase.

Phase

Worker type 1 2 3

Gig 50 49 39
Creative Freelancers 69 67 59
Low-wage W-2 54 54 44
Total 173 170 142

Source: Authors’ tabulations.



same. Unemployment insurance equals one if the respondent currently receives or has
received unemployment insurance earlier in the pandemic and zero if they have not
(including those who have applied but were denied, have not applied, or applied but
did not hear back). Similarly, SNAP captures respondents who have benefited from
this policy at present or in the past.

We rely on random effects linear probability as our primary estimation strategy.8 In
equation (1), ̂Yi,t is the expected value of each of the four dependent variables (work
now, income decreased, unemployment insurance, and SNAP) for respondent i in
phase t. TYPEi indicates the worker type: low-wage W-2 (reference group), gig, or cre-
ative freelancer. PHASEt denotes the survey phase (1, 2, or 3). The coefficient on the
interaction term, β3, captures whether worker types follow distinct trajectories. Finally,
Xi is a vector of individual demographic characteristics, including age, sex, race, and
educational attainment. Age is a continuous variable ranging from 18 to 63. Gender is a
dummy variable representing whether the respondent answered male or female. Race is
a categorical variable that assumes five possible values: white, Black, Hispanic, Asian,
and mixed/other. Educational attainment assumes four levels: up to incomplete college,
associate degree, bachelor’s degree, and graduate degree.9 Last, αi represents the
random intercept.

̂Yi,t = β0 + β1TYPEi + β2PHASEt + β3(TYPEi ∗ PHASEt)+ γXi + αi (1)

Our second step uncovers whether workers experienced distinct trajectories based
on their race, sex, and educational attainment. This model mirrors equation (1), but fea-
tures interactions between each demographic group and the survey phase. For simplic-
ity, we collapse race and education into binary variables.10 This exercise allows us to
investigate variations in trajectories by demographic characteristics among precarious
workers in general.

Before presenting the results, we acknowledge this study’s limitations. Our esti-
mates should be interpreted as correlational rather than causal. External validity is
also a consideration, as it is unclear how representative our sample is of precarious
workers in New York City and, more broadly, how representative New York City is
of other labor markets. While low-wage W-2 and gig workers likely face similar struc-
tural conditions in other settings, creative freelancers may represent a more distinct
group given New York City’s large and active cultural sector. In addition, our
models do not include covariates that may help explain selection into means-tested
benefits such as SNAP. Despite such limitations, the study’s unique sample and
design offers important insights into how precarious workers respond to flexibilized
social protection policies during a major economic shock.

Results

Descriptive Analysis

Table 2 (columns 1–3) shows the demographic characteristics of each group in Phase 1,
and differences in means tests between gig and creative freelancers relative to



low-wage W-2 workers. All groups are similar with respect to age. Gig and low-wage
W-2 workers are relatively similar alongside gender and race dimensions: there is a
roughly equal split by gender, whites represent a third of the sample, Blacks 16–
18%, Asians 13–20%, and Latinos 20–28%. We observe significantly higher educa-
tional levels among gig workers relative to W-2, with half the sample having com-
pleted at least a Bachelor’s degree. Creative freelancers are unique in many aspects,
such as being disproportionately highly educated (70% have a Bachelor’s degree or
higher), white (62%), and female (71%).

Table 2 also compares our sample with that of all of New York City using data from
the American Community Survey (ACS) 2019 as a benchmark. Our goal is to illustrate
how our respondents compare to the City’s population rather than to claim representa-
tiveness. Indeed, we expect differences as our sample captures a specific universe of
workers, whereas the ACS represents the entire population. In general, New Yorkers
are older, more likely to be men, Black, Latino, and mixed race/ethnicity, and signifi-
cantly less educated than our respondents. Many differences are pushed by creative
freelancers, which may represent the niche of the creative industry, while gig and
low-wage W-2 workers resemble the city’s population much more closely.

Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Workers (Phase 1).

Low-wage
W-2 (1) Gig (2)

Creative
freelancers (3)

Total
(4)

NYC (ACS
2019) (5)

Age (mean) 33.4 32.0 32.7 32.7 41.0***
Gender
Female 48.2% 46.0% 71.0%*** 56.7% 51.3%**
Male 51.9% 54.0% 29.0%*** 43.4% 48.7%**

Race
White 31.5% 34.0% 62.3%*** 44.5% 41.7%
Black 18.5% 16.0% 10.1%*** 14.5% 17.8%**
Latino 27.8% 20.0%* 14.5%*** 20.2% 25.7%***
Asian 13.0% 20.0%* 7.3% 12.7% 12.2%
Mixed/other 9.3% 10.0% 5.8% 8.1% 2.6%***

Education
Incomplete
college or Less

51.9% 32.0%*** 21.7%*** 34.1% 52.6%***

Associate Degree 7.4% 16.0% 8.7% 10.4% 7.2%*
Bachelor’s Degree 38.9% 28.0%** 50.7% 40.5% 24.4%***
Graduate Degree 1.9% 24.0%*** 18.8%*** 15.0% 15.8%

Note: 1. Data for New York City comes from the American Community Survey 2019 (1-year estimates) and
includes individuals ages 18 to 65. 2. Asterisks represent t-test differences between gig/creative freelancers
and low-wage W-2 workers and between our full sample and the ACS sample as follows: ***p< 0.01, **p<
0.05, and *p< 0.1.
Source: Authors’ tabulations.



Figure 2 portrays changes in the dependent variables across the study phases. Over
time, the probability of not being at work and experiencing income losses declined for
most groups, and there are no large differences between groups in Phases 2 and
3. However, creative freelancers seem to be worse off at first, as only 41% were
able to continue to work, and roughly 90% had experienced income losses.
Although more educated, workers in the creative industry faced higher vulnerability.
For instance, Abigail, a 36-year-old racially mixed actor, noted that she was unique
in her early receipt of unemployment assistance. “I feel bad for a lot of my friends
who are still applying every day,” she said. “Luckily, all of my jobs for the past
year have been on W-2s, but my friends that had 1099s or out-of-country jobs are
still struggling to get unemployment.”

In this uncertain time, access to the social safety net via UI can help workers smooth
income shocks. The expanded eligibility for unemployment benefits allowed workers

Figure 2. Employment Status and Access to the Safety Net Across Study Phases.
Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Notes: 1. Currently working reflects the job status of respondents during each interview.
Income decrease refers to the period since New York’s stay-at-home order went into effect on
March 22, 2020 (Phase 1), or since the prior interview (Phases 2 and 3). Received
unemployment insurance or SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) capture
individuals who currently benefit or have benefited from these programs at any
point. 2. Table A1 in the Appendix provides further information.



who typically would be left out to benefit. However, since state unemployment insur-
ance programs were not initially set up to process claims from gig workers, there were
extensive delays at first, which helps explain the significantly lower share of gig
workers benefiting from UI in Phase 1. As William, a 44-year-old white male unem-
ployed TaskRabbit, explained, “I basically applied online, which went pretty easily,
but since I’m a gig worker, they basically need to talk to you to finish the application.
So, I’ve been calling them almost every day, multiple times, hundreds of times even,
and can never get through.” William was not alone in his challenges; gig workers and
creative freelancers often reported waiting for weeks to receive their funds due to
delays from gig platforms in verifying worker statuses (Ravenelle, Kowalski and
Janko 2021; Ravenelle and Knoble 2023). Other gig-based workers held off on apply-
ing for unemployment, not realizing they potentially qualified. Brandon, a 28-year-old
white man, unemployed from a temp office job and food delivery work, noted that
“unemployment didn’t cross my mind just because I didn’t get fired or furloughed
and our office work was only for a couple of weeks and it was assignment based.”
As a result, the percentage of gig workers receiving unemployment insurance grew
from 16 to 70% between Phases 1 and 2.

The percentage of gig and creative freelancers benefiting from SNAP also doubled,
reflecting income decreases among these workers. Low-wage W-2 workers also expe-
rienced increased access to unemployment and SNAP over time, but at a lower rate.
While this group was always more likely to benefit from SNAP overall, it is somewhat
surprising that it did not leverage unemployment insurance as much as gig and creative
freelancers in Phases 2 and 3. One possibility is that some of the low-wage W-2
workers, who worked in grocery stores or restaurants, were deemed essential and
expected to continue working. Another possible explanation is that these workers
had multiple jobs (polyemployment), and any ongoing work prevented their receipt
of unemployment, or that they found the process opaque. Rose, a 27-year-old white
woman, was told to file for unemployment from her hotel job. “It seemed confusing.
I couldn’t figure out how much money I would be making,” she said. “I couldn’t
tell if my income, while I had been working part-time at the hotel, was enough to
qualify me for unemployment.”

Regression Results

Table 3 illustrates predicted probabilities for the four dependent variables obtained
from random-effects linear probability models. The coefficients on gig and creative
freelancers represent differences between these groups and low-wage W-2 in Phase
1, holding demographics constant. There is no strong evidence of a statistical differ-
ence between gig and low-wage W-2 workers in Phase 1, but creative freelancers
were 22 percentage points (pp) less likely to be at work and 32 pp more likely to
have experienced income losses.

Phase 2 and Phase 3 coefficients indicate changes in expected probabilities for
low-wage W-2 workers relative to Phase 1. These workers were 23–24 pp more
likely to be at work than in the early pandemic period (column 1), 22–25 pp less



likely to have experienced income losses since their prior interview (column 2), and
23–27 pp more likely to have benefited from unemployment insurance (column 3).
Their probability of having received SNAP was 66 pp higher in Phase 2, and 11 pp
higher in Phase 3 (column 4).

The interaction coefficients capture whether gig and creative freelancers experi-
enced trends distinct from those of low-wage W-2 workers. Overall, gig workers fol-
lowed a similar pattern regarding work outcomes and SNAP (columns 1–2 and 4).
However, their expected probability of receiving unemployment insurance increased
disproportionately. In other words, if low-wage W-2 workers saw an increased prob-
ability of receiving unemployment insurance of 23 pp in Phase 2, gig workers saw
an additional 28 pp, adding up to a 50 pp higher probability than in the early crisis.

Table 3. Changes in Job Outcome and Access to the Safety Net.

Work
now

Income
decreased

Unemployment
insurance SNAP

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4)
Gig −0.01 0.17* −0.15* −0.02
Creative Freelancers
(CF)

−0.22** 0.32*** −0.04 −0.13*

Phase 2 0.24*** −0.25** 0.23*** 0.06*
Phase 3 0.23*** −0.22** 0.27*** 0.11**
Gig* Phase 2 −0.09 −0.07 0.28*** 0.05
Gig* Phase 3 0.03 −0.15 0.27** 0.06
CF* Phase 2 0.10 −0.26** 0.12 0.04
CF* Phase 3 0.25** −0.37*** 0.09 0.05
Age −0.00 0.01*** −0.00 0.01*
Female −0.04 −0.01 0.07 0.07
Race (ref=White)
Black −0.12 −0.06 −0.06 0.08
Hispanic −0.02 0.07 −0.14 0.07
Asian −0.02 0.00 −0.18* −0.14*
Mixed/Other −0.07 0.15** −0.14 0.02
Education (ref= Less than Incomplete College)
Associate Degree 0.15* 0.04 −0.13 −0.00
Bachelor’s Degree 0.16*** 0.00 0.09 −0.18***
Graduate Degree 0.23*** −0.10 0.00 −0.18*
Constant 0.65*** 0.26** 0.37** 0.09
Observations 481 447 450 447
Unique Respondents 173 170 171 169

Note: 1. All models are estimated from random effects linear probability models. 2. Standard errors are
robust and clustered by individual id. 3. ***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, and *p< 0.1. SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program.
Source: Authors’ tabulations.



An even larger increase is observed in Phase 3. Terrell, a 33-year-old Black food deliv-
ery worker, helps us understand the delayed response: He did not know that he qual-
ified for unemployment but applied for SNAP for the first time, explaining, “that’s
what I’m receiving at the moment. That’s what’s keeping me above water.” His state-
ment underscores the positive impact of the expanded access to this program.

In contrast, while there is no significant evidence that creative freelancers experi-
enced different trends in accessing the safety net as compared to low-wage W-2
workers, they experienced unique work-related trends. Creative freelancers had 22
pp lower probability of being at work than W-2 workers in Phases 1 and 2, as expected
given the shutdown of their industry. By Phase 3, however, they were much more
likely to be back at work, and almost all creative freelancers had resumed work by
then. Unfortunately, we cannot determine whether this difference reflects their employ-
ment type or a time-based effect, as they were interviewed later.

In addition to being more likely to be at work, creative freelancers also experienced
higher income recovery (more precisely, lower probabilities of income losses or stag-
nation). For example, while low-wage W-2 workers were 22–24 pp less likely to expe-
rience income losses in Phases 2 and 3, that figure was reduced by an additional 26–37
pp for creative freelancers (column 2).

Lastly, the demographic variables in Table 3 capture overall impacts across all work
types and phases. These models do not indicate strong gender or racial differences, but
higher educational attainment levels are associated with higher probabilities of being at
work and lower probabilities of receiving SNAP.

For a better visualization of trends, Figure 3 plots the estimated probabilities for each
of the four dependent variables. While some of these figures show distinct group trends,
the small sample size and wide confidence intervals limit our ability to detect statistically
significant differences in each phase. Still, the overtime trends for each group in Table 3
are clear: creative freelancers are significantly more likely to be at work and experience
fewer income losses in subsequent Phases as compared to Phase 1. Additionally, gig
workers are significantly more likely to benefit from unemployment insurance.

Robustness Checks

We test the robustness of our findings by running several alternative estimations, as
reported in Appendix Tables A2 to A5. Across these tables, column 1 repeats the estimates
reported in Table 2 (random effects linear probability models), column 2 reports fixed
effects linear probability models, column 3 reports pooled ordinary least squares, and
column 4 reports pooled logistic regressions. Finally, column 5 reports fixed effects
linear probability models for the balanced panel subset, in which all respondents were
interviewed thrice. The conclusions remain consistent across different specifications.

Demographic Variation

Next, we investigate heterogeneity in trends in the dependent variables over time by
gender, race, and education by interacting these variables with the survey phase.



Figures 4 and 5 plot predicted outcomes and confidence intervals by group (regressions
shown in Appendix Table A6). The results suggest that men were more likely to be at
work and benefit from unemployment insurance and SNAP over time, and less likely to
experience income declines. Overall, women followed a similar pattern, except that in
Phase 3, they were even more likely to return to work by 21 pp. The lack of gender
differences is somewhat surprising, especially as Covid has been labeled a
“women’s recession” (Alon et al. 2020). However, these findings may result from
the reduced power imposed by our sample size.

Figure 3. Predicted Employment Status and Access to the Safety Net by Employment
Arrangement.
Notes: Predicted probabilities and 95% confidence intervals estimated from random effects
linear probability models. Full estimates are available in Table 3.
Source: Authors’ tabulations.



Figure 4. Predicted Employment Status by the Demographic Group and Phase.
Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Notes: Predicted probabilities and 95% confidence intervals estimated from random effects
linear probability models. Full estimates are available in Table 4.

Figure 5. Predicted Access to the Safety Net by the Demographic Group and Phase.
Notes: Predicted probabilities and 95% confidence intervals estimated from random effects
linear probability models. Full estimates are available in Table 4 columns 5–8.



All else constant, white individuals were more likely to be at work and benefit from
unemployment in Phases 2 and 3 compared to Phase 1, and were also less likely to
experience income losses—although their probability of receiving SNAP did not
change. In Phase 1, nonwhites did not differ significantly from whites except for
being 22 pp less likely to receive unemployment insurance. By Phase 2, these patterns
remained largely unchanged, but by Phase 3, nonwhites were significantly more likely
to have benefited from SNAP than in Phase 1.

In tune with the prior groups, individuals with less than a bachelor’s degree were
more likely to return to work and benefit from unemployment and SNAP over time
and less likely to experience income declines. Similar trends are observed for individ-
uals with higher degrees, except that lower-educated individuals became increasingly
(and significantly) more likely to benefit from the program during the pandemic.

Discussion

While the CARES Act was hailed for moving quickly to increase unemployment insur-
ance eligibility and to offer enhanced payments, we found that the greatest increase in
unemployment insurance recipiency was in Phase 2 for all workers. This increase was
especially great for gig workers who saw a 50 pp higher probability of receiving unem-
ployment benefits in Phase 2 than in Phase 1. While Larrimore, Mortenson and Splinter
(2022) found that more than half of unemployment insurance benefits were missed in
major survey data, the interviews conducted in conjunction with these surveys did not
raise any discrepancies in regards to recipiency of benefits (Ravenelle and Knoble
2023; Ravenelle and Kowalski 2023). Instead, the difference between the Phase 1
and Phase 2 surveys, as supported by the qualitative interviews, comes from two
sources: a lack of knowledge about unemployment benefits, and challenges and
delays in receiving such benefits.

Phase I data collection began on April 8, 2020, less than two weeks after the
CARES Act was signed into law. As a result, many respondents were unaware that
gig workers were suddenly eligible for unemployment assistance or assumed that it
offered minimal funds and was simply not worth the hassle (Ravenelle, Kowalski
and Janko 2021). At the same time, New York State’s Department of Labor was over-
whelmed by requests for unemployment assistance, eventually paying out $43.7 billion
in unemployment assistance to 3.5 million New Yorkers in just six months (New York
State Department of Labor 2020).

For gig workers in particular, paid as 1099 workers, there was no record of their
employment with the Department of Labor, and they had to provide additional docu-
mentation. This led to additional delays as respondents struggled to gather the informa-
tion they needed, get in touch with the state unemployment office, and wait for benefits
(McGeehan 2020b). Indeed, it was not until the middle of May 2020—more than
halfway through the data collection period for Phase I—that almost all states finally
had systems in place for gig workers and other independent contractors to submit
their claims (Soergel 2020).



As noted previously, the FPUC, part of the CARES Act, provided an additional
$600 in weekly payments to supplement state unemployment benefits between April
5 and July 26, 2020. While the FPUC ended in July 2020, an additional unemployment
enhancement of $300 a week was enacted from January 3, 2021, through September 5,
2021.

One concern that emerged at the time was that the high level of benefits, meant to
encourage workers to stay home and “flatten the curve” (Brauner et al. 2021;
Courtemanche et al. 2020) could lead to malingering on unemployment. As a result,
25 states ended their FPUC assistance early in order to encourage workers to return
to work. However, research shows that this strategy may have backfired: employment
decreased by 1.4 percentage points in states that ended their benefits early and
increased by 0.2 percentage points in states that continued to offer FPUC (Dube
2021). Indeed, in interviews, workers often reported a desire to work, complaining
about crowded homes, boredom, and a strong work ethic that led some respondents
to apply for jobs in hospital cafes, morgues, and pharmacies—all locations that most
Americans sought to avoid during the height of the pandemic.

Likewise, we find that contrary to fears of governmental dependency, most workers
had returned to work by Phase 3. While this is also after the enhanced unemployment
assistance had ended, it suggests that recipients did not exit the workforce or become
dependent on governmental funds and seek Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF). Indeed, all workers were more likely to be working in Phase 2 (November
2020 to June 2021) than in Phase 1 (April to August 2020), even though the enhanced
unemployment assistance was still ongoing.

Creative freelancers, who had generally higher education levels, returned to work at
higher rates in Phases 2 and 3 than low-wage W-2 and gig workers. This could signal
an educational protective effect (Fairlie 2024) or reflect the fact that they were less
likely to be at work in Phase 1. In phase 3, we also cannot discount the possibility
of a time effect, since creative freelancers were surveyed after the pandemic was essen-
tially deemed endemic and most precautions had been rolled back. Hence, it may be
that they simply had more time to return to work before their Phase 3 follow-up.

While there is no significant evidence that creative freelancers experienced different
trends in accessing the safety net than low-wage W-2 workers, we still observe unique
work-related trends, in particular, that creative freelancers are significantly more likely
to be at work and experience fewer income losses in subsequent Phases as compared to
Phase 1. Large gatherings were among the first activities to be banned during the pan-
demic (Levinson 2020), which quickly affected creative freelancers who worked in
theatre or music. By the Phase 2 data collection, many creative freelancers had
found temporary workarounds that allowed some to return to work. For instance,
Alyssa, a 42-year-old white woman, switched from acting work to serving as a
Covid Safety Officer on film sets, while 33-year-old Kurt, a white male filmmaker,
transitioned to directing documentaries and small media projects via Zoom.

To help disentangle time and work arrangement effects, we propose an exercise of
imagining what creative freelancers’ responses would have been if they were inter-
viewed a year earlier using what we know about the broader economy and their



interviews. If Broadway sales are a reasonable proxy for the creative industry activity
in New York City, there is no reason to expect sharp differences in work status had they
been interviewed sooner. Broadway theaters had reopened by September 2021 and
there was no significant difference between ticket sales between the 2022–2023 and
2023–2024 seasons (The Broadway League, 2024). Furthermore, in their third inter-
views, creative freelancers described increased incomes or improved occupational
status more often than the other groups, suggesting that their higher educational cre-
dentials and experience in elite creative fields translated into advantages or resilience
between their second to third interviews. Taken together, we believe that, while the
time difference can explain part of the difference in creative freelancers’ higher prob-
ability of being at work in Phase 3, most of the difference is related to their specific
work arrangement.

Finally, we found that higher educational attainment levels are associated with
higher probabilities of being at work and lower probabilities of receiving SNAP.
One possibility is that more educated workers had made too much money to receive
SNAP, or that local market conditions remained strong enough for creative freelancers
that demand for SNAP was lower than among gig workers or low-wage W-2 workers
(Scherpf and Cerf 2019).

Conclusions

Our study examined the longitudinal changes in labor market outcomes and safety net
access for three types of precarious workers (gig workers, creative freelancers, and
low-wage W-2 employees) throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. During this unique
period, the expected effects on job outcomes were ambiguous, whereas expectations
regarding the safety net were clearer: expanded eligibility should disproportionately
benefit workers typically excluded.

Our analysis reveals both divergence and convergence of job outcomes across
worker groups over time. Gig and low-wage W-2 workers exhibited similar probabil-
ities of being at work throughout the period, while creative freelancers, initially hit the
hardest, recovered faster and showed stronger income gains by Phase 3. Income losses
declined across all groups, but recovery was most pronounced among creative free-
lancers, consistent with their higher education levels. Expanded eligibility criteria
had a substantial and positive impact on all workers, particularly gig workers, although
their benefit uptake lagged for the reasons discussed previously.

These findings show the potential of expanded policy eligibility to strengthen the
safety net for nonstandard and low-wage workers in times of crisis and beyond. The
flexibilization introduced by the CARES Act and FFCRA broadened safety net
access and reduced financial hardship without discouraging labor force participation.
Given the demonstrated capacity to reduce worker vulnerability, these policies
should not be limited to temporary crisis measures, and key provisions should be
made to provide essential coverage for vulnerable workers. New York advanced
some first steps in that direction. For example, certain SNAP application adjustments,



such as the interview waiver, were extended beyond the pandemic and remained in
effect until late 2024.

Our findings reveal heterogeneities in how different types of workers experienced
the crisis and accessed benefits. Creative freelancers, gig workers, and low-wage
W-2 employees faced different barriers to accessing benefits and recovered at different
rates. Tailoring policies could improve effectiveness and equity. Timing was also a
crucial factor: while creative freelancers and gig workers benefited quickly from
policy expansions, low-wage W-2 workers experienced delays. The differences were
not only a result of policy design but also administrative burdens and hidden barriers
such as knowledge gaps and social stigma (Krueger et al. 2004). Interview evidence
supports this: respondents often believed they were ineligible for unemployment insur-
ance due to previous part-time or cash-based work, or did not apply because they
expected minimal funds, did not know how to apply, or believed others were more
deserving.

To address these structural challenges, policymakers should adopt a comprehen-
sive approach, including improved information dissemination, reduced bureaucratic
hurdles, and outreach efforts that connect all eligible workers to available programs.
For instance, updating eligibility criteria could address the needs of multiple jobhold-
ers. Low-wage W-2 workers may supplement their wages with gig work; however,
existing unemployment systems may fail to account for their combined earnings.
Future policies should introduce more flexible benefit formulas that recognize mul-
tiple income sources when determining eligibility for this growing segment of the
workforce.

To conclude, the natural policy experimentation enabled by the pandemic led to
flexibilization of policies to better accommodate the diversity of employment arrange-
ments that now prevail. While we cannot establish causality, the positive impacts we
describe provide a peek at a world where labor policies are adapted to a changed
labor market. We hope our insights contribute to updating existing regulations in the
United States and beyond.
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Notes

1. By comparison, most pandemic-focused data collection, such as the Census’s Household
Pulse Survey, the University of Southern California’s Understanding Coronavirus in
America, the Current Population Survey (CPS), and The Shift Project, are non-longitudinal
surveys. The closest comparison to this study is the American Voices Project (AVP);
however, the AVP interviews were a snapshot in time and did not include follow-up inter-
views or surveys. Additionally, the lack of focus on precarious workers may obscure the
true impact of the expansion of the social safety net during the pandemic.

2. The embedded design is an approach in which both qualitative and quantitative data are col-
lected within a primarily qualitative or quantitative research design (Creswell and Plano
Clark 2011). In our embedded design, interviews and surveys were collected simultane-
ously across all three data collection phases. The study had a primary qualitative orientation,
with survey data collected to provide supplementary insights and test hypotheses raised
during the interviews.

3. The interviews utilized open-ended questions: what workers were doing for income before
and during Covid-19; how they became involved with precarious work; their experience (if
any) in applying for unemployment or governmental aid; and their perceptions of how plat-
forms and employers were handling the pandemic.

4. While it was not possible to verify participants’ employment directly, the fact that each par-
ticipant was interviewed multiple times over several years provided sufficient information
to assess the consistency of their narratives over time. For instance, a respondent who sub-
stantially changed key details of their experiences would raise a red flag. In this regard, four
seemingly fraudulent cases were dropped from the study, including one participant who
misrepresented their location (falling outside New York City), two participants who
appeared to coach each other, and one individual who attempted to participate twice (the
second participation was removed).

5. Phase 1 participants were given a $25 gift card incentive. To encourage ongoing participa-
tion, incentives increased regularly: $50 in Phase 2, $75 for the first round of Phase 3, and
$100 for the final stage of Phase 3. Participation was limited to workers in the New York
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Metropolitan area (ranging from Westchester County, NY, to Newark, NJ), although the
vast majority of participants lived or worked in one of the five boroughs of New York City.

6. During the recruitment period (April to August 2020), the PI posted multiple advertisements
on Craigslist and Facebook groups for gig workers and for unemployed workers, and on
OffStageJobs.com and Dance/NYC.

7. Attrition is a major concern in panel studies, especially with a precarious population, and
“attrition rates from 30 to 70% are often reported” (Gustavson et al. 2012). To keep the
attrition rate low, we followed many strategies identified by Desmond, Maddux,
Johnson, and Confer (1995). In our analysis, we excluded 26 individuals who were
just interviewed once.

8. Comparisons of random- and fixed-effects using Hausman tests revealed no evidence of
systematic differences. Similarly, results from linear probability and logistic models are
highly consistent; we present the former given its ease of interpretation, and flexibility in
accommodating interaction terms.

9. We adopt this categorization that does not distinguish between lower educational levels
due to sample sizes: only 17 of the respondents had a High School degree, GED, or
lower.

10. We are comfortable in doing so because our models failed to show evidence of statistical
differences by race and education in the expected outcomes (Table 3 and Appendix
Tables A2 to A5).
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