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CrossMark

Orientation: Given that freelancers work for multiple clients for varying periods, it is their
responsibility to enhance their own levels of work engagement. For organisations to benefit
from the use of freelancers, they need to ensure that freelancers utilise emotional, cognitive
and physical energies in completing their work to become engaged.

Research purpose: This study set out to examine: (1) the influence of freelancers’ vocational
identity and career adaptability on their work engagement and (2) whether career adaptability
mediates the relationship between vocational identity and work engagement.

Motivation for the study: The study posited that vocational identity and career adaptability
function as resources aiding freelancers to enhance their work engagement levels.

Research approach/design and method: Using a quantitative, cross-sectional approach, we
examined 124 freelancers’ vocational identity, career adaptability and work engagement.
Mediation analysis guided the evaluation of hypotheses.

Main findings: Results revealed a significant positive relationship between vocational
identity and work engagement. Interestingly, only the control dimension of career
adaptability showed a significant positive link with work engagement. The control dimension
of career adaptability partly mediated the direct link between vocational identity and work
engagement.

Practical/managerial implications: Practically, freelancers seem to employ both their
vocational identity and career control to enhance their levels of work engagement.
Suggesting that a freelancer’s work engagement is contingent upon the extent to which
they can express their preferred self in their work and their perceived control over their
futures.

Contribution/value-add: This study advances the current understanding of the factors that
influence freelancers” work engagement.

Keywords: vocational identity; career adaptability; work engagement; freelancers.

Introduction

The arrival of industry 4.0 is reshaping the world in which we live, how we relate to one another
and work (Parashar et al., 2023). Industry 4.0 can be defined as a period of radical and disruptive
change, characterised by increased interaction and collaboration between humans and smart
technology (Calitz et al., 2017), significant data-exchange technological developments resulting in
increased automation and digitisation (Schwab, 2017), and the merging of biological, digital and
physical domains (Butler-Adam, 2018). Industry 4.0 will ultimately result in large-scale,
fundamental changes to work structures and the way work is conducted (Brynjolfsson & McAfee,
2014). An example of this can be seen in the rise of the ‘gig economy’.

The gig economy typically involves the short-term transaction of labour for monetary gain, which
is actively promoted through the increased utilisation of online platforms (Broughton et al., 2018).
Hence, the gig economy can also be described as a free market system in which crowd work and
on-demand labour is performed on a contingent basis, facilitated through digital platforms that
connect contingent workers and clients (De Stefano, 2016). Thus, the gig economy consists of
two broad classifications of labour, namely crowd work and on-demand labour. According to
Bergvall-Kareborn and Howecroft (2014), crowd work can be defined as performing a series
of tasks for various organisations on digital platforms, while De Stefano (2016) indicates
that on-demand labour through digital platforms involves individuals doing physical work
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(such as cleaning, transportation, deliveries, fixing things
and administrative tasks) for clients who utilise digital
platforms (apps) to identify willing workers and to facilitate
the work process.

Within the gig economy, an increasing number of freelancers
utilise digital platforms or advances in technology (such as
telecommuting) to render services to multiple organisations
(Kuhn, 2016). Burke and Cowling (2020) define freelancers as
people who earn an income or extra money by simultaneously
working on different projects for different organisations or
people for short periods. Freelancers are exposed to various
advantages and disadvantages when performing work
and providing services in the gig economy. According to
Broughton et al. (2018), advantages may include: increased
flexibility and autonomy regarding the scheduling of work
hours; deciding how to perform work and whether to accept
or decline certain projects; the ability to earn a primary or a
secondary source of income; being better able to balance
work and other commitments, such as studying or taking
care of children and the ability to explore other interests and
abilities, develop skills and gain experience. Individuals can
also shape their own careers and are not forced to engage in
workplace politics. Lastly, the freedom to travel and work
remotely from any location (i.e. when performing crowd
work).

Additionally, Broughton et al. (2018) indicate the following
disadvantages: Lack of security regarding fixed income
and the shortage of work opportunities, which are
experienced more intensely by individuals who perform
gig work as a primary source of income. Insufficient labour
legislation regarding gig workers’ basic conditions of
employment (such as working hours and minimum wage
rates), which could result in exploitation. Poor pay that
may be less than the standard minimum wage, especially
concerning on-demand labour as it is highly price
competitive and most tasks requested are low-skilled tasks.
Lack of retirement and benefit packages, such as medical
aid. Loneliness and increased social isolation. Lastly,
individuals are expected to manage their own careers,
training and development.

Based on the advantages and disadvantages mentioned
above, freelancers operating in the gig economy can be
equated to having a protean career. Protean careers can be
characterised by a person’s propensity to autonomously
manage their career so that they can achieve personally
defined career success (DiRenzo et al., 2015). A protean career
orientation can be described as employees” mindsets in how
they direct the development of their careers (Hirschi et al.,
2017). A protean careerist values continuous learning and
directs their career based on personal goals and values
(Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall, 2002). As such, employees with this
orientation subjectively measure the success of their careers
based on the achievement of personal goals (Hall, 2002).
According to Hirschi et al. (2017), the construction of a
protean career requires the presence of certain behaviours
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and attitudes, such as career adaptability and positive
vocational identity statuses.

Aims and objectives

With today’s world of work being characterised by a high
degree of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity
(VUCA) (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014), it is imperative for
workers to take ownership of their careers and have a greater
sense of self-direction and adaptability if they wish to
navigate this career landscape successfully and not just be
passive recipients of it (Hall et al., 2018). In the aftershock of
the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, with an
unprecedented rise in unemployment rates and increased
participation in the gig economy (Umar et al., 2021), it is vital
to understand how freelancers identify with their careers,
adapt to the changing nature of it and how this influences
their level of work engagement to enable freelancers
to embrace and sustainably navigate and participate
successfully in the gig economy.

It should be noted that Berger et al. (2018) indicated a need
for more research regarding employees’ experience of
alternative work arrangements. Kuhn (2016) also identified
the need for more research surrounding freelancers, as an
underrepresented group in previous research, and the gig
economy’s impact on these individuals who are expected
to fuel it.

Therefore, the aims of the present study were to investigate
the influence of freelancers’ levels of vocational identity on
their levels of work engagement and the mediating effect of
career adaptability on this relationship.

Literature review

Work engagement and the Job Demands-
Resource Theory

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory provides guidance
in understanding and explaining the influence of several
variables on individual performance via well-being (i.e.
burnout and engagement) (Bakker et al, 2023). More
specifically, the JD-R theory suggests that individuals
experience work demands in the execution of their duties.
When individuals have enough resources to deal with
job demands, they are more likely to experience work
engagement (Bakker et al., 2023). According to Schaufeli and
colleagues (2002), work engagement is described as an
affirmative, satisfying, working-related state of mind defined
by vigour, dedication and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002).
Having access to resources (personal and/or organisational)
activates a motivational process that influences employees’
levels of work engagement and subsequently work
performance (Bakker et al., 2023).

Work engagement among freelancers

Given that freelancers work for multiple clients for varying
periods, it is their responsibility to enhance their own
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levels of work engagement. For organisations to benefit
from the use of freelancers, they need to ensure that they
can utilise emotional, cognitive and physical energies in
completing their work to become engaged (Shukla &
Shaheen, 2023).

Toth et al. (2021) investigated the relationship between
entrepreneurial passion and work engagement among
knowledge workers. They found that digital entrepreneurs
and freelancers had higher levels of work engagement
compared to traditional workers, which was rationalised
through the JD-R Model. Toth et al. (2021) reason that
digital entrepreneurs and freelancers who possess increased
entrepreneurial passion require an increased sense of
challenge in their work (i.e. job demands) to enhance
overall work engagement. Horrigan (2022) conducted a
qualitative study of American freelancers amidst the
COVID-19 pandemic and indicated that American
information technology (IT) freelancers experienced similar
work engagement levels as the general working population.
Horrigan (2022) cites reasons such as fatigue by work
environment and complacency and comfort as detrimental
to work engagement, whereas enthusiasm for work
challenges and control over the personal work environment
are beneficial to work engagement to justify the findings.

Vocational identity

Vocational identity refers to an individual’s clarity and
stability regarding their personal talents, interests,
personality, career goals and objectives (Holland, 1997).
Vocational identity could also refer to how people construct
their work journey and make work choices based on personal
interests, goals and values, which are continuously shaped
by external factors (Klotz et al., 2014). Furthermore, according
to Klotz et al. (2014), vocational identity guides workers’
practices and offers them a renewable source of internal
motivation that promotes vocational engagement. Porfeli
et al. (2011) state that vocational identity is comprised of
three dimensions (i.e. commitment, exploration and
reconsideration of commitment). Each dimension consists of
two distinct components:

Commitment: consists of commitment making (i.e. the degree
of conviction regarding a chosen career decision which is
significant to a person) and identification with commitment
(i.e. how a person devotes themselves to certain values and
career decisions made).

Exploration: contains both in-breadth exploration (which
involves actions taken by an individual that facilitates
learning about values and career possibilities) and in-depth
exploration (that involves actions that create better
understanding of certain values and occupational choices).

Reconsideration of commitment: comprised of self-doubt
(i.e. the negative feelings experienced when making career
decisions) and commitment flexibility (i.e. a person’s freedom
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and willingness to embrace new changes based on
occupational choices and preferences).

Cropanzano and colleagues (2023) are of the opinion that
the development of a work identity becomes crucial
for freelancers given the fact that working for multiple
organisations may influence the identity they have of
themselves. Anicich (2022) further argues that it is possible
that alternative work arrangements (such as gig work) may
create challenges for such individuals to develop their work
identities.

Vocational identity and work engagement

Limited empirical research has been conducted that
investigated the above relationship between vocational
identity and work engagement. One notable exception is the
work done by Loebel (2020) who investigated the relationship
between vocational identity and both work engagement and
burnout in a sample of American adults. It should be noted
that Loebel investigated the relationship between vocational
identity and work engagement to expand the JD-R
model viewing vocational identity as a personal resource.
He found that vocational identity was significantly (and
positively) related to work engagement and significantly
(and negatively) related to burnout.

From a career identity perspective, it is suggested that
individuals with a strong career identity are more inclined
to put in effort when completing work-related task,
including dealing with feedback (Sun et al., 2022). Career
identity and vocational identity are considered synonymous
(Meijers, 1998). Researchers found that career identity is
significantly related to work engagement in a sample
of nurses in China. Career identity also mediated the
relationship between resilience and work engagement
(Meng et al., 2023).

Similarly, occupational identity facilitates the direction of an
individual’s career, provides them with meaning and
increases their coping abilities when faced with challenges. It
allows them to do work that reflects their strengths, interests,
preferences and goals (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011).

It can therefore be concluded that individuals who make
important and meaningful career decisions, are confident
about their decisions and devote themselves to their chosen
careers are expected to feel elevated levels of work
engagement. Whereas individuals who are still learning
about their career interests and are continuously discovering
new career options are expected to feel reduced levels of
work engagement:

H1: Vocational identity is significantly related to work
engagement.

Career adaptability

Career adaptability can be regarded as an individual’s
willingness to handle work roles while successfully
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navigating unpredictable work challenges that may arise
due to the changing nature of work and work environments
(Rudolph et al., 2017). Career adaptability can also be
described as a person’s eagerness and utilisation of coping
resources to openly embrace new career plans (Duffy &
Blustein, 2005).

Super and Knasel (1981) viewed career adaptability as a
person’s preparation and capacity to handle work changes,
which Herr (1992) expanded to include dimensions of reality
orientation, planfulness, exploration, decision making and
access to information. In addition, Duffy and Blustein (2005)
found that adolescents’ career adaptability could be
predicted based on their career decision self-efficacy (i.e.
one’s confidence regarding their career decisions) and career
choice commitment (i.e. one’s commitment to career decisions
made).

Savickas (2005) defines career adaptability as a psychosocial
resource that helps people to navigate evolving work
environments successfully by promoting career concern,
control, curiosity and confidence. Although there are
multiple definitions and dimensions proposed for career
adaptability, this research article will adopt the definition
and dimensions proposed by Savickas (2005). This decision is
based on Duffy and Blustein’s (2005) dimensions being found
to not encapsulate the full scope of career adaptability in
adolescents, and Savickas’s (2005) dimensions being seen as
acceptable for both adults and adolescents because it does
not distinguish between the different career changes that
these distinctive groups face, such as in the dimensions
indicated by Super and Knasel (1981).

Career adaptability and work engagement

Both local (Coetzee, 2017; Louis, 2021; Tladinyane & Van der
Merwe, 2016) and international (Rossier et al., 2012; Yang
et al., 2019) studies have investigated the relationship
between career adaptability and work engagement.

In a sample of employees in the South African insurance
industry, Tladinyane and Van der Merwe (2016) found a
significant relationship between career adaptability and
work engagement. Similarly, Coetzee and colleagues (2017)
found that career confidence (a component of career
adaptability) was a significant predictor of work engagement
in a sample of individuals employed in the media industry.
More recently, Louis (2021) again found support for
the relationship between career adaptability and work
engagement among a sample of South African millennials.

Rossier and colleagues (2012) found that career adaptability
mediated the relationship between personality and work
engagement. Yang and colleagues (2019) also found career
adaptability significantly predicted work engagement. They
concluded that career adaptability allows individuals to
engage and focus on their work, making it easier to experience
positive emotions. This is in line with Savickas and Porfelli’s
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(2012) view that career adaptability allows individuals to
use it as a resource in developing adaptive strategies to
successfully adapt their goals to deal with a changing
environment:

H2: Career adaptability is significantly related to work
engagement.

Career adaptability as a mediator in the
relationship between vocational identity and
work engagement

As indicated by Savickas (2019), vocational identity and
career adaptability are two meta-competencies used to
construct a career in career construction theory (CCT), as it
informs individuals about when to change careers and
indicates the individual’s readiness to undergo such career
transitions. These two constructs are related (Savickas,
2011), with a positive reciprocal relationship (Negru-
Subtiricia et al.,, 2015) - career adaptability predicts
vocational identity. In turn, vocational identity predicts
career adaptability indicating that vocational identity and
career adaptability are two significant and interconnected
dimensions of career development (Negru-Subtirica et al.,
2015). Career identity thus provides the direction for an
individual’s career (Hall, 2002; Savickas, 2002 as cited by
Haibo et al., 2018), assisting the individual to know when
change is needed (Hall, 2002; Porfeli & Savickas, 2012 as
cited by Haibo et al., 2018).

Studies by McArdle et al. (2007) and Negru-Subtirica et al.
(2015) indicate that individuals who possess strong vocational
identities have more career adaptability resources and
experience increased subjective career success. In addition,
Marinica and Negru-Subtirica (2020) indicate that a strong
vocational identity leads to more adaptive behaviours.
Moreover, career adaptability is positively associated with
increased life satisfaction and overall work engagement
(Rudolph et al., 2017). Career adaptability has also been
previously identified as a mediator in explaining the
mechanism through which work engagement is influenced
(Yoo & Lee, 2019). For example, the study by Yoo and Lee
(2019) demonstrated career adaptability as a mediator in the
relationship between core self-evaluation and work
engagement.

Therefore, an individual’s level of vocational exploration and
commitment (i.e. vocational identity) influences their career
adaptability — based on their proactive planning for their
career (concern), belief that they are personally responsible
for constructing their career (control), willingness to discover
their personal interests and career options (curiosity) and
self-efficacy regarding the construction and execution of a
desired career plan (confidence) — which ultimately affects
individual’s levels of work engagement. Hence, vocational
identity directs the individual’s efforts in choosing
appropriate adaptive strategies. Enabling them to know
what and when change is needed in their careers to enhance
their levels of work engagement:
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H3: Career adaptability mediates the relationship between
vocational identity and work engagement.

Research design
Research method

To investigate the three hypotheses, the present study
opted for a quantitative, cross-sectional research design. A
quantitative research design is characterised by the systematic
gathering and analysis of numerical information using
statistical techniques (Ochieng, 2009). A cross-sectional
survey design is often used to provide a ‘snapshot” of a
phenomenon of interest and its associated characteristics at a
single moment in time (Levin, 2006).

Participants

To determine the required sample size for the present study,
Faul et al.’s (2007) G*power statistical software was used.
Based on the priori calculation (4* p = 0.15 with 80% power),
a minimum sample of 68 was considered suitable. As such,
data were collected from 124 individuals that identified
themselves as freelancers using a convenience sampling
design. More specifically, these individuals had to perform
work for various organisations on a task or project basis and
are recruited independently or through digital platforms.
Therefore, this research study selected a sample of
participants who met the following stipulated conditions:
(1) the participants had to be able to understand the English
language so that they were able to comprehend the research
survey and respond accordingly and (2) they had to have
performed some form of freelance work in terms of full-
time and/or part-time freelancing or moonlighting as a
freelancer.

The majority of the sample identified as female (61%). In
terms of ethnicity, the majority of the sample identified as
white people (51%) followed by 28% identifying as black
African people. Most of the participants performed contract
work (34%) and identified as being self-employed (25%).
Lastly, 36% of the sample have been working as freelancers
for less than 5 years, with 17% of the sample having been
working as freelancers between 5 and 10 years. Interestingly,
68% of the sample indicated that they use online platforms to
advertise their freelancing services.

Measuring instruments

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale: Developed by Schaufeli et al.
(2006), the Utrecht Work Engagement (UWES-9) item
comprises of three dimensions (i.e. vigour, dedication and
absorption) of which each dimension is measured by three
items. This instrument contains items such as ‘At my work, I
feel that I am bursting with energy’ for vigour, ‘I feel happy
when I am working intensely” for dedication, and ‘I am
immersed in my work’” for absorption. It further utilises a
frequency rating scale with seven points, where 0 indicates
‘never’ and 6 indicates ‘always’. In addition, De Bruin and
Henn (2013) indicate that across 10 different countries, the
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UWES-9 reported Cronbach’s alphas (e<) that ranged between
0.85and 0.92 for total work engagement, while its dimensions
vigour (median o< of 0.77), dedication (median o< of 0.85) and
absorption (median o< of 0.78) also reported satisfactory
reliability scores. Convergent validity was also found
between the three dimensions (De Bruin & Henn, 2013).
Similarly, Steyn and Grobler (2016) reported a Cronbach
alpha ranging from 0.90 to 0.92.

Vocational Identity Measure: The Vocational Identity Measure
(VIM), created by Gupta et al. (2015), is a unidimensional
measure that determines an individual’s vocational identity
based on how aware they are of their career aspirations. This
measure was derived from Holland’s (1996) definition of
vocational identity, which describes vocational identity as an
individual’s goals, interests and abilities regarding their
career. As indicated by Gupta et al. (2015), the VIM has 20
items that utilise a 5-point Likert scale for responses, with 1
indicating ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 indicating ‘strongly
agree’. Examples of typical scale items include: ‘It is clear to
me what I want to do for a living and that I have the right
abilities to do well in it’, ‘I have a clear sense of my
occupational interests’, and ‘I have a pretty good sense of
what type of work I enjoy doing’. Furthermore, the VIM has
a Cronbach’s alpha (<) of 0.96, indicating strong internal
reliability within the scale (Gupta et al., 2015).

Career Adapt-Abilities Scale (South African Version): The
CAAS (South African Version) comprises four scales (with
six items each) that measure concern, control, curiosity
and confidence, where respondents are expected to use a
5-point Likert-type scale to express how strongly they
have developed the indicated abilities, with 1 indicating
‘not strong” and 5 indicating ‘strongest’. Examples of scale
items include: ‘Thinking about what my future will be
like” for concern, ‘Making decisions by myself” for control,
‘Investigating options before making a choice’ for curiosity
and ‘Performing tasks efficiently’ for confidence. The
CAAS has also been validated for use in 13 countries
around the globe, including South Africa (Porfeli &
Savickas, 2012). According to Maree (2012), the CAAS-
International yields a 0.92 Cronbach alpha (e<), while its
sub-scales indicate lower reliability scores of 0.83 for
concern, 0.74 for control, 0.79 for curiosity and 0.85 for
confidence. Furthermore, the CAAS-South Africa has a
0.91 Cronbach’s alpha (<) and the following reliability
scores for its sub-scales: 0.77 for concern, 0.71 for control,
0.78 for curiosity and 0.80 for confidence (Maree, 2012).

Data analysis

Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the reliability of
the measuring instruments and their associated sub-
dimensions. According to Cortina (1993), Cronbach’s alpha
shows the internal reliability of psychometric measures
based on the covariance among item-pairs, the number
of test items and the variance of the total test scores.
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A coefficient of 0.70 is considered acceptable (Carmines &
Zeller, 1979). Construct validity is evidenced by the average
variance extracted with a minimum value of 0.5 (Henseler
et al.,, 2009). Mediation analysis was used to evaluate the
three hypotheses.

To determine possible mediation, both the direct and indirect
effects need to be consulted. Partial mediation would be
present when both the direct and indirect effects are statistically
significant (p < 0.05). In contrast, full mediation will be present
when the direct effect is statistically non-significant, with the
indirect effect being statistically significant. The JASP software
programme was used for all the analyses.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from
the University of Johannesburg Department of Industrial
Psychology and People Management Research Ethics
Committee (No. IPPM-2020-423[M]) prior to data collection.
The link to the survey was shared via social media (LinkedIn)
and with the help of two associations that provide platforms
for freelancers in South Africa.

Results

The reliability estimates of the measuring instruments are
reported in Table 1. All the measuring instruments have
reliability estimates ranging between 0.83 and 0.95.

From Table 2, it is evident that the path coefficient between
career adaptability and work engagement is not statistically
significant. However, the path coefficients between
vocational identity and career adaptability as well as
vocational identity and work engagement are statistically
significant. This model explained 29% of the variance in

TABLE 1: Reliability estimates.

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha Number of items
Work Engagement (UWES-9) 0.94 9
Vocational Identity (VIM) 0.95 20
Career adaptability 0.85 24
Concern (CAAS) 0.83 6
Control (CAAS) 0.84 6
Curiosity (CAAS) 0.89 6
Confidence (CAAS) 0.86 6

UWES-9, Utrecht work engagement scale; VIM, vocational identity measure; CAAS, career
adapt-abilities scale.

TABLE 2: Path coefficients: Original Model (ML).

Conceptual model Estimate SE z-value )4

CA -> WE 0.11 0.10 1.10 0.274
VI ->CA 1.11 0.11 10.02 0.000
VI -> WE 0.76 0.17 4.52 0.000

SE, standard error; CA, career adaptability; WE, work engagement; VI, vocational identity.
*,p<0.05; **, p < 0.01; ***, p < 0.001.

TABLE 3: Indirect effect: Original Model (ML).
Conceptual model Estimate SE z-value P
VI-> CA -> WE 0.12 0.11 1.09 0.276

SE, standard error; CA, career adaptability; WE, work engagement; VI, vocational identity.
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work engagement. The indirect effect is also not statistically
significant (see Table 3).

Given these findings related to career adaptability, the
present study explored which of the dimensions associated
with career adaptability could act as possible mediators
(using a revised model).

As can be seen in Table 4, the analysis of the revised model
revealed the following insignificant path coefficients: concern
and work engagement, curiosity and work engagement,
confidence and work engagement. Given that the direct effect
was statistically significant (p = 0.000) (see Table 5), the present
study found that career adaptability (and more specifically the
control component) partially mediates the relationship between
vocational identity and work engagement (see Table 6). Hence,
H3 was partially supported. This revised mediational model
(with each of the components of career adaptability as possible
mediators) explained 36% of the variance in work engagement.

Discussion of results

The positive relationship between vocational identity and
work engagement is consistent with other research studies
(Hirschi, 2012; Loebel, 2020; Popova-Nowak, 2010). The
relationship between vocational identity and work
engagement can be understood in terms of Kahn’s (1990)
conceptualisation of work engagement as being dependent
on the congruence between an individual’s work role and the
expression of their preferred self in that role (Loebel,
2020; Popova-Nowak, 2010). This understanding of the
relationship between vocational identity and work
engagement also supports the notion that vocational identity
predicts work engagement, as demonstrated in the research

TABLE 4: Path coefficients: Revised Model (ML).

Conceptual model Estimate SE z-value )4

CON -> WE -0.11 0.11 -1.00 0.317
CONT -> WE 0.38 0.12 3.16 0.002
CUR -> WE -0.16 0.12 -1.34 0.182
CONF -> WE 0.05 0.12 0.43 0.666
VI -> CON 1.04 0.12 8.99 0.000
VI -> CONT 1.04 0.12 9.02 0.000
VI -> CUR 0.92 0.12 7.46 0.000
VI -> WE 0.92 0.12 7.40 0.000

SE, standard error; CA, career adaptability; WE, work engagement; VI, vocational identity;
CON, concern; CONT, control; CUR, curiosity; CONF, confidence.

TABLE 5: Direct effect: Revised Model (ML).
Conceptual model Estimate SE z-value )4
VI ->WE 0.70 0.17 4.14 0.000

SE, standard error; WE, work engagement; VI, vocational identity.

TABLE 6: Specific indirect effects: Revised Model (ML).

Conceptual model Estimate SE z-value )4

VI ->CON -> WE -0.11 0.11 -1.00 0.320
VI -> CONT -> WE 0.40 0.11 2.99 0.003
VI -> CUR -> WE -0.14 0.11 -1.31 0.189
VI -> CONF -> WE 0.05 0.11 0.43 0.667

SE, standard error; WE, work engagement; VI, vocational identity; CON, concern; CONT,
control; CUR, curiosity; CONF, confidence.
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findings. Popova-Nowak (2010) indicates that individuals
who become engaged in the work that they are doing
contribute to their increased vocational identity through the
process of meaning making. Therefore, a freelancer’s work
engagement can be considered dependent on the amount of
meaning that they derive from their work and the extent to
which they can express their preferred self (i.e. vocational
identity) in the work that they perform.

The finding that the control dimension of career adaptability is
only statistically significant with work engagement is
contradictory to most previous research studies, which found
that the confidence dimension of career adaptability is the
most strongly associated career adaptability dimension with
work engagement (Merino-Tejedor et al., 2016; Rossier et al.,
2012; Tladinyane & Van der Merwe, 2016). The samples
observed during these research studies included Spanish
university students (Merino-Tejedor et al., 2016), a French-
speaking Swiss sample (Rossier et al, 2012) and adults
employed in an insurance company (Tladinyane & Van der
Merwe, 2016). However, all three studies indicated that the
strong association between confidence and work engagement
could be attributed to certain work engagement dimensions
such as vigour (persistence in the face of difficult tasks) being
more aligned to confidence (in terms of self-efficacy to solve
difficult career challenges) as well as increased self-efficacy
beliefs, which lead to better goal achievement and work
engagement (Rudolph et al., 2017). Therefore, it can be
understood that when a freelancer takes control of their career,
their career adaptability affects their work engagement.

It was expected that career adaptability mediates the
relationship between vocational identity and work engagement.
This can be understood in terms of the CCT, which highlights
the interrelationship between vocational identity and career
adaptability. As indicated by Ebenehi et al. (2016), the CCT
suggests that vocational identity guides individuals’ careers
and promotes the development of career adaptability. Although
career adaptability is positively associated with overall work
engagement (Rudolph et al., 2017), it was found that the control
component of career adaptability mediates the relationship
between vocational identity and work engagement. Given that
the path coefficient between vocational identity and work
engagement was statistically significant, the mediating effect
was only deemed partial. As this was one of the first studies of
its kind to explore the relationship between vocational identity,
career adaptability and work engagement, the partial mediating
effect between vocational identity and work engagement
cannot be compared to existing results. However, it has been
determined that vocational identity is positively associated
with career adaptability and that vocational identity predicts
work engagement, while the control component of career
adaptability is associated with work engagement. Hence, it
can be concluded that vocational identity influences work
engagement through the control sub-dimension of career
adaptability.
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Practical implications

Given that vocational identity was found to be significantly
related to work engagement, it is imperative for freelancers
to initially establish a clear and stable understanding of their
career interests, values and abilities through extensive career
exploration and ultimately committing to their chosen career
(Marcia, 1993). A strong vocational identity will act as a
compass to guide freelancers to pursue work in the gig
economy that they enjoy, enabling freelancers’ expression of
their preferred self in the work context and allowing them to
derive a great sense of meaning from the work that they
perform, ultimately resulting in work engagement (Loebel,
2020; Popova-Nowak, 2010). Moreover, a strong vocational
identity will assist freelancers to maintain their work
engagement by adapting to changing life events and to revise
their identity narrative so that they can identify and develop
opportunities to match their career interests and goals during
career transitions (Savickas, 2012).

From the findings, it can be seen that it is necessary for
freelancers to increase their career adaptability to achieve
and maintain their work engagement. As indicated by
Savickas (2005), this can be achieved through planning for
their future (concern), taking responsibility for building their
careers (control), exploring career interests and opportunities
in their field (curiosity) and believing in their ability to
execute desired career plans (confidence). By focusing on
their career adaptabilities, especially the control dimension,
freelancers can ensure that they are ready and able to navigate
career challenges and changes successfully to achieve and
maintain their work engagement.

Specific emphasis should be given to teach individuals how to
take control of their careers and how to shape themselves and
their work environments to encourage individuals to create
their own career and work opportunities by freelancing in the
gig economy (Savickas, 2005). Furthermore, taking control of
one’s career to achieve personally defined career success will
enable individuals to adopt a protean career mindset and to
willingly enter and participate in the gig economy as
freelancers (Hirschi et al., 2017), resulting in increased work
engagement. Additionally, increased vocational identity and
heightened career adaptabilities will predispose individuals
operating in the gig economy to achieve work engagement
and ultimately to a chosen career in the gig economy.

Limitations and recommendations

Given the relatively small sample, this could have influenced
the present study’s ability to find support for mediation.
Future researchers would do well to replicate the present
study with a much bigger sample. However, given the nature
of freelancing, it may be challenging to identify individuals
who are performing freelance work in the gig economy.

Spreitzer and colleagues (2017) suggest that it is worthwhile
to investigate freelancers’ perceptions regarding the
flexibility of the employment relationship. Two of the
questions may be relevant to the present study: What is their
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professional identity? How do they think about career
development? (pp. 486-487).

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study examined the links between
vocational identity, career adaptability and work engagement
of freelancers in the gig economy. The results revealed
significant path coefficients between vocational identity and
career adaptability, as well as vocational identity and work
engagement. Of all the career adaptability components,
control was found to partially mediate the vocational identity
and work engagement relationship. The outcomes of this
study suggest that vocational identity works independently
and through the control sub-dimension to influence
freelancers’ levels of work engagement.
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