
The Digital Economy & Freelancing: An Opportunity for Decent Work and Economic 

Growth 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely affected world economies, enterprises, and workers. Global 

productivity declined because of COVID-19 response policies such as lockdowns that increased 

poverty and unemployment worldwide. In 2020 alone, the loss of working hours was four times 

higher than the 2009 global financial crisis, equivalent to the loss of 255 million full-time jobs 

(ILO 2021). Now, governments have realised that sector-specific measures (such as smart 

lockdowns) to control the spread of COVID-19 are more acceptable to people, as they have fewer 

impacts on the economy. Such a sector-specific measure, however, may not be sufficient to fully 

restore economies and employment in the long run.  

 

The impact of COVID-19 may worsen if we fail to adopt the new normal with innovative 

technologies. The pandemic has provided us the opportunity to innovate not only in the field of 

medicine but also digital technologies.  

 

To bring the economy back on track, governments, companies, and workers have started adopting 

digital commerce and remote working.  The digital transformation has given birth to new industries 

such as online education, online internet healthcare, and remote offices. As a result, it created new 

employment opportunities and space, independent micro-economies, and more confinement-

oriented digital products and services. Unfortunately, not everyone is equally equipped to adopt 

this new world of work, and hence, existing vulnerabilities of women, youth, and people with no 

knowledge of adequate digital connectivity are being exacerbated (UNECE 2020).   

 

Pakistan is cognizant of the importance of digital technologies and skills to enhance inclusiveness 

in research and innovation in order to unlock economic competitiveness. In this regard, the 

Government of Pakistan (GoP) approved the Information Communication Technology (ICT) 

Policy (2018) and E-Commerce Policy of Pakistan (2019) for the digital transformation of the 

economy. Therefore, while a digital transformation was already underway, now in the battle 

against COVID-19, the GoP has accelerated it. As part of the digital transformation initiative, the 

GoP has started an E-Rozgaar Training Programme offering people a new way to enhance their 

professional capabilities, especially freelancing skills. During the pandemic, Pakistan’s gig 

economy surged by 69% and the country ranked among the world’s top four freelancing markets 

(Payoneer 2020). 

 

Pakistan aims to increase the number of freelancers by tenfold in the coming years. This will not 

only help in providing employment opportunities to youth, it will also help in reducing the gender 

gap in earning. In this regard, the government is in the process of making its very first ‘National 

Freelancing Facilitation Policy.’  

 

Given the above background and developments, this panel will bring together subject experts to 

discuss the following questions: 

 

• How much financial empowerment can digitalisation provide? 

• How different is Pakistan’s digital transformation in comparision to other countries of the 

region? 



• What are the challenges and regulatory gaps that Pakistan may face in providing a level 

playing field for digital economy actors, especially emerging freelancers? 

• What steps should the GoP take to ensure credibility of the freelance platform, especially 

the relationship between freelancers and the platform team? 

• How can impediments, that cause problems for freelancers such as accessing financial 

transactions, be cleared?   
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